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Preface

The mission of New Leaders is “to ensure high academic achievement 
for all children, especially students in poverty and students of color, 
by developing transformational school leaders and advancing the poli-
cies and practices that allow great leaders to succeed” (New Leaders, 
undated-b). In 2014, the RAND Corporation published an evaluation 
of New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program based on the outcomes of 
approximately 400 New Leaders principals; these principals completed 
the program between 2002 and 2011 and were hired as principals in 
school year 2011–2012 or earlier in ten current or former partner dis-
tricts (Gates et  al., 2014a). A follow-on effort evaluated New Lead-
ers’ Aspiring Principals program as experienced by program graduates 
hired as principals in the 2013–2014, 2014–2015, 2015–2016, and 
2016–2017 school years in partner districts. This follow-on work was 
funded through a five-year U.S. Department of Education Investing 
in Innovation (i3) Validation Grant to New Leaders, which began in 
2013 and ended in 2019. 

This report presents findings from the second evaluation. We 
describe New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program and provide back-
ground information about New Leaders partner districts, present evi-
dence of the program’s effect on student achievement, and provide con-
clusions and implications based on those findings. The findings will 
be of interest to policymakers in school districts, charter management 
organizations, state education agencies, and principal-preparation 
programs who want to understand the effectiveness of New Leaders’ 
Aspiring Principals program or programs with similar features. The 
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iv    Preparing School Leaders for Success

report will also be relevant to those interested in developing approaches 
for assessing the effectiveness of principal-preparation programs.

This study was undertaken by RAND Education and Labor, a 
division of the RAND Corporation that conducts research on early 
childhood through postsecondary education programs, workforce 
development, and programs and policies affecting workers, entrepre-
neurship, financial literacy, and decisionmaking. This study was spon-
sored by New Leaders. For more information about the organization, 
please visit www.newleaders.org.

More information about RAND can be found at www.rand.
org. Questions about this report should be directed to susan_gates@
rand.org, and questions about RAND Education and Labor should be 
directed to educationandlabor@rand.org.
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Summary

A growing body of research points to the critical role of school lead-
ership in student success (Herman et al., 2017). Principals build a 
vision and a school culture that promote equity and support student 
learning. They ensure that resources are used efficiently and effec-
tively. They engage with the community. They also help promote 
high-quality instruction in every classroom, by hiring, monitoring, 
evaluating, and supporting teachers. A good principal hires the most-
effective new teachers, establishes high expectations for those teachers, 
and provides them with feedback and support so they can continue to 
improve. One principal typically supervises dozens of teachers, who 
in turn reach hundreds or thousands of students. In spite of evidence 
about the ways in which principals influence classrooms and, ulti-
mately, student achievement, calls to direct resources away from school 
administration and toward teachers continue (Tobias and Shorman, 
2018). Meanwhile, districts across the country struggle with high 
levels of principal turnover (Miller, 2013; Goldring and Taie, 2014) 
and bear the burden of the high cost associated with principal training 
and onboarding—which, by some estimates, can reach $75,000 per 
vacancy (School Leaders Network, 2014).

The mission of New Leaders, created in 2000, is “to ensure high 
academic achievement for all children, especially students in poverty 
and students of color, by developing transformational school  lead-
ers and advancing the policies and practices that allow great leaders to 
succeed” (New Leaders, undated-b). The Aspiring Principals pro-
gram is New Leaders’ signature program and has three core features: 
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(1) selective recruitment and admission, (2) training and endorsement, 
and (3) support for principals early in their tenure (Gates et al., 2014a). 

The RAND Corporation’s first evaluation of the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program, published in 2014, assessed the outcomes of approx-
imately 400 New Leaders principals who completed the Aspiring 
Principals program between 2002 and 2011 and had been placed as 
principals prior to school year (SY) 2012–2013 in ten current or former 
partner districts (Gates et  al., 2014a, 2014b). That evaluation found 
evidence that students who attended a school led by a New Leaders 
principal for three or more years experienced larger achievement gains 
than similar students in the same district in schools not led by a New 
Leaders principal. 

New Leaders made major changes to core features of the Aspiring 
Principals program in 2012 by creating a new pathway for admission 
into the program, revising the residency experience to be more struc-
tured and goal-oriented, and restructuring principal induction support 
through a professional-learning-community approach. Aspiring princi-
pals who entered the program in SY 2012–2013, as part of Cohort 12, 
were the first to experience these major revisions. 

Study Purpose and Approach

This report is a follow-up to our 2014 evaluation of New Leaders’ 
Aspiring Principals program (Gates et  al., 2014a). Focusing on the 
revised program, which was implemented starting in SY 2012–2013, 
this report presents evidence of the effectiveness of the revised Aspir-
ing Principals program and shares lessons that can inform principal-
preparation policy and practice. 

The primary objective of the study was to understand the rela-
tionship of New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program to school and 
student outcomes. Our analyses assessed whether schools and students 
led by these New Leaders principals outperformed comparison schools 
and students. Therefore, the evaluation compared New Leaders prin-
cipals with other new principals in the same district with respect to 
(1) achievement and other outcomes of the schools and students and 
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(2)  retention rates. The evaluation also examined placement rates of 
those who completed New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program, as 
well as participants’ and districts’ satisfaction with the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program. 

Our evaluation analyzed the outcomes of schools and students in 
the following districts, which all had an active partnership with New 
Leaders during the study: Baltimore City Public Schools in Maryland, 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina, Chicago Public 
Schools in Illinois, District of Columbia Public Schools, the New York 
City Department of Education, Oakland Unified School District in 
California, Prince George’s County Public Schools in Maryland, and 
Shelby County Schools in Tennessee. The evaluation also included 
schools and students overseen by the DC Public Charter School Board.

Because research suggests that it takes time for a principal to 
affect achievement outcomes, we report on outcomes observed at least 
three years after a principal has been placed; thus, our study scope was 
limited to New Leaders principals who completed the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program in SY 2012–2013 or later and were subsequently hired 
by partner districts starting in SY 2013–2014. Therefore, only schools 
that received a new principal in SY 2013–2014 or 2014–2015 contrib-
uted to our estimates. 

When analyzing student outcomes at the school or student level, 
we estimated the effects by district and then averaged them across part-
ner districts. We employed two approaches to weighting the results 
across districts. One approach weights the results by the number of 
schools studied. This “school-exposure” approach tells us the aver-
age effect of New Leaders across the entire sample of affected schools, 
which means districts that have more New Leaders principals will con-
tribute more to these estimates. A second approach, which we describe 
as “average by district,” takes a simple average of effects across partner 
districts. This approach tells us the average effect of the program across 
districts, answering the question of whether the average district might 
expect to benefit from the program. 
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Findings

Our findings highlight a number of accomplishments of the Aspiring 
Principals program. We refer to results as statistically significant if they 
were significant at the 5 percent or lower level, unless otherwise noted, 
meaning that there is at least a 95 percent chance that the true effect 
is greater than zero.

K–8 Schools Led by New Leaders Principals Outperformed K–8 
Schools Led by Other New Principals in Schoolwide Student 
Achievement 

Our analysis found a positive relationship between Aspiring Princi-
pals program principals and schoolwide student achievement in math-
ematics and English language arts (ELA) in K–8 schools. We found 
that, after three or more years, achievement in schools that received 
a New Leaders principal was 3.26 to 3.55 percentile points higher in 
mathematics and 1.81 to 2.27 percentile points higher in ELA than 
achievement in schools that received a new principal who was not a 
New Leader. In each case, percentile gains indicate how much higher 
an average student would be expected to perform (e.g., going from the 
50th percentile in mathematics to the 53rd percentile) as a result of 
being in a school led by a New Leaders principal. We found larger 
effects using the “school exposure” approach to weighting, compared 
with the “average by district” approach. Both the mathematics and 
ELA results were statistically significant even after correcting for mul-
tiple comparisons. These results were larger than the year-three effect 
estimates reported in our 2014 study, where we found an effect of 1.3 
percentile points in mathematics and 0.7 percentile points in ELA. 
That study used a student-level approach similar to the one described 
below.

Because so few New Leaders principals were placed immediately 
into high schools, we were unable to examine high school outcomes in 
this analysis of schoolwide effects. 
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Individual-Level Academic Performance and Student Attendance 
Were Higher for Students Who Attended K–8 Schools with a New 
Leaders Principal 

When looking at the effect of principals who had participated in the 
Aspiring Principals program on student-level achievement, we ana-
lyzed the outcomes for individual students in K–8 schools and high 
schools who spent time both in schools led by New Leaders principals 
and in schools not led by New Leaders principals. We found a positive 
and statistically significant effect for K–8 students exposed to a New 
Leaders principal for three or more years, compared with K–8 students 
in the same district exposed to a new principal from other training 
programs. These effects were positive and large (around 3 to 5 percen-
tile points) and statistically significant for ELA and mathematics using 
the “average by district” weighting approach. As with the school-level 
results, these results were more than twice as large as those reported in 
our 2014 study, which used a similar methodology. When we used the 
“school exposure” weighting approach to pool the estimates, the rela-
tionships between K–8 student outcomes and New Leaders principals 
were not statistically significant.

Examining attendance outcomes for K–8 students, we found a 
statistically significant and positive effect for principals in their third 
and later years in the same school. Attendance rates at elementary 
and middle schools averaged between 0.1 and 0.7 percentage points 
higher using the “average by district” weighting approach, which cor-
responds to between one-fifth of a school day and 1.26 more school 
days attended. 

At the high school level, most of our results were not significant, 
suggesting either that too few New Leaders principals were immedi-
ately placed into high schools to detect an effect or that having a New 
Leaders principal does not affect student-level achievement at the high 
school level.
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New Principals Who Completed the Aspiring Principals Program 
Were More Likely Than Other New Principals in the Same Districts 
to Remain at Their Schools as Principals for a Second Year

The average two-year retention rate for principals who participated in 
the Aspiring Principals program was higher than that of other newly 
hired principals in the same districts; however, we found no statistically 
significant difference between the likelihood of New Leaders princi-
pals and other principals to remain a third year. 

New Leaders Principals Displayed Competencies in the Aspiring 
Principals Program Related to School, Student, and Principal 
Retention Outcomes

At the time of this report, New Leaders assessed the competencies of 
aspiring principals on five broad standards: (1) Personal Leadership, 
(2) Instructional Leadership, (3) Cultural Leadership, (4) Adult and 
Team Leadership, and (5) Operational Leadership. We examined the 
relationship between each standard and student outcomes. We also 
grouped competencies into three constructs using exploratory factor 
analysis: Human Capital (Instructional Leadership and Adult and 
Team Leadership), Cultural Capital (Cultural Leadership and Opera-
tional Leadership), and Personal Leadership.

When looking at individual standards, we found that Standards 2 
(Instructional Leadership) and 4 (Adult and Team Leadership) showed 
the greatest association with student outcomes. A 1 standard deviation 
increase in Adult and Team Leadership (a 0.24-point increase on a 
four-point scale) was significantly related to a 0.030 standard deviation 
increase in average student mathematics performance (1.19 percentile 
points) and a 0.044 standard deviation increase in ELA performance 
(1.76 percentile points). A 1 standard deviation increase in Instruc-
tional Leadership (0.24 of one point on a four-point scale) was associ-
ated with marginally significant increases in mathematics performance 
(0.028 standard deviations or 1.10 percentile points) and ELA perfor-
mance (0.025 standard deviations or 0.99 percentile points). Scores 
on the other standards were not significantly associated with student, 
school, or retention outcomes.
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When looking at constructs, we found that the Human Capital 
construct was robustly associated with student outcomes. A 1 stan-
dard deviation increase in this factor was associated with a significant 
0.035 standard deviation increase in ELA performance, a 0.045 stan-
dard deviation increase in mathematics performance, and a half of a 
percentage point improvement in attendance. The Cultural Capital 
construct was not significantly related to any student outcome, with 
all point estimates small and insignificant. However, it was related 
to higher principal retention, which is an important outcome, given 
the high costs associated with training and onboarding new princi-
pals (Miller, 2013; Goldring and Taie, 2014; School Leaders Network, 
2014). The Personal Leadership construct was significantly related 
only to mathematics achievement. A 1 standard deviation increase in 
the construct was associated with a 0.016 standard deviation decrease 
in mathematics achievement. 

A Large Share of Aspiring Principals Program Completers Were 
Hired into Principal Positions by Partner Districts

Between 26.2 percent and 39.3 percent of Aspiring Principals pro-
gram graduates were hired as a principal by a partner district imme-
diately after program completion. Taking a longer view, two-thirds of 
SY 2012–2013 graduates were placed within five years of completing 
the program. These placement rates are substantially higher than rates 
reported in a recent study of several principal-preparation programs 
in Tennessee. Specifically, Grissom, Mitani, and Woo (2018) found 
that, across ten principal-preparation programs in that state, five-year 
placement rates (measured from the time principals took the licensure 
exam) varied between 6 percent and 17 percent.

Aspiring Principals Program Participants and Partner Districts 
Viewed the Program Favorably 

The Aspiring Principals program residents surveyed in 2016 on a 
nationally normed survey rated the program highly, with average ratings 
that were equivalent to or higher than ratings by participants of other 
principal-preparation programs nationwide. In particular, the Aspiring 
Principals program ratings were higher than those in a national sample 
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of individuals enrolled in principal-preparation programs in the areas 
of Instructional Leadership, Peer Relationships, and Internship Design 
and Quality. The Aspiring Principals program results were similarly 
high in other years in which the survey was conducted but for which a 
national sample of results is not available for comparison. 

