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Abstract
Purpose: This mixed-methods study examined the association between the
degree to which principal evaluation systems include intrinsic and extrinsic
sources of motivation and principals’ perceptions of whether their district’s
evaluation system promotes leadership change and improvement. We also
investigated how principals experience intrinsic sources of motivation in
the context of principal evaluation. Research Methods/Approach: For
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our quantitative analysis, we administered surveys to 82 elementary and mid-
dle school principals in 21 districts in Connecticut, Michigan, and Tennessee.
We used multiple regression analysis to identify factors associated with prin-
cipals’ perceptions of their district evaluation systems. For our qualitative
analysis, we selected six principals from the 82 survey participants. We
used the constant comparative method and a consensus approach to coding
the interview data; this enabled us to identify linkages between key codes
and broader themes. Findings: Our quantitative analyses indicated that
principals’ perceptions of whether their evaluation system promoted leader-
ship improvement were strongly associated with the degree to which they
reported that their evaluation system included intrinsic sources of motiva-
tion. Our qualitative analysis revealed clear differences among principals
with regard to their interactions with district administrators, the nature of
their principal professional development activities, and their experiences
with autonomy, feedback, and district expectations. Implications:
Principal evaluation and professional development are under-researched top-
ics. This study identified mechanisms through which principals seem to find
evaluation intrinsically motivating. This is one of the first studies to empiri-
cally test Firestone’s argument that evaluation systems that support intrinsic
motivation are more effective than those that emphasize extrinsic
motivation.

Keywords
principal evaluation, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, mixed
methods, professional development

In the past decade, interest in principal evaluation has increased substan-
tially in the United States (U.S.). In response to the 2008 federal Race to
the Top initiative (RTTT), almost every state approved legislation that
altered how principals are evaluated and supported (Donaldson et al.,
2021a; Fuller et al., 2015; Jacques et al., 2012) and the Wallace
Foundation launched a major initiative to overhaul principal supervision
in six large school districts (Goldring et al., 2020). In response, some
researchers have used state-level data to examine how principals’ evalua-
tion ratings are associated with their schools’ characteristics, student demo-
graphics, and other measures of principal performance (Grissom et al.,
2018; Henry & Viano, 2015; Hermann & Ross, 2016; McCullough et al.,
2016). Other scholars have investigated changes in the role of principal super-
visors at the district level (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; Kimball et al., 2015;
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Rubin et al., 2021), and some studies have considered associations between prin-
cipal evaluation and leadership practice (Goldring et al., 2020; Hamilton et al.,
2012; Sun & Youngs, 2009).

At the same time, few studies have captured principals’ perspectives
regarding how they are experiencing evaluation under the new policies imple-
mented in the wake of RTTT. In particular, there has been little research on
whether school leaders perceive principal evaluation systems as promoting
leadership change and improvement; that is, whether principals view these
systems as fair, aligned with their own vision of effective leadership, and
prompting them to change how they allocate time to various leadership activ-
ities. In addition, there has been little research on how principal evaluation
systems are designed to motivate principals to improve, and how these
sources of motivation shape principals’ perceptions of whether their evalua-
tion system enhances leadership change and improvement.

Further, we know little about whether principals vary in the degree to
which they perceive that their districts’ principal evaluation systems
include intrinsic sources of motivation, such as goal setting, feedback, and
professional development linked to principal evaluation results. In this
paper, we report on a mixed methods study of elementary and middle
school principals in Connecticut, Michigan, and Tennessee that was designed
to address these shortcomings in the research literature. We define intrinsic
motivation as the act of engaging in behavior because one derives enjoyment
or satisfaction from it and, drawing on others’ work, argue that goal setting
and feedback are key factors that can promote intrinsic motivation (Deci
et al., 1996; Firestone, 2014). We define extrinsic motivation as the act of
engaging in behavior because of an outside expectation, pressure, or incentive
to do so (Donaldson, 2020; Firestone, 2014).

Our mixed methods study was designed to address the following questions:

1. What is the association between the degree to which principals report
that their districts’ principal evaluation systems include intrinsic
sources of motivation and extrinsic sources of motivation and their
perceptions of whether their district’s evaluation systems promote
leadership change and improvement?

2. How do principals describe and experience intrinsic sources of moti-
vation in the context of their principal evaluation system?

In this paper, we used surveys and interviews with a sample of principals to
probe motivation and improvement in the context of principal evaluation. To
answer the first question, we drew on survey data from elementary and middle
school principals in 21 districts across Connecticut, Michigan, and Tennessee
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to examine associations between their perceptions of whether and how prin-
cipal evaluation included intrinsic sources of motivation (i.e., goal setting,
feedback, and professional development) and/or extrinsic sources of motiva-
tion (i.e., principal accountability, personnel decisions); and whether principal
evaluation enhanced leadership change and improvement. Based on our quan-
titative results, we utilized interview data from a subset of six survey partic-
ipants to qualitatively explore how school leaders experienced intrinsic
sources of motivation in their principal evaluation systems.

Principal Evaluation, Professional Development, and
Leadership Practice

Several researchers examined principals’ perceptions of and experiences with
principal evaluation prior to the 2008 RTTT initiative. Davis and Hensley
(1999) interviewed principals in six California districts and reported that
few of them felt that their evaluations were useful and most believed that
they reflected political forces beyond their control. Thomas, Holdaway and
Ward (2000) collected survey and interview data from principals in
Alberta, Canada and found wide variation in school leaders’ understandings
of the purposes of principal evaluation with many viewing it as ineffective.
Reeves (2005) administered a survey to principals across the U.S. and
reported that most school leaders felt that principal evaluation did not
provide helpful feedback to them and had little impact on their motivation
or performance.

Kimball, Milanowski and McKinney (2009) investigated the experiences
of two groups of principals in a large district in the western U.S. The district
had enacted a standards-based approach to principal evaluation with one
group of school leaders while the other group was assessed using the district’s
traditional approach. Kimball and colleagues found that principals in the
standards-based evaluation group were more likely than their counterparts
in the second group to indicate that they received useful feedback and that
they were satisfied with their evaluation. Goldring and colleagues (2015)
explored how 14 principals made sense of and responded to feedback from
teachers about their instructional leadership. The authors reported that
school leaders experienced cognitive dissonance when their teachers assigned
them lower ratings for instructional leadership than the ratings they assigned
themselves or when teachers’ ratings of their leadership were lower than the
average teacher ratings of other principals in their district. This study also
found that principals’ orientations to feedback were associated with their reac-
tions to it. In particular, these principals often developed a negative and
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defensive orientation toward their feedback which hindered their ability to
constructively use it for improvement. School leaders with a positive orienta-
tion were more likely to be receptive to feedback.

Taken together, these studies indicate that many principals found little
utility in their evaluations prior to RTTT, with the exception of school
leaders who had a positive orientation to feedback and those who experienced
a standards-based approach to evaluation.

