Visioning: The Principal’s Per spective
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The ability to develop and implement a school vision is now viewed as a core competency for
school principals. Snce being highlighted as an IS_LC performance standard, it has received
increased attention in the educational leadership literature and principal preparation programs.
This article summarizes recent findings regarding the perceptions of South Carolina principals
toward the visioning process and their role in that process. Issues regarding its devel opment,
use, and effect are addressed. The importance of specific vision attributes and limitations are
also discussed. Implications for preparation programs and the professional development of
school principals are considered.

The ahility to develop and implement a school vison is now recognized as a core competency
for school adminigtrators. As boards of education, parents, and community groups get more
precisein their expectations regarding educationa outcomes, it isimperative that school
principas respond with an equaly detailed vison for their schools. This may be a particularly
chalenging task at the secondary school level where avariety of embedded politica factors and
ggnificant economic interests come into play. Those respongble for designing and implementing
educationa |eadership preparation programs must continue to enhance their visioning expertise
and dign their curriculum with the performance standards as practitioner needs emerge.

Vigoning sKkills can no longer be viewed as the pecid province of afew particularly
ingghtful leaders. Vision statements and their associated plans can no longer be considered in
isolation. The visoning process must now be ongoing and include a variety of stakeholder
perspectives. Virtudly every secondary school principa must now regularly demondrate the
futurigtic thinking, idedligtic attitude, and imagining skills required to develop, articulate, and
implement awedl-conceived school vision. While building a school vison iswiddy viewed as a
team endeavor, the principa risks being viewed as out of touch or out of date if he or she does
not play a prominent role in developing and promoting a compelling school vision. Further, it is
the principa who will be held accountable for any failure to move a school toward the improved
future envisoned by its condtituents.

The ability to envison and articulate what others cannot has long been viewed asa
vaued leadership qudlity. Defining a compelling and positive outlook of the future has dso been
congdered an important leadership asset. The increased emphasis on preparation standards has
propelled visoning skills to the forefront of our thinking regarding leadership development. To
recognize the new prominence given this skill areayou need only review the work of highly
regarded authors on the subject of leadership, recent studies of successful school digtricts and the
findings of the professona organizations seeking to develop more uniform standards for

preparing school principals.

Bennis and Nanus (1985) were among the early proponents of visoning as akey strategy
for successful businessleaders. In Becoming a Leader, Bennis and Townsend (1994) aborated
further on the subject and provided illugtrations of its successful use in the private sector. Covey
(1989) stressed the importance of linking persona visons with organizationa visons and the
powerful persona effect aleader’s vison can have on others. The capacity for capturing the



atention of followers and energizing the organization through awell- crafted vison is dso cited

by those specificaly addressing educationd leadership. Fullan (2001), when discussing therole
of change, noted that leadership in business and education have more in common than before and
face smilar chalenges. Hisinclusion of an energizing mord purpose as one of his core

leadership components lends further support to itsincreased importance in education. In The
Leadership Challenge, Kouzes and Posner (1995) provided a thorough analysis of how the
visioning process contributes to effective leadership and outline the specific attributes of a
compdling vison.

A recent Study of four Texas digtricts experiencing academic success with children from
low-income homes and with minority children highlights the importance of leeder beiefsin
determining the academic success of school digtricts (Skrla, Schenich, & Johnson, 2000). A
shared mission and aleadership focus on changing beliefs as well as practice were identified as
common themes in these districts. A consgstent and commitment- backed message regarding
student achievement led teachers to succeed in districts with diverse student populations. Leaders
in these didtricts adopted a mora philosophy and devoted themselves to embedding that
philosophy into the organizationd culture. Their commitment to replacing amode of deficiency
schooling with avision of academic success was gpparent to the research team.

The Interstate School Leaders Licensing Consortium (ISLLC) standards provide evidence
of the enhanced role vision plays in the development of school leaders. Charged with identifying
common standards for principa and superintendent preparation programs, ISLLC cited vision as
a performance standard and detailed the skills, knowledge, and dispositions associated withiit.
Thirty-seven gates have now modified their adminigrative certification programs to aign with
these standards (Murphy & Shipman, 2000). The Educationa Leadership Congtituent Council
(ELCC) standards used by the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education
(NCATE) dso identify vision as a core competency. Textbooks and materias on the
principaship are being modified to dign with the ISLLC sandards and virtudly dl include
emphasis on creating and implementing a school vison. Persona observation aso supports this
perspective. During a recent panel discussion at the University of South Carolina, apand of
practicing school principals noted the importance of having avision seven times during a 90-
minute question and answer session with aspiring school adminigrators.

Definitions

This prominence in the literature, preparation programs, and among practicing school
adminigtrators led to an investigation of the principals perspectives on visoning in South
Carolina. Kouzes and Posner (1995) have defined avison as*“an ided and unique image of the
future.” Vigoning skill has been defined as “the cgpacity to create and communicate aview of
the desired State of affairs that induces commitment among those working in the organization”
(Bennis, 1984). These definitions formed the basis for seeking to better understand how
principas view this performance standard and how we might best prepare them.

M ethodology

A directory of school administrators was obtained from the South Carolina Department of
Education. One e ementary school principa, one middle school principa, and one high school
principa from each of South Carolina s 85 school digtricts were randomly selected to condtitute



the sample group. Of the 255 surveys that were mailed, 153 (60%) were returned. The vision
statement was addressed in the first section of the survey. The vision development process, and
the principa’ srole in the process were addressed in the second section of the survey (see

Appendix).

The survey items were determined through discussion with practicing school principas
after areview of the ISLLC and EL CC vision performance standards. The survey data was
tabulated usng SPSS software. The results describe how visoning is currently viewed by
practicing South Carolina principals and provides some indghts regarding the challenges faced
by those seeking to prepare school |eaders through performance standards. The descriptive
nature of the satistics dlows for a broad gpplication by those seeking to improve preparation
programs for school leaders.

Results

Ninety-nine percent of the South Carolina schools reported having awritten vison statement. A
mgority of those vison statements (66%) were developed while the current principa was at the
school. Mogt principals (70%) reported a close connection between their persond vision for the
school and the school’ s vision statement. When asked to assess how closdly the school vision
reflected their own persond vision, 46% indicated very closely and another 48% said rather
closely. The willingness of people to participate was viewed as modest, with 14% indicating
people were very willing and 8% indicating people were unwilling. The frequency of persond
atention to the vison ranged from daily (14%) to never (6%). Most indicated they address the
school vison weekly (28%), monthly (34%), or yearly (18%). Only 12% believed the vison had
aggnificant impact on the performance of faculty and gaff, while 10% bdlieved it had virtudly
no effect. Principas generdly played alimited role when developing the vision. Most described
their role as facilitator (68%) or peer participant (24%). Only 8% served as chairperson of the
committee which developed the vison. Fifty-two percent indicated that they were highly
involved in communicating the vison to stakeholders once it was devel oped.

Though taking ardatively low profile during vison development, principals ill viewed
themsdlves as having a sgnificant effect on the process. Principas ranked themsalves second
only to teachers regarding influence on the visoning process. The three interna stakehol der
groups--teachers, principas, and superintendents--were ranked most influentia and the three
externa groups were ranked less influentid. Figure 1 summarizes that influence through mean
rank scores, for the six stakeholder groups typicaly involved in the process. Men ranked the
superintendent’ srole in visoning as subgtantialy higher in importance than women did.



Figure 1. Effecting development of vision.
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Sixty-two percent indicated thet the vison statement was very clearly written while only
1% thought it was not. Perceptions regarding the clarity had a moderate to strong correlation
with perceptions regarding how much the school vision reflected their persond vison (r = .681).
Principals were also asked about the relative importance of the vision attributes. Those attributes
presented by Kouzer and Pozner (1995) are futuristic, idedlity, uniqueness, and creating menta
pictures. The futurigtic attribute was viewed as most important followed by idedity, uniqueness,
and creating menta pictures. Figure 2 summarizes the mean ranks of the four attributes.

Figure 2. Importance of vision attributes.
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Perceptions regarding the value and limitations of the visoning process were dso
addressed. There was widespread support for including visoning as a performance standard in
training and development programs for school principas. Seventy percent indicated it was avery
vauable skill and only 4% indicated it had little value. The lack of time and lack of training were
ranked as the mogt Sgnificant limitations. Money was ranked the least Sgnificant limitation.
Figure 3 summarizes the mean ranks of the limitations as percelved by the principas.

Figure 3. Limitations on visioning process.
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Conclusonsand Implications

The survey results provide severd ingghts regarding principas perceptions of visioning and
rase severd issuesfor those involved in preparing school leaders. Elementary, middle leve, and
high school principas viewed visoning as an important core competency. However, their view
of the process and its potentia for influencing beliefs and ingtructiond practiceis limited.
Visoning isgill percaived asan “in house” activity done by “school people’ for school

purposes. The rankings regarding effect, involvement, and benefits of visoning dl ranked
interna groups most important. Thisis particularly noteworthy in South Carolinawhere each
school has a gtatutorily required community school improvement council whose mandate
includes involvement in school planning activities. It aso fails to meet the vison performance
gandard regarding the involvement of the grester school community. Expanding the thinking of
school leaders to more fully include the community’ s pergpective is a sgnificant chalenge for
those preparing school leaders. The principas’ beliefs regarding the role of externa stakeholders
in planning activities subgtantidly affects the framing of the vison and its resulting effect on
student achievement. Until principas expand their perspective to more fully include the greeter
community, those groups will have only aminor influence over a process that can sgnificantly
influence the school’ s future. Broadening leaders perspectives regarding the scope of the
process and making it more inclusive are worthwhile gods for those involved in the preparation
and professond development of school |eaders.

The importance of apersona commitment to the vision, while emphasized in the
leadership literature and research studies, is not practiced by a substantid number of principasin
South Carolina. Over one-third (34%) were not present when the vision was developed and 24%



bring atention to it yearly or not a al. It is hard to imagine a school vison substantiadly
affecting student learning when the school principa only addresses it annudly, or not at dl.
Adminidrétive preparation and professona growth programs will have to focus more on the
importance of persond involvement, commitment, and modeling a strong vison connection if
school leaders are to maximize its value and use it to change organizationa beliefs and impart
indruction.

Principas recognize the limitations time and insufficient training have on the process
The dlocation of time and training, however, are largdy within the control of school leaders. To
ensure an effective vison, principas and those that prepare them are going to need to dedicate
more time and training to those activities that foster the skills and attitudes that lead to greater
involvement. Training focused on team building, god setting, and long-term planning will help
develop the necessary skills. Promoting democratic governance and the continuous examination
of beliefs and practices will foster more visonary leadership attitudes. Preparation programs will
need to addressin greater detail the performance aspects of the programs.

The principas agreed only in part with the Kouzes and Posner (1995) emphasis on
specific attributes of an effective vison. They concurred with the importance of conveying
futurigtic thinking and the sense of anided school. Establishing uniqueness and creating
memorable images were viewed as less important. Uniqueness and memorable images are the
more subtle vision attributes that help bring a school vison to life in the eyes of others and
connect it to individud visons. Unless educationd |eaders are willing to invest in developing the
mental images and inspiring language associated with compelling visions they will be not be able
to create avison that fulfillsits potentia for affecting school improvement. The ability to make
an abgiract image of the future appear red by using a positive and future-oriented leadership
gyleisthe key ingredient in determining the success of aschool principa. Preparation programs
can help by emphasizing a broad perspective, Sgnificant persond involvement, and the
ingoirationd aspects of avison when designing the planning components of the educationd
leadership curriculum.

Recommendations

Principas generadly view avision as a product, not a performance-enhancing process or an
opportunity to expand ownership in school planning. They are aware of the importance of having
avison for the schoal, but have not interndized the vaue of the enthusiasm, commitment, and
academic effect it can have. Those responsible for preparing school |eaders need to find waysto
help “breathe life’ into avison and expand principas frame of reference regarding its value.
The following recommendations should help accomplish this

1. Expand the perspective of aspiring principals regarding the concepts associated with
visonary leadership. Present the vision performance standard as an ongoing
performance-enhancing process and a crucid core skill, not awritten end product. The
widespread use of visioning techniquesin the performing arts will provide many good
illugretions.

2. Buildindividud and team visioning skill-building opportunities into leedership
preparation classes. Individud reflective exercises can stimulate the creative and
imaginative thinking associated with visonary leadership. The collaborative refining and



editing of individua ideas requires the integration and connection skills necessary to lead
with confidence on this performance standard.

3. Addressthe mgor obstacles--time and training--and illustrate how they can be overcome.
It may require the reordering of principas priorities and the changing of sometheir own
beliefs as well asthe bdiefs of others. As noted by Fullan (2001), that is what effective
school leaders do. The Texas study of successful school didtricts illustrates that some
rethinking of the principa’ s role may be necessary (Skrla et d., 2000).

4. Present aninclusive visoning modd. Multiple cataysts are required for avision to be
powerful enough to effect student achievement. While the principal and saff members
will likely remain the mogt influential stakeholders in the process, others farther from the
actud practice of ingruction are required to keep the message congtant and highlight a
widespread commitment to it.
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Appendix

Universty of South Carolina

College of Educetion

Department of Educationd Leadership & Policies

Please provide the information requested in this section.

High School Middle Schoal Elementary School

Y ears of experience as a Principa Gender Age

VISION STATEMENT
1. Does your school have awritten school vison statement? Yes  No_

2. Wereyou at this school when the current vison statement wasdeveloped? Yes ~ No_

3. How much impact has the vison statement actualy had on the performance of people in your
school?

Vay Little Some A lot
1 2 3 4 5

4. How closdly doesthe school vison statement reflect you persond vison for the school ?

Very Little Some A lot
1 2 3 4 5

5. How frequently do you persondly bring attention to the vision? (Choose one).

Weekly Daily
Yealy Not at all
Monthly

VISION DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

6. Who do you fed benefits most by the development of a school vison? (Choose one).

Adminigtrators Parents
Students School Improvement Council
Teachers Community members

7. Which single descriptor would you say best describes your role as principa in developing the
school vison? (Choose one.)



Facilitator Observer

Chairperson Peer participant

Advisor

8. Vidgoning is now generaly viewed as a core competency for school adminigtrators. How
important do you believeiit isfor effective school leadership?

Very Little Some A lot
1 2 3 4 5

9. Who has the most impact on the visoning process? (Rank order 1-6).

Principal Parents
Superintendent School Improvement Council
Teachers Community leaders

10. How responsive do you fed people are when it comes to working on visoning activities?

Not much Somewhat A lot
1 2 3 4 5

11. A good schoal vision serves to remind people of what isimportant. How well does your
vison do that?

Not well Somewhat Extremdy well
1 2 3 4 5

12. How would you describe the degree of clarity of your school’ svison?

Not clear Somewhat Very Clear
1 2 3 4 5

13. Pleas= indicate the importance of the following attributes of agood vision. (Rank order 1-4).

Idedlity (focus on possible, not probable)
Uniqueness (reflects specialness of your school)
Futuristic (looks forward)
Creates memorable images (menta pictures)

14. What are the greatest limitations to developing an effective school vison? Rank 1-5.

Time Insufficient training
Money Palitics
Bdief in vdue