Overall, leaders in partner districts reported that partnership with 
New Leaders has benefited their districts and that New Leaders prin-
cipals who had been placed in those districts in the last few years were 
well prepared and of high quality. For example, on a five-point rating 
scale from 1 to 5, the district leaders we interviewed in 2017 rated their 
perception of the overall benefits of the New Leaders program to the 
district at 3.8, on average. The same year, out of all the statements 
posed in the study to district leaders, the statement “New Leaders is 
responsive to issues or concerns raised by our district/CMO [charter 
management organization]” received the highest level of agreement, 
with a rating of 4.2; the statement “New Leaders has influenced how 
our district/CMO selects new principals” received the lowest level of 
agreement, with an average rating of 2.4.

Study Limitations

The preparation, hiring, support, and retention of effective new princi-
pals is a complex, multistaged process that does not easily lend itself to 
a traditional experimental study design. To evaluate the effect of New 
Leaders principals, we relied on quasi-experimental methods. There-
fore, evidence of causal effects should be interpreted with caution. 
Since aspiring principals were not randomly assigned to schools and 
students, it is possible that New Leaders and non–New Leaders princi-
pals were placed in schools that differed systematically in ways that we 
as evaluators could not observe, and thus could not account for. Such 
nonrandom sorting of principals to schools and students could have 
biased our estimates either positively or negatively. Moreover, since our 
analysis compared New Leaders principals with their peer novice prin-
cipals in the same districts, our results are partially influenced by the 
districts’ broader hiring, placement, and new-principal support efforts. 
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The findings in this study may be of interest to officials in large 
urban districts or CMOs that resemble New Leaders partner districts, 
who may be interested in developing or supporting programs that train 
and support principals. This study was focused on the unique context 
of the large, urban districts that partnered with New Leaders during the 
time frame covered by this study. Although this may limit the gener-
alizability of our findings, the findings may be relevant for other types 
of districts as well. Our findings may also be of interest to researchers 
studying principal-preparation programs and to principal-preparation 
program directors and faculty who seek to understand the relationships 
between participants’ competencies and longer-term outcomes. 

Finally, our evaluation examined outcomes of graduates of a prep-
aration program with three core features, as described above. We were 
not able to modify implementation of the program to test whether one 
or more of the core features of the Aspiring Principals program were 
more or less effective than others. As a result, we cannot comment on 
the relative value of any one feature or effective ways to modify the 
implementation of those features. 

Conclusions and Implications

Our findings suggest the following conclusions about the value of New 
Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program: 

• New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program produced candidates 
who were hired at high rates and were retained on the job longer 
than other new principals.

• Students in K–8 schools led by principals who completed the 
Aspiring Principals program outperformed students in K–8 
schools led by other new principals. 

• Data gathered by New Leaders about participants’ competencies 
may be helpful for predicting those same participants’ perfor-
mance after graduation.
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We draw the following implications for policymakers, program 
designers, and researchers about the Aspiring Principals program and 
about principal-preparation programs more generally.

Evaluations of Principal-Preparation Programs Should Examine 
Multiple Program Features and Outcomes

Evaluations of principal-preparation programs face special challenges 
because of small sample sizes, the infeasibility of experimental design, 
and difficulty in distinguishing the effects of preparation programs 
from other experiences that principals have after attending such pro-
grams. By looking at a range of outcomes at the principal, school, and 
student levels, our evaluation provides a rich characterization of the 
ways in which principal-preparation programs influence districts and 
their schools and students.

Principal-Preparation Programs Can Help Build Internal Capacity 
Within Partner Districts 

Through a long-term partnership approach, principal-preparation 
programs like New Leaders can influence more than just the quality 
of principal candidates. Several of the district officials we have inter-
viewed over the years described New Leaders as a thought partner and 
said that New Leaders had influenced overall district leadership stan-
dards, hiring, and evaluation. 

Within- and Between-District Analyses Could Provide 
Complementary Evidence Regarding Program Effectiveness 

Many evaluations of principal-preparation programs rely on within-
district comparisons. However, districts that are effective at hiring, 
placing, and supporting new principals likely experience less variation 
in the quality of newly placed principals. In turn, this makes it more 
difficult to use within-district comparisons to identify differences 
among principals from varying pre-service programs. Between-district 
analysis would allow for a comparison against principals hired by other 
districts that might not have such robust hiring practices or other sup-
ports in place. Comparing school outcomes for new principals in other 
districts would be a useful approach to understanding the systemic 
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effects of partnering with an organization such as New Leaders, pro-
viding evidence that complements the findings from a within-district 
analysis.

Multiyear Evaluations Are Needed to Capture the Effect of Program 
Features on School Outcomes 

For a principal-preparation program such as New Leaders to affect stu-
dents, participants must complete the program, be hired as principals, 
and remain in their positions long enough to have an effect on schools 
and students. This process can take many years. As a result, it is crucial 
to take a long-term perspective, supporting program evaluation and 
tracking outcomes over many years. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

A growing body of research points to the critical role of school leadership 
in student success (Herman et al., 2017). Principals build a vision and a 
school culture that promote equity and support student learning. They 
ensure that resources are used efficiently and effectively. They engage 
with the community. They also help promote high-quality instruction 
in every classroom, by hiring, monitoring, evaluating, and supporting 
teachers. A good principal hires the most-effective new teachers, estab-
lishes high expectations for those teachers, and provides them with 
feedback and support so they can continue to improve. One principal 
typically supervises dozens of teachers, who in turn reach hundreds or 
thousands of students. In spite of evidence about the ways in which 
principals influence classrooms and, ultimately, student achievement, 
calls to direct resources away from school administration and toward 
teachers continue (Tobias and Shorman, 2018).

The mission of New Leaders, created in 2000, is “to ensure high 
academic achievement for all children, especially students in poverty 
and students of color, by developing transformational school  lead-
ers and advancing the policies and practices that allow great leaders to 
succeed” (New Leaders, undated-b). New Leaders partners with dis-
tricts and charter management organizations (CMOs) to offer rigor-
ous, research-based training for aspiring principals and to improve the 
conditions in which those school leaders work (Gates et  al., 2014a). 
In school year (SY) 2001–2002, the first cohort of aspiring principals 
completed a structured residency-based program as part of New Lead-
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ers’ Aspiring Principals program in New York City and Chicago. The 
Aspiring Principals program would become New Leaders’ signature 
program as it expanded its partnerships across the nation and devel-
oped new program offerings. New Leaders has refined the Aspiring 
Principals program in response to the needs of districts and program 
participants and in response to its evaluation findings. Even with these 
refinements, three core features of the Aspiring Principals program 
have endured since 2001: (1) selective recruitment and admissions, 
(2) training and endorsement, and (3) support for principals early in 
their tenure (Gates et al., 2014a, p. xvi). 

In 2006, New Leaders contracted with the RAND Corporation 
to conduct a formative and summative evaluation of the program, of 
its theory of action, and of its implementation. In 2014, we published a 
report using data on the outcomes of approximately 400 New Leaders 
principals who had completed the Aspiring Principals program between 
2002 and 2011 and were placed as principals prior to SY 2012–2013 in 
ten current or former partner districts: Baltimore City Public Schools 
in Maryland, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina, 
Chicago Public Schools in Illinois, Memphis City Schools in Tennes-
see, Milwaukee Public Schools in Wisconsin, New Orleans Recov-
ery School District, New York City Public Schools, Oakland Unified 
School District in California, Prince George’s County Public Schools 
in Maryland, and District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) and 
the DC Public Charter School Board (Gates et al., 2014a, 2014b). That 
evaluation found evidence that, after three years, students in schools 
led by New Leaders principals experienced higher achievement gains, 
on average, than students in similar schools in the same districts led 
by non–New Leaders principals. The estimated gains were 3 percentile 
points for high school reading, 1.7 percentile points for lower-grade 
reading, and 0.7 percentile points in lower-grade mathematics achieve-
ment. The study also found evidence that these effects on achievement 
differed by district but could not attribute this variation to any one 
factor.

New Leaders made major changes to the Aspiring Principals pro-
gram in 2012, by creating a new pathway for admission into the pro-
gram, revising the residency experience to be more structured and goal-
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oriented, and restructuring induction support through a professional 
learning-community approach. These changes are described in more 
detail in Chapter Two. Aspiring principals who entered the program in 
SY 2012–2013, as part of Cohort 12, were the first to experience these 
major revisions. In 2013, New Leaders was awarded an Investing in 
Innovation (i3) Validation Grant from the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, which it used to contract with RAND to evaluate the outcomes of 
New Leaders principals trained after the program was revised. 

Our evaluation analyzed the outcomes of schools and students 
in schools in the following districts, which had an active partnership 
with New Leaders during this study: Baltimore City Public Schools in 
Maryland, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in North Carolina, Chi-
cago Public Schools in Illinois, DCPS, the New York City Department 
of Education, Oakland Unified School District in California, Prince 
George’s County Public Schools in Maryland, and Shelby County 
Schools in Tennessee. It also includes schools overseen by the DC 
Public Charter School Board.

Below, we outline our evaluation approach.

Purpose of the Report

This report is a follow-up to our 2014 evaluation of New Leaders’ 
Aspiring Principals program (Gates et  al., 2014a). It focused on the 
Aspiring Principals program as revised and implemented starting in the 
2012–2013 school year. As shown in Figure 1.1, our 2014 report exam-
ined outcomes for individuals who completed their Aspiring Principals 
program residencies prior to SY 2011–2012. In this report, we stud-
ied the individuals who completed their Aspiring Principals program 
residencies in SY 2012–2013 through SY 2016–2017. The overarch-
ing objective of this report was to present evidence of the effectiveness 
of the revised Aspiring Principals program and to share lessons that 
could inform principal-preparation policy and practice nationwide. We 
aimed to understand the relationship between New Leaders’ Aspiring 
Principals program and school and student outcomes. Our core analy-
ses assessed whether schools (and students) led by these New Leaders 
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principals outperformed comparison schools and students. To more 
fully understand those relationships, we also looked at information 
gathered during the Aspiring Principals program about the character-
istics of the candidates, their competencies at different points in the 
program, and their placement outcomes to determine how these com-
petencies were related to outcomes. The following six research ques-
tions structured our evaluation of the revised program. 

Research Questions

1. How do the outcomes of schools and students led by New Lead-
ers principals compare with those of other schools and students 
in the district? 

2. Are Aspiring Principals program graduates who are hired as 
principals in partner districts more or less likely to stay in their 
position than other new-principal hires? 

3. To what extent are Aspiring Principals program graduates being 
hired as principals in partner districts and in what types of 
schools? 

4. What are the characteristics of the Aspiring Principals program 
participants? 

5. To what extent are the competencies that the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program participants demonstrate while they are in the 
program associated with placement as a principal, retention, 
and school or student outcomes?

6. How do Aspiring Principals program participants and partner 
districts view New Leaders and the Aspiring Principals pro-
gram?

We addressed these questions by analyzing descriptive and statistical 
evidence that compared New Leaders principals with other new prin-
cipals in the same districts. We examined differences in the following 
key outcomes:
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• achievement outcomes for students of New Leaders principals (in 
English language arts [ELA] and mathematics)

• other outcomes for students of New Leaders principals (e.g., 
attendance)

• retention of New Leaders as principals in their schools.

We also analyzed data collected by New Leaders about program par-
ticipants (e.g., assessments of participants’ skills upon entry and com-
pletion of the program, such interim outcomes as placement) and 
explored whether these program data were useful indicators of future 
performance.

Organization of the Report

In the next chapter, we provide background information about New 
Leaders and the Aspiring Principals program, including a discussion 
of recent changes to the program. We also summarize the conditions 
of districts that partnered with New Leaders in the Aspiring Principals 
program. Chapter Three presents the data and methods we used to 
address the research questions, and Chapter Four provides brief sum-
maries of key findings related to each research question. We discuss 
implications for the field in Chapter Five. Finally, a series of appendixes 
provides detailed information about the methods used and the results 
of each set of analyses. These appendixes are available for download at 
www.rand.org/t/RR2812.
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CHAPTER TWO

Background

New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program operates on an annual 
cycle. Participants engage in a set of training experiences with other 
aspiring principals from the same cohort—those who were selected and 
began the program in the same school year. During that initial school 
year—also known as the residency year—candidates experience aca-
demic coursework, a yearlong residency under a mentor principal in 
one of the partner districts, and assessments of leadership growth. The 
program is provided without a fee to the aspiring principals, who work 
as employees of the participating school district and receive salaries 
during their residency years. New Leaders structured the program so 
that aspiring principals would not need to make excessive financial sac-
rifices; the aim of such a structure was to broaden the pool of potential 
candidates.

In this chapter,1 we summarize the key features of effective 
principal-preparation programs and show how the Aspiring Princi-
pals program incorporates them; we describe the changes made to 
the Aspiring Principals program as of SY 2012–2013; and we give a 
summary of the characteristics of the New Leaders partner districts as 
they relate to the selection and management of principals.2

1 Some of the material in this chapter is adapted from Gates et al., 2014a. See that report 
for more information about New Leaders and Aspiring Principals program features.
2 Although the D.C. charter partners do not compose a school district, for simplicity, we 
use the term district throughout the report.
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Key Features of Effective Principal-Preparation Programs

Traditional principal-preparation programs typically aim to prepare 
current and aspiring educators to become principals through training 
that combines classroom instruction and some type of school-based 
internship. These programs usually lead to an advanced degree or cer-
tification. Over a decade ago, a research study by Darling-Hammond 
et al. (2007) identified features of effective principal-preparation pro-
grams and established a basis from which experts and stakeholders 
developed a characterization of effective programs. This character-
ization encompasses program content, structure, and delivery. It also 
touches upon process issues, notably the importance of district part-
nership, the alignment of program content to standards for principals’ 
performance on the job, and the use of data for continuous quality 
improvement (Darling-Hammond et  al., 2007; Larsen et  al., 2016a, 
2016b). In this section, we define some of these key features and 
describe how the Aspiring Principals program incorporates them.