A few researchers explored how principal evaluation was associated with
principals’ leadership practices prior toRTTT. Sun andYoungs (2009) collected
survey data from 85 principals in 13 districts inMichigan aswell as teachers and
district administrators who worked with them. They reported that school leaders
were more likely to enact instructional leadership when evaluation focused on
such leadership; when the purposes of evaluation included principal develop-
ment and school reform; and when evaluation addressed leadership in such
areas as setting school goals, designing curriculum, monitoring student perfor-
mance, and promoting teacher development. Hamilton and colleagues (2012)
investigated Pittsburgh Public Schools’ approach to principal development,
which featured summer leadership trainings for school leaders and individual
professional growth projects; and evaluation, in which supervisors provided
feedback and coaching to principals while also evaluating them. Hamilton
et al. found that after the district changed its approach to principal development
and evaluation, school leaders spent much more time observing and evaluating
teachers and providing them with feedback on instruction; in addition, many
principals worked with teachers to analyze student achievement data and took
an active role in planning school-based professional development.

In research in Atlanta, New York City, and Oakland, Honig (2012) col-
lected interview data from 162 district administrators, principals, and external
support providers. She found that district administrators were more likely to
be identified as promoting principals’ efforts to strengthen their instructional
leadership when they modeled leadership practices, used metacognitive strat-
egies, employed tools to have challenging conversations about instructional
leadership, linked tool use to clear definitions of such leadership, differenti-
ated assistance, and connected principals to other sources of support. In an
analysis focused on a single district, Honig and Rainey (2014) drew on inter-
view and observation data to investigate the role of district administrators in
enhancing professional learning communities for principals (PPLCs). They
reported that when district administrators used modeling, tools, differentia-
tion, and brokering, principals were more likely to be generally engaged in
PPLC meetings and, in particular, to be engaged in challenging instructional
leadership activities such as discussing the implications of leadership prac-
tices for instructional quality and student learning.
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Goff and colleagues (2014) examined whether feedback and coaching for
principals was related to changes in leadership practice as measured by teach-
ers’ perceptions. They focused on 52 elementary and middle school principals
in a large urban district in the Southeastern U.S. In particular, the authors
assigned 26 school leaders to a treatment group which received feedback
and coaching and 26 to a control group that only received feedback on
their leadership. The authors reported that principals in the treatment group
were significantly more likely to make changes in their leadership practice
compared to principals in the control group.

In the wake of RTTT, 50 out of 51 states (including the District of
Columbia) made changes to principal evaluation policy. Fifty states included
measures of leadership and practice in evaluation and forty-six required use of
student achievement data. Forty-three states allowed districts to develop their
own evaluation systems as long as they were aligned with state policy and
thirty-six mandated that all school leaders be evaluated annually
(Donaldson et al., 2021a).

Following RTTT, researchers documented ways in which school districts
in the U.S. changed their approaches to principal evaluation. In general, dis-
tricts began to focus primarily on supervising principals and enhancing their
professional growth and less on holding them accountable. For example,
Anderson and Turnbull (2016) studied six large urban districts that were
part of the Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative and found
that all six districts included measures of leadership practices and student
achievement gains in evaluation and employed evaluation mainly as a strategy
to strengthen principals’ leadership skills. In addition, all six districts modified
the role of principal supervisors to concentrate more on promoting principals’
development as instructional leaders and less on monitoring their enactment of
district priorities. In a second study, Kimball and colleagues (2015) examined
how three large urban districts and two small rural districts restructured their
principal evaluation systems. They found that most of the districts had imple-
mented goal setting and continuous improvement cycles for principals. In addi-
tion, some of the districts provided formal professional development for
principal supervisors while others depended on state training of supervisors.

Goldring and colleagues (2020) studied six large urban districts that were
part of the Wallace Foundation’s Principal Supervisor Initiative; each district
modified the principal supervisor role to focus on enhancing principals’
development as instructional leaders. They reported that school leaders
began to view their central district offices as more supportive of their
schools, their supervisors as focusing on high-quality instruction, and their
work with supervisors as helping them become more effective instructional
leaders. In particular, many principals “came to expect a consistent
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relationship with their supervisors that included coaching, feedback, deeper
professional development, and stronger supports for and expertise about
instruction” (Goldring et al., 2020, p. 56). In addition, when principals
viewed their supervisors as being effective, this was significantly associated
with teachers’ perceptions of principal performance.

In another study, Zepeda and colleagues (2014) explored principal evalu-
ation practices in one district post-RTTT. They found that the superintendent
confronted a number of challenges including (a) having prior relationships
with principals that affected their evaluations of them; (b) rating a principal’s
performance in ways that were not consistent with ratings of their school’s
performance; and (c) questions related to evaluating principals who were
new at schools that had histories of low student achievement.

Taken together, the studies by Goldring et al. (2020), Hamilton et al.
(2012), and Sun and Youngs (2009) indicate that principal evaluation
systems that focus on instructional leadership, feature feedback from supervi-
sors, and are linked to principal professional development are likely to
promote effective instructional leadership practices among principals. But
less is known about how principals’ views of the extent to which district prin-
cipal evaluation includes goal setting, feedback, and professional develop-
ment (i.e., intrinsic sources of motivation) are associated with whether they
perceive that principal evaluation in their districts promotes leadership
change and improvement (Donaldson et al., 2021b). Further, there has been
little research on how principals experience these aspects of principal evalu-
ation that potentially address intrinsic motivation.

Conceptual Framework

Consistent with our conceptual framework, displayed in Figure 1, we posit
that when principal evaluation systems include components that address
school leaders’ intrinsic motivation, principals are more likely to perceive
such systems as enhancing leadership change and improvement; that is,
principals are more likely to view these systems as fair, consistent with
their beliefs about effective leadership, and affecting how they apportion
time to different leadership activities (H1). We also posit that when eval-
uation includes both extrinsic and intrinsic sources of motivation, compo-
nents that address extrinsic motivation sources (such as the use of
evaluation results to hold principals accountable or to make decisions
about salaries, promotions, and sanctions) will have a much weaker asso-
ciation with principal perceptions that evaluation promotes leadership
change and improvement compared to components that include intrinsic
motivation sources (H2).
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As noted, we define intrinsic motivation as the act of engaging in behavior
because one derives enjoyment or satisfaction from it. Intrinsically motivated
behavior is important in two respects. First, it “is performed spontaneously
because the person is interested in the behavior itself (Deci et al., 1996,
p. 169). For example, a school leader who is intrinsically motivated with
regard to instructional leadership will be likely to work with teachers on a
regular basis to set learning goals and expectations, monitor their teaching,
provide them with feedback, and design professional development to
address their instructional needs. Second, intrinsic motivation can lead to
lasting changes in leadership practices (Donaldson, 2020). These can
include changes in how principals establish and maintain relationships with
students, parents, and community members; how they address and make deci-
sions about issues related to equity and diversity; and how they manage
finances, school facilities, and personnel.

