Teacher and Principal Empowerment: National, Longitudinal,
and Comparative Perspectives

by Jianping Shen

During the past twenty years, the educational
field has been replete with the rhetoric of decen-
tralization, site-based management, teacher
empowerment, and distributed leadership.' Given
the continuing emphasis on such ideas, it is impor-
tant to investigate (a) how teachers’ leadership
has evolved in practice between the 1987-88 and
the 1993-94 school years; (b) whether there is
any variation of teacher empowerment for various
kinds of teachers; and (c¢) whether there is a dis-
crepancy between principals’ and teachers’ per-
ceptions of teacher empowerment.

The Rationale for the Study

The concept of empowerment has gradually
gained momentum in theory and practice since
the Second World War. Worker empowerment has
been positively related to enhanced job perfor-
mance, increased job satisfaction, greater work
efficiency, and higher motivation.? In education,
the school-effectiveness research of the past
twenty years has repeatedly affirmed the role of
principals’ leadership in school success.
Principals remain key individuals as instructional
leaders, initiators of change, school managers,
personnel administrators, problem solvers, and
boundary spanners for the school.’* As for teach-
ers’ leadership, teacher empowerment has been
positively related to enhanced teacher self-
esteem, increased teacher knowledge of subject
matter and pedagogy, stronger staff collegiality,
improved curriculum and instruction, and higher
student achievement.*

Accompanying this empirical research has
been the argument that principals and teachers
should be more “empowered.” In other words,
principals and teachers should be able to display
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more leadership in schoolwide and classroom
policies and issues. However, despite the
research, we know little about how teachers’ and
principals’ leadership evolved in practice in the
past few years. We know little about whether
teacher empowerment differs for new and expe-
rienced teachers in different kinds of schools. We
know even less about whether there is a congru-
ence between principals and teachers in terms of
their perceived leadership.

There are basically two major rationales for
this study. First, there has long been a discrepan-
cy between rhetoric and practice in education. It
is, therefore, important to investigate how the
rhetoric on principals’ and teachers’ leadership
has been put into practice over the past decade
and a half. History reminds us of the importance
of comparing theory to practice. For example, in
the 1960s, the education field was filled with talk
of individualized instruction. John Goodlad and
his associates developed a checklist that
addressed whether schools paid attention to and
made substantial provisions for individual differ-
ences and whether teachers used basic princi-
ples of learning and instruction regularly. What
they found was that expectations for individual
instruction were not met in the classrooms they
visited.’

The second rationale for the study is that
there appears to be possible tension in the recent
rhetoric on teachers’ and principals’ leadership.
On one hand, site-based management, decentral-
ization, and instructional leadership tend to
emphasize principals’ leadership in improving
the school, in general, and curriculum and
instruction, in particular. On the other hand, the
language of teacher empowerment and distribu-
tive leadership tends to focus on teachers’ leader-
ship in bettering schools and their curricula and
instruction. Ideally, these two emphases could be
combined, leading to a “win-win” situation that
enhances both principals’ and teachers’ leader-



ship. However, the dual emphases could also
result in tension between principals’ and teach-
ers’ leadership. Therefore, this study investigates
the impact of the dual emphases by comparing
the evolution of principals’ and teachers’ leader-
ship roles during the past decade and a half.

Data Source

Since the 1987-88 school year, the National
Center for Education Statistics of the U.S.
Department of Education has conducted surveys
of principals’ and teachers’ leadership in public
schools. Every three school years, the staff asks a
representative sample of some 9,000 principals
and 50,000 public school teachers to rate, on a
six-point Likert scale ranging from “no influence
at all” to “a great deal of influence,” their leader-
ship on the following schoolwide and classroom
policy issues.

Schoolwide issues:

* Determining discipline policy

* Determining the content of in-service pro-
grams

 Establishing curriculum

e Hiring new full-time teachers

* Deciding how the school budget will be
spent

* Evaluating teachers

Instructional issues in the classroom:

» Selecting textbooks and other instruction-
al materials

» Selecting content, topics, and skills to be
taught

» Selecting teaching techniques

* Disciplining students

e Determining the amount of homework

The following trends of principals’ and teach-
ers’ leadership emerged from the survey data col-
lected between the 1987-88 and the 1993-94
school years.¢

Teachers’ Leadership: Stagnant between the
1987-88 and the 1993-94 School Years

Table 1 (next page) displays, in each of the
school years, the percentage of teachers who per-
ceived they had much influence on some school-
wide and classroom issues. Three observations
emerged from the data.

First, teachers’ leadership on schoolwide
issues—determining discipline policy, determining
the content of in-service programs, and establish-
ing curricula—remained stagnant over the years.

Second, regarding classroom issues, the per-
centage of teachers who perceived that they had
much influence on determining the amount of
homework and disciplining students remained
the same or decreased slightly. However, the per-
centage of teachers who reported much influ-
ence on selecting textbooks, teaching content,
and teaching techniques increased nominally
between the 1987-88 and the 1993-94 school
years. When we combine the evolution of teach-
ers’ leadership on schoolwide and classroom
issues, it is fair to say that teachers’ leadership
remained stagnant over the years.

Third, from the 1987-88 to the 1993-94
school year, only about 35 percent of the teachers
indicated that they had much influence on
schoolwide policy issues such as setting disci-
pline policies, determining the content of in-ser-
vice programs, and establishing curriculum.
However, the percentage of teachers who report-
ed they had much influence on classroom issues
ranged from 54 percent to 87 percent. Therefore,
despite the rhetoric of teacher empowerment
and distributive leadership, teachers still per-
ceived that they had more influence on class-
room issues than on schoolwide ones.

In summary, teachers perceived that their
leadership was stagnant between the 1987-88
and the 1993-94 school years and that they had
more leadership in classroom issues than in
schoolwide issues.

Variation in Teacher Empowerment

Given that working conditions and cultures
differ significantly in urban, suburban, and rural
schools, it is interesting to inquire into possible
differences in teacher empowerment in these dif-
ferent kinds of schools. Furthermore, the organi-
zational structures of elementary and secondary
schools differ greatly due to the nature of instruc-
tional delivery. Therefore, there might be a differ-
ence between elementary and secondary teach-
ers in their perceived influence on schoolwide
and classroom issues. Finally, teachers’ character-
istics, such as full-time status, tenure, and years of
experience, might relate to how they perceive
their influence in the school and classroom. Thus,
the study investigates whether new and more
experienced teachers perceive their empower-
ment differently.

Table 2 shows the variation in teacher empow-
erment by school location, school level, and years
of experience. Some interesting patterns emerge
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Table 1. Percentage of Teachers Perceiving They Had Much Influence on the Following Issues

Item 1987-88 1990-91 1993-94
Schoolwide Issues
Determining discipline policy 35 37 35
Establishing curriculum 35 35 35
Determining the content of in-service programs 31 33 31
Instructional Issues in Classroom
Determining the amount of homework 87 87 87
Selecting teaching techniques 85 87 87
Disciplining students 70 72 69
Selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught 59 60 61
Selecting textbooks and other instructional materials 54 55 55

Table 2. Variation in Teacher Empowerment:

Percentage of Teachers Perceiving They Had Much Influence on the Following Issues in 1993-94

Item Urban Suburban Rural Elementary Secondary New* Experienced
Schoolwide Issues
Setting discipline policy 34 33 37 42 27 35 39
Determining the content of in-service 31 30 30 34 29 31 38
programs
Hiring new full-time teachers 8 9 8 9 8 8 9
Deciding how the school budget will be spent 12 12 8 12 9 10 11
Evaluating teachers 3 3 3 2 3 2 5
Establishing curriculum 30 34 40 32 37 34 37
Instructional Issues in Classroom
Selecting textbooks and other instructional materials 48 54 64 49 62 56 48
Selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught 55 60 67 54 67 61 60
Selecting teaching techniques 84 88 88 84 89 86 89
Evaluating and grading students 86 88 88 84 90 87 87
Disciplining students 67 69 70 71 64 69 72
Determining the amount of homework to be assigned 85 88 89 84 90 87 89

*New teachers were those who had five or less than five years of experience in teaching.

from the data. School location displays some con-
sistent patterns with instructional issues in the
classroom, but not with schoolwide issues.
Basically, urban, suburban, and rural schoolteachers
all reported increasing levels of empowerment
over instruction-related issues such as “selecting
textbooks and other instructional materials,’
“selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught,”
and “determining the amount of homework.” It
appears that rural teachers had more power in
instructional issues than their counterparts in sub-
urban and especially urban schools. This might be
related to the more formalized decision-making
structure in urban schools. There is no consistent
pattern to the schoolwide issues. However, it is
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interesting to point out that teachers in all three
kinds of schools perceived that they had much less
power in schoolwide issues than they did in
instructional issues.

As for school levels, secondary teachers
reported more power than their elementary coun-
terparts in curriculum- and instruction-related
issues such as “establishing curriculum,”“selecting
textbooks and other instructional materials,”
“selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught,’
“selecting teaching techniques,” and “determin-
ing the amount of homework” However, sec-
ondary teachers reported less influence than their
elementary counterparts in “setting discipline
policy” and “disciplining students,” a phenomenon



that might be explained by principals’ or assistant
principals’ responsibility for discipline-related
issues in secondary schools. The data also indicate
that secondary school teachers tended to have
less influence than their elementary counterparts
over schoolwide issues such as “determining the
content of in-service programs,” “hiring new full-
time teachers,” and “deciding how the school bud-
get will be spent”

Given the tenure system and organizational
culture, it might be expected that junior teachers
would perceive themselves as less empowered
than their senior counterparts. This hypothesis is
confirmed by the data in which schoolwide
issues were concerned. The results suggest a con-
sistent pattern: experienced teachers reported
more influence over schoolwide issues than their
junior counterparts. However, where instruction-
al issues in classrooms were concerned, the
results were more mixed. Experienced teachers
perceived that they had slightly more influence
than their junior counterparts in “selecting teach-
ing techniques,” “disciplining students,” and
“determining the amount of homework to be
assigned.” However, new teachers perceived that
they had slightly more power than their senior
counterparts in “selecting textbooks and other
instructional materials” and “selecting content,
topics, and skills to be taught.”

Analysis thus reveals some consistent pat-
terns related to the variation in teacher empow-
erment. First, when curricular and instructional
issues were concerned, teachers perceived an
increasing level of empowerment from urban to
suburban to rural schools. Second, secondary
teachers felt that they had more influence over
curricular and instructional issues than their ele-
mentary counterparts. Third, when some school-
wide issues were concerned, experienced teach-
ers reported more empowerment than their
junior counterparts. Finally, secondary teachers
indicated much less influence than their elemen-
tary counterparts in “setting discipline policy” and
“disciplining students.”

Principals’ Leadership: Slightly Increased
between the 1987-88 and the 1993-94
School Years

Table 3 shows the percentage of principals
who perceived they had much influence on
schoolwide issues in each of the three school
years. It is apparent that principals had more and
more influence in hiring new full-time teachers
and setting discipline policies from the 1987-88
to the 1993-94 school year. The percentage of
principals reporting much influence on hiring
new full-time faculty increased from 75 percent
in 1987-88, to 82 percent in 1990-91, to 85 per-
cent in 1993-94. The corresponding statistics for
setting discipline policy increased from 81 per-
cent in 1987-88, to 85 percent in 1990-91, to 87
percent in 1993-94. However, their leadership in
establishing curriculum remained basically
unchanged during the same period. This might
be due to the trend of state-mandated curricu-
lum. Therefore, principals’ leadership increased
slightly from the 1987-88 to the 1993-94 school
year in schoolwide issues such as setting disci-
pline policy and hiring new full-time teachers, a
trend consistent with site-based management.
However, only 50 percent of the principals indi-
cated that they had much influence on establish-
ing curriculum, and the percentage decreased
slightly over the years, a development consistent
with the increasingly state-mandated curriculum.

Discrepancies between How Principals and
Teachers Perceived Teachers’ Leadership
Some interesting patterns emerge when we
compare teachers’ and principals’ respective per-
ceptions of teachers’ leadership on some school-
wide issues. The first pattern, as illustrated in Table
4 (next page), is that principals felt teachers had
more leadership than teachers perceived them-
selves to have. For example, in the 1993-94 school
year, 35 percent of the teachers perceived that they
had much influence on establishing curriculum
and setting discipline policy, but as many as 62 per-
cent and 75 percent of the principals, respectively,

Table 3. Percentage of Principals Perceiving They Had Much Influence on Schoolwide Issues

Item 1987-88 1990-91 1993-94
Setting discipline policy 81 85 87
Hiring new full-time teachers 75 82 85
Establishing curriculum 55 49 54
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perceived that teachers had much influence on Summary and Discussion

establishing curriculum and setting discipline poli- The longitudinal and comparative survey
cy. The discrepancy is even greater when school data from the National Center for Education
budget, in-service programs,and teacher evaluation  Statistics reveal the patterns of teacher and prin-
were concerned. For example, 41 percent of the  cipal empowerment in our public schools. Both
principals, but only 10 percent of the teachers, encouraging and discouraging patterns can be
reported that teachers had much influence on found. The encouraging aspects include teachers
determining how the school budget should be reporting much influence over instructional
spent. Similarly, 24 percent of the principals, and issues in their classrooms and principals feeling
only 3 percent of the teachers, reported that teach- more empowered in the process of decentraliza-

ers had much influence on teacher evaluation. tion and site-based management despite the limit-
The second pattern emerging from the com- ed enhancement of their leadership.
parison is the different trajectory of teachers’ However, the analysis also suggests a few

leadership perceived by principals and teachers. major issues related to the evolution of teachers’
Between the 1987-88 and the 1993-94 school and principals’ leadership over the years. The first
years, principals felt that teachers’ leadership on issue is that teachers perceived their leadership
schoolwide issues increased considerably over as primarily confined to classroom issues and
the ten-year period, even though teachers them- their leadership in schoolwide issues as still
selves perceived that their leadership on school-  weak. Furthermore, teachers perceived that their
wide issues remained stagnant. To be more spe- leadership remained stagnant over the years.
cific, for all three academic years, 35 percent of Thus, as far as teachers’ perceptions of their own
the teachers reported that they had much influ- leadership are concerned, the talk of teacher
ence on establishing curriculum, but the percent- empowerment and distributive leadership has
age of principals who reported that teachers had not been translated into practice.
much influence on establishing curriculum The second major issue is the discrepancy
increased from 52 percent in 1987-88 to 62 per- between teachers’ and principals’ perceptions.
cent in 1993-94. In regard to setting discipline Principals perceived that teachers’ leadership
policy, only about 35 percent of the teachers per- increased steadily over the years, while teachers
ceived that they had much influence, but the per- themselves indicated that their leadership
centage of the principals who perceived teachers remained the same. The rhetoric of teacher
had much influence on setting discipline policy empowerment and shared decision-making has
increased from 52 percent in 1987-88 to 75 per- apparently given principals the impression that
cent in 1993-94. the wish has been translated into practice.
It is evident that there was a discrepancy However, teachers themselves felt that the pro-
between teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of posed changes have not materialized in practice
teachers’ leadership development between the yet.To make the teachers’ and principals’ percep-
1987-88 and the 1993-94 school years. Teachers tions congruent is a daunting task facing us in this
perceived that their leadership remained stagnant new era of school leadership.

over the years, while principals perceived that The third major issue is related to teacher
teachers’ leadership had increased tremendously empowerment in urban, suburban, and rural
over the same period. schools. Urban teachers perceived that they were

Table 4. Percentage of Principals and Teachers Perceiving That Teachers Had Much Influence
on the Following Issues in the 1993-94 School Year

Item Principals Teachers
Evaluating teachers 24 3
Hiring new teachers 33 8
Deciding how the budget is spent 41 10
Establishing curriculum 62 35
Setting discipline policy 75 35
Determining content of in-service programs 76 31
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less empowered in curricular and instructional
issues than their suburban and rural counter-
parts. The data seem to suggest that organization-
al structure and decision-making mechanisms
tend to be more formalized in urban schools than
in suburban and rural schools, which results in
less-empowered teachers in urban schools. It is
ironic that, given the magnitude and nature of the
problems in urban schools, we expect urban
teachers to be more empowered and take more
initiatives in educational renewal. However, the
expectation does not seem to be compatible with
the more formalized decision-making mecha-
nisms in urban schools.

The final issue is that new teachers felt less
empowered than their senior counterparts.
Although the finding is not unexpected given the
tenure and power structure in our public
schools, the disparity between junior and senior
teachers in their perceptions of empowerment
does raise the issue of equity in school gover-
nance. Given the fact that the turnover rate of
new teachers is extremely high, it becomes ever
more important to empower new teachers and
treat them as professionals.”

In summary, the findings from the national
longitudinal study indicate that although the lit-
erature is replete with the rhetoric of site-based
management, teacher empowerment, and distrib-
utive leadership, teachers are still not empow-
ered in many schoolwide policy areas. The dis-
parity between the ideal and the practice of
teacher empowerment is substantial. The findings
also have implications for principals’ behaviors
and policymaking. Specifically, awareness of the
findings from this study could assist superinten-
dents and principals with their responsibilities
for teacher empowerment and maximizing
teacher empowerment. For example, principals
need to involve teachers more in decision-making
on many schoolwide issues. Principals may also
need to adopt leadership behaviors or policies
that maximize teacher empowerment. As a result,
teachers, and ultimately their students and their
schools, could potentially receive the full benefits
of teacher empowerment. As illustrated in the lit-
erature review, the benefits of teacher empower-
ment include increased teacher job performance
and productivity, improved teacher morale, and
ultimately higher student motivation and achieve-

ment. We have a challenging task ahead of us to
restructure the governance mechanism in public
schools and improve teacher empowerment.
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