Strong Program-District Partnership

First, effective principal-preparation programs collaborate with school 
districts to ensure coherence between recruitment, training, and prac-
tice; create field experiences or internships for program participants; 
provide feedback on graduate quality; and/or review the curriculum 
and its alignment to district standards and needs. As described by Gates 
et  al. (2014a), creating strong partnerships with districts on a selec-
tive basis has been an essential component of the Aspiring Principals 
program. In selecting partners, New Leaders has focused on districts 
that view principals as instrumental to improving the achievement of 
high-needs students and that are committed to providing principals 
with sufficient autonomy to promote change in the school. Over the 
years, New Leaders has used different approaches to manage district 
relationships, but it has always had at least one representative engage 
with district officials on recruitment, residency placements, and dis-
trict-specific training needs. New Leaders also tracks the placement of 
program graduates and requests feedback from the districts regarding 
how graduates are performing.
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Selective Recruitment and Admissions

The second key feature of effective principal-preparation programs is 
the rigorous recruitment of high-potential candidates who have expe-
rience as dynamic expert teachers and a commitment to instructional 
improvement. Selectivity in recruitment and admissions has been a 
core element of the Aspiring Principals program since its inception. Up 
until 2012, when another admission option was added (as described 
below), all applicants were admitted through a national recruitment 
and admissions process that typically involved eligibility screening and 
a set of admission activities designed to assess the candidate’s interest 
in and suitability for school leadership. These activities included online 
exercises in which applicants demonstrated their potential in such key 
areas and competencies as pedagogy, communication and interper-
sonal relationships, standards-based planning, leadership development, 
data-driven decisionmaking, and urgency and efficacy (New Leaders, 
2017). Those who passed the screening and online admission activities 
participated in a Finalist Selection Day. The Finalist Selection Day 
consisted of a set of virtual interviews with New Leaders staff involv-
ing exercises that tested the ability of candidates to respond to realistic 
leadership challenges in an urban school. For those who successfully 
completed the Finalist Selection Day, New Leaders staff could request 
an in-person interview, check the applicants’ references, and work to 
place each candidate as a resident at a school.

Alignment to Research-Based Standards

Effective programs align their structure and curriculum to research-
based standards. As described in a research-based book from New 
Leaders, Breakthough Principals (Desravines, Aquino, and Fenton, 
2016), starting in SY 2008–2009 with Cohort 8, the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program structure and curriculum aligned to a research-based 
conceptual framework, the Transformational Leadership Framework, 
based on the Urban Excellence Framework. The framework outlines 
what New Leaders identified as key school practices that resulted in 
dramatic achievement gains, along with the actions that principals 
must take to put those practices into place. The Urban Excellence 
Framework was informed by a review of prior research, as well as by 
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original research conducted by New Leaders, which included in-depth 
case studies of three high-achieving schools led by New Leaders princi-
pals, site visits to more than 100 New Leaders schools (both high-gain-
ing and not) and non–New Leaders schools, and the expertise of New 
Leaders staff and principals (New Leaders, 2016). The framework was 
subsequently validated in an independent study examining the prac-
tices of schools that achieved positive value-added results (Hutchins, 
Epstein, and Sheldon, 2012).

Experiential Learning

Effective principal-preparation programs also provide participants 
with learning experiences that expose them to problems often faced 
in school leadership roles, with the intent to build practical and tech-
nical knowledge. Learning experiences are scaffolded, moving from 
classroom or online learning simulations to internship experiences, 
where participants lead all or a significant portion of a school’s opera-
tions, including activities related to instructional leadership. Expe-
riential learning is a key component of the Aspiring Principals pro-
gram. The Summer Foundations course, offered at the beginning of 
the program, and the in-person group training (one to two sessions 
per month) include practice-oriented learning opportunities aligned 
with the Urban Excellence Framework and provide opportunity for 
reflection. More importantly, after the summer course, participants are 
placed in a yearlong residency under a mentor principal in one of New 
Leaders’ partner districts. During the residency year, the resident is an 
employee of the district and serves in an official capacity—usually that 
of an assistant principal. Residents assume the responsibilities associ-
ated with their jobs while engaging in structured, hands-on learning 
opportunities with individualized feedback and coaching from a New 
Leaders staff member (typically, a former principal who was successful 
in improving student outcomes). The residency experience is designed 
to provide ample opportunity for role-playing, simulation, feedback, 
and reflection.
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Data Use for Continuous Quality Improvement

Another common feature of high-quality preparation programs is the 
use of data for continuous quality improvement. These programs seek 
out evidence of whether and how their training is advancing leadership 
practices, school culture, or student learning. This process involves 
having established routines for collecting program-effectiveness infor-
mation and using data to adjust the curriculum and program structure. 
Since its inception, New Leaders has set high, outcome-oriented stan-
dards; monitored performance against those standards; and modified 
the program as needed in response to the performance data. For exam-
ple, in earlier years, the residency focused on building general skills, 
such as data-driven decisionmaking and personal leadership. Now, 
there is an emphasis on developing specific hands-on skills in priority 
areas and having residents practice using those skills. New Leaders also 
monitors participants’ progress throughout the residency year using 
ongoing assessments. The assessments measure the extent to which 
each resident is making progress toward the desired principal compe-
tencies. New Leaders uses the results to inform program activities and 
support both during residency and after placement as a principal.

On-the-Job Support After Program Completion

Finally, a feature shared by many effective principal-preparation pro-
grams is intensive on-the-job support—in the form of mentoring, 
coaching, or peer networking for program graduates who are hired as 
principals for at least one year after graduation. Such New Leaders sup-
port is grounded in ongoing assessment and the needs of the school.  
This program element has gone through changes over time and has 
varied by district in intensity and structure but has been a consistent 
feature of the program.

Changes to New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals Program 
Affecting Cohort 12 and Subsequent Cohorts

New Leaders made significant changes to improve the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program and to provide structured support for new princi-
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pals though professional learning communities. These changes were 
informed by interim findings from the 2014 RAND evaluation and a 
subsequent analysis by New Leaders to understand the factors driving 
evaluation results. The changes were instituted in 2011 and 2012, so 
they did not affect the group of principals included in our 2014 evalua-
tion, who had already graduated from the program. Hence, this evalu-
ation focuses on the effects of the revised Aspiring Principals program 
starting in SY 2012–2013 with Cohort 12. A detailed description of 
changes made to the Aspiring Principals program between 2001 and 
2011 can be found in our 2014 report. Here, we detail the changes that 
New Leaders instituted in 2012 or later.

Creation of the Emerging Leaders Program

For the first 12 years of the program, entry into the Aspiring Principals 
program was solely through the national recruitment and admissions 
process. That changed in 2012 with the introduction of the Emerg-
ing Leaders program, created in response to a need to build the pool 
of leadership talent within the current partner districts. Research by 
New Leaders and RAND (Burkhauser et  al., 2012) had identified 
adult leadership skills—the skills needed to lead a team of adults to 
raise student achievement—as an important but often lacking char-
acteristic of aspiring principals. The Emerging Leaders program was 
designed to address this gap by providing teacher leaders and assistant 
principals interested in the principalship with opportunities to develop 
these adult leadership skills—such skills as getting teachers to buy in 
to proposed changes and building a sense of urgency for change. The 
program works by recruiting promising teachers, instructional coaches, 
and assistant principals in partner districts who seek to become prin-
cipals and then leading them through a year of experiential learning 
and mentoring with a focus on building their skills in leading a team 
of adults to raise student achievement. Participants are assessed at the 
end of the program, and, according to their performance, they may 
be invited to enroll in the Aspiring Principals program. The creation 
of this program is relevant to our current evaluation because it could 
have affected the pool of applicants for the Aspiring Principals pro-
gram starting in SY 2013–2014 (Cohort 13). 
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Improving the Aspiring Principals Program

Besides introducing the Emerging Leaders program, New Leaders 
instituted several changes to the Aspiring Principals program starting 
in 2012. First, each resident became responsible for identifying and 
working toward a set of specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound goals and was assigned supervision of four teachers. The 
residents’ performance was assessed, in part, by their success in help-
ing those teachers improve student achievement. Second, New Leaders 
identified and incorporated 15 leadership actions into the program, 
which residents were expected to repeatedly practice and receive feed-
back on. Third, the program incorporated standard assignments that 
all residents completed to demonstrate proficiency in the standards 
assessed for endorsement. Finally, over time, the Aspiring Principals 
program became more hands-on, goal-oriented, and tied to the daily 
work of the resident in his or her school.

Ongoing Changes Since 2012

Since implementing these major programmatic changes in 2012, New 
Leaders has continued to modify the programs based on analysis of 
interim outcome data and feedback from district partners and program 
participants. 

New Leaders also offers programs and approaches not directly 
linked with the Aspiring Principals program. These include a suite of 
training and support activities for sitting principals and their instruc-
tional leadership teams within their specific school context. In addi-
tion, beginning in 2015, New Leaders implemented its principal-
supervisor support program. This program works with a district’s 
central office, which is responsible for managing and supervising 
the district’s principals, with the idea that the alignment of principal 
supervisors with New Leaders’ mission and training fosters conditions 
for principal success. 

As New Leaders has adjusted its programs and activities over 
time, the organization itself has also evolved to facilitate these changes. 
In 2015, New Leaders made significant alterations to the structure of 
its leadership team and its organization. First, at the local level, respon-
sibility for programs was separated from responsibility for external rela-
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tions, and clear functional reporting chains were established. Second, 
some city offices were combined into regions. Third, throughout the 
New Leaders organization, roles and responsibilities were aligned 
around functional expertise, with an associated change in reporting 
relationships. 

Conditions in New Leaders Partner Districts

Conditions in the local districts and in the districts’ principal pipe-
line activities influence the residency experience, the number of indi-
viduals hired as principals, the schools in which they are placed, and 
the working conditions they experience when they become principals. 
In this section, we provide a brief characterization of district-context 
elements that affect alternative pre-service options, the availability of 
placements, and working conditions faced by New Leaders residents 
or principals. We include more-detailed information about the district 
context in Appendix A.

Training Principals

In the past ten years, many New Leaders partner districts have worked 
to develop partnerships with other principal-preparation programs and 
to build their own capacity to train principals. Therefore, six districts 
in the study had partnerships with programs other than New Leaders 
during the study period. For example, Chicago Public Schools works 
with a total of ten principal-preparation programs, all of which include 
residencies. Five districts developed their own district-run principal-
preparation programs. The earliest was Prince George’s County Public 
Schools, which launched its own program in 2012. Baltimore City 
Public Schools and DCPS adopted their own programs in 2013, the 
New York City Department of Education in 2014, and Shelby County 
in 2015. Three of these districts, having decided to build their capacity 
for this work in-house, eventually ended their Aspiring Principals pro-
gram partnerships with New Leaders—Prince George’s County Public 
Schools, DCPS, and the New York City Department of Education. 
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Principal Selection

Despite district investment in the program, New Leaders partnership 
does not lead to automatic placement. Rather, the graduates of the 
program go through the same hiring and placement process as other 
qualified candidates. New Leaders was one of the first programs to use 
a rigorous and selective process to select candidates for the Aspiring 
Principals program. Seven New Leaders partner districts have devel-
oped similar processes to screen applicants for the principalship into a 
candidate pool from which principal placements for individual schools 
are made. Selection into the candidate pools usually involves compe-
tency assessments and several rounds of interviews. Oakland Unified 
has developed a rigorous application process for open principal posi-
tions. In the New Orleans Recovery School District and among D.C. 
public charter schools, individual charter schools had the autonomy to 
institute their own selection processes. 

Supporting Novice Principals

In addition to developing their own capacity to train and select prin-
cipals, many New Leaders partner districts also launched support pro-
cesses for new principals. Five districts provided targeted support for 
new principals for at least a year, in the form of mentoring, coach-
ing, or ongoing professional-development opportunities. For example, 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg supported novice principals during their first 
five years, Chicago organized professional development for first-year 
principals, DCPS provided one-year mentorship for new principals, the 
New York City Department of Education supported new principals 
through one-on-one coaching, and Prince George’s County provided a 
mentoring system for new principals.

Challenges in Evaluating the Effects of Principal-
Preparation Programs

An evaluation of the link between school outcomes and a principal-
preparation program is difficult because (1) it takes time for a principal 
to have an effect on student outcomes, (2) school and student outcomes 
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are influenced by factors other than the characteristics of the principal, 
and (3) the characteristics of a new principal are influenced not only 
by the principal-preparation program but also by many other factors.

The relationships between the program and any of its effects are 
likely mediated by a number of factors, as described in Figure 2.1 and 
elaborated on later.