Goal setting and feedback are closely associated with intrinsic motivation.
Goals are most likely to address principals’ intrinsic motivation when they
play a direct role in establishing them, when they are precise and challenging,
when they are used for self-evaluation, and when there is support from super-
visors or others in achieving them (Deci & Flaste, 1995; Donaldson, 2020,
Locke & Latham, 2002; Ordóñez et al., 2009). Principals often set goals in
such areas as student achievement, school climate, teacher evaluation, alloca-
tion of time to various leadership activities, and community relations.
Feedback is likely to strengthen intrinsic motivation when it is specific and
actionable, when recipients are highly competent, and when it is combined

Figure 1. Principal evaluation and sources of motivation conceptual framework.
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with guidance for ways to address weaknesses in performance (Deci et al.,
1996; Firestone, 2014). Feedback is often provided by principal supervisors,
superintendents, and peers.

Principals are likely to experience intrinsic motivation when principal profes-
sional development is tied to principal evaluation, when it features goal setting,
and when it involves access to supervisors and others who can provide feedback
and help themwork towards their self-development goals. At the same time, when
professional development does not include goal setting or feedback, it is less likely
to promote intrinsic motivation. In addition, when districts set clear, coherent
expectations over time with regard to principal evaluation, goal setting, feedback,
and professional development, school leaders aremore likely to experience intrin-
sic motivation (Firestone, 2014; Honig & Hatch, 2004; Rorrer et al., 2008).
Alternatively,when expectations for principal and school performance change fre-
quently and/or are less coherent across evaluation and professional development,
they are less likely to experience intrinsic motivation.

As noted, we define extrinsic motivation as the act of engaging in behavior
because of an outside expectation, pressure, or incentive to do so. Extrinsic
sources of motivation for principals include the use of principal evaluation
results to hold principals accountable and make decisions about principal
salary increases, promotions, and sanctions. Consistent with our framework,
we posit that when evaluation results are used in making personnel decisions,
this will have a weak association with principals’ perceptions of whether eval-
uation enhances leadership change and improvement (Donaldson, 2020;
Firestone, 2014). That is, we hypothesize that when evaluation is used for
such accountability and decision making, principals are less likely to view
it as fair, aligned with their vision of effective leadership, or prompting
them to make changes in leadership practice (compared to when it features
goal setting, feedback, and links to professional development).

In summary, consistent with our conceptual framework, we posit that it is
important for principal evaluation to address principals’ intrinsic motivation
through goal setting, feedback, and professional development because such
motivation is often associated with changes in leadership practices and
working closely with teachers to promote their development. We also hypoth-
esize that evaluation that includes intrinsic motivation sources is more likely
to be perceived as promoting leadership change and improvement than eval-
uation that addresses extrinsic motivation sources.

Research Methods

We employed a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design, in which we
examined quantitative data and then used qualitative data to unpack and
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explain quantitative findings and to extend the range of our inquiry (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018; Ivankova et al., 2006; Moss & Haertel, 2016). First, we
analyzed quantitative principal survey data. Second, in an intermediate
phase, we used findings from the quantitative analysis to inform how we
would approach our qualitative sampling and analytic plan. Third, we ana-
lyzed qualitative principal interview data. Finally, we connected quantitative
and qualitative analyses through the integration of results. The advantage of
this design is that it allowed us to gain a more textured and elaborated under-
standing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Ivankova et al., 2006; Moss & Haertel,
2016) of how extrinsic and intrinsic sources of motivation shaped how prin-
cipals experienced their principal evaluation systems by analyzing multiple
data sources in a complementary fashion. Table 1 summarizes our research
questions, data sources, and analytic strategies.

Research Phase 1: Quantitative Principal Survey Analysis

In the study’s first phase, we used principal survey data to examine the asso-
ciation between principals’ perceptions of the extent to which principal eval-
uation included intrinsic and extrinsic motivation sources and their views of
whether it promoted leadership improvement.

Data, Data Collection, Measures. We administered online surveys to principals
to understand their perceptions of how their districts evaluated them. We
designed the survey items to gather detailed information on principals’
experiences with the principal evaluation system in their district,
professional development and growth opportunities linked to evaluation, as

Table 1. Research Questions, Data Sources, and Analytic Strategies.

Research questions Data sources Analytic strategies

1. What is the association between the degree
to which principals report that their
districts’ principal evaluation systems include
intrinsic sources of motivation and extrinsic
sources of motivation and their perceptions
of whether their districts’ evaluation
systems promote leadership change and
improvement?

Principal
survey

Multiple regression
analysis

2. How do principals describe and experience
intrinsic sources of motivation in the
context of their principal evaluation system?

Principal
interview

Deductive and
inductive analysis
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well as rewards and sanctions tied to principal evaluation ratings. In addition,
we included questions about principals’ demographic characteristics
(e.g., race/ethnicity, gender), professional experience (e.g., years of experi-
ence as principal, years of teaching experience), and school demographic
characteristics.

We first constructed principal survey items based on research on principal
evaluation, professional development, and extrinsic and intrinsic sources of
motivation (Hamilton et al., 2012; Sun & Youngs, 2009). We then revised
the survey items based on piloting and in-depth discussions to ensure that
the items sufficiently reflected the construct in the measure with relevancy
and clarity.

Sample. Our sample included responses from 82 elementary and middle
school principals in 21 districts across 3 states (Connecticut, Michigan, and
Tennessee). We purposefully chose these focal sites to ensure that our data
would reflect considerable variation in state principal evaluation policies, as
well as size and demographics of districts. During the years when we col-
lected data for this study (2017–18 and 2018–19), these states granted districts
discretion in creating principal evaluation systems that adhered to state guide-
lines, yet the state policies differed in key ways. For example, these states
required that principals’ evaluations be based in part on student performance,
but weights and what constituted student performance varied. In Connecticut,
45% of the principal’s evaluation had to be based on student achievement
measures, with 22.5% based on performance on state assessments and
22.5% based on locally-determined indicators of performance aligned to
state learning standards. In Michigan, 25% of the evaluation had to be
based on student growth and assessment data (this increased to 40% in
2018–19), which included the same data used in teacher evaluations. In
Tennessee, 50% of principal evaluation was based on student performance,
which included a 35% growth measure and a 15% achievement measure.

We initially administered surveys to 118 principals, and 82 principals
responded to the survey, resulting in a response rate of ∼70%. To handle
missing values in the multiple regression analysis, we used listwise deletion
and only included observations with valid values across all variables in the
analysis. We selected this approach to utilize complete data for analysis
and because missing response cases in our regression models were slightly
over 10%, which leaves valid observations that range from 71 to 79 principals
out of 82 principals who responded at all across regression models.

