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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of current
Alberta independent school principals relative to the major factors that were
perceived to affect success in their leadership role. The examination of such
perceptions provided insights into the leadership of independent schools.

Principals from eight accredited, funded, independent schools in Alberta
participated in the study. Information was obtained from audiotaped
interviews, an ongoing journal, policy documents, relevant school literature,
and observation.

Each of these principals practiced in unique leadership contexts that
were different from those of public/separate school principals and from one
another. The data identified several important similarities and differences
among all schools in the sample.

The respondents perceived various influential factors from the
perspective of their own unique context. Although all schools exhibited
different constituents, cultures, and missions, they all evidenced a
philosophical congruence enhanced by respect and trust. This factor
provided the overarching setting for the principal’s leadership behavior. The
principals reported that this factor resulted in expending much of their effort
in the structural, human resource, and symbolic dimensions of leadership
rather than in the political dimension.

The respondents had developed positive relationships with Alberta
Education and the consultants based in local regional offices. The principals
expressed concern over planned closure of these offices and a reduction of
consulting services, which they perceived would result in the loss of current

information and strong collegial relationships.



Within the dimensions of human resources and symbolism, the
principals paid close attention to participation and involvement, recruiting
and training staff, empowerment, staff professional development, and the
quality of life in their schools. Most were acutely aware of the importance
of institutional identity, culture, and the power of symbolic activities. These
principals consistently employed symbolism in their practice, which is not
consistent with research findings about principals in public schools.

The high degree of philosophical congruence in these schools enhanced
a climate of trust and respect, positively influencing the school’s culture.
This philosophical congruence and its consequences substantially influenced
the success of the leadership behavior of the independent school principals

in this study.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Historically, some parents of considerable vision and wealth in Europe,
Asia, Australia, and North America have enrolled their children in private
schools which would provide them with the advantages of advanced
knowledge, social contacts, and prestige to make their way in life. Most of
those who could not afford such schools depended on local public schools
for their children’s education. In recent years a wealthy middle class, the
technological revolution, and a realization that an enhanced education might
better enable their children to be successful led to a perceived need for an
education more attuned to the requirements of "the global village" than that
provided in public school systems.

Related to this matter, Bergen (1994) stated that

public opinion polls show that a notable proportion of the public is

not entirely satisfied with its schools--that it is highly unlikely that

a public school system could meet the expectations of all clients--

at best, public schools can satisfy only the majority of clients in

their communities. Parents who are not satisfied with available

public schooling may best be served by a private sector school

that caters to a more homogeneous clientele. (p. 3)

The 24th annual Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa education poll indicated that
"the public wants change and improvement in public schools” (Elam, Rose,
& Gallup, 1992, p. 42). Also, Fennell (1993) wrote that "the question of
exactly what Canadians want from their schools is at the core of a deep
philosophical clash™ (p. 29).

In Alberta a major philosophical and financial shift in the delivery of
public education, combined with a government emphasis on

entrepreneurism, has created considerable controversy within the province.

In 1988 the Alberta Legislative Assembly established the statutory basis for



a religious school to be recognized as an "alternative program” under the
School Act (1988), Chapter S-3, Part 2, Division 1, Section 16, which
stated: "In this section alternative program means an education program
that (a) emphasizes a particular language, culture, or religion or subject
matter, or (b) uses a particular teaching philosophy.” Currently in Alberta,
numerous alternate programs offer unique educational experiences for
students. In 1996 the Edmonton Public School Board approved for the first
time in Alberta the establishment of a religious alternate program (Logos
Christian), utilizing this legislation. At the present time five of these
programs are operating within Edmonton schools.