It Takes Time for a Principal to Influence School Outcomes, and 
Leadership Transitions Can Be Disruptive Initially

The activities through which principals influence student achievement 
take time to implement and bear fruit—vision-setting, hiring effective 
teachers, developing a positive school culture, and providing support for 
teachers’ professional development (Rangel, 2018). Implementing such 
activities could be temporarily disruptive to the school, a theory that is 
consistent with research showing evidence of decreases in achievement 
outcomes among schools that get a new principal (Branch, Hanushek, 
and Rivkin, 2012; Béteille, Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2012; Burkhauser 

Figure 2.1
Relationship Between New Leaders and School Outcomes
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et al., 2012). Miller (2013) found that achievement in North Carolina 
elementary schools declined prior to a principal transition and then 
continued to decline for two years after the principal transition. Coelli 
and Green (2012) found evidence that the effect of a new principal on 
student outcomes grows over time. The authors estimated that by the 
principal’s third year, the effect is approximately two-thirds of the “full 
effect” that might eventually be realized.

School Outcomes Are Influenced by Factors Other Than the Principal

Principal-preparation programs strive to produce graduates who will 
be effective school leaders. Although programs sometimes do track 
short-term outcomes, such as participant satisfaction, competency 
growth, and certification and placement rates, stakeholders are most 
interested in whether the schools led by candidates from a particu-
lar program have a positive effect on teacher and student outcomes 
(Cheney and Davis, 2011), a topic on which there is limited research 
(George W. Bush Institute, 2016). Research has demonstrated that 
effective principals raise student achievement and are an important 
factor in driving improved student and teacher outcomes (Leithwood 
et al., 2004; Branch, Hanushek, and Rivken, 2012; Coelli and Green, 
2012; Grissom, Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2015). 

A number of other factors, such as teacher characteristics, family 
backgrounds, and baseline student characteristics, have been shown 
to influence individual-level student outcomes. Some of these fac-
tors can be partially addressed by controlling for them in a regression 
analysis to the extent possible. Working conditions—such as principal 
autonomy, school supports provided by the district, and professional-
development and mentoring opportunities—make up another set of 
factors that are less often considered or accounted for in analyses of 
the relationship between principals and school outcomes. Addition-
ally, as we noted in our prior report (Gates et al., 2014a), evaluating the 
effect of preparation programs by comparing the outcomes of program 
principals with other principals in the same district is different from 
predicting the effect a graduate from a particular program will have on 
a school or students. Strong candidates from a particular preparation 
program might be more likely to outperform other new principals in a 
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district that is ineffective in selecting new principals and offering them 
autonomy and support and less likely to outperform other new princi-
pals in a district that is effective in those roles. 

Over Time, Practices of Partner Districts Increasingly Reflected Core 
Features of the Aspiring Principals Program 

Over time, the ten New Leaders partner districts that participated 
in our study have adopted or strengthened their own principal pipe-
line activities in ways that resemble the Aspiring Principals program. 
These changes could mean that, throughout our study period, non–
New Leaders principals in partner districts might have graduated 
from principal-preparation programs that incorporated some of the 
key features of the Aspiring Principals program—for example, going 
through rigorous selection processes similar to those of the Aspiring 
Principals program, receiving early on-the-job coaching and mentor-
ing, and participating in ongoing performance assessments. In other 
words, improvements in districts’ principal pipeline activities could 
have exposed some or all of their non–New Leaders principals to ele-
ments that define the Aspiring Principals program, thus dampening 
the contrast between principals who participated in the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program and those who did not. 

An analysis of program effectiveness should thus consider mul-
tiple program outcomes and clearly describe the comparison groups 
used to analyze different outcomes.3 

Characteristics of a New Principal Are Influenced by Factors Other 
Than the Preparation Program

Principal-preparation programs work to increase the odds that their 
graduates have desired characteristics. They do that by selecting can-
didates with the potential to attain those desired characteristics and by 
offering opportunities for them to enhance those characteristics. As 
noted by Grissom, Mitani, and Woo (2018), the relative contribution 

3 Grissom, Mitani, and Woo (2018) found that relationships between school outcomes and 
principal-preparation programs were not consistent across different outcome metrics for a set 
of principal-preparation programs in Tennessee.
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of those two factors can be difficult to disentangle. Moreover, as time 
passes, graduates of principal-preparation programs have a number 
of other experiences in the workplace and elsewhere that are likely to 
influence their characteristics. Therefore, one must be careful in attrib-
uting characteristics that are observed in program graduates to the pro-
gram activities alone. 

These challenges argue for a nuanced examination of a range of 
outcomes and comparisons with outcomes of different groups that can 
shed light on how various aspects of a program contribute to outcomes. 
As illustrated in Figure 2.2, to influence school or student outcomes 
over the longer term, a program participant must complete the pro-
gram, be hired as a principal, and then be retained as a principal after 
the first year. The yellow boxes in Figure 2.2 highlight the key mile-
stones a candidate must achieve to have an effect on schools or students 
at all. This is true of comparison principals (i.e., those who attended 
non–New Leaders preparation programs) as well. For this reason, we 
consider whether graduates of New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals pro-
gram are placed as principals, whether they are retained as principals, 
and what outcomes they achieve as principals. If there are substan-
tial differences among preparation programs in terms of placement 
or retention rates, that could influence how we think about the rela-
tive performance of these programs. When looking at the retention of 
newly placed principals in Tennessee, Grissom and Bartanen (2018) 
showed that high-performing principals—those who are rated highly 
by their supervisors and whose schools experience high achievement 
growth—have lower turnover than low-performing principals. They 
found that low-performing principals tended to return to teaching or 
to leave the education system entirely. They also found evidence sug-
gesting that the highest performing principals are more likely to leave 
their schools because of promotion. 

In addition, a district’s propensity to make good hiring decisions 
will affect the extent to which both New Leaders and non–New Lead-
ers principals are effective: Districts with high-quality recruiting pro-
cesses are more likely than other districts to have effective principals 
in their schools, which, in turn, diminishes our ability to detect dif-
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ferences in effectiveness between New Leaders and non–New Leaders 
principals.

The next chapter describes the methodological approaches we 
used to evaluate the Aspiring Principals program and address the ana-
lytical challenges stemming from potentially weak within-district con-
trast between New Leaders principals and other new principals within 
the same district.

Figure 2.2
External Factors That Might Influence the Relationship Between New 
Leaders and School and Student Outcomes
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CHAPTER THREE

Data and Methods

The focus of our study was the revised New Leaders’ Aspiring Prin-
cipals program, which was initially implemented in the 2012–2013 
school year. We studied principals who had completed the Aspiring 
Principals program and participated in residencies in SY 2012–2013 
through SY 2016–2017. We described these individuals and investi-
gated whether schools and students led by these New Leaders princi-
pals outperformed comparison schools and students. We also looked at 
whether information gathered during the New Leaders program about 
the competencies of candidates was related to outcomes. In this chap-
ter, we describe the data sources and analytic approaches we used to 
address the six research questions listed in Chapter One.

Definition of Treatment

To estimate program effects, we first specified what it means to be 
“treated” by the Aspiring Principals program intervention. We consid-
ered a school or student in participating districts to be treated by New 
Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program if they had a New Leaders princi-
pal who was part of Cohorts 12–16. We identified schools with a New 
Leaders principal from earlier cohorts for certain sensitivity analyses 
and explorations, but these schools and students were not considered as 
“treated” in this analysis. In comparison were those schools in partici-
pating districts with a new principal who was not part of New Lead-
ers’ Aspiring Principals program. We included all New Leaders partner 
districts for which we had district-level data in the analysis.
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Data

We collected a wide range of data over the course of the study. RAND’s 
Institutional Review Board reviewed the collection and use of human-
subjects data, such as student test scores or the characteristics of Aspir-
ing Principals program participants. Additionally, the study established 
data-use agreements with New Leaders, with the help of the Utah Edu-
cation Policy Center on behalf of the University Council for Educa-
tional Administration (UCEA) and participating states and districts, 
as required. 

The data sources for our study were the following:

• District data on students, schools, and principals: New Lead-
ers partner districts provided principal placement data and stu-
dent demographic and outcome data from at least SY 2010–2011 
through SY 2016–2017.

• New Leaders program data: RAND obtained data from New 
Leaders about Aspiring Principals program participants through 
SY 2016–2017 across 12 district sites.1 These data included demo-
graphics, prior experience, assessment scores used for program 
admission, and assessment scores obtained during the Aspiring 
Principals program. We also determined whether the candidate 
was endorsed by New Leaders for principal placement. Measure-
ments developed and employed in the New Leaders residency pro-
gram were designed to capture residents’ progress toward essential 
competencies. New Leaders organized these competencies into 
skill categories called concepts and into five broad standards. (See 
Appendix E for details.) 

• INSPIRE survey data: RAND obtained data from surveys 
administered to residents during their residency year asking about 
their experiences during the residency, their assessments of those 
experiences, and their career aspirations. The most informative 
survey data were from the national INSPIRE survey, developed 

1 These districts included the ten districts that were part of our broader analysis, plus two 
new partner districts that program participants were placed in.

EMBARGO COPY. DO NOT DISTRIBUTE, CITE, OR QUOTE BEFORE FEBRUARY 25, 2019. 
This document has not been finalized for open publication. 



Data and Methods    23

and administered by the Utah Education Policy Center on behalf 
of the UCEA, which was completed by residents from Cohorts 
13–16. 

• Interview and archival data: Between 2013 and 2018, RAND 
interviewed representatives of eight of the 12 New Leaders part-
ner districts included in our current evaluation at least twice. The 
interviews were conducted by phone, and RAND used a semi-
structured protocol that included open-ended questions regard-
ing the district context, the principal’s management practices, 
and the district’s partnership with New Leaders. Specific ques-
tions varied by year. The protocol also included a series of closed-
ended questions that asked participants to rate several aspects of 
the New Leaders partnership on a five-point scale—for example, 
The partnership with New Leaders has benefited our district and 
New Leaders principals placed in our district in the last few years 
have been well prepared and of high quality. We complemented our 
interview data with archival data that provided information about 
a district’s context and its principal pipeline activities. We used 
these data to construct the district profiles included in Appen-
dix A. The documents we reviewed varied by district and ranged 
from district websites and annual reports to newspaper articles 
about district activities and initiatives.

Overview of Approach

To address the research questions above, we used multiple methods. 
A key focus of this evaluation was a rigorous analysis of the outcomes 
of schools and students treated by the Aspiring Principals program 
through a New Leaders principal. We supplemented this analysis with 
a descriptive and exploratory evaluation of intermediate outcomes of 
interest, which also provided context for our findings. Table 3.1 briefly 
elaborates on each methodological approach and summarizes the rela-
tionship between these methods and the research questions. Detailed 
information about the methods used can be found in the appendixes. 
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Analysis of Program Participants and Their Assessed Performance

This analysis examined data that New Leaders gathered from Aspir-
ing Principals program residents during the initial screening process 
and during enrollment in the program. These data included residents’ 
demographic characteristics and prior work experiences and rich data 
about their competencies both before and during the program, as 
assessed by New Leaders. New Leaders measured principal attributes 
along five main standards: (1) Personal Leadership, (2) Instructional 
Leadership, (3) Cultural Leadership, (4) Adult and Team Leadership, 
and (5) Operational Leadership. These standards were divided into 

Table 3.1
Approach Used to Address Research Questions

Research Question Data and Methods Used

How do the outcomes of schools and 
students led by New Leaders principals 
compare with those of other schools and 
students in the district?

Analysis of program effects on school 
and student outcomes using New 
Leaders program data linked to district 
data

Are Aspiring Principals program 
graduates who are hired as principals 
in partner districts more or less likely to 
stay in their position than other new-
principal hires?

Analysis of principal retention using 
New Leaders program data linked to 
district data

To what extent are Aspiring Principals 
program graduates being hired as 
principals in partner districts and in what 
types of schools?

Analysis of New Leaders program data 
linked to district data

What are the characteristics of the 
Aspiring Principals program participants? 

Descriptive characterization drawn from 
New Leaders program data

To what extent are the competencies 
that the Aspiring Principals program 
participants demonstrate while they 
are in the program associated with 
placement as a principal, retention, and 
school or student outcomes?

Analysis of the relationships of principal 
characteristics and competencies to 
program effects on school and student 
outcomes using New Leaders program 
data linked to district data

How do Aspiring Principals program 
participants and partner districts view 
New Leaders and the Aspiring Principals 
program?

Descriptive characterization based 
on data from district interviews, the 
INSPIRE survey, and the New Leaders 
survey
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concepts, and concepts were further divided into specific observable 
competencies. 

We analyzed data for 255 Aspiring Principals program participants 
who were residents in the 2012–2013, 2013–2014, 2014–2015, 2015–
2016, or 2016–2017 school years across 12 district sites. The sample 
included all residents who participated in the program, regardless of 
whether they were successful in receiving New Leaders’ endorsement 
at the conclusion of their program. We explored relationships between 
resident characteristics, including entry pathway, demographic charac-
teristics, prior experience, and district context. We also examined data 
about the following intermediate outcomes:

• the Aspiring Principals program ratings
• the Aspiring Principals program ratings adjusted for pre-program 

ratings
• immediate placement as a principal upon graduation from the 

program.

We then explored whether these intermediate outcomes differed 
depending on a range of resident characteristics, including their entry 
pathway (i.e., whether they entered the program though the national 
recruitment and admissions process or the Emerging Leaders program); 
their gender, race, or ethnicity; their prior K–12 work experiences; and 
the city in which they took part in the Aspiring Principals program. 
We further considered a range of screening data, including assessment 
scores that influenced their entry into the Emerging Leaders program, 
and either national recruitment and admissions screening assessments 
or Emerging Leaders program assessments that influenced their entry 
into the Aspiring Principals program. 