Variables. We constructed variables using items from the principal survey.
Each individual question was on a 4-point Likert scale that ranged from (1)
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Strongly disagree to (4) Strongly agree; thus, the average across all of the items
for each variable is continuous from 1 to 4. We used multiple items to measure
constructs such as extent to which principals reported that their evaluation
systems included intrinsic/extrinsic sources of motivation and whether princi-
pals perceived principal evaluation as enhancing leadership change and
improvement. To gather additional evidence of validity for the measures, we
conducted exploratory factor analysis and checked whether items for a
certain construct indeed loaded onto the construct. Based on information
from the percentage of total variance accounted for by each factor, eigenvalue,
and screen plot, we obtained one factor solution for each of the following con-
structs: extent to which principals reported that principal evaluation addressed
intrinsic/extrinsic sources of motivation and perceptions of the degree to which
principal evaluation promoted leadership change and improvement.

Across each construct, we selected items that could be well-explained by a
factor. Hence, we chose items with factor loading values higher than .3 as such
values are viewed as representing a factor clearly. We retained 8 out of 8 items
for perceptions of one’s principal evaluation system, 4 out of 4 items for extrinsic
motivation, and 12 out of 13 items for intrinsic motivation as final items. The
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients for these constructs were 0.90, 0.64, and
0.86, respectively. We used these results for item selection in order to include
refined measures in the regression analysis. After we chose items for each con-
struct, we used the average score of each construct in the regression analysis.

The dependent variable was a measure of the degree to which principals
believed their district’s evaluation system enhanced leadership change and
improvement. It was the average score of eight items which asked principals,
“To what extent do you agree with the following statements about principal
evaluation in your district?” These items included: “Principal evaluation is
fair to all principals in my district, regardless of the type of school in
which they work,” “My district’s principal evaluation system aligns with
my vision of what makes a good principal,” and “I have altered how I allocate
my time toward the leadership tasks emphasized in the principal evaluation
system.” We used principals’ responses to these items to create a measure
of the degree to which they perceived that principal evaluation promoted lead-
ership change and improvement. The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient
for these items was α= 0.90. See Table 2 for the full list of the items that
made up this dependent variable and the two independent variables and
Table 3 for descriptive statistics for all three variables.

We included two independent variables of interest, one consisting of a
mean score variable for four extrinsic motivation items and one consisting
of a mean score variable for twelve intrinsic motivation items. The stem for
the extrinsic motivation items was as follows: “In your district, how important
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are the following purposes of principal evaluation?” These four items
included: “To provide information for use in making (personnel) decisions,”
“To provide evidence to determine merit salary increases,” “To provide evi-
dence to determine sanctions for principals,” and “To hold principals account-
able for student achievement.” The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient for
these items was α= 0.64.

The stem for the 12 intrinsic motivation items was as follows: “Please indi-
cate how principal evaluation and principal professional development are
related in your district.” These items included: “Principals’ self-evaluation
is part of district evaluation program,” “Supervisors help principals accom-
plish their self-development goals through the evaluation process,”
“Individual action plans are developed to overcome issues identified in prin-
cipal evaluations,” “The intended purposes of evaluation do not include pro-
fessional development (reverse coded),” and “My evaluation results don’t
match the areas where I feel I need to improve as a leader" (reverse coded).
The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient for these items was α= 0.86.

We included three control variables that asked about the extent to which prin-
cipals perceived that three areas of leadership (i.e.,managerial leadership, personal
attributes, instructional leadership) were addressed in their districts’ evaluation
systems. We also included controls for principals’ backgrounds, such as gender
and total years of principal experience, and school characteristics including the
percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. These variables
are described in Table 2 and descriptive statistics are presented in Table 3.

Analytic Approach. We fit multiple regression models to identify factors that
were associated with principals’ perceptions of their districts’ evaluation
systems. In Models 1 and 2, we examined the association between the
degree to which principals reported that evaluation included intrinsic
and extrinsic sources of motivation, respectively, and principals’ percep-
tions of whether evaluation enhanced leadership change and improvement.
In Model 3, we included both sources of motivation variables. In Model 4,
we incorporated one set of controls, the perceived focus areas of evalua-
tion. Finally, in Model 5, we incorporated all of the variables: the two
sources of motivation variables, controls for leadership focus of evalua-
tion, and controls for principals’ backgrounds and school characteristics.
Model 5 is our final model and specification for this model is represented
in equation (1).

yi = β0 + β1(Extrinsici)+ β2(Intrinsici)+⇀
β3(

⇀
LeadAreai)

+⇀
β4(

⇀
PrinSchControlsi)+ εi (1)
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Research Phase 2: Qualitative Analysis of Principal Interview Data

In the second phase of our study, we used qualitative principal interview data
to more fully explore principals’ experiences with intrinsic sources of motiva-
tion embedded in their districts’ principal evaluation systems and explain var-
iation in how school leaders experienced such sources with regard to
motivating leadership change and improvement.

Sample. For our larger study, we conducted interviews with each principal
who completed our survey. From this larger sample, we purposefully selected
six principals from among the 82 survey participants to create a maximum
variation sample for the qualitative phase of our study (Creswell &
Guetterman, 2019). We chose three of these school leaders from among the
11 survey participants who in the principal survey (a) rated the degree to
which their districts’ principal evaluation systems addressed intrinsic
sources of motivation most highly and (b) perceived that these evaluation
systems promoted leadership change and improvement (referred to as the
first group). We selected the other three school leaders from among the 10
survey participants who in the principal survey (a) rated the degree to
which principal evaluation addressed intrinsic sources of motivation at the
lowest levels and (b) did not view evaluation as promoting leadership
change or improvement (referred to as the second group).

By selecting a subsample of participants in this fashion, we were able to
capture rich, layered data regarding principals’ perceptions of how their dis-
trict’s evaluation system incorporated intrinsic motivation sources and
whether/how they saw this connected to the potential for the system to
enhance leadership change and improvement. See Table 4 for information
on the qualitative sample. In the interview sample, we included four principals
from Michigan and two from Connecticut; and four elementary school prin-
cipals and two middle school principals. Their levels of school leadership
experience ranged from 3 to 20 years. Their districts ranged in size and loca-
tion from small rural districts to mid-sized suburban districts.

Data. During 2017–18 and 2018–19, we conducted semi-structured inter-
views with principals in order to better understand their perceptions of prin-
cipal evaluation in their districts. We asked them about how their districts
helped them develop their leadership skills, principal evaluation structures
and processes, the types of leadership activities emphasized, their perceptions
of strengths and weaknesses of the evaluation systems, and whether and how
principal evaluation prompted them to shift their leadership priorities and
practices. Principal interviews lasted 60 to 75 min. We recorded the

Mavrogordato et al. 983
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interviews and transcribed them verbatim. We used pseudonyms for all prin-
cipal interview participants.

Analytic Approach. For each principal interview, we wrote a detailed analytic
memo immediately following the interview that described the tone and
meaning discerned at the time of the interview. We created initial codes based
on theory and research on extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. We generated sub-
sequent codes while analyzing data from the interviews (see Table 5 for our lists
of initial and final codes). By grouping together categories and using the constant
comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), we moved to higher levels of
abstraction and eventually derived the following codes: autonomy, district expec-
tations, extrinsic sources of motivation, feedback, interactions with district admin-
istrators, intrinsic sources of motivation, principal professional development, and
principal evaluation (Miles et al., 2020; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Once the final
codes were established, two research teammembers separately coded all six inter-
views. We compared these separate efforts and in cases of disagreement, we dis-
cussed the codings until consensus was reached (Hill et al., 2005).

For the second stage of qualitative data analysis, we compiled case reports
by principals’ survey responses (i.e., the degree to which they reported that
evaluation included intrinsic motivation sources and whether they felt that
it promoted leadership change and improvement) and identified emergent
themes regarding (a) principal interactions with district administrators and
principal professional development; and (b) autonomy, feedback, and district
expectations. Through this process, we identified several linkages among
these key codes and themes.

Table 5. Initial and Final Codes.

Initial codes Final codes

Autonomy Autonomy
District expectations District expectations
Expectancy Extrinsic motivation
Extrinsic motivation Feedback
Feedback Interactions with district administrators
Interactions with district administrators Intrinsic sources of motivation
Intrinsic sources of motivation Principal professional development
Principal professional development Principal evaluation
Principal evaluation
Self-efficacy
View self as learner

Mavrogordato et al. 985



As we ascertained and described the processes involved in evaluating and
enhancing principal leadership in this study, we determined that the principal
was the key analytical unit. Thus, our data analysis involved looking across
the learning opportunities experienced by and expectations placed on the
two groups of principals. When it became evident that some principals
reported having constructive interactions with district administrators, receiv-
ing useful feedback from them, and experiencing consistent district expecta-
tions over time, we created additional data displays to confirm these patterns,
while remaining attentive to disconfirming evidence (Miles et al., 2020). In
this way, we were able to analyze the ways in which extrinsic motivation
addressed sources of intrinsic motivation through principal evaluation for
some school leaders, but not for others.

Procedures for Establishing Validity of Interview Data. In this study, we took
multiple steps to establish the validity of the interview data reported on in
this manuscript. These included use of multiple data collection methods, a
multiple case design, and peer review and debriefing (Miles et al., 2020;
Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Yin, 2018). We employed multiple data collection
methods to strengthen the validity of the interview data (Yin, 2018). In par-
ticular, we drew on the surveys of the six interview participants to check
on their experiences with principal evaluation and professional development.
We found that the participants’ responses to interview questions about these
topics were nearly identical to their survey responses concerning the same
topics.

Second, by including two distinct groups of principals in the interview
sample, we incorporated a multiple case design featuring replication logic
(Yin, 2018). More specifically, by including school leaders who did/did not
feel that principal evaluation included intrinsic motivation sources and/or
that it promoted leadership change and improvement, we were able to test
our theory that the two groups of principals experienced different sources
of intrinsic motivation. Finally, we received external feedback on our research
design and initial findings from researchers in the areas of principal leadership
and evaluation (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In particular, these colleagues
encouraged us to (a) restrict the focus of the qualitative analysis to two
groups of three principals each; and (b) draw on prior research on teacher
motivation and evaluation to inform our conceptual framework.

Findings

We begin by describing quantitative results regarding the association between
principals’ perceptions of the extent to which principal evaluation systems
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included intrinsic sources of motivation and extrinsic sources of motivation
and their perceptions of whether evaluation enhanced leadership change
and improvement. We then turn to qualitative findings regarding principals’
experiences with intrinsic sources of motivation in the context of principal
evaluation.

Association Between Perceptions of Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation
Sources and Whether Evaluation Systems Promote Leadership
Change and Improvement

In Table 6, as a baseline, Models 1 and 2 reported the association between the
extent to which principals reported that their district principal evaluation
systems included extrinsic and intrinsic sources of motivation, respectively,

Table 6. Factors Predicting Principals’ Perceptions of Evaluation Systems.

Model
1

Model
2

Model
3

Model
4

Model
5

Sources of motivation
Extrinsic motivation .36*

(0.10)
.13

(0.08)
.04

(0.08)
.02

(0.09)
Intrinsic motivation .64*

(0.09)
.61*

(0.10)
.52*

(0.11)
.48*

(0.11)
Leadership areas
Managerial leadership .04

(0.07)
.06

(0.07)
Personal attributes .22*

(0.08)
.18

(0.08)
Instructional leadership .09

(0.10)
.17

(0.11)
Principal and school backgrounds
Total years of principal
experience

−.02
(0.06)

Female .15
(0.11)

% of free/reduced price lunch
students

−.12
(0.27)

N 76 79 76 75 71
R2 0.13 0.41 0.44 0.51 0.53

Note. Coefficients are standardized. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p< .05.
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and their perceptions of whether their evaluation systems promoted leadership
change and improvement. When each source of motivation was incorporated
independently, we found a positive and statistically significant association
between (a) the degree to which principals reported that evaluation addressed
extrinsic sources of motivation (β= .36, p < .05, Model 1) and (b) the degree
to which they reported that it addressed intrinsic sources (β= .64, p < .05,
Model 2) and the degree to which they reported that it enhanced leadership
improvement. Consistent with our conceptual framework, we found that prin-
cipals’ perceptions of the degree to which evaluation promoted leadership
change and improvement were strongly associated with the degree to which
they reported that it included intrinsic motivation sources.

While principals’ perceptions of the degree to which evaluation included
extrinsic sources of motivation were also associated with principals’ percep-
tions of whether their evaluation system enhanced leadership change and
improvement, we found that the magnitude of the coefficient was approxi-
mately half that of the intrinsic motivation measure. Model 3 incorporated
principals’ perceptions of the degree to which evaluation addressed both
extrinsic and intrinsic sources of motivation simultaneously. When both mea-
sures were included, we found that principals’ perceptions of the degree to
which evaluation addressed intrinsic motivation remained positively and sig-
nificantly associated with principals’ perceptions of the degree to which eval-
uation promoted leadership change and improvement (β= .61, p < .05, Model
3), whereas the coefficient for principals’ perceptions of the degree to which
evaluation addressed extrinsic motivation was no longer statistically signifi-
cant and the magnitude attenuated substantially from Model 1.

In Model 4, we built upon Model 3 by adding controls for the extent to
which the principal evaluation system focused on three key leadership
areas (i.e., managerial leadership, personal attributes, instructional leadership)
and exploring whether the presence of these elements might otherwise explain
the perceived relationship (evident in the first three models) between the
degree to which principals reported that evaluation included intrinsic
sources of motivation and their perceptions of the degree to which their eval-
uation system enhanced leadership change and improvement. We found that
principals’ perceptions of the degree to which evaluation addressed intrinsic
sources of motivation continued to have the strongest positive association
with perceptions of whether evaluation promoted leadership change and
improvement (β= .52, p< .05, Model 4).

We found that one control variable, personal attributes (e.g., communica-
tion skills, ethical behavior, decision making), addressed in the principal eval-
uation system was also positively associated with principals’ views about
whether evaluation promoted leadership change and improvement (β= .22,
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p< .05, Model 4). Our final model indicated that the positive association
between the degree to which principals reported that evaluation included
intrinsic sources of motivation and principals’ perceptions of the degree to
which their evaluation system enhanced leadership change and improvement
(β= .48, p< .05, Model 5) persisted after controlling for principals’ back-
grounds and school characteristics. But the association between focusing on
personal attributes in principal evaluation was no longer significant and impor-
tantly was attenuated almost entirely to zero, indicating that the significant rela-
tionship between personal attributes and the principal perception in Model 4 is
fully explained by these controls. Taken together, our findings suggest that the
changes in coefficients for extrinsic motivation across models are not just due to
the precision of our estimates, but the inclusion of other controls and predictors
meaningfully accounted for the variation in perceptions that we might have oth-
erwise attributed to extrinsic motivation sources.

From these analyses, we conclude that the degree to which principals
reported that principal evaluation included intrinsic sources of motivation
appeared to be consistently associated with principals’ perceptions of
whether evaluation promoted leadership change and improvement. Across
all models, we found that the association between this predictor variable
and the outcome variable remained strong and statistically significant. This
suggests that when principals perceive evaluation as emphasizing intrinsic
sources of motivation, such as linking evaluation to professional develop-
ment, it is more likely to lead to leadership change and improvement.

Understanding How Principals Experience Intrinsic Motivation
Sources in the Context of Principal Evaluation

We draw on interview data with the six focal interview participants to
describe principals’ experiences with different aspects of principal evaluation
and to examine how school leaders experienced aspects of evaluation such as
feedback, autonomy, and district expectations that potentially addressed
intrinsically-motivated behavior. As a reminder, in their responses to our prin-
cipal survey three of these principals rated the degree to which their districts’
principal evaluation systems included intrinsic sources of motivation very
highly and felt that these systems enhanced leadership change and improve-
ment while the other three school leaders did not feel that that evaluation
addressed intrinsic sources of motivation and did not view it as promoting
leadership change and improvement.

While both groups reported in interviews similar expectations with regard
to setting personal goals and attending principal meetings in their districts,
there were clear differences between groups with regard to their interactions
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with district administrators (i.e., supervisors), the nature of principal profes-
sional development activities in which they participated, and their experiences
with feedback, autonomy and district expectations. These differences help to
explain the results of our regression analyses, including variation between the
two groups in their perceptions of the degree to which principal evaluation
promoted leadership improvement.

Goal Setting and Principal Meetings

To some extent, the six principals in the focal interview sample reported
having similar experiences with principal evaluation. In particular, all
principals in both groups reported setting personal goals as part of princi-
pal evaluation, working on growth plans, and/or using data to document
their performance as school leaders. For example, Mr. Palmer, a middle
school principal from Michigan in the first group, explained that his dis-
trict used the Marzano School Leader Evaluation Model. For principals,
this model involved completing a growth plan at the start of each
school year and then documenting ways that they were addressing several
of the 23 elements in the model during that school year. Palmer noted that the
Marzano model was “systematized in common language and systematized
where we’re all reading the same information about how you should be
scored.” Similarly, Ms. Weaver, an elementary school principal from
Connecticut in the second group described the role of goal setting in her district’s
evaluation system: “I would say the strengths are it gives you a place to start at
the beginning of the year and goals to aspire to. It’s a formal record of strategies
that you’re going to use to improve, so all of that’s due at the beginning of the
year.”

Both groups of principals also indicated in interviews that they attended
principal meetings coordinated by their districts on a regular basis. Ms.
Mussina, an elementary school principal from Connecticut in the first
group, reported that she met with other school leaders in her district weekly
to discuss their leadership experiences as well as their experiences with
teacher and principal professional development and evaluation. For his
part, Mr. Means, an elementary principal in the first group, explained that
he attended biweekly principal meetings with his counterparts in his district
and monthly meetings with school leaders from across his county.
Similarly, Mr. Ripken, an elementary principal from Michigan in the
second group, stated, “Every Tuesday, all the administrative staff in the dis-
trict are out of their buildings for two hours to have a meeting.” During these
meetings, principals discussed such topics as student testing, teacher profes-
sional development, and teacher evaluation.
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Interactions with District Administrators and Principal Professional
Development

Despite both groups of principals reporting similar experiences with regard to
goal setting and principal meetings, there were clear differences between the
groups with regard to their interactions with district administrators (i.e., super-
visors) and the nature of the principal professional development activities in
which they participated. All three principals in the first group reported having
regular, productive interactions with their supervisors and that principal eval-
uation was closely tied to their own professional learning and growth. For
example, Mr. Palmer met twice a month with a district administrator to
review his progress towards the goals he identified for himself at the start
of the school year. In his words, “She and I are spending time talking
about those every two weeks—my time with her is always about things
that are already documented that I’m doing or working toward in this evalu-
ation over here so they don’t seem separate.” Mr. Means explained that due
his district’s small size (it had only four schools), his superintendent visited
his school at least once a week to check in and talk with him about his
various responsibilities. For her part, Ms. Mussina explained that she met fre-
quently with her superintendent and that these meetings were closely tied to
the evaluation process: “She added, “He just did a cycle of observing me
actually… he wanted to be part of (an observation) cycle I was doing with
a teacher. So he observed me with the pre, the during, and the post.”

In contrast to the principals in the first group, none of the focal interview
participants in the second group reported having frequent, productive interac-
tions with district administrators. According to Ms. Weaver, “I used to look
forward to the visits (from my superintendent) and now, I can’t say that I
look forward to the visits. I sort of don’t really, I guess I wonder what
mood she might be in. And how much that’s going to affect what happens
during the observation.” For her part, Ms. Robinson, a middle school princi-
pal from Michigan in the second group, explained that she would have liked
to meet with her superintendent to discuss her goals as a principal, her perfor-
mance, and her strengths and weaknesses, but she had few opportunities to do
so. Mr. Ripken noted that his view of his role as principal and how leaders
should be evaluated differed from that of his superintendent who focused
much more on consequences. He noted that when he made mistakes, his
superintendent would set up formal meetings with him and document his mis-
takes in writing. In his words, “There’s a formality to it that had never been
the culture prior to his arrival. It had always been, you know ‘We’ll talk about
it. Let’s fix it.’ It was always about learning and growth, not so much about
documenting and consequence.”
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There were also differences between the two groups of principals with
regard to opportunities for professional development linked to principal eval-
uation. Mr. Means, Ms. Mussina, and Mr. Palmer all met regularly with other
principals in their districts to discuss work-related issues. In Mr. Palmer’s
words, “The amount of meetings, the amount of time that we have to talk
about our systems and to help us grow we feel it growing, we’re growing
together and so that’s been a huge benefit.” Unlike these three principals,
the school leaders in the second group typically engaged in principal profes-
sional development on their own and had few opportunities to collaborate
with their counterparts in their districts. For example, Mr. Ripken attended
the state elementary principals’ conference each year at his own volition.
While he valued opportunities to make connections with principals from
outside his district, he explained that principals within his district had little
contact with each other and rarely worked together on common initiatives
or supported one another as they worked to improve their leadership.

Feedback, Autonomy, and District Expectations

In addition to identifying differences between the two groups of principals
involving interactions with district administrators and principal professional
development activities, we found clear differences between them in the
nature of the feedback that they received, how they made use of autonomy
that they experienced, and the degree to which their districts maintained con-
sistent expectations over time. We found that feedback, autonomy, and dis-
trict expectations all seemed to affect internal motivation; variation in
principals’ experiences with these factors seemed associated with differences
in their experiences with principal evaluation and its impact on their practices.

We found notable differences between the two groups of principals in the
feedback they received; principals in the first group reported receiving routine
and extensive feedback through their principal evaluation system and they
reported valuing it greatly. For example, Ms. Mussina met with her superin-
tendent twice a month and received regular feedback on issues related to cur-
riculum, instruction, teacher evaluation, budgeting, and situations with
teachers, students, and families. According to her, “I’m a learner and they
help me grow my learning too.” Mr. Means also valued the feedback that
he received from district administrators: “I go looking for feedback because
I think it’s probably one of the most important things, how do you know if
you’re growing or not if you don’t get that exchange, you know of real
honest input?”

Mr. Palmer also appreciated opportunities to meet with district administra-
tors about his leadership performance. He stated, “I value that when someone
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makes time for me to sit down and listen to the things I’m working on. Here’s
what I’m struggling with. Here’s the growth that we had—the fact that they
(provide in-person feedback) that’s a positive consequence. That really
means something.” The three principals in the first group valued feedback
that promoted their own individual growth as school leaders and the
growth of their schools. In addition, they appreciated having regular meetings
with supervisors and other district administrators during which they were able
to discuss their work and receive feedback on it. Further, they seemed to value
feedback because it enhanced their sense of their own competence.

On the other hand, principals in the second group reported receiving little
feedback on their performance and/or did not value the feedback that they
received. Ms. Robinson explained that her superintendent provided brief,
written feedback on her annual evaluation ratings, but did not meet with
her, provide feedback on leadership practices, or suggest ways for her to
improve. In Ms. Weaver’s case, she received a detailed formal written eval-
uation from her superintendent but did not have an opportunity to meet
with her about it. In addition, when her superintendent did provide oral feed-
back, Ms. Weaver felt it was not connected to the evaluation process. For his
part, Mr. Ripken disagreed with his superintendent’s exclusive focus on
increasing students’ scores on state standardized tests at the expense of
other leadership responsibilities. In his words, “I decided, not that I don’t
value feedback, I still do. I just don’t value this particular group of adminis-
trators’ feedback… I didn’t feel like we were all on the same team.”

In the interviews, principals in both groups described having a good deal of
autonomy with regard to carrying out their roles. But school leaders in the first
group were encouraged by supervisors to use their autonomy to address issues
related to instruction and student learning while those in the second group were
rarely provided with similar direction and used it to focus on students’ personal
needs. For example, Mr. Means described taking risks to explore new ways of
supporting teachers and students at his school. According to him, he felt com-
fortable doing so “because I feel like there’s professional trust” (with district
administrators). “I can take risks if they’re calculated, not just on a whim.”
Similarly, Ms. Mussina felt empowered by her superintendent to have difficult
conversations with her teachers about their performance and the need for
instructional improvement. For his part, Mr. Palmer reported having freedom
to make decisions about instruction and student learning in the ways that he
saw fit: “You have a ton of influence about decision making. That’s really crit-
ical and you have a lot of influence on how you get people to move a whole
organization in the direction you want it to go. That’s powerful.”

While the principals in the second group also experienced a certain amount
of autonomy, they reported employing it to focus more on student needs than
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instruction or learning. For example, when asked what he spent most of his
time on as principal, Mr. Ripken explained that he primarily concentrated
on helping students and families in need. In his words, “I don’t think anything
takes precedence over supporting kids in crisis.” Ms. Robinson also reported
focusing on students’ needs. She noted that a top priority for her was “being
able to deal quickly and effectively with student issues, to find resources and
assistance for kids who need them, to know which community agencies to
reach out to, communication with families regarding (these) issues.” For
her part, Ms. Weaver described engaging in a number of non-instructional
activities with students including sitting with students during lunch, interact-
ing with them during recess, and addressing misbehavior. Second group prin-
cipals reported much less direction provided by their evaluation system in
terms of how they focused their time, which often seemed to result in a
focus on individual student needs instead of organizational and instructional
improvement.

We found that the two groups of principals’ experiences with feedback and
autonomy seemed related to district principal evaluation expectations regard-
ing leadership in their districts. The school leaders in the first group reported
experiencing clear, coherent expectations for leadership practice over time.
For example, Mr. Means stated that his superintendent had consistently
placed a strong emphasis on instructional leadership: “One of the key
things I knew, when he came here seven, eight years ago is trying to shift prin-
cipal role from manager to instructional leader… So, I try to put number one
as instruction. How do we make sure we can hit our building goals and even
district goal of creating readers and problem solvers.” Mr. Means added that
the superintendent’s approach to principal and teacher evaluation had been
consistent over time as well. For her part, Ms. Mussina explained that her
superintendent had always valued the contributions of principals and that
the district’s principal evaluation system “reflects the real work, my real
work and the work of the school.” Mr. Palmer reported that in his district,
principals had always faced rigorous expectations: “You manage a building,
you lead PD, you’re always facilitating this, Professional Growth, the School
Improvement process it’s a little bit, it’s more involved than in some other
districts.”

In contrast, the school leaders in the second group did not report experienc-
ing clear, coherent evaluation expectations regarding leadership practice over
time. For example, Ms. Robinson explained that principals’ responsibilities in
the area of teacher evaluation in her district had recently increased: “Our lead-
ership has changed a little bit in the last couple of years and so now, we’re
given far more tasks to do than we ever were before.” Ms. Weaver explained
that her monthly meetings with her superintendent had become more
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evaluative than previously; she described her superintendent as “very focused
and she’s very driven.” In the case of Mr. Ripken, he had received strong eval-
uations for several years, but then his superintendent shifted expectations to
place much more emphasis on student proficiency on state tests. The superin-
tendent asked him to meet “right after our state proficiency scores had come
out… I was just really blown away by the conversation because it was
completely out of the blue… I personally had always valued growth over pro-
ficiency and I can argue that all day long, but I wasn’t really given the oppor-
tunity to argue that and that was just the new lens.”

Discussion

In this mixed methods study, we drew on survey data from 82 elementary and
middle school principals from three states to examine factors associated with
the degree to which they perceived their district principal evaluation systems
to promote leadership change and improvement. We found that when school
leaders reported that their evaluation systems included intrinsic sources of
motivation, they were likely to perceive their evaluation systems as enhancing
leadership change and improvement. In contrast, when principals indicated
that their evaluation systems addressed extrinsic sources of motivation
(without also addressing intrinsic sources), we found that they were unlikely
to view these systems as bolstering leadership improvement. In this study, we
also used interview data from 6 of the 82 principals to investigate differences
among school leaders in their experiences with principal evaluation. In this
section, we discuss our main findings in relation to other research on educator
evaluation and development, note some limitations of our analysis, and
discuss implications for future research.

Theory and prior research suggest that personnel evaluation systems that
place a strong emphasis on extrinsic sources of motivation such as high-stakes
accountability and financial incentives can undermine intrinsic sources of
motivation for educators and employees in other professions (Deci et al.,
1996; Donaldson, 2020; Firestone, 2014). In this study, we carried out quan-
titative analyses that built on this prior work. We found that when principals
perceived their district principal evaluation systems to emphasize extrinsic
motivation without also including intrinsic sources of motivation, they were
unlikely to view these systems as promoting their own efforts to strengthen
their leadership practices. On the other hand, when school leaders reported
their district principal evaluation systems as addressing intrinsic sources of
motivation, we found that they were more likely to view these systems as rein-
forcing leadership change and improvement. These findings are consistent
with research by Honig who reported that principals were more likely to
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view district administrators as encouraging their attempts to augment their
instructional leadership when they employed modeling, metacognitive strate-
gies, tools, differentiation, and brokering; and connected school leaders to
other sources of support (Honig, 2012; Honig & Rainey, 2014).

Sources of intrinsic motivation in this study included reporting that self-
evaluation was part of district principal evaluation, principal professional
development and supervision were available to address issues identified in
evaluation, and evaluation purposes and procedures were connected to profes-
sional development. Our findings are consistent with other studies that have
shown that principal evaluation systems that include feedback from supervi-
sors and are closely tied to professional development are likely to lead to
effective leadership practices among principals (Goldring et al., 2020;
Hamilton et al., 2012; Sun & Youngs, 2009).

In our qualitative analyses, we found that for the three principals in the first
group, principal evaluation provided extrinsic sources of motivation that
addressed several sources of intrinsic motivation: interactions with district
administrators, principal professional development, goal setting, feedback,
and district expectations (Deci et al., 1996). Mr. Means, Ms. Mussina, and
Mr. Palmer reported meeting frequently with district administrators to
discuss their own leadership activities, and typically using the principal eval-
uation process to frame these interactions. In addition, all three principals par-
ticipated in principal meetings and other professional development activities
with other school leaders in their districts. Mr. Means, Ms. Mussina, and Mr.
Palmer all experienced a certain level of autonomy in carrying out their lead-
ership roles and all received regular, constructive, in-person feedback on their
practices from district administrators through the principal evaluation process
(Firestone, 2014). Further, district expectations regarding leadership
remained consistent over time in these principals’ districts.

For their part, the three principals in the second group—Mr. Ripken,
Ms. Robinson, and Ms. Weaver—experienced some of the same potential sources
of intrinsic motivation as those in the first group, but these experiences were not
addressed by their districts’ evaluation systems. These three school leaders interacted
with district administrators and participated in professional development, but these
activities were based primarily on their individual interests (as opposed to col-
lective participation or being based on principal evaluation) and none of them
reported having productive interactions or receiving useful feedback from dis-
trict administrators in the context of evaluation. Mr. Ripken, Ms. Robinson,
andMs.Weaver had a degree of autonomy, but did not use it to support instruc-
tion or student learning. Finally, expectations regarding principal leadership
and evaluation in their districts changed over time, which potentially further
weakened their intrinsic motivation (Firestone, 2014).
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There were some limitations in this study. First, we included elementary
and middle school principals from small and mid-sized districts in
Connecticut, Michigan, and Tennessee; thus, our findings generalize to
similar districts in those states, but not necessarily to larger districts or to dis-
tricts in other states. Thus, one recommendation for future research would be
to examine district principal evaluation systems and school leaders’ experi-
ences in larger districts and additional states. Second, our survey sample
was somewhat small; the initial survey sample was 82 and the sample in
the final model was 71 principals. The size of the survey sample limits our
ability to generalize our findings to a larger population. Therefore, we recom-
mend that future research include larger survey samples (e.g., n= 100 princi-
pals or more). Third, in our qualitative sample, both the first group and the
second group included (a) principals at the elementary and middle school
levels and (b) principals who worked in low- and high-poverty schools.
But we were not able to investigate how other contextual factors (e.g.,
school or district size, principal experience) might have affected school
leaders’ experiences with principal evaluation systems. Thus, a third direction
for future research would be to explore how such factors may influence prin-
cipals’ experiences with evaluation.

Fourth, in this study, we identified a significant association between prin-
cipal evaluation systems that included intrinsic sources of motivation and
principal perceptions that evaluation promoted leadership change and
improvement, but we were not able to establish a causal relationship
between these variables. Therefore, a fourth suggestion for future scholarship
would be to test interventions that focus on intrinsic motivation sources (e.g.,
goal setting, feedback, and professional development) to see if they are caus-
ally related to principals’ perceptions of evaluation and outcomes such as
leadership practice changes and improved student achievement. Finally, in
the qualitative portion of this study, we relied on interviews with principals
to examine their experiences with principal evaluation. In future work, we
recommend that researchers also collect data from district administrators,
teachers, and others to more fully understand implementation of principal
evaluation and professional development, and how they potentially shape
leadership practices and teachers’ experiences.

In summary, there have been significant changes in principal evaluation
policies and practices during the past 10 years, but there is a need to consider
principals’ experiences with evaluation. In this study, we explored school
leaders’ perceptions of district evaluation systems; our findings provide evi-
dence that evaluation systems that feature sources of intrinsic motivation
are more likely than other systems to help principals engage in leadership
change and improvement.
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