On May 25, 1994, legislation was proclaimed making Alberta the first
Canadian province to approve the establishment of charter schools. It was
stipulated that these schools may not be affiliated with a religious faith or
denomination. It was intended that such schools go beyond alternative
school programs and provide a particular educational service to fulfill a
specific need (Alberta Education, 1995). Such schools have the option of
emphasizing the arts, sports, academics, or other needs perceived by
interested members of a community. Charter boards, comprised of parents
and teachers of school students, have the authority and autonomy to
operate the school within its own policies under section 24.1(1) of the
School Act (1988) and are accountable for the school. The charter board is
also accountable to either the Minister of Education or the local school
board, depending upon which agency established the schoo! and whose duty
it is to ensure that the Alberta school follows the tenets of the charter.
Charter schools are part of the public system and cannot deny access to any
student as long as sufficient space and resources are available. Alternate

programs and charter schools represent an effort on the part of the



government to expand the range of educational services available to
students. The results of such policy will not be measurable for several
years.

However, a movement towards the independent school sector by those
parents unprepared to wait for the results of the policy’s impact may be
reasonably predicted. Additionally, Nowers and Bell (1993, p. 9} noted that
there are more single parents, working couples, and middle-income families
who are willing to sacrifice a great deal to buy their children a better
education than they perceive is coming from the public sector. They are not
prepared to wait for charter schools and alternate programs to develop as
their children mature.

independent schools in Alberta currently attract approximately 1,000
additional students per year (see Table 1). Currently, more than 19,200
students are enrolled in approved independent schools in the province (see
Appendix A). Establishing an independent school is facilitated by Alberta
Education through the publication of a Private Schools Handbook (Alberta
Education, 1996), which identifies the requirements specified in legislation;
provincial policies and regulations relevant for independent schools;
information for planning, organizing, and operating an independent school;
and information and requirements regarding steps to be taken when an
independent school closes. The handbook also provides the location and
names of regional office directors and private school coordinators throughout
the province who are able to assist current and potential operators. Each
year a number of schools begin operation and others cease. Recently, a
number of independent schools have begun operation in Alberta using

innovative approaches such as delivering their program by computer,



Table 1

Total Elementary-Secondary Enrolment, by Type of
Approved School, Canada and Four Provinces,

1989-90 to 1993-94

Type of school British Saskat- .
and year Canada Columbia Alberta chewan Manitoba
Public:
1989-90 4,788,914 512,609 471,086 200,335 197,724
1990-91 4,845,308 519,958 483,857 198,933 197,586
1991-92 4,915,630 539,300 495,360 198,433 196,894
1992-93 4,967,849 554,590 505,419 198,142 196,619
1993-94 5,022,351 568,668 512,255 198,331 195,761
Private:
1989-90 233,753 38,438 15,084 3,048 10,161
1990-91 240,968 40,677 16,173 3,199 10,551
1991-92 245,255 44,556 16,617 3,197 10,683
1992-93 257,605 45,612 18,049 3.420 11,432
1993-94 265,321 49,334 19,209 3.200 11,826
Total:
1989-90 5,075,277 555,546 492,310 212,676 219,245
1990-91 5,141,003 564,627 507,460 212,278 219,859
1991-92 5,218,237 587,920 519,936 212,071 220,515
1992-93 5,284,146 604,741 531,783 212,386 221,578
1993-94 5,347,389 622,697 540,501 212,677 221,610

Source: Statistics Canada (1995).
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emphasizing certain sports, and serving the needs of students from other

countries (AISCA, 1996).

Definitions

The literature on independent schools is replete with various titles for
the position most commonly referred to in North American public schools as
the principal. In this dissertation, the term principal is used rather than
terms such as director, head, headmaster, first principal, and superintendent,
and refers to the individual appointed by a board of directors to fulfill the
required leadership and managerial role of the institution and to report to the
board.

The term independent schools refers to schools of choice that develop
their own mission statement and educational program and include staff who
are like-minded and cohesive and have little affiliation with the public or
separate school systems in Alberta. Groups associated with these schools
show substantial agreement on educational goals (Madsen, 1995). Those
Alberta schools in the study met the requirements of the School Act (1988,
22[4]).

The words /independent and private have the same meaning when
referring to schools that are not part of the public or separate school
systems in Alberta. The School Act (1988) refers to such schools as
"private”; however, the operators generally prefer the name "independent.”
According to the School Act (22[4]), all private schools must be registered.
A school is entitled to be registered if it meets these minimal conditions:

(a) A program of studies must meet provincial goals and standards; (b) the
school must meet provincial standards of student achievement and

achievement testing; (c) the operator must agree to regular evaluation and



monitoring; and (d) the school must meet all local and provincial health,
safety, and building standards. Registered independent schools are not
entitled to provincial funding.

According to the Schoo! Act (1988), "a private school is entitled to be
accredited as an accredited private school” (22[4]) if it meets the following
conditions in addition to the conditions for registration:

1. The program of studies must be approved by the Minister. (This
usually means that the school will follow either the Alberta curriculum or a
modification of it. The Minister will usually approve a program that can be
demonstrated at least to parallel the content of the provincial curriculum.)

2. The student body must consist of at least seven students from two
or more families.

3. Teachers must have qualifications which "are approved by the
Minister” (School Act, 1988, Sec. 22(4]). (Currently, approval is usually
limited to Alberta Certification, although the intent of the legislation is clearly
that there be some latitude for alternative qualifications.) Accredited
independent schools may be eligible for limited provincial funding if they

meet all the requirements for funding.

Need for the Study
The leadership role of the independent school principal in Canada has
received little attention from researchers. The current socioeconomic
conditions in Canada and particularly in Alberta may portend an increased
level of attendance for and interest in independent schools and those who
lead them. The experience of these individuals in their unique educational
milieu may also provide insights for leadership in public schools, alternative

programs, and charter schools. In Alberta the government has effectively
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defined new duties in the role of principal: "Superintendents will continue to
provide educational leadership, but school principals and their teaching staff
will begin making some of the decisions about program delivery that
superintendents have made in the past" (Alberta Education, 1994, p. 26).

In many independent schools, principals have traditionally fulfilled the role of
both superintendent and principal; however, in the U.S. their longevity in the
position is markedly shorter than that of those in the public school systems
(Shank 1979).

Shapiro (1985), in the report of the Commission on Private Schools in
Ontario, indicated that, generally, "research in the area of private schooling
has not, in fact, been extensive” (p. 37). A review of the literature
produced little evidence of research relative to Canadian independent school
principals, particularly in the Alberta context. Bergen (1986) noted that "a
limited number of studies on private schools, generally restricted to the
individual provinces, are available” (p. 93). Conversations on May 23 and
24, 1995, with Dr. Lee Hollar, Coordinator of Education, Society of Christian
Schools, British Columbia; Mr. Tom Ellwoad, Inspector, Independent Schools
Branch, Ministry of Education, British Columbia; Mr. Gerry Ensing, Director,
Independent Schools Branch, Ministry of Education, B.C.; Mr. Gary Duthler,
Executive Director of the Association of Independent Schools and Colleges
in Alberta (AISCA); and Dr. John Bergen, Professor Emeritus, Department of
Educational Administration, University of Alberta, indicated a dearth of
research involving leadership in independent schools in Western Canada.
Visits to a number of Alberta independent schools indicated an interest on
the part of principals in research in their area and a willingness to participate.
Several noted that they felt generally ignored by researchers and the public

school sector.



In Alberta, current legislation and policy is requiring a shift from
provincial direction of public education to a locally based management and
implementation model. This shift is intended to foster schools that serve the
needs of the local community via parent councils and principals who wiill
have greater on-site decision-making authority than previously. School
boards and superintendents retain a general policy-development and
reporting function. However, more management functions, decision making,
and leadership issues will fall to the principal, who will serve and report
more directly to the local constituents than before (Alberta Education,
1994).

Such a situation is not entirely unlike that of the independent school
principal who, on a regular basis, must perform the roles of both
superintendent and principal within the context of a particular educational
and/or religious community. Independent school principals, whether in
secular or denominational schools, have traditionally fulfilled this dual role,
attempting to lead effectively in situation-specific cultures with unique
constraints imposed by demands related to specific parameters of
effectiveness required within their particular secular or denominational
contexts. Provincial and school board standards of leader effectiveness,
constraints, the operational culture, and symbolism are factors which affect
these individuals and their success as leaders. The mission and goals of
independent schools have different and occasionally additional focuses than
do those of public schoo! systems. These provide a unique context within
which leadership, constraints, culture, and symbolism interact to challenge
the principal. Given the current trend in Alberta legislation, public school

principals may necessarily have to face similar challenges in the future.



The complexity of the role duality of independent school principals
encompassing simultaneously the duties of superintendents and those of
principals in school systems may be better understood through leadership
studies of superintendents (e.g., Allison, 1989; Boich, Farquhar, &
Leithwood, 1989; Genge, 1991; Immegart, 1988; March & Miklos, 1983;
Murphy & Hallinger, 1986); constraints which have an impact upon
leadership (Eastcott, Holdaway, & Kuiken, 1974; Murphy, 1987; Renihan &
Renihan, 1984); school principals and school culture (e.g., Bolman & Deal,
1992; Chubb, 1985; Deal & Peterson, 1990; Johnson, 1988; Sergiovanni,
1991; Zaleznik, 1977); and symbolism (Bryk & Driscoil, 1988; Bryk, Lee, &
Holland, 1993; Chubb, 1988; Clark, 1975; Deal, 1991; Hanaway &
Abromowitz, 1985; Johnson, 1990; Reitzug & Reeves, 1990) in both public

and independent schools.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of current
independent school principals in Alberta relative to the major factors which
were perceived to affect success in their leadership role. The examination of
such perceptions was expected to provide new insights about the leadership

of independent schools.

General Research Question
What factors are perceived to influence the effectiveness of principals
in independent schools? In order to develop information relevant to this and
other related questions, the perceptions of principals from Alberta

independent secular and denominational schools were sought. Appropriate
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literature was reviewed, board meetings were attended when possible, and

school policy and relevant documents were reviewed.

Specific Research Questions
The following specific questions were addressed. They were grouped
into three areas relative to factors which were perceived to influence

principals’ effectiveness in independent schools.

External Factors
1. What influences are exerted on the principal’s role in an
independent school by the legislation, Alberta Education, and other

significant organizations and individuals?

Internal Factors

2. In what ways do societies and boards influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?

3. In what ways does the chair of the school board influence the role
of the principal in an independent school?

4. In what ways does the financial officer influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?

5. In what ways does the superintendent influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?

6. In what ways do the faculty influence the role of the principal in an
independent school?

7. In what ways do the parents influence the role of the principal in an

independent school?



10.

11.

11
In what ways does the student body influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?
In what ways does the size of the school influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?
In what ways does the school’s program influence the role of the
principal in an independent school?
in what ways does the school culture influence the role of the

principal in an independent school?

Criteria for Success

12.

13.

What are the personal and professional characteristics perceived to
be necessary for success in the principal’s role in an independent
school?

What criteria are used by principals of independent schools to
assess their effectiveness, and how do these principals relate their

effectiveness as principal to the effectiveness of their schools?

Organization of the Dissertation

The dissertation is divided into eight chapters. This chapter has

identified some historical and political factors that have influenced the

environment within which independent schools in Alberta operate. Relevant

definitions, a rationale and purpose for the study, and general and specific

research questions were also identified.

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature relative to the leadership

context within which independent school principals practice. The chapter

then focuses particularly on recent literature relative to leadership,

effectiveness, constraints, school culture, and symbolism. Chapter 3
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delineates the methodological approach used to study the factors that are
perceived to influence the effectiveness of principals in independent schools.
Chapter 4 examines the characteristics of the respondent principals and the
operational context of their practice. Chapters 5 through 7 present the
findings of the research relative to external, internal, professional, and
personal factors that are perceived to influence the effectiveness of the
principals in the study. The final chapter presents an overview of the study,
a summary and discussion of the findings, general themes, and implications
and recommendations for further practice and research.

A reference list and appendices, which include relevant correspondence

and the interview schedule, conclude the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In addition to reviewing selected literature on independent schools, this
chapter focuses upon the literature relevant to leadership, and especially its
relationship to effectiveness, constraints, school culture, and symbolism. In
this review the more recent literature on leadership, effectiveness,
constraints, school culture, and symbolism is emphasized rather than a
detailed historical analysis of leadership. Bolman and Deal (1994} and
Genge (1991) noted a recent association of effective educational leaders
with transformational, cultural, and symbolic leadership. Currently, these
aspects of leadership have drawn considerable interest from researchers;
therefore, the more recent literature relevant to these areas is also

emphasized.

Independent Schools

The contexts within which principals lead in independent schools are
considerably different from those of their public school counterparts and
warrant explication. Independent schools constitute a small proportion of all
schools. Kane (1991) noted that they generally share six basic
characteristics: self-governance, self-support, self-defined curriculum, self-
selected students, self-selected faculty, and small size. A selective
synthesis of those factors within these six characteristics, relative to their
potential for creating administrative issues, is crucial to understanding the

leadership context of the independent school.
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Self-Governance

The board of trustees of an independent school has complete
responsibility for the institution. The board is responsible for the philosophy,
resources, and programs. The principal whom it hires is directly responsibie
to the board, faculty, students, and parents. Thus the principal is also
responsible for fulfilling duties normally assigned to the superintendent in a
public school system, which often results in direct contact with external
organizations, as well as the board, faculty, students, and parents. This
direct contact results in an expectation of immediate responsiveness from
the principal by all constituents.

Grant (1981; cited in Kane, 1991), in his essay The Character of
Education and the Education of Character, used a metaphor comparing the
administrative context of public and private schools, likening the former to a
watermelon and the latter to an avocado:

The thick rind represents the accretion of bureaucracy, court

orders, union contracts, and measures of accountability that

constrain the rightful use of power; the dispersion of such power

is like the dispersion of the watermelon’s seeds: there is no

clearly definable center. He compares the private school to an

avocado, where adult power and initiative are akin to the large

seed at the center, and there is only a thin skin of externally
imposed policy. (p. 398)

Self-Support

Independent schools are often cautious about accepting government
" subsidies because they pose a threat to self-governance. Thus they are
dependent on tuitions, gifts, endowments, and high tuition fees, which "limit
their ability to determine the composition of the student body” (Kane, 1991,
p. 398). They tend to attract children of economically advantaged parents.

Public school districts are organized in geographic areas, and they often
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have schools that are less racially and economically diverse than are many
private schools. Independent schools recruit from a wide geographic area;
therefore the nature of the student body is often more diverse than are those
of the public schools which surround them. The self-supporting
characteristic of independent schools creates a situation wherein the schools
must not only satisfy their diverse clientele, but they must also produce
results because the parents pay tuition and expect value for their
investment. Further, independent schools are expected, and in most cases
are bound by the school’s contract with the parents, to provide individual

attention to each student (Kraushaar, 1972).

Self-Designed Curriculum

Most independent schools offer a curriculum that is highly academic
and rigorous. The emphasis on college preparation "allows for cohesiveness
in the curriculum, but it usually confines electives to academic offerings and
eliminates options for students to take technical and vocational courses,
which are regular fare at public schools" (Kane, 1986, p. 123). Such an
orientation, combined with the small size of such schools, limits the range of
courses for students. Each school designs its own curriculum or adapts an
external curriculum, and the continuous assessment of curriculum by the
faculty provides a form of staff development not possible if the curriculum is
completely predetermined by an external agency. Thus the character of the
faculty and their needs differ from those of the public school. Faculty of
independent schools must be flexible and well grounded in several curricular

areas. Additionally, they may require religious professional development.
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Self-Selected Students

Independent schools are at liberty to select the types of students whom
they feel are most suitable relative to the program offered. Conversely, the
parents and student(s) choose the school. School, parents, and student are
all aware that the relationship is voluntary. Deal (1991) contended that
private schools, "to attract clientele, . . . must create a unique identity, a set
of values and traditions that sets them apart from competitors. They use
their identity as a screening device for potential applications,” and that many
private schools are "beloved institutions, special places that capture the
hearts and imaginations of their members” (p. 419). Although the school
may dismiss a student for academic or disciplinary reasons, the student may
also choose to leave the school. Kraushaar (1972) noted that "both the
patrons and the school have a stake in seeing that the contract is fulfilled
satisfactorily” (p. 93). Generally, schools with a long history and an
excellent reputation have waiting lists, and the selection advantage rests
with the school. Newer and less well-known schools may of necessity have

to exert more effort in attracting and retaining students (Deal, 1991).

Self-Selected Faculty

Independent schools are not always bound by external teacher-
certification requirements. However, teachers with undergraduate and
graduate degrees in the liberal arts and science or demonstrated academic
achievement are sought after. Some teachers have no formal education
courses and must learn the skills of pedagogy on the job (Kane, 1991). The
lack of affiliation with public school teachers through certification and
unionization allows independent schools to contain salaries and maintain the

freedom to dismiss teachers without the prolonged procedures necessary in
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public schools (Kane, 1991). However, Powell, Farrar, and Cohen (1985)
pointed out that the academic orientation, working conditions, and curricula

attract teachers to independent schools regardless of the lower pay.

Smalier Enrollments

The average enroliment and pupil-teacher ratio in public schools is
usually greater than that for independent schools. Smaller class sizes and
individualized assistance and attention have important ramifications for the
average student or "socially invisible nonpersons” (Baird, 1987, p. 3) in
independent schools. Powell et al. (1985, pp. 207-232) stated that these
schools provide the elements of "personalization” and "push” for those
"unspecial” students in the middle who would receive little attention in
public schools due to their accommodation of students at the extreme ends
of the spectrum.

Another view of the context of independent schools was provided by
Esty in his 1988-89 President’s Report (p. 489) wherein he identified seven
areas in which independent schools are unique and perform with high
quality:

e attention to individual learning styles and rates

¢ teaching all the time

o athletics for everyone

e nurturing a sense of community service

e partnership and shared values with graduates and parents

e the potential to be truly multicultural communities

e teaching, learning, and living in an ethical context.

The unique context within which independent school principals lead

requires attention to certain facets of leadership and effectiveness,
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constraints, school culture, and symbolism that may not be evidenced in

other school systems.

Leadership and Effectiveness

Burns (1978) noted that "leadership is one of the most observed and
least understood phenomena on earth" (p. 2). Researchers have concluded
that alone neither the trait approach (Johns, 1988) nor the situational
approach (Hoy & Miskel, 1982) would suffice to conceptualize leadership
satisfactorily. Hoy and Miskel noted that the previous and current research
"indicate[s] that both personality and situational factors are important to
leadership effectiveness” (p. 223). Researchers have been concerned with
categorizing the behavior of leaders for several decades (Barnard, 1938;
Bolman & Deal, 1994; Bossert, 1982; Etzioni, 1961; Good & Brophy, 1986)
and have employed various terms to describe the categories, such as
effectiveness and efficiency or instrumental and expressive needs, among
others. However, in retrospect, most of the literature indicated agreement
that two general facets of leader behavior exist: involvement and concern
with individuals and involvement and concern with completing the task.

More recently, researchers have moved from differentiating routine
management functions such as planning, organizing, and supervising (Boich
et al., 1989) towards clarifying the difference between the leader’s
management functions and leadership roles. Boich et al. confirmed that
most leaders are trained to be managers and cited the requirement of higher
order requirements for leaders. Research on such higher order prerequisites
resulted in the conceptualization of the transformational leader (Bennis,
1984; Burns, 1978; Konnert & Augenstein, 1990; Tichy & Devanna, 1986).

Tichy and Urlich (1984) identified transformational leaders as having "an