Analysis of Program Effects on Schoolwide Outcomes

In our first of two approaches to estimating the association between 
New Leaders principals and student outcomes, we used aggregated, 
school-level data to compare changes in average student attendance and 
performance on standardized reading and mathematics tests in treated 
schools with the same outcomes in comparison schools. This analysis 
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attributed changes in student outcomes to the New Leaders principal, 
regardless of how long the students attended the school. A school is 
considered treated in years after a New Leaders principal is placed even 
if the principal leaves and is replaced by a principal not trained by New 
Leaders. Therefore, these results are akin to an “intent-to-treat” esti-
mate of the association between New Leaders principals and student 
outcomes. This analysis of school-level “clusters” was conducted in a 
way that was consistent with the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 
guidelines for quasi-experimental studies and is expected to meet 
WWC evidence standards “with reservations.” 

In this section, we provide an overview of the analytic approach. 
Full technical details are available in Appendix B. As described in our 
pre-analysis plan, our primary outcomes of interest were results for all 
districts and cohorts three years after the initial placement of a New 
Leaders principal. Only the Aspiring Principals program graduates from 
Cohorts 12 and 13, who were placed as principals in SY 2013–2014 or 
2014–2015, contributed to these estimates. Our focus on results three 
years after initial placement was grounded in research on the timing of 
the principal effect described in Chapter Two. 

We identified a set of comparison schools through a propensity-
matching approach. This approach matched schools in which New 
Leaders principals were newly hired to a group of control schools that 
(1) hired non–New Leaders principals the same year and (2) were com-
parable to the treated schools the year before the principal transition 
in terms of the outcome of interest.2 We used these treatment schools 
and their matched control schools to calculate yearly estimates of the 
relationship between the New Leaders program and outcomes; we then 
generated a meta-analytic average of those estimates across all cohorts 
of principals, placing greater weight on the estimates that were more 
precise. 

2 Ideally, we would have matched on a pre-trend of the outcome variable; however, two of 
the nine districts did not provide data before 2013, the baseline year of the first cohort of 
New Leaders principals, making this approach infeasible. We also considered matching on a 
propensity score estimated with the three outcomes. This approach resulted in fewer schools 
available within a reasonable caliper. Ultimately, we chose to include those variables as con-
trols after matching on the baseline outcome.
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We employed two weighting strategies when pooling the results 
to answer two related, but distinct, research questions. The first strat-
egy provided a school-level perspective by estimating the association 
between New Leaders principals and student outcomes in schools that 
hired a New Leaders principal. This strategy gave equal weight to each 
treatment school, so that those districts that placed more New Leaders 
principals had a greater influence on the results.3 We referred to this 
strategy as the “school exposure” approach to weighting. The second 
strategy gave equal weight to outcomes for each district, regardless of 
the number of schools that hired New Leaders principals.4 This weight-
ing strategy estimated the association between New Leaders principals 
and student outcomes in the average district that placed New Leaders 
principals into their schools. We refer to this strategy as the “district 
average” approach to weighting. See Appendix B for more details on 
each weighting strategy. 

We considered each weighting strategy to be a valid estimate of 
the effect of the New Leaders program, depending on the research 
question of interest. The two weighting strategies produced two esti-
mates for each outcome domain. To avoid a type 1 error, we adjusted 
p-values for two hypothesis tests using the Benjamini-Hochberg cor-
rection, as recommended by the WWC (WWC, 2017). 

We used this approach to analyze outcomes for K–8 schools because 
only about five New Leaders principals in our sample were placed into 
high schools in a given cohort, resulting in sample sizes by cohort that 
were too small to support the analytical approach. The prevalence of 
placement into K–8 schools is consistent with prior research examining 
the career paths into the high school principalship in North Carolina 
and Ohio. Burkhauser (2015) found that a vast majority of new high 
school principals were moving from a principalship in another school 
or from an assistant principalship. As a result, our findings should be 

3 Specifically, each treatment school is given a weight of 1.
4 Specifically, the sum of the treatment weights is equal to 1 within each district. There-
fore each treatment school receives a weight of 1/Nd, where Nd is the number of treatment 
schools in a district. Control-school weights are also similarly transformed so that their sum 
always equals the treatment-school weight.
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generalized only to elementary and middle schools in large urban dis-
tricts and not necessarily to high schools; prior research has suggested 
that the nature of school leadership and the organizational challenges 
that face school leaders are different at the high school level (Pounder 
and Merrill, 2001; Copland and Boatright, 2006). For example, prin-
cipals of elementary schools may be able to devote more time to hands-
on instructional leadership, while principals of high schools may deal 
with more complex organizational challenges, operational issues, and 
requirements to distribute leadership across the school. 

For each cohort of treated and comparison schools, we checked 
for baseline equivalence in each outcome of interest in the school year 
prior to the start of treatment. 

This matching approach ensured baseline equivalence in the big-
gest predictor of the outcome of interest (the baseline measure of the 
outcome) and controlled for other key variables. Further, the difference-
in-difference approach accounted for time-invariant characteristics of 
the school. With this method, however, as with all matching estima-
tors, we were unable to ensure that all unobserved characteristics of 
the schools were accounted for. For example, if New Leaders princi-
pals were more likely to be placed in schools where student outcomes 
were trending downward above and beyond schools with similar base-
line outcomes and student demographics—because the district thought 
these principals were more likely than other candidates to be successful 
in such schools—then our estimates would be biased downward. The 
opposite scenario is also possible. Similarly, if unobserved characteristics 
of the neighborhood or the resources available to the school were not 
fully accounted for by the baseline measure of the outcome and con-
trols, our results may be biased. We view these results as robust associa-
tions estimated after accounting for the biggest predictors of outcomes.

Analysis of Program Effects on Individual Student Outcomes 

The school-level analysis considered the effects a New Leaders prin-
cipal had on a school overall, including those that arise from changes 
in the types of students attending that school before or after the new 
principal’s arrival. A different question is whether New Leaders prin-
cipals had a direct effect on individual students during the period 
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these students attended schools led by those principals. We considered 
this question by looking at the change in outcomes of individual stu-
dents who experienced both treated and untreated schools. We iden-
tify effects using students who moved from one school to another or 
who were in a school when a New Leaders principal joined or left.  
Such students may differ from student who do not experience such 
transitions, limiting the generalizability of our results. Although this 
methodological approach is rigorous, it does not follow a single, stable 
cohort of treatment and comparison schools or students. Also, it does 
not account for any effects that New Leaders principals may have on 
who chooses to attend their schools. Because of this, we present it as 
a supplement to the prior analysis of school-level impacts, which does 
follow a single, stable cohort of treatment and comparison schools. We 
provide an overview of the methodology here. A complete description 
is provided in Appendix C. 

For the student-level analysis, we are able to evaluate effects for 
high school students, but we used somewhat different approaches to 
estimate effects for elementary and middle schools (K–8) to most effec-
tively leverage the available data. When analyzing student achievement 
outcomes in elementary and middle schools, we used data from state-
administered student tests in ELA and mathematics for grades 3–8 
for all districts. We implemented a student fixed-effects estimator that 
relied on variation in outcomes for students during years when they 
were in schools with New Leaders principals versus years they were in 
schools not led by New Leaders principals.

The high school analysis (grades 9–12) differed because many 
districts administered the tests in only a single grade at that level, so we 
could not consistently use the student fixed-effects estimator. Instead, 
we included eighth grade test scores as a student-level control variable.

All models, examining both K–8 and high school outcomes, also 
controlled for school fixed effects and several demographic variables. 

When New Leaders principals are placed in new schools with 
no previous data, we cannot control for school fixed effects for that 
specific school but can still control for student fixed effects. For all of 
these reasons, the sample of New Leaders principals that contributed to 
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our findings in this methodology was similar, but not identical to, the 
sample of New Leaders principals in the analysis of schoolwide effects. 

We estimated effects using the fixed-effects regressions for each 
district separately. We did this because data availability in regards to 
specific student and principal characteristics varied by district. We 
included as many relevant covariates as available in each district regres-
sion, as well as a control for principal tenure in the school and district. 
As for our analysis of New Leaders principals’ effects on school-level 
outcomes, here too we explored two different approaches to averag-
ing effects across districts. We considered both the simple average of 
effects across individual districts and an average effect that is weighted 
according to the number of our treated entities (in this case, students 
rather than schools) in each district.

We also investigated the impact of New Leaders principals on stu-
dent attendance. We followed the same methodology as we did for stu-
dent achievement in grades 2–8 (i.e., student and school fixed effects). 
Given attendance rates are observed for each grade in high school, as 
well as for preschool and first grade, we can follow the same methodol-
ogy across all grade levels.

Analysis of Principal Retention

Given low principal retention rates and the high cost associated with 
principal training and onboarding (Miller, 2013; Goldring and Taie, 
2014; School Leaders Network, 2014), our study examined the rela-
tionship between retention; participation in the New Leaders program; 
and principal, school, and district characteristics. We analyzed whether 
principals who experienced their first principal placement after the New 
Leaders program were more likely to remain in their principalship or 
in the district in the following years. As principals were not randomly 
assigned to schools, it is possible that New Leaders principals tended 
to be placed in either easier or more difficult school contexts. We con-
trolled for observable school characteristics, including the racial and 
ethnic composition of the student body, the prior year’s average math-
ematics and reading scores (standardized), and the school’s structure 
(elementary, middle, or high school and school size), but these adjust-
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ments did not fully address the lack of random assignment, so causal 
interpretations of the resulting data should be made with caution.

We used linear probability models to analyze the retention of 
newly placed New Leaders principals and comparison principals. The 
analysis made use of administrative principal-placement data from 
New Leaders and panel data provided by nine districts; these data gave 
information about the principal in each school, for each year from 
2013 to 2016, including the current principal. We used these data to 
construct our primary outcome measures: retention in position and 
retention in the district as a principal for two, three, and four years. 
Note that we could not observe the reason for failures in retention 
(i.e., departures may have been due to the principal wanting to leave 
or the district believing that another position was more suitable for 
the initially placed principal). We detected within-district moves to 
a principalship at another school for all principals, but for principals 
unaffiliated with New Leaders, we could not observe changes to other 
positions, such as a principal supervisory position or a district lead-
ership position. We describe the data and approach in full detail in 
Appendix D and provide a brief overview here.

Analysis of the Relationship Between Outcomes and the 
Competency Measurements of Aspiring Principals Program 
Participants

While research has shown that some characteristics of principals are 
related to student outcomes (Grissom and Loeb, 2011; Grissom, Loeb, 
and Master, 2013)—characteristics that include supervisor ratings of 
principals (Grissom, Blissett, and Mitani, 2018)—researchers know 
relatively little about how to identify principal candidates who will be 
effective. Principal-preparation programs have an opportunity to mea-
sure candidates on several dimensions of practice and use those mea-
surements to inform decisions about program progress and completion 
or determine whether to recommend the candidate for employment. 
Such use of program metrics would improve the quality of school lead-
ers only if programs are able to identify, measure, and cultivate those 
knowledge areas and skills associated with improved student outcomes.
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In this spirit, we analyzed whether New Leaders principals who 
were rated more highly on Aspiring Principals program measures had 
better retention rates and were associated with better improvements in 
attendance and achievement on state standardized reading and math-
ematics tests. We looked at relationships between New Leaders com-
petency measures and outcomes and between New Leaders standards 
and outcomes. So that results were consistent across years, we used the 
34 competencies that remained stable for Cohorts 13, 14, and 15. In 
all, the results encompassed 72 principals from those cohorts who were 
placed in partnering districts at any time between the 2014–2015 and 
2016–2017 school years. 

As discussed previously, Aspiring Principals program participants 
were measured on five broad standards during the course of the pro-
gram. Each standard was composed of multiple competencies on which 
residents were rated. Some of the specific competencies measured 
varied year to year, with more substantial changes occurring prior to 
SY 2013–2014 (Cohort 13). To construct measures that would be com-
parable between years, we limited our analysis to Cohorts 13–15 of the 
Aspiring Principals program. 

We conducted exploratory factor analysis at the competency level 
to identify groups of competencies that appeared closely related to one 
another.5 This analysis identified three factors: Human Capital (com-
posed of Standards 2 and 4), Cultural Capital (composed of Standards 
3 and 5), and Personal Leadership (composed of Standard 1). 

We then explored relationships between competencies and reten-
tion and other school outcomes. We used two approaches to address 
the challenge of relating school and student outcomes to principals’ 
contributions, stemming from the fact that principals and students 
were not randomly assigned to schools. First, we employed “value-
added” models that controlled for baseline academic achievement or 
student attendance levels. These value-added models were akin to 
those employed by Grissom, Kalogrides, and Loeb (2015) and Gris-
som, Blissett, and Mitani (2018). School value-added measures look at 

5 Factor analysis was performed on the full sample of New Leaders principals. Factor scores 
of the analytical sample were used in the analysis.
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the growth in test scores and account for observable student character-
istics. In this way, we eliminated some of the bias that results from the 
nonrandom sorting of students to schools. We also controlled for stu-
dent demographic data, including grade, indicators for having repeated 
a grade, race/ethnicity, gender, and English language learner (ELL) 
status, as well as school-level data, including the average characteristics 
of the student body and the size and type of school. 

Second, when modeling the relationship between the Aspiring 
Principals program measures and the school value-added outcomes, 
we also controlled for the principal demographic characteristics as 
discussed in the data section. The principal demographics helped to 
account for any potential sorting of principals to schools based on 
observable characteristics.6 Because there may be systematic differences 
in the labor market in each district we accounted for average differ-
ences among districts. We also accounted for average differences in 
years of the outcome and in New Leaders principal cohorts. Finally, 
for all principals, we controlled for principals’ baseline performance on 
similar measures from whichever pathway program they were recruited 
from so that results can be interpreted as growth in the measures. All 
standard errors were clustered by district.

We urge caution in attributing causal interpretation to our analy-
ses correlating competencies with school outcomes. Because we lacked 
a research design that supports causal inferences for this research 
question, any relationship we observe might be attributable to other 
factors for which we were unable to control. For example, New Lead-
ers principals who performed well in the training may be assigned to 
better-resourced (or worse-resourced) schools that might have higher 
(or lower) growth rates in student achievement and attendance regard-
less of principal, thereby influencing the correlation between perfor-
mance in the training and the effects on student achievement. 

6 Please see Appendix E for a discussion on controlling for principal baseline characteristics 
and pre-program ratings.
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Analysis of INSPIRE Survey Data 

We analyzed survey results from both INSPIRE surveys and New 
Leaders midyear surveys. The nationally normed INSPIRE survey was 
developed and administered by the Utah Education Policy Center on 
behalf of the UCEA, and data were available for four cohorts of the 
Aspiring Principals program residents (those in Cohorts 13, 14, 15, 
and 16). The midyear surveys were developed and administered by 
New Leaders, and data from that survey are available for five cohorts 
(Cohorts 12, 13, 14, 15, and 16). The INSPIRE survey asked gradu-
ates to provide an assessment of the quality of the program and of 
their learning outcomes. Program quality and learning outcomes ques-
tions were designed to assess the program’s alignment with national 
standards for school leadership and with the characteristics of effec-
tive programs. Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement 
with statements about the program on a five-point scale (1 = strongly 
disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = neither agree nor disagree; 4 = agree; 5 = 
strongly agree). The INSPIRE survey questions were very similar from 
one year to the next. Although a few additional sections were added 
to the surveys administered to Cohorts 14, 15, and 16, we focused on 
those sections of the survey where the questions were consistent across 
years. 

We examined descriptively how New Leaders’ Aspiring Princi-
pals program residents rated their program on the INSPIRE survey. As 
an additional reference point, we also compared the INSPIRE survey 
results for the Aspiring Principals program residents to INSPIRE survey 
results from a national sample of principal leadership training program 
participants that attended UCEA member institutions (Pounder et al., 
2016). 

Qualitative Analysis of Interview and Archival Data

During our interviews with district officials, we took notes directly 
in the interview protocol document, and recorded the interviews to 
supplement the notes. The interview protocols were designed to gather 
information about the district context, including strategic priorities, 
budgetary constraints, and districtwide efforts related to the prepara-
tion, hiring, evaluation, and support of school leaders. The protocol also 
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included questions about the district’s partnership with New Leaders 
as an organization, as well as the role New Leaders and the principals 
trained by New Leaders plays in the district. Topics covered included 
goals and value of the partnership, perceptions of New Leaders’ Aspir-
ing Principals program graduates, and perceptions of New Leaders as a 
resource to the district and their value added. Condensed responses to 
each question were then entered into a spreadsheet to facilitate cross-
district comparison. We looked across respondents’ answers to identify 
themes and to examine district variability in responses. We examined 
the condensed notes and consulted the full notes, where appropriate, 
to summarize changes in each district. We used the interview data 
to share feedback with New Leaders throughout the project. In this 
report we used the data to provide an overview of how districts’ goals 
for partnering with New Leaders changed over time.

We also used the interviews to complement the archival data we 
gathered to construct district profiles. More precisely, after reviewing 
the documents we gathered, we compared their information with the 
interview data to verify our findings. In line with our interview pro-
tocol design and objectives, the profiles found in Appendix A provide 
information about each district’s (1) context during the New Lead-
ers partnership, such as enrollment patterns, budgetary considerations, 
and strategic objectives; (2) goals for partnering with New Leaders; 
and (3) principal-pipeline activities, such as the development of leader 
standards, pre-service preparation programs, selective hiring and place-
ment procedures, and principal support and evaluation. Nine of the 
ten profiles were sent to district officials to verify the information they 
contained, and any comments or corrections received were included 
in the final report. We were unable to contact district officials in New 
Orleans to verify that profile.

Study Limitations

The preparation, hiring, support, and retention of effective new prin-
cipals is a complex, multistaged process that does not lend itself to a 
traditional experimental study design. To evaluate the effect of New 
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Leaders principals, we relied on quasi-experimental methods. There-
fore, our evidence of causal effects should be interpreted with some cau-
tion. Because aspiring principals were not randomly assigned to schools 
and students, it is possible that New Leaders principals were placed in 
schools that differed systematically—but in ways that we could not 
observe—from the schools into which non–New Leaders principals 
were placed. Such nonrandom sorting of principals to schools and stu-
dents could have biased our estimates either positively or negatively. 
Moreover, since our analysis compared New Leaders principals with 
their peer novice principals in the same districts, our results are par-
tially influenced by the districts’ broader hiring, placement, and new-
principal support efforts. Districts that are effective at hiring, plac-
ing, and supporting new principals are likely to have less variation in 
the quality of newly placed principals. In turn, this would make it 
more difficult to identify differences among principals from differ-
ent pre-service programs through within-district comparisons. The 
analysis relating Aspiring Principals program features to outcomes is 
exploratory in nature, and findings should not be interpreted as causal. 
Finally, our evaluation examines outcomes of graduates of a prepara-
tion program with three core features, as described above. We were not 
able to modify the implementation of the program to test whether one 
or more of the core features of the Aspiring Principals program were 
more or less effective than others. As a result, we cannot comment on 
the relative value of any one feature or effective ways to modify the 
implementation of those features.  
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CHAPTER FOUR

Key Findings

In this chapter, we summarize our key findings related to each research 
question. The research questions and findings are aligned with the 
logic model presented in Chapter Two. We work backward from the 
outcomes in the logic model and then describe evidence that supports 
our hypotheses about how the program promoted those outcomes. 
More-detailed descriptions of analyses and findings are provided in 
separate appendixes related to each approach. Specifically, Appendix B 
details our analysis of schoolwide effects, Appendix C details our stu-
dent-level analysis, Appendix D addresses our analysis of retention, and 
Appendix E summarizes our analysis relating principal competencies 
to school outcomes. Unless otherwise noted, we reference results as 
statistically significant if they are significant at the 5 percent level or 
lower.

How Did the Outcomes of Schools That Received a New 
Leaders Principal Compare with Those of Other Schools 
in the District That Received a New Principal Not Trained 
by New Leaders? 

We found that New Leaders principals were positively associated with 
school-level student achievement. Table 4.1 shows the pooled results 
of the effect of New Leaders principals on schools’ student outcomes 
three years after hiring. These were the average effects of New Lead-
ers principals trained in Cohort 12 and later who were later hired in 
K–8 schools in SY 2013–2014 and SY 2014–2015. Panel A illustrates 
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Table 4.1
Meta-Analytic Averages of the Effect of New Leaders Principals on Student 
Outcomes in K–8 Schools, by Weighting Strategy

(1)
Mathematics

(2)
ELA

(3)
Attendance

Panel A: Weighted by treatment 
schools per district

     

New Leaders effect after 3 years 0.089*
(0.029)

0.057*
(0.025)

0.004
(0.003)

New Leaders effect after 3 years 
(percentile points)

3.55*
(1.20)

2.27*
(1.00)

N/A

p-value 0.003 0.024 0.151

Benjamini-Hochberg threshold 0.025 0.025 0.025

Panel B: Equal weight for each district      

New Leaders effect after 3 years 0.082*
(0.029)

0.045
(0.025)

0.003
(0.003)

New Leaders effect after 3 years 
(percentile points)

3.26*
(1.18)

1.81
(1.01)

N/A

p-value 0.006 0.074 0.400

Benjamini-Hochberg threshold 0.050 0.050 0.050

N (schools) 226 240 152

NOTES: N/A = not applicable. Standard errors are in parentheses. The meta-analytic 
averages combine the effects of principals placed in SY 2013–2014 and SY 2014–2015. 
The individual cohort estimates were calculated using nearest-neighbor matching 
with replacement, with a caliper of a 0.25 standard deviation of the outcome 
variable at baseline. Two weights were calculated. The first gives each treatment 
school a weight of 1 and the second weights each treatment school such that their 
sum equals 1 in a district. In addition to matching weights, cohort-specific models 
include baseline measures of all outcome variables, an indicator for ever being led by 
a New Leaders principal trained before Cohort 12, a continuous measure of principal 
tenure, and an indicator for new principals. Standard errors in cohort-specific models 
were clustered by school. The meta-analytic average includes fixed effects and 
employed the inverse of the variance of the cohort estimate as weights. Mathematics 
and ELA results are presented in effect-size units and percentage points. Attendance 
results are presented in percentage points. 
* Indicates the significance is robust to the Benjamini-Hochberg correction for two- 
hypotheses tests.
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the results weighted by the number of treatment schools. These results 
indicated that New Leaders principals were associated with an increase 
in student achievement in mathematics by a significant 0.09 standard 
deviation (a 3.55 percentile gain) and an increase in achievement in 
ELA by a significant 0.06 standard deviation (a 2.27 percentile gain). 
In each case,  percentile gains indicate how much higher an average 
student would be expected to perform (e.g., going from the 50th per-
centile in mathematics to the 53rd percentile) as a result of being in a 
school led by a New Leaders principal. We did not detect a statistically 
significant association with attendance using this model. Panel B shows 
that when weighting each district equally, a significant association with 
mathematics achievement—a 0.08 standard deviation or a 3.26 per-
centile gain—remained, but the point estimate for ELA achievement 
was reduced to a 0.05 standard deviation and was not significant. Once 
again, there was no discernible association with attendance. 

The pattern of results across weighting approaches suggested 
that districts that placed more New Leaders principals saw slightly 
larger achievement levels, though the point estimates between panels 
A and B were not significantly different from each other. All levels of 
significance reported are robust to a Benjamini-Hochberg multiple-
hypothesis testing correction for our two comparisons per domain. 
Without this correction, the 0.05 standard deviation increase in ELA 
achievement when weighting each district equally was significant to 
the 10 percent level.

To ensure that our primary analysis of program impacts on 
school-level outcomes could meet the highest WWC evidence stan-
dards for a quasi-experimental study, we checked for baseline equiva-
lence in the outcome of interest for each cohort. Across all estimates 
weighted by cohort outcome, no baseline measure was significantly 
imbalanced across treatment and control schools. Please see Table B.1 
for all cohort-specific estimates of baseline equivalence. Though none 
of the baseline differences exceeded the WWC limit of a 0.25 standard 
deviation (and few were above a 0.05 standard deviation), our models 
controlled for baseline outcomes through propensity score matching 
to produce doubly robust estimates; doing so would account for any 
lingering bias in baseline outcomes that the matching process did not 
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fully account for. Table 4.2 shows the meta-analytic baseline equiva-
lence estimates. None exceeds a 0.05 standard deviation.

Sample sizes for the school-level analysis presented in Tables 4.1 
and 4.2 represent the number of schools contributing to the analy-
sis. We confirmed that the students contributing to the school-level 
estimates were representative of the students who were in the school 
as a whole (see Appendix Table B.4). The proportion of eligible stu-
dents who had valid outcomes ranged from 90 percent to 96 percent, 
depending on cohort, and from 92 percent to 94 percent for students 
contributing to the meta-analytic average. The representativeness of all 
samples fell well within the bounds put forth by the WWC (WWC, 
2017).

How Did the Outcomes of Students with a New Leaders 
Principal Compare with Those of Other Students in the 
District? 

In this section, we describe findings from our analysis to address the 
question, What is the impact on a student of attending a school led by 
a New Leaders principal? Readers are referred to Appendix C for a full 
description of the results. We used data from the 2012–2013 school 
year to the 2016–2017 school year. We used all cohorts of New Lead-

Table 4.2
Meta-Analytic Averages of Baseline Differences in K–8 Schools, by 
Weighting Method

(1)
Mathematics

(2)
ELA

(3)
Attendance

Weighted by treatment schools –0.014
(0.026)

–0.008
(0.025)

0.000
(0.002)

Equal weights to districts –0.003
(0.025)

–0.003
(0.023)

0.000
(0.002)

N (schools) 226 240 152

NOTE: Meta-analytic averages are calculated using fixed effects and the inverse of 
the variance as weights.
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ers principals who completed their residency after SY 2011–2012. We 
analyzed outcomes for elementary and middle school students sepa-
rately from those of high school students. This approach to estimating 
the relationship between New Leaders principals and student outcomes 
identified effects based on those students who spent time both in and 
out of New Leaders schools in different school years. While rigorous, 
this analysis differs from our prior analysis of schoolwide effects in that 
it is not an approach that meets the current WWC evidence standards.

Appendix Table  B.1 presents the summary statistics for our 
sample.

Elementary and Middle School Results

We found a positive and statistically significant relationship between 
exposure to a New Leaders principal with three or more years of expe-
rience (see Appendix Tables C.1 and C.2). These results were positive 
and large (around a 3 to 5 percentile increase), and they were statisti-
cally significant for both subjects using the district-average approach 
to weighting. These results were larger than the findings in our 2014 
study, which associated New Leaders principals with achievement 
gains of 1.3 percentile points in mathematics and 0.7 percentile points 
in ELA. The relationship between three years of exposure to a New 
Leaders principal and outcomes is moderately sized for mathematics 
using the school approach to weighting but is not statistically signifi-
cant. Although not presented here, we found the first-year effects to 
be universally negative, although only statistically significantly nega-
tive for reading using the school-exposure approach to weighting. The 
point estimates for the first-year effects were small in all cases. These 
patterns suggest that the effects became more positive with more years 
of principal experience in a school, resulting in positive effects by the 
third year. Again, these patterns are similar to those we found in our 
prior evaluation of New Leaders (Gates et al., 2014a). 

At the elementary and middle school levels, we found that having 
a New Leaders principal was associated with better attendance out-
comes, when using the equal-weighted average. The relationship was 
statistically significant and positive for the first, second, and third years 
after placement and later. The average effect for elementary and middle 
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schools was an attendance rate between 0.1 and 0.7 percentage points 
higher, which equates to between approximately 0.2 and 1.25 school 
days per year.

High School Results

With a small sample size, our analysis found few statistically signifi-
cant relationships between New Leaders principals and outcomes at 
the high school level. This could be because our methodology and 
sample size did not have sufficient power to detect an effect or because 
there was no effect at the high school level. We found some statistically 
significant effects that were based on findings from a small number 
of Aspiring Principals program graduates placed in high schools. We 
found a positive and statistically significant relationship between expo-
sure to a New Leaders principal with three or more years of experience 
(see Appendix Table C.2) and ELA achievement using the district-aver-
age weighting approach. These effects are large, with an increase of 
greater than 9 percentile points. However, the relationships were not 
significant when using the school-average approach to weighting. 

The patterns in the high school results were consistent with the 
findings from our 2014 study, where the only statistically significant 
relationship observed was between exposure to a New Leaders prin-
cipal at the high school level with three or more years of experience 
and improved reading achievements of 3 percentile points (Gates et al., 
2014a). It was in the 2014 study where we also observed substantial 
variation by district.

We found a negative and statistically significant relationship 
between exposure to a New Leaders principal with three or more 
years of experience (see Appendix Table C.5) and attendance using 
the district-average approach to weighting. Students in schools led 
by a New Leaders principal had attendance rates almost 2 percent-
age points lower than students in non–New Leaders schools. The 
estimate using the school-weighted average was also negative but not 
statistically significant. Exploratory analyses suggested that exposure 
to New Leaders principals with one or two years of experience may 
also be associated with lower attendance. 
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Were the Aspiring Principals Program Graduates Hired as 
Principals in Partner Districts More or Less Likely to Stay 
in Their Position Compared with Other New-Principal 
Hires?

To address this question, we analyzed the retention rates of newly 
placed principals in New Leaders partner districts. We defined reten-
tion as holding principalship in the same school for two or three years. 
We found that after controlling for school characteristics, newly placed 
New Leaders principals were, on average, across districts and across 
cohorts, approximately 8 percentage points more likely to remain in 
their position for a second year (p < 0.01) than other newly placed 
principals in the same district. There was no statistically significant 
difference between New Leaders and non–New Leaders in terms of 
their propensity to stay in their schools for at least three years. The sign 
and strength of the relationship between New Leaders principals and 
retention varied by district. 

To What Extent Did Partner Districts Hire Aspiring 
Principals Program Graduates and in What Types of 
Schools? 

Between the 2013–2014 and 2017–2018 school years, 350 new Aspir-
ing Principals program graduates were hired by partner districts in edu-
cational positions. Of those, 129 (37  percent) were initially hired as 
principals and 159 (45 percent) hired as assistant principals. Another 49 
(14 percent) were hired in supervisory or district roles, and three (less 
than 1 percent) returned to teaching. The remainder were placed in 
other school-affiliated positions. By their third year after program com-
pletion, 195 (56  percent) Aspiring Principals program graduates had 
served as principals, and 318 (91 percent) had served as either an assis-
tant principal or a principal. Principal hiring rates varied across districts, 
probably in part because of differences in district policies. Within dis-
tricts, we found no evidence that the pathway through which residents 
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were recruited (either the national recruitment and admissions process 
or the Emerging Leaders program) was related to placement. 

As indicated in Table 4.3, rates for immediate principal placement 
ranged from 26.2 percent for Cohort 16 graduates to 39.3 percent for 
Cohort 15 graduates. Taking a longer view, however, two-thirds of 
Cohort 12 graduates had been hired as a principal within five years 
of completing the program. These hiring outcomes are substantially 
higher than placement rates reported in a recent study of several prin-
cipal-preparation programs based on an analysis of administrative data 
from the state of Tennessee. Specifically, Grissom, Mitani, and Woo 
(2018) found that, across ten principal-preparation programs in that 
state, rates for principal placement (measured from the time the licen-
sure exam was taken) varied between 6 percent and 17 percent.

Figure  4.1 presents the estimated difference between baseline 
characteristics (that is, characteristics of the school’s student population 
in the year prior to placement) of schools with newly hired New Lead-
ers principals and those of the district average. New Leaders principals 
were hired in schools that tended to have lower-achieving students, a 
greater fraction of minority students, and more students eligible for the 
free and reduced-price lunch program. However, in all cases, the dif-
ference was less than 1 standard deviation of the result in the district. 
Also, although not shown in Table 4.3, there was no systematic differ-
ence between schools led by New Leaders principals and the district 
in terms of ELL students or school type (elementary, middle, or high 
school). Appendix Table B.6 presents the averages for the New Leaders 
schools and the districts.

What Characteristics Did the Aspiring Principals Program 
Participants Possess and Which Were Associated with 
Assessed Performance in the Program and Placement 
After Graduation? 

Table  4.3 provides a descriptive overview of the Aspiring Principals 
program participants who completed the program.1 Of the five Aspir-

1 We obtained data only for those who completed the program. According to New Leaders 
data, over 90 percent of those who start the program complete it. In Cohort 12, 94 partici-
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ing Principals program cohorts (Cohorts 12, 13, 14, 15, and 16 from 
SY  2012–2013, SY  2013–2014, SY  2014–2015, SY  2015–2016, and 
SY 2016–2017, respectively), Cohorts 12, 13, and 14 included compa-
rable numbers of residents, with between 78 and 90 residents, while 
Cohorts 15 and 16 were smaller, with 61 and 65 residents. Across 
cohorts, nearly three-quarters of residents were women, and over half 
were non-white. A majority of the residents in each cohort entered 
Aspiring Principals via the Emerging Leaders program pathway, and 
in Cohorts 13, 14, and 15, Emerging Leaders entrants represented 
more than two-thirds of the total. As indicated in the chart, there were 
no New Leaders residents in Charlotte after Cohort 13 and in Prince 
George’s County after Cohort 14, although the districts continued to 

pants started and 87 completed the program. In Cohort 13, 96 started and 90 completed. In 
Cohort 14, all participants completed the program.

Figure 4.1
Difference in Student Characteristics for New Leaders Schools Compared 
with All District Schools

NOTES: For frame of reference, we also include a ±1 standard deviation of the same 
measure in the whiskers. BCPS = Baltimore City Public Schools; CMS = Charlotte- 
Mecklenburg Schools; CPS = Chicago Public Schools; DCCS = D.C. charter schools; 
DCPS = District of Columbia Public Schools; NYC DOE = New York City Department of 
Education; OUSD = Oakland Uni�ed School District; PGCPS = Prince George’s County 
Public Schools; SCS = Shelby County Schools.
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hire New Leaders principals trained in earlier cohorts. Although not 
reported in Table 4.3, we also looked at whether Aspiring Principals 
program candidates identified through the national recruitment and 
admissions pathway were local to the partner district, meaning that 
they resided in the area at the time they applied for the program. New 
Leaders’ program data indicated that, for Cohorts 12 through 16, this 
pathway was drawing primarily but not exclusively from the local area. 
Nationally, 8 percent of candidates were outside the local area at the 
time they applied to the program. The prevalence of out-of-area can-
didates ranged from a high of 28 percent in Charlotte to 0 in Prince 
George’s County and San Antonio. 

We used a variety of data collected by New Leaders to better 
understand variation in the assessed performance of individuals in the 
program. Aspiring Principals program participants were rigorously 
screened prior to entering the program, either through intensive inter-
views conducted as part of the national recruitment and admissions 
pathway or through a more gradual process as part of the Emerg-
ing Leaders program. Subsequently, during the Aspiring Principals 
program, participants were evaluated regularly with respect to their 
knowledge, skills, and abilities. We analyzed which resident character-
istics were associated with higher performance ratings in the Aspiring 
Principals program, as well as the relationships between pre-screening 
ratings from the national recruitment and admissions process and the 
Emerging Leaders program and subsequent performance during resi-
dency. We also explored the extent to which assessed performance 
varied across districts. This section highlights our key findings from 
this analysis.2 

We found that ratings of applicants before their entry into the 
Aspiring Principals program were a consistent and highly significant 
predictor of their performance in the program. The effect size was 
modest, however, with a pre–Aspiring Principals program rating of 1 
standard deviation higher corresponding to in-program ratings of any-
where from 0.13 to 0.18 standard deviations higher. The relationship 

2 In the interest of brevity, we do not include full tables of the results related to predicting 
Aspiring Principals program ratings. Complete results tables are available upon request.
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between pre-program and in-program ratings was statistically signif-
icant for applicants from both the national recruitment and admis-
sions and Emerging Leaders program pathways. This finding suggests 
that New Leaders was similarly accurate in evaluating residents as part 
of the shorter national recruitment and admissions pathway recruit-
ment process as it was when evaluating candidates through the lengthy 
Emerging Leaders program process. 

We also found that, among residents, women scored significantly 
higher than men in the Aspiring Principals program ratings. This was 
particularly true in the areas of Instructional Leadership and Adult and 
Team Leadership. In the former, female residents scored 0.35 standard 
deviations higher than their male counterparts (roughly equivalent to 
the difference between rating in the 50th and the 64th percentiles); 
in the latter, female residents scored 0.30 standard deviations higher. 
Findings were similar for analyses that controlled for pre–Aspiring 
Principals program ratings. The consistency of the results for pre–
Aspiring Principals program ratings, with or without controls, offers 
some evidence that differences in the Aspiring Principals program rat-
ings may be related to actual program effects on female residents’ per-
formance and not just to preexisting differences in candidates’ abilities. 

A variety of other resident characteristics—including race/
ethnicity, years of prior teaching experience, and the pathway by 
which residents were recruited into the Aspiring Principals pro-
gram (through either the Emerging Leaders program or the national 
recruitment and admissions process)—were not significantly asso-
ciated with Aspiring Principals program ratings, with or without 
controls for pre–Aspiring Principals program ratings. Residents who 
worked in a school led by former Aspiring Principals program gradu-
ates scored significantly lower in the Aspiring Principals program 
ratings. However, this association disappears when controlling for 
pre–Aspiring Principals program ratings, which suggests that while 
these residents were assessed as lower-performing, they showed 
comparable rates of learning when taking into account their rat-
ings before starting the program. Finally, we found that the ratings 
that mentor principals in the residency schools gave to the overall 
residency program design were strongly associated with the ratings 
that residents received from Aspiring Principals program staff. It is 
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unclear, however, whether this is because mentors thought better 
of the program when their residents performed better, or if it was 
because residents performed better when the residency program at 
their school was, in fact, better managed. 

Across districts, Aspiring Principals program ratings varied sub-
stantially, though it is unclear whether this variation stemmed from 
differences in performance levels or rating practices. Typically, site-level 
ratings were better (or worse) than average across multiple individual 
standards. Analyses that controlled for variation in the Aspiring Prin-
cipals program ratings across sites yielded similar findings to the analy-
ses without district fixed effects included as controls. In other words, 
the Aspiring Principals program ratings were similarly predictive of 
or correlated with pre–Aspiring Principals program ratings regardless 
of whether average Aspiring Principals program scores differed across 
individual sites. 

Finally, we examined whether Aspiring Principals program par-
ticipant ratings or characteristics predicted variation in their immedi-
ate hiring as principals following graduation from the program. We 
found that ratings were highly predictive of immediate placement 
rates. Other resident characteristics, including gender, race, entry path-
way, and years of prior teaching, were generally not significantly associ-
ated with immediate placement rates. The relationship between higher 
Aspiring Principals program ratings and higher immediate placement 
rates was consistent when controlling for variation in placement rates 
at each of the individual sites. These results suggest that residents with 
higher program ratings were more attractive on the job market or that 
New Leaders and participating districts were more successful in steer-
ing higher-rated residents toward placement as principals.

To What Extent Are Aspiring Principals Program 
Participants’ Competencies Associated with Retention 
and School or Student Outcomes?

Aspiring Principals program residents were assessed on five broad stan-
dards while in the program: (1) Personal Leadership, (2) Instructional 
Leadership, (3) Cultural Leadership, (4) Adult and Team Leadership, 
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and (5) Operational Leadership. Each standard comprised several com-
petencies. A factor analysis done at the competency level suggested 
three constructs into which competencies could be grouped: Human 
Capital (composed of Standards 2 and 4), Cultural Capital (composed 
of Standards 3 and 5), and Personal Leadership (composed of Stan-
dard 1). Overall, we found that the Human Capital construct, includ-
ing Standards 2 and 4, is most robustly related to student attendance 
and achievement in mathematics and ELA, while the Cultural Capital 
construct, encompassing Standards 3 and 5, were most robustly related 
to principal retention.

Table  4.4 illustrates the relationships between the constructs 
underlying the competency measures, standards, and student academic 
and attendance outcomes.3 Panel A presents the underlying construct 
results. Construct 1, the Human Capital construct, was the one most 
robustly associated with student outcomes. An increase of 1 standard 
deviation in this construct was associated with a 0.035 standard devia-
tion increase in ELA performance (1.38 percentile points; p < 0.01), 
a 0.045 standard deviation increase in mathematics performance 
(1.79 percentile points; p < 0.05), and a 0.5 percentage point increase in 
attendance (an increase of 0.9 of a day in attendance; p < 0.05). Mean-
while, the Cultural Capital construct was not significantly related to 
any student outcome, with all point estimates small and insignificant. 
Similarly, the Personal Leadership construct was related only to math-
ematics achievement. An increase of 1 standard deviation in the Per-
sonal Leadership construct was related to a 0.016 standard deviation 
decrease in mathematics achievement (–0.1633 percentile points; p < 
0.05). In each case, percentile points indicated how far students were 
expected to move up (or down) the distribution of scores as a result of 
the relationships with each construct. For example, the 1.38 percentile 
increase in ELA associated with a 1 standard deviation increase in the 

3 All models control for pre-program measures administered by the Emerging Leaders pro-
gram and national recruitment and admissions recruitment pathways. These pre-program 
measures are aligned with, but not strictly analogous to, the residency program measures. 
Their inclusion controls for a rough measure of baseline ability in the New Leader. Results 
do not appreciably change when excluding this control. Please see Appendix E for details.
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Table 4.4
Relationship Between Aspiring Principals Program Competency Measures 
and Student Outcomes

(1)
ELA

(2)
Mathematics

(3)
Attendance

Panel A: Underlying competency constructs 

Construct 1 (Human Capital) 0.035***
(0.010)

0.045**
(0.014)

0.005**
(0.002)

Construct 2 (Cultural Capital) –0.003
(0.011)

–0.022
(0.016)

0.003
(0.002)

Construct 3 (Personal Leadership) –0.004
(0.014)

–0.016**
(0.006)

0.000
(0.002)

Panel B: Standards (in separate regressions)  

Standard 1 (Personal Leadership) 0.004
(0.015)

–0.010
(0.008)

0.003
(0.003)

Standard 2 (Instructional Leadership) 0.025*
(0.012)

0.028*
(0.014)

0.006**
(0.002)

Standard 3 (Cultural Leadership) 0.010
(0.012)

0.004
(0.011)

0.003
(0.002)

Standard 4 (Adult and Team Leadership) 0.044**
(0.017)

0.030**
(0.012)

0.005
(0.003)

Standard 5 (Operational Leadership) 0.024
(0.018)

0.012
(0.012)

0.004
(0.003)

Baseline ELA and mathematics scores X  X  

Baseline attendance     X

Pre–Aspiring Principals program scores X X X

New Leaders principal covariates X X X

Student covariates X  X X

School covariates X X X

Cohort fixed effects X X X

Year fixed effects X X X
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Human Capital construct is equivalent to moving students from the 
50th percentile to just above the 51st percentile. 

Panel B presents relationships between New Leaders’ standards 
measures and outcomes. Standards 2 (Instructional Leadership) and 
4 (Adult and Team Leadership) showed the greatest association with 
outcomes. Standard 2 was marginally significantly related to ELA 
and mathematics achievement, by 0.025 and 0.028 standard devia-
tions (0.99 and 1.10  percentile points), and significantly associated 
with attendance by 0.6 percentage points (one additional day of atten-
dance; p < 0.05). Meanwhile, Standard 4 significantly increased ELA 
and mathematics achievement by 0.044 and 0.03 standard deviations 
(1.76 and 1.19 percentile points; p < 0.05). Though the point estimate 
on attendance was positive, it was not significant. In contrast, Stan-
dard 1 (Personal Leadership), Standard 3 (Cultural Leadership), and 
Standard 5 (Operational Leadership) on their own were not signifi-
cantly associated with any student outcomes. These results were con-
sistent with the construct results where only Construct 1, composed of 
Standards 2 and 4, was robustly associated with student outcomes. To 
provide more context, the Instructional Leadership standard was com-
posed of measures of pedagogical and instructional leadership, data-

Table 4.4—Continued

(1)
ELA

(2)
Mathematics

(3)
Attendance

District fixed effects X X X

Observations 28,489 28,489 51,803

NOTES: Standard errors are clustered at the school level. New Leaders principal 
covariates include pre-residency recruitment pathways, an indicator for passing 
the Emerging Leaders program screening, years of experience as a teacher, gender, 
race/ethnicity, an indicator for the residency occurring in a charter school, and an 
indicator for the residency occurring in a school led by a New Leader from a previous 
cohort. Student covariates include fixed effects for grade, an indicator for having 
repeated a grade, ELL classification, race/ethnicity, gender, and an indicator for being 
old for the grade. School covariates include school enrollment, school level, and 
school-level averages of race/ethnicity, gender, ELL classification, students repeating 
a grade, and students old for their grade. Constructs were made via a factor analysis 
of the underlying competency data. 

* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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driven instruction, observation and supervision of instruction, stan-
dards-based planning, and curriculum assessment. Adult and Team 
Leadership was composed of performance management measures, lead-
ership development, and professional development of building staff.

We also analyzed the relationship between the New Leaders con-
structs and standards and principal retention (see Table 4.5). All stan-
dards other than Instructional Leadership were significantly related 
(p < 0.10) to two-year in-position and in-district retention; however, 
there is much commonality among these standards. Looking at com-
petencies, we found that neither the Human Capital construct nor the 
Personal Leadership construct was significantly related to retention in 
the principalship. The Cultural Capital construct strongly relates to in-
district and in-position retention, although this relationship is weak-
ened slightly by district fixed effects. An increase of 1 standard devia-
tion in this construct raised the probability of retention by between 7 
and 10 percentage points.

How Do Aspiring Principals Program Participants and 
Partner Districts View New Leaders and the Aspiring 
Principals Program?

Perspectives of Aspiring Principals Program Participants

As noted in Chapter Three, the INSPIRE survey was developed and 
administered by the Utah Education Policy Center on behalf of the 
UCEA and made data available for the Aspiring Principals program 
residents in Cohorts 13, 14, 15, and 16. We descriptively compared 
INSPIRE survey scores across all four Aspiring Principals program 
cohorts with a national sample of principal-training program partici-
pants (Pounder et al., 2016). We focused our analysis on a large portion 
of the survey (nine sections in total), repeated all four years, which pro-
vided responses from Aspiring Principals program residents. In addi-
tion, while results from all four cohorts are potentially of interest, when 
conducting statistical tests directly comparing Aspiring Principals with 
the national sample, we limited our sample to the single school year 
(2015–2016) in which both groups took the identical survey. 
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Residents’ responses on the INSPIRE survey were overwhelm-
ingly positive in all sections and were fairly consistent across cohorts 
(see Table 4.6). Their average program ratings (on a five-point Likert 
scale) were equivalent to or higher than ratings given by other principal-

Table 4.5
Relationship Between Aspiring Principals Program Competency Measures 
and Principal-Retention Outcomes

 
 

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Same Position in Year 2 Same District in Year 2

Panel A: Constructs of underlying competencies

Construct 1 (Human Capital) 0.0475
(0.0559)

0.0582
(0.0683)

0.0261
(0.0341)

0.0259
(0.0291)

Construct 2 (Cultural Capital) 0.0928**
(0.0407)

0.0807*
(0.0467)

0.100***
(0.0249)

0.0933***
(0.0199)

Construct 3 (Personal 
Leadership)

0.0208
(0.0486)

0.0349
(0.0623)

0.0275
(0.0296)

0.0167
(0.0266)

Panel B: Standards (in separate regressions) 

Standard 1 (Personal 
Leadership)

0.128**
(0.0602)

0.137*
(0.0714)

0.135***
(0.0470)

0.133**
(0.0513)

Standard 2 (Instructional 
Leadership)

0.0690
(0.0716)

0.0675
(0.0860)

0.0524
(0.0588)

0.0452
(0.0651)

Standard 3 (Cultural 
Leadership)

0.105*
(0.0604)

0.109
(0.0777)

0.117**
(0.0475)

0.109*
(0.0569)

Standard 4 (Adult and Team 
Leadership)

0.110
(0.0690)

0.111
(0.0874)

0.112*
(0.0552)

0.120*
(0.0638)

Standard 5 (Operational 
Leadership)

0.0928
(0.0725)

0.137*
(0.0780)

0.102*
(0.0582)

0.141**
(0.0557)

New Leaders principal covariates X X X X

District fixed effects X X

Observations 35 35 35 35

NOTES: New Leaders principal covariates are indicators for African American, 
Hispanic, and female. Constructs were made via factor analysis of the underlying 
competency data. 

* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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preparation program participants across the nation in 2016 in almost 
every area. Aspiring Principals resident ratings were notably higher in 
the areas of Instructional Leadership, Peer Relationships, and Intern-
ship Design and Quality across all Aspiring Principals program cohorts. 
Positive differences in these three survey areas were typically between 
one-quarter and one-half of the standard deviation in survey-section 
responses from the 2016 national sample. When comparing New Lead-
ers principals and national results from 2016, differences were positive 
and statistically significant in the areas of Rigor and Relevance, Faculty 
Quality, Peer Relationships, and Instructional Leadership.

Perspectives of New Leaders Partner Districts

District goals in partnering with New Leaders typically included 
increasing the pool of highly qualified leaders, building sustainable 
principal pipelines from within, developing the capacity to manage 
principals well, and obtaining assistance with professional develop-
ment. The interviews with district leaders highlighted the fact that dis-
tricts had diverse needs, capacities, and priorities, and this diversity 
was reflected in their goals in partnering with New Leaders. In part, 
this diversity of needs stemmed from the fact that districts adopted 
different approaches to, and were at different stages along, the contin-
uum of principal-pipeline development (see Appendix A). One of the 
interviewed district leaders highlighted the critical role of New Leaders 
in pipeline-development work, noting that, “Their hand is in the pot 
as partners.” Several other interviewees highlighted the importance of 
building capacity from within to develop the pipeline. One interviewee 
noted that New Leaders helped the district build this type of capacity 
from inside. In interviews conducted after 2016, we found that most 
districts’ goals had changed throughout the course of the partnership. 

When talking about New Leaders programming, most interview-
ees reported appreciating New Leaders’ willingness to customize its 
programs to meet changing district needs. As one interviewee noted, 
“They do have a quality product, the level of customization helps and 
is aligned with the mission and goals.” While interviewees appreci-
ated New Leaders’ customized offerings, one acknowledged increasing 
competition from other programs: “Our relationship with New Lead-
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ers for over ten years speaks volumes. It has been a pillar of support, 
and they have produced leaders who have transformed schools. But 
there is now more competition in this sector, and New Leaders needs to 
keep up with the trend and other partners. There are some others that 
seem to be gaining traction.” 

Overall, district leaders agreed that the partnership with New 
Leaders benefited their district and that the New Leaders principals 
who had been placed in the last few years had been well prepared and 
of high quality. One interviewee noted that, over the years, New Lead-
ers principals had become more focused and had served as true change 
agents in the district, collaborating and sharing their best practices 
with other schools. District leaders also praised New Leaders princi-
pals’ instructional leadership skills and use of data. As one interviewee 
noted, “When I think about those principals who were instructional 
leaders even before the Common Core requirements, they were New 
Leaders.” 

Districts were similarly happy with New Leaders principals’ 
understanding of district needs and New Leaders’ responsiveness to 
issues and concerns raised. Although interviewees told us that the 
high cost of the programming was the biggest hindrance, respondents 
mostly agreed that New Leaders provided their district with a good 
value for the money. 

We asked the district leaders to assess 12 statements about 
New Leaders and its relationship with the districts. They rated their 
responses to each statement using a five-point scale (where 1 meant 
they strongly disagreed, 2 that they somewhat disagreed, 3 that they 
neither agreed nor disagreed, 4 that they somewhat agreed, and 5 that 
they strongly agreed). In Table 4.7, we show average response scores to 
each statement in 2017. 

Districts cited a smaller overall benefit from their New Leaders 
partnership in 2017 than in 2014, which could mean that districts 
improved their internal structures and New Leaders began to play a 
smaller role in helping solve systemic issues than in the past. For exam-
ple, a closer look at specific survey results suggested that New Leaders 
had a smaller influence on how districts selected their principals (due 
to improved internal capacity), which had been a big benefit and value 
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of New Leaders’ involvement in the past. However, the most recent 
interviews reflected better support for professional development and 
a better understanding of—and responsiveness to—districts’ needs, 
indicating that New Leaders has become a better partner in regard to 
specific areas of support. Compared with previous interview responses, 
more interviewees in 2017 believed that New Leaders was providing a 
better value for the money.

Table 4.7
Average Response Scores to Statements in 2017

Statement
Average 
Rating 

a. The partnership with New Leaders has benefited our district/CMO. 3.8

b. New Leaders principals placed in our district in the last few years 
have been well prepared and of high quality.

4.0

c. New Leaders principals have a positive effect on school climate and 
teacher effectiveness.

3.5

d. New Leaders understands the needs of our district/CMO. