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Doctoral Programs in
Educational Leadership:
A Duality Framework
of Commonality
and Differences

Perry A. Zirkel

Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes reportedly
characterized President Franklin Delano Roosevelt as having “a
second-class intellect but a first-class temperament” (Ward 1989).
The present state of, and the proposals to date for, doctoral
programs in educational leadership do not sufficiently reflect this
implicit recognition of a common core of competencies and this
explicit differentiation for what Sergiovanni (1986, 17) and other
leadership scholars (e.g., Sternberg and Wagner 1986) have termed
“practical intelligence.”

In recent years, doctoral programs in education leadership
have been subject to notable criticism and proposals for reform.
Starting with a synthesis of this criticism, this article focuses on
the two primary constituencies—university faculty members who
teach in such programs and school superintendents, who are the

Perry A. Zirkel is University Professor of Education and Law
at Lehigh University, where he formerly served as Dean of the
College of Education and more recently held the lacocca
Chair in Education for its five-year term. He has a Ph.D. in
Educational Administration and a J.D. from the University
of Connecticut, and a Master of Laws degree from Yale
University. He has written more than 1,300 publications on
various aspects of school law, with an emphasis on legal
issues in special education. He writes a regular column for
“Principal” magazine and did so previously for “Phi Delta
Kappan” and “Teaching Exceptional Children.” Past president
of the Education Law Association and cochair of the Penn-
sylvania special education appeals panel from 1990 to 2007,
he is the author of the CEC monograph “The Legal Meaning
of Specific Learning Disability”; the recently published books,
“A Digest of Supreme Court Decisions Affecting Education”
and “Student Teaching and the Law”; and the two-volume
reference “Section 504, the ADA and the Schools,” now in its
third edition. He recently received the Research into Practice
Award from the American Educational Research Association
(AERA) and the Excellence in Research Award from AERA’s
Division A (Administration, Organization, and Leadership).

20

leading practitioners such programs serve. Literature concerning
other constituencies, e.g., school principals and certification
programs in educational leadership, are included to a limited degree
to help inform or sharpen this focus. The thematic lens for the
foundational literature review is to determine the extent that educa-
tion leadership faculty and school superintendents share a commu-
nity of interest and, conversely, the scope of the

remaining divide between these two groups in terms of shaping the
appropriate approach at the doctoral level. The culminating

vision is for doctoral study in education leadership that reflects
both this commonality and differentiation.

More specifically, this article consists of three parts. The first
part reviews the literature that contains the criticism, along with
proposals and responses for reform. The second part canvasses the
competencies jointly developed and separately assessed by faculty
and school superintendents. The third part examines other relevant
evidence as to the extent of common vs. divided interests between
these two constituencies. The purpose is to provide a foundational
framework for re-examining doctoral programs in educational leader-
ship. As with other analyses (e.g., Murphy 1991), the focus on the
pinnacles of the doctorate and the superintendent may incidentally
but not necessarily result in more general lessons for practitioners
and the professoriate in educational leadership.

Criticism

The recent criticism, centering on the national movement for
school reform and blanketing schools of education generally, has
extended to education leadership programs in particular. For
example, despite extensive redesign efforts in educational leadership
programs dating back more than a decade, the U.S. Department of
Education (2005) has criticized these programs as lacking
programmatic vision and coherence. At the same time, Levine’s
(2005, 23) well-publicized study of educational leadership programs
characterized their trajectory during the most recent decades as
“a race to the bottom,” with the weaknesses including low
admissions standards, inadequate clinical components, and
“curricula ... disconnected from the needs of leaders and their
schools.” For example, he reported 2004 data from the Educa-
tional Testing Service showing that the mean Graduate Record
Exam scores in education leadership were the second lowest for
16 reported fields, including elementary and secondary education.
Echoing previous recommendations within the profession itself,
specifically the National Commission on Excellence in Educational
Administration in 1987 and the National Policy Board for Education-
al Administration in 1989 (McCarthy 1999), Levine called for drastic
elimination of the many programs in educational leadership.

Most recently, the current head of the U.S. Department of
Education, Arne Duncan, who came directly to this position from
a school district superintendency, criticized schools of education
for lack of rigor (Duncan 2009). Although his particular focus was
teacher preparation, his criticism of schools of education was
generic. Similarly, using the M.B.A. reform movement as the
analogy, Maranto, Ritter, and Levine (2010, 25) criticized schools of
education for “lack of sufficient academic rigor and applied acuity,”
recommending reorganization “around highly rigorous
academic disciplines with well-established academic quality, and
which seem likely to offer the skills and content teachers and
administrators need.”
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The criticism specific to the doctoral level, like that of educational
leadership preparations programs generally, is nothing new (Mc-
Carthy 2002). For example, Brown (1990) traced concerns about the
quantity and quality of Ph.D. and Ed.D. programs in education back
to the 1930s and 1940s. Focusing on prestigious universities,
Clifford and Guthrie (1988) tracked back the lack of distinction of,
and distinctiveness between, such programs even earlier.

Research supported such criticism. For example, Osguthorpe
and Wong (1993) found—consistent with a string of earlier studies
for education generally (Anderson 1983; Deering and Whitworth
1982; Dill and Morrison 1985; Moore, Russel, and Ferguson 1960;
Robertson and Sistler 1971; Schneider et al. 1984) and educational
leadership specifically (Davis and Spuck 1978; Norton 1992; Norton
and Levan 1987)—that Ed.D. and Ph.D. programs in education were
remarkably similar, including their research and statistics require-
ments. As a framework for the resulting proposals, Osguthorpe
and Wong (1993, 60) outlined the following four basic options for
schools of education:

(a) continue to offer both the Ed.D. and Ph.D. in their current

undifferentiated state ...; (b) continue to offer both degrees,

but differentiate between program requirements for each; (c)

offer only one degree and define more clearly the expectations

for the degree, specifically the role of the dissertation; or, (d)

offer a degree with a title other than Ed.D. or Ph.D.

They characterized the first option as dangerous.

The Critics’ Proposals

Predating the recent wave of criticism, the National Policy Board
in Educational Administration (NPBEA 1989) advocated the second
option, recommending that the preparation of educational leaders
be limited to the doctoral level altogether. At about the same time,
Courtenay (1988, 18) argued for the third option, more specifically
suggesting “the various fields of education use the Ph.D. only, but
with two tracks, one for scholars of practice and one for scholarly
practitioners.” Instead, Goodlad (1990) proposed the fourth option
in the form of a Doctor of Pedagogy (D. Paed.) as the only terminal
degree in education. Similarly, the education leadership faculty at
Texas A&M University not only proposed but also implemented a
Professional Studies Doctorate (PSD), including a cohort of mid-level
school administrators, local superintendents as clinical professors,
and a formal field component for reflective practice, as an alterna-
tive to the Ph.D. or Ed.D. (Bratlien et al. 1992). The more recent
proposals have varied considerably.

Initially advocating the second option, Shulman (2004), the
then president of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching, recommended differentiation between the Ed.D. for
practitioners and the Ph.D. for scholars. Subsequently, the Carnegie
Foundation and the Council of Academic Deans from Research
Education Institutions launched an initiative among 21 universi-
ties nationwide to “reclaim” the Ed.D. by distinguishing it from the
Ph.D. as specifically oriented to preparing practitioners rather than
professors, including applied rather than academic research (Redden
2007).

In the meanwhile, however, Shulman and his Carnegie colleagues
proffered their prescription for reclaiming and distinguishing the
education doctorate under the rubric of the fourth option. More
specifically, based on a Carnegie study of doctoral programs in six
disciplines, Shulman and his colleagues characterized the problems
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of the education doctorate as “chronic and crippling” (Shulman et
al. 2006, 25, 27) and proposed—instead of designing the prevailing
Ed.D. by subtraction as a “Ph.D.-Lite"—development, on

a “zero-base” approach, of a separate new Professional Practice
Doctorate (P.P.D.) akin to the differentiation between the M.D. and
the Ph.D. in medical sciences. Like the M.D., the P.P.D. would have
a “rigorous” (29) substantive professional assessment but no dis-
sertation requirement at the end. Although acknowledging that the
name was not the primary issue and that “[t]here is real danger in
taking to extremes the distinction between a professional practice
degree and a research degree” (30), Shulman and colleagues did not
explore the scope of the overlap.

More generally, Lagemann’s (2008) advocacy of a distributed
model of educational research provides indirect support for a
separable doctoral program in education. She argued that universi-
ties should reserve clinical research, more specifically problem-
finding and translational research, for schools of education whereas
problem-solving research in education should be centered in the
disciplines of arts and sciences.

Specifically in educational leadership, Levine (2005) recommended
a combination of the third and fourth options—eliminating the Ed.D.
degree as being academically inadequate for practitioners and retool-
ing the master’s curriculum into a new terminal Master’s in Educa-
tional Administration (M.E.A.) analogous to the M.B.A. At the same
time, he recommended reserving the Ph.D. in educational leadership
for the nation’s most research-oriented universities and exclusively
for academic careers as scholars of school leadership, resulting in
reduction to one-quarter of the present expansive doctoral enroll-
ments in educational leadership.

The Reactions and Counterproposals

Assessing the response to this criticism, Levine and Dean (2007)
noted major differences among the stakeholders, with the Ameri-
can Association of School Administrators (AASA) being partially
supportive and the University Council on Educational Administra-
tion (UCEA) providing a negative response. More specifically, the
excerpted AASA response, issued jointly with the two national
principals’ organizations, affirmed the disconnect between the
scholarly preparation and practical needs; however, they did not
support replacing the Ed.D. with a M.E.A., reasoning as follows:
“Changing a label will not solve a problem; changing the rigor the
programs will” (67). The UCEA similarly supported Levine’s recom-
mendation for rigorous standards but criticized the quality of his
research. Moreover, with regard to the Ed.D., the UCEA representa-
tives endorsed distinctively redefining the Ed.D. but along the lines
of the Carnegie initiative rather than Levine’s proposed reduction to
a Master’s level professional degree (Young et al. 2005).

The other views within academia have been diverse with regard
to the doctoral level. For example, agreeing with Levine’s recom-
mendation for elimination of the Ed.D. and specifically targeting
“general managers” (e.g., superintendents), Murphy (2006b, 533)
acknowledged that “one could imagine a renamed doctoral degree,
as suggested by Lee Shulman, that addresses the muddled distinc-
tion between the Ph.D. and the Ed.D.,” but he concluded that
“[c]reating an entirely new master’s degree such as the MEL [Master
of Educational Leadership] would make the most sense because it
would have the cachet of something special.”
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Agreeing with the indistinctiveness problem but not the pro-
grammatic solution, Evans (2007, 555) argued for the opposite of
Shulman et als proposal for a P.P.D—namely, a single Ph.D. program
in educational leadership based on a “unitary scholar-educator class
or set of activities to which people make differential contributions
according to time, talents, interest, and abilities.” In his view, a
separate practitioner’s degree, whether the traditional Ed.D. or the
proposed M.E.A. or PP.D., “institutionalized a philosophical and
practical separation that would contribute to a flawed conception of
both.” Counterarguing that the disagreement was largely a matter
of semantics, Shulman (2007, 561) responded that the P.P.D. has a
broad basis composed of a “wisdom of practice,” which is “deeply
theoretical,” and other sources, such as “values, visions of the pos-
sible, ... and equity.” Thus, while agreeing that the worlds of the
scholar and the practitioner overlap, each of them fused the two
into their respective program polarities.

Similar to Evans, Bredeson (2006, 21) argued for “integrated Ph.D.
programs” in educational leadership, characterized by “flexibility
to address individual specialization needs while not sacrificing the
substantive dialog between scholar/researchers and educational
practitioners that comes in commonly shared seminars and learning
activities where there is substantial overlap in professional knowl-
edge.” Reaching the same conclusion via advocating the elimination
of the Ed.D., Deering (1998, 247) argued: “By offering two terminal
degrees that are more similar than different, colleges and depart-
ments of education unwittingly cause confusion among
students and faculties, undermining the standing of all terminal
degrees in education.” Using the nursing profession as the analogy,
he recommended strengthening the Ed.S. to replace the Ed.D.

In contrast, pointing out the lack of distinction both between
and for the Ph.D. and the Ed.D. and reiterating the conclusion of his
earlier coauthored book (Clifford and Guthrie 1988), Guthrie (2006)
argued for entirely separate tracks with respective rigor for practitio-
ners and researchers. Selecting the health and engineering profes-
sions as the appropriate analogy, he argued that a “dual purpose
single track program” (24) woefully compromised research prepara-
tion and practitioner training. Similarly agreeing with Levine’s
“mission muddle” criticism, Shepard, as the president of the
National Academy of Education, was quoted by Education Week
as follows: “By blending both programs, you serve neither purpose
well” (Viadero 2008, 6). Taking the matter a step further, Young
(2006) outlined, as a working model, the potential differentiation
between the Ed.D. and Ph.D. in educational leadership. More spe-
cifically, she proposed the
following differential features for the Ed.D.: the use or portfolios
(rather than exams) for comprehensive assessment; a field (rather
than teaching/research) internship, which includes program evalua-
tion experience/proficiency (rather than, for example, a professional
conference presentation); and applied (in contrast to original)
research for the dissertation with at least one practicing profes-
sional (in contrast to a faculty scholar from a related discipline or
another institution) as a member of the dissertation committee.
The proposed coursework differed in both titles and amount for the
leadership and research cores, with the Ph.D. having the additions
of a specialized concentration and a cognate area. However, she did
not address any purposeful commonality in the design or in
the specific competencies at the entry and exit levels.
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Similarly, the debate concerning the Ed.D. has gone in diverse
directions more specifically in terms of the doctoral dissertation.
Representing the integrative view with respect to the dissertation,
Malen and Prestine (2005, 7) advocated “blurring the distinction
between scholars and practitioners, ‘producers’ and ‘consumers’ of
research, and professional (Ed.D. ) and research (Ph.D.) degrees” by
retaining yet revitalizing inclusive but rigorous dissertation require-
ments. Representing a moderate step in the opposite, new direc-
tion, Duke and Beck (1999) advocated expansion, not replacement,
of the traditional dissertation in education via alternative formats,
such as a series of publishable articles, based on precedents in vari-
ous fields in arts and sciences. As another variation in the differenti-
ated direction, Andrews and Grogan (2005)—using the analogy of
other professional doctoral degrees, such as the J.D. and the M.D.—
argued for a differentiated Ed.D. dissertation, replacing the traditional
arts and science scholarly study with a portfolio that included not
only reflection papers but also a capstone action research project.
Implementation of these proposals has been uneven. Describing the
dissertation as “an artifact of the arts and
science model that is conspicuous by its absence in nearly every
other professional school (e.g., law schools, college of veterinary
medicine),” Murphy and Vriesenga (2005, 33) traced the contours
of the rare—i.e., four of 161—Ed.D. programs that appeared to have
truly alternative, professionally-anchored dissertations. The key
characteristics included a practice, rather than theory, orientation;
integrated activities; collaborative grounding; and a client, rather
than faculty, focus. However, they admitted that these programs
were only “inchoate initiatives” that thus far lacked “evaluation
information” (50). Reporting more recent developments in this
differentiated direction, Imig (2011), as director of the Carnegie
Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED), recounted movement
toward a capstone project to replace the traditional dissertation
among Ed.D. programs. Exemplifying their efforts, the various mem-
ber institutions of the CPED are considering alternatives to a written
product, and, according to Imig (2011, 12), “there is preliminary
agreement ... that more than one candidate may work on a single
capstone.” Imig predicted “we will continue to have multiple forms
of the capstone or culminating project for the foreseeable future,
but through studying these variations, a collective understanding of
effective outcomes will emerge.”

Explaining that the redesign of a differential Ed.D. will require
changes in the organizational structures of and faculty roles in
schools of education, Perry (2011) reported that the second phase
of the CPED consortium will facilitate this process. More specifically,
armed with a $700,000 FIPSE grant for 2010-2013, the focus is to
document, evaluate, and disseminate the implementation of these
“professional practice doctorates” (Perry 2011, 4). She cautioned,
however, that this period is not sufficient to reverse and resolve the
“century of confusion” concerning the Ed.D.

Finally and most broadly, various respected sources within the
education leadership professoriate have recommended improve-
ments in educational leadership preparation programs generally,
ranging, for example, from Bredeson’s (1991) call for reflective
incorporation of personal experience to more recent emphases on
adopting the transformative model of leadership (Brown 2006a,
2006b; Leithwood et al. 2005), focusing this transformation on
social justice (Brown 2008; Cambron-McCabe and McCarthy 2005),
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or focusing it more narrowly on student achievement (Hale and
Moorman 2003).
The Recent Trends

During earlier decades, doctoral degrees in educational leadership
proliferated, with the rate of growth higher for the more prestigious
Ph.D. than for the Ed.D., as universities reduced or waived the
foreign language requirement and the two programs became more
similar to each other. For example, Nelson and Coorough (1994)
reported that the field of educational administration accounted
for 40 Ph.D. dissertations and 221 Ed.D. dissertations in 1960 as
compared to 494 Ph.D. dissertations and 802 Ed.D. dissertations in
1990.

Serving in effect as a baseline for the more recent period, Hack-
mann and Price’s (1995) national survey found rather wide variety
within a common template for doctoral programs in educational
leadership. For example, entry requirements for almost all of the
responding 127 institutions (representing a 68% response rate)
used grade point average (GPA) as an admissions criterion, but they
varied notably in terms of whether the GPA was at the undergradu-
ate and/or graduate level and what the minimum was for either one.
Similarly, the number of credit hours varied widely from 28 to 67
for coursework and from zero to 30 for the dissertation. At the exit
end, only three institutions reported no comprehensive examina-
tion, and three programs reported having the following respective
replacements for a dissertation: a field research project, an executive
position paper, or a portfolio that includes a synthesis exercise. As
for the clinical side, the majority of the programs did not require
prior teaching (52%) or administrative experience (73%), but half
of the programs reported requiring completion of an administrative
internship. However, none of these analyses differentiated Ed.D.
from Ph.D. programs.

Since then, as Orr (2006) observed, of the approximately 200
institutions offering doctoral programs in educational leadership, a
handful has redesigned the Ed.D. in educational leadership as dis-
tinguishably practitioner-oriented compared with the more scholarly
Ph.D. Baker, Orr, and Young (2007) determined that the number of
doctorates granted in educational leadership increased 31% from
1993 to 2003, with most of the growth attributable to less selective
institutions newer to the field that had far more limited graduate
resources and yet no more likelihood for innovation. In addition,
Orr (2007) also noted a movement at a few institutions away from
the traditional dissertation to a project-based study by an individual
doctoral student or a team of them.

Other efforts at reform have surfaced as well. For example, Hoyle,
English, and Steffy (1998, 181) advocated a “professional studies
model” that starts with mapping the various sets of standards,
such as those of AASA and ISLLC. However, while parenthetically
noting that “[a] review of current standards reveals an eighty to
ninety percent overlap between indicators,” they did not present
the particulars of this review. Moreover, their model is not specific
to the doctoral level, much less the distinction between an Ed.D.
and a Ph.D. The program that they cite as illustrative of the doctoral
version of their model is the Ed.D. program in educational leader-
ship at Duquesne University, which had the reported features of
a cohort of practicing administrators, concentrated monthly and
summer classes, university-district learning communities, problem-
based learning, and portfolios. Separately and without any speci-
fied evaluative framework, Hoyle and Torres (2010) recommended
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model status for Seton Hall University’s executive “fast track” Ed.D.
program along with the contrasting University of Wisconsin’s Ph.D.
program in educational leadership and policy analysis,

Similarly, Everson (2006, 7) promoted the Ed.D. program at St.
Louis University as including cohort-based teams of three to four
doctoral students who are mid-level school leaders who conduct
“field-based or field focused” projects as their culminating activity.
She reported positive perceptions among the participants as prelimi-
nary evidence of successful progress. In a follow-up article, Everson
(2009) reported that the program currently had 242 participants,
compared to 28 in the Ph.D. program in educational leadership,
and further explained the emphasis on problem-based learning
and team-based culminating projects, including individual analysis
reports and oral examinations. However, the only additional
assessment information was reported enhancement of the evalu-
ation design “to address specific areas of interest to the faculty
regarding the practices of program graduates” (97).

A separate, although overlapping, example in the literature is the
Ed.D. at Arizona State University. In accordance with the Carnegie
recommendation (Golde 2007; Shulman 2005) for developing
“signature pedagogies” akin to those in medicine, law, and neu-
roscience, Olson and Clark (2009) described the invention and
refinement of a “leaders-scholar community” approach in the Ed.D.
program in educational leadership at Arizona State University. This
signature pedagogy includes cohort subgroups of five to seven
students assigned to one faculty member as their collective doctoral
adviser and “culminating in action research dissertation defenses
and degree completion by all student members” (217). Although
the effectiveness of such a program is not settled, Olson and
Clark (2009, 218) presented the preliminary results of their ongoing
qualitative research evaluation in terms of the “testimony” of the
participating faculty and students.

Thus, similar to the common characteristics of “promising”
principal preparation programs (Jackson and Kelley 2002, 197),
these innovative doctoral programs in educational leadership tend
to include problem-based learning, cohorts, and collaborative
partnerships, and “a clear, well-defined curriculum focus reflecting
agreement on the relevant knowledge base” (208). Also similar to
the research concerning educational leadership preparation programs
more generally, the studies of the combined effect of these best-
practice doctoral components is scant. As McCarthy and Forsyth
(2009, 117) have pointed out, the prevalent “perception studies”
are not sufficient to establish effectiveness. Hoyle and Torres’
(2008) interview study of current program faculty and their selected
graduates of six top-ranked education leadership doctoral programs
serves as an example. Instead of limiting the study to participant
perceptions, the ultimate dependent variables would appear to
include, for example, superintendent renewal and student achieve-
ment. However, as Hoyle’s (2007) case study of the first of these
two variables showed, the research to date has been largely limited
to initial explorations. Similarly, the research to date that uses
student achievement as the dependent variable is either based on
varying broad conceptions of leadership (e.g., Leithwood, Patten,
and Jantzi 2010; Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe 2008) or an in-
sufficiently clear conception of superintendent effectiveness (e.g.,
Waters and Marzano 2006). More promising would be a mediated
model—akin to Kottkamp’s (2010) longitudinal evaluation model

23



that included, along with mediating variables, doctoral program
characteristics, graduates’ leadership effectiveness, and student
learning.

Overall, in the absence of more objective data and in light of
the institutional drift to less selective colleges and universities, the
innovations do not seem to have provided a net elevation of the
doctoral programs in education leadership. Murphy’s (2006a, 490)
assessment would appear to be on target: “While a number of pro-
grams are better than [Levine] suggests, far too many are inadequate
and, with the heightened pressures [among administrators] for high-
status credentials and fast-track programs, may be getting worse.”

Competencies

The reconfiguration of the terminal degree structure in
educational leadership ultimately depends on the “competencies”™—
used here as a generic rubric for the various content areas of the
standards, including knowledge, dispositions and performances—that
programs seek to target and nurture. During the past three decades,
superintendents and professors have led collaborative groups in
developing successive sets of standards for educational leaders.
Although other organizations led the parallel development of
competency inventories for principals (Jackson and Kelley 2002),
the two major sets specific to the focus here are those developed
under the rubric of AASA and the Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium (ISLLC).

The Development of Standards

In 1982, the AASA, which is the national organization that
represents superintendents and other central office school
administrators, published Guidelines for the Preparation of School
Administrators. One of the purposes for the guidelines was to
“assist ... training institutions in refining ... doctoral programs in
educational administration” (AASA 1982, 2). The development
included the input of education leadership professors (Hoyle 1985;
Hoyle 1987). The 1982 guidelines consisted of seven performance
goal areas—each with identified competency and related skills, for
a total of 43 skills—concerning the learning climate, governmental
support, curriculum, instructional management, evaluation/improve-
ment, resource allocation, and research (AASA 1982; Hoyle 1985).
Subsequently, the AASA published successive texts based on these
standards (Hoyle, English, and Steffy 1985, 1998). Further, in 1993
the AASA published more specialized guidelines specific to the
preparation of superintendents, Professional Standards for the Su-
perintendency, which were the basis for a textbook that the UCEA
Center for the Study of the Superintendency developed in 2005
(Hoyle et al. 2005).

In 1996, the National Policy Board for Educational Administration
(NPBEA), which represents ten major organizations including the
AASA and UCEA, developed the ISLLC standards for educational
leaders. Designed as a new foundation from both the academic
and practice domains and deliberately left as broad, evolving
conceptions (Murphy 2005), these six standards, which each have
from three to nine more specific functions, concern a shared vision;
effective school culture/curriculum; efficient management; school/
community relations; ethical conduct; and advocacy/responsiveness
(CCSSO 2008). More than 40 states use the ISLLC standards as
the platform for their certification programs for educational leaders
(Roach, Smith, and Boutin 2010; Toye et al. 2007).
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In 2002, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE) adopted the Educational Leadership Constituent
Council (ELCC) program standards, which are an adapted version of
the ISSLC standards that includes a seventh standard for a culmi-
nating internship, for its review of educational leadership programs
(NPBEA 2002). NCATE's ELCC implemented these standards for
accreditation reviews (Jackson and Kelley 2002). Recently, Young
(2011, 7) reported, “over half of the 500 programs nationwide have
revised their leadership programs to align with ELCC standards and
have been reviewed by the ELCC on behalf of NCATE.”

At about the same time as NCATE’s adoption of ELCC standards,
the Educational Testing Service developed the School Leaders
Licensure Assessment based on the ISLLC standards (Murphy et al.
2009). As of 2006, despite Anderson’s (2001) criticism of this
examination from a social justice perspective, approximately 25
states required its use for initial certification (Toye et al. 2007).

In a two-year project starting in 2006, a national panel revised
the original, 1996 version to tie each function to “research-based
pedagogical practices as well as empirical knowledge” (Young 2008,
1). In 2008, the NPBEA issued the resulting revision, renamed the
Educational Leadership Policy Standards (NPBEA 2008). NCATE
adopted these standards as the benchmarks for evaluating educa-
tional leadership program and licensure exams for aspiring school
administrators (Hoyle and Torres 2010). As the latest phase in the
updating process, NPBEA (2010) issued draft ELCC standards for
building-level leaders, including principals, and district-level lead-
ers, including superintendents. The two sets both consisted of
eight standards and subparts, called “elements,” that are in parallel
but customized to their respective organizational level in both the
wording and supporting, updated research and commentary. After
a consultation process for review, comment, and revision, the ELCC
Standards Revision Steering Committee submitted the final versions
to NCATE (Mawhinney and Young 2010).

The Perspectives of the Constituencies

Although the various surveys from the single perspective of
professors or superintendents at the state or national level seem to
show general endorsement of these overlapping sets of standards,
the surveys that measure multiple perspectives reveal that these two
constituencies also differ in significant respects in their assessments
of the relevance and importance of the standards.

Single perspective. Two successive clusters of educational leader-
ship dissertations provided single constituency perspectives of the
1982 AASA guidelines. First, a cluster of dissertations at Texas A&GM
University in the mid-1980s assessed the extent of support within
separate constituencies for this set of competencies. More specifi-
cally, these successive surveys found general endorsement of the
AASA list among the representatives of the UCEA and the National
Council of Professors of Educational Administration (Edgell 1983);

a national sample of school superintendents (McClellan 1985); a
random sample of members of the National Association of Second-
ary School Principals (Fluth 1986); and, more peripherally in terms
of constituencies, Texas junior/community college administrators
(Voelter 1985).

However, despite the relatively defensible sampling design and
response rates of these studies, a final study revealed that the
results from the professoriate could be merely politically correct “lip
service” to this significant practitioner organization’s document.
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More specifically, in a national survey of educational leadership
department heads conducted by Piper (as cited in Hoyle 1985),
69% endorsed the 1982 AASA guidelines, but 54% opposed
NCATE’s adopting them for use as criteria in accrediting
educational leadership programs.

Second and less relevant here, a cluster of dissertations toward
the end of the same decade focused on prioritization of the 1982
AASA goals and skills by national and state samples of superinten-
dents. More specifically, Sclafani’s (1987) national sampling—which
consisted not only of a representative sample but also a separate
sample of superintendents whom peers in their state had nominated
as highly effective—and the follow-up state samples of superinten-
dents in Texas (Collier 1987) and Tennessee (Douglas 1990) found
various significant differences in priorities within and among these
groups of superintendents. However, the instrument in these three
dissertations consisted of a revised version of the AASA list; for ex-
ample, based on pilot testing with small groups of superintendents
in three states, school finance became an additional performance
goal area for management, and an additional 13 skills replaced five
of the original total of 43.

In a follow-up to the Sclafani study, Sass's 1989 dissertation
revealed limited significant differences for various demographic
variables, including prior superintendency experience, among a
national sample of educational leadership professors with regard
to their rankings of the AASA goals and skills. On the limitations
side, his response rate was 42.5%, and he performed an excessive
number of analyses of statistical significance.

A pair of peripherally pertinent studies focused on single
perspectives related to the ISLLC standards. First, in a study
intended to determine to the extent to which superintendent
search announcements reflected the perspective of school boards,
Ramirez, Carpenter, and Guzman (2007) found general but not
completely consistent alignment between the ISLLC standards and
the selection criteria of these announcements. However, the sample
was not random, and the authors acknowledged that such criteria
result from a broad-based, multiple-constituency process rather than
a single board perspective. Second, in a survey of 500 principals
who worked in specially designated urban districts in New Jersey,
the respondents identified topics that fit within standards two and
three, but their response rate was limited to 16% of this relatively
restricted population, and the congruence between the responses
to their open-ended survey item and these broad categories was
unclear (Friedland, Fleres, and Hill 2007).

Multiple perspectives. The corresponding studies that compared
the assessments of more than one constituency, however, found
not only commonalities but also significant differences. Although
the focus here is on superintendents” and professors’ perspectives
of these successive sets of standards, findings are also included for
other constituencies.

Although the Ed.D. dissertation of Sass (1989) collected
rankings of AASA standards from educational leadership professors,
he cautiously compared his results with those Sclafani had obtained
two years earlier for superintendents. Upon doing so, he observed
that both groups ranked climate first and research last, but they
appeared to differ in terms of some of the other goals and skills.

In another Ed.D. dissertation the same year, which was based on
the eight competency domains of California’s principal licensure,
education leadership professors gave significantly higher ratings than
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did school principals with regard to the relevance (two of the eight
domains) and effectiveness (six of the eight domains) of their prepa-
ration programs; however, the limited size and scope of the sample
and the unsophisticated statistical analysis left the generalizability of
these findings in question (Lem 1989).

Similarly, the conference paper of Gousha and Mannon (1991)
reported no significant difference among large-city superintendents,
administrator preparation faculty, and state education agency
personnel with regard to their perceived importance of eleven of
thirteen competencies, but their report had several serious limita-
tions. First, their paper provided only cryptic information about the
subjects and instrument of the study. Second, the authors reported
using the entire population of these three groups, which did not
square with their use of inferential statistics. Third, the superin-
tendent group was limited to large city superintendents, and only
eleven members of this group responded to the survey. Fourth,
some of the competency items were vague and without elaboration
or example, such as “foundational knowledge” and “specific knowl-
edge,” and their relationship to the established sets of standards
was unclear.

Subsequently, a pair of doctoral dissertations examined multiple
constituencies’ prioritization of the ISLLC standards. First, in a study
of four stakeholder groups in Alabama—teachers, parents, admin-
istrators, and professors—administrators differed significantly from
professors with regard to the perceived importance of one of the six
ISLLC standards; specifically, administrators perceived management
as more important than the professors did (Marshall and Spencer
1995). Yet, the limitation of the study to one state, the difference
in sampling procedure for the education leadership professors from
that for the other three constituencies, and the brief presentation of
the data analysis warn against overreliance on the results.

Second and less relevant in the absence of a sample of
professors, a study of three stakeholder groups in Missouri—
superintendents, principals, and school board presidents—
determined that superintendents significantly differed from the
principals with regard to the perceived importance of five of the
six ISLLC standards, although their ratings did not significantly differ
from board presidents (Ray 2003). The response rates, especially
the 34% for school board presidents, and the failure to reach the
threshold sample size for representativeness for each of these three
populations limited the generalizability of the results even for a
single state.

In sum, the evolving standards represented most recently by the
revised ELCC standards provide a common core developed by both
practitioners and professors and largely accepted by both constitu-
encies. Despite limitations in the various research studies to date,
their cumulative and rather comprehensive extent suggests a
common foundation for parallel but differentiated extensions.

Complementarity

Other sources of evidence of the extent of the commonality
of, yet differences between, superintendents and educational
leadership faculty include research findings regarding their respective
demographics and their interests or values. The rather consistent
theme that emerges from these various sources is the substantial
overlap, or shared foundation with distinguishable orientation and
applications.
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Demographics of the Superintendency and the Professoriate

A series of 10-year studies has provided successive snapshots of
the characteristics of school superintendents. For example, Bjork,
Glass, and Brunner (2005) synthesized the results of the survey for
the year 2000 along with that of various other studies of the super-
intendency, reporting that, despite variation in relation to district
size and decade, superintendents continued to perceive manage-
ment and instructional leadership as key competency areas. They
also concluded that, on average, superintendents in the 2000 study
had spent more time moving through “the chairs” than those in the
1992 study. According to the accompanying synthesis, superinten-
dents reported general satisfaction with their preparation programs,
with the primary perceived weakness being insufficient connections
and applications to practice, leading to the recommendation of
Bjork, Kowalski, and Browne-Ferrigno’s (2005, 87) for more em-
phasis on “tacit knowledge (practical intelligence).” Various other
sources have also concluded that communication is increasingly a
core competency for successful superintendents (e.g., Kowalski and
Keedy 2005).

The more recent study (Glass and Franceschini 2007) revealed the
increased importance of the instructional leader competency area
in terms of the school boards’ hiring expectations. Other notable
findings were that the proportion of females and minorities had
increased to 21.7% and 6.2% respectively while white males
continued to be the dominant demographic group of superinten-
dents; and the proportion of superintendents with doctorates in-
creased from 46% to 51% in the six years since the previous survey,
with the majority being particularly predominant (i.e., more than
75%) in districts with more than 5,000 students. The responding
superintendents, like those in the 2000 survey, continued to rate
their preparation programs as effective or very effective, although
the total percentage for these two categories together was lower
for doctoral than master’s level programs.

In the findings of the most recent study in this series (Kow-
alski et al. 2011), respondents expressed a generally high level of
job satisfaction, but that only half of them expected to be in a
superintendency in the year 2015. Additionally, the proportion of
female superintendents had reached 24.1%. Consistent with earlier
AASA studies, a substantial majority of the respondents rated their
academic preparation as good (53.9 %) or excellent (24.8%). The
proportion of respondents who reported having a doctoral degree
(45.3%) was identical to that found in the Glass, Bjork, and Brunner
(2000) study; yet, the ratings of their former professors as good or
excellent was 80% compared to 65.9% in the 2000 study.

For the education leadership professoriate, following an early
survey (Campbell and Newell 1973), McCarthy and her colleagues
provided a corresponding series of snapshots that reveals both
commonality with, and differences from, superintendents. First,
for the intervening period of the later 1970s and early 1980s,
McCarthy (1999) noted the development of subspecialties in
education law, finance, and politics, as evidenced by the growth of
specialized organizations for each of these fields. More specifically,
from the survey in 1986 (McCarthy et al. 1988) to the one in 1994
(McCarthy and Kuh 1997), significant turnover in the educational
leadership professoriate was found, but most of the “new breed”
of faculty members were not at the research and doctoral universi-
ties (McCarthy and Kuh 1998, 361). Additionally, as McCarthy and
Kuh (1998) noted, the 1994 new faculty members were far less

26

likely than their 1986 counterparts to list research as their primary
strength. Similarly, the proportion with significant experience as
K-12 administrators had increased from 28% to 45%, but this prior-
ity was much less pronounced at research and doctoral universities.
As a result, they observed that the most critical need cited by the
largest percentage of faculty had evolved from “a more extensive
knowledge base” in 1972 to “curricular reform” in 1986 to “more
attention to problems of practice” in 1994. Viewing this shift to a
“field sensitive” orientation as part of a historical “pendulum-like
propensity in responding to criticism” (McCarthy and Kuh 1998,
368), they warned against “an unintended over-correction toward
praxis” (469).

The preliminary results from the most recent survey, conducted
in 2008, revealed a dramatic overall shift in the proportion of
females—45% compared to 2% in 1972—and minorities—17% as
compared with 3% in 1972—in the education leadership professori-
ate, which largely parallels the overall composition of the faculty
in higher education nationally (McCarthy and Hackmann 2009).
They also reported an increase from 1% to 3% in 1972 to 17% of
nontenure-line faculty in educational leadership, presumably not
only visiting or part-time lines but also clinical faculty increasingly
referred to as “professors of practice.” In terms of the faculty’s list-
ings of their primary strengths, they found a pendulum-like reverse
cycle for research. (See Table.) Thus, only a minority of education
leadership faculty self-reported research as a primary strength during
this 36-year period, with the initial stronger emphasis in UCEA
institutions re-emerging even more strongly in 2008 after a merging
movement with non-UCEA member institutions at the half-way
point. In contrast, there was a general decline in the faculty-
respondents’ listing of service/outreach as the primary strength for
the faculty in both UCEA and non-UCEA programs, a trend that
was even more pronounced among tenure-line faculty. One may
speculate that a two-track system similar to that of clinical faculty
at law schools may be developing.

Interests and Values in Professional Reading

The overlapping interests and values of superintendents and
educational leadership faculty are also evident in terms of their
choices of professional periodicals. More specifically, in Zirkel's
(2007) comparison of the respective ratings and usage of super-in-
tendents (Mayo and Zirkel, 2002) and educational leadership faculty
(Mayo, Zirkel, and Finger 2006), both constituencies highly ranked
and regularly read Educational Leadership and Phi Delta Kappan.
Yet, the two groups notably differed in their other choices, with
professors choosing refereed journals, such as Educational Adminis-
tration Quarterly and the American Education Research Journal, and
superintendents selecting practitioner magazines, such as School

Table
Percentage of Faculty Reporting Research
as a Primary Strength

Year
Institutions
1986 1994 2008
UCEA Member 24% 16% 33%
Non-UCEA Member 11% 15% 1%
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Administrator and the American School Board Journal. Observ-
ing that “[sJuperintendents and their counterparts in academe work
in different contexts, but the connections need to be strong and
interactive,” Zirkel (2007, 589) concluded that “if educational leader-
ship is to become a fully realized and preeminent profession, then
Educational Leadership or some other journal will ultimately have
to become the effective equivalent of the New England Journal of
Medicine.” More recently, Goodyear et al. (2009) found that various
scholars in the broad field of education perceived that only two

of the eleven core journals—again, Educational Leadership and Phi
Delta Kappan—had a greater effect on policy and practice than on
scholarship.

Other Differences beyond the Common Core

More generally, a recent review noted the gap and tension be-
tween the perceptions of education leadership faculty and practitio-
ners in terms of the content and delivery of preparation programs
(Hackmann et al. 2009). Similarly, Murphy (1999) reported a separa-
tion and mutual suspicion between AASA and UCEA that reflected
the different values and orientations of their respective constituen-
cies. In a personal account of a professor at a nationally acclaimed
school of education, who was the only former superintendent on
the faculty, Davis (2007, 570-571) noted “a growing sense of discon-
nection” between the research and practice that he attributed to
the “arrogance of academe,” the careless consumerism of practi-
tioners, and the gap in journals and language between these two
groups. In an accompanying analysis, Murphy (2007, 582) suggested
that “the cottage industry of criticism of administrator prepara-
tion” missed the fatal flaw of education leadership programs—the
marginalization of practice. Reporting his sense of a “palpable,
though quite civilized, presumption of superiority embedded in the
culture of university preparation programs” (583), he urged making
administrators’ practice, rather than overintellectualized theory, the
organizing force for such programs.

On a more abstract and indirect level, a set of position papers in
the October 2008 issue of the Educational Researcher recognized
and responded to “the Divide” (Noffke 2008, 430) between prac-
titioner and scholar. In his paper, Labaree (2008, 421) viewed the
separation as inevitable based on “the division of educational labor
structured by the institutional settings, occupational constrains,
daily work demands, and provisional incentives” of these two role
realms. At the opposite pole, Bulterman-Bos (2008) called for a
unifying approach, based on the medical model, of clinical research,
which would require extensive and continuing experience in the
world of practice for all research in education. Both sides recognized
that the two worlds overlap rather than being mutually exclusive or
coterminous. However, their polar positions have two limitations as
applied to the focus here. First, each perspective was at the respec-
tive extremes of separation or integration without tailoring to the
extent of commonality and difference. Second, the worldview that
they both identified on the practice side is the role of classroom
teacher, which is significantly different from the position of school
district superintendent.

The root duality is between “academic knowledge” and “practice
knowledge” (Murphy 2002, 184). As an advocate for “reculturing”
the educational leadership profession, Murphy suggested alterna-
tive metaphors of moral steward (i.e., social justice), educator (i.e.,
school improvement), and community builder (i.e., democratic
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community) as providing the synthesizing paradigm. In doing so,
he suggested the futility of the traditional metaphor of bridge-
building as follows: “Trying to link theory and practice in school
administration has been for the past 30 years a little like attempting
to start a car with a dead battery. The odds are fairly long that the
engine will ever turn over” (Murphy 2002,181). More comprehen-
sively, McCarthy and Forsyth (2009, 88) elaborated the poles as
“technical-rational knowledge” and “practice knowledge/artistry”
while adding the mediating constructs, such as context and valu-
ation, as a model for analyzing educational leadership preparation.
These successive conceptions further reveal the commonality and
differences between the professoriate and the superintendency.

Conclusion

At first glance, the current quality standards for preparation of
educational leaders (e.g., Young 2011) make sense in terms of the
superintendency as the chief educational leader at the local level,
but stand in stark contrast to the enduring conception of the
Ph.D., as “the monarch of the academic community” and as “the
academy’s own means of reproduction” (Shulman 2008, x-xi). For
example, the common elements of intensive internships and cohort
structures are obviously intended for practitioners whereas for
professors the missing components are subject specializations and
sophisticated research skills.

Yet, a unifying vision provides a way of harmonizing the
commonalities and the differences between the practitioners, as
led by the superintendents, and the professoriate, as marked by
academia’s doctoral degree, in education leadership. This three-
part review will help inform the design debate and decisions for
providing more effective doctoral programs that align more closely
with overlapping but differentiating duality of these primary groups
of leadership practitioners and scholars.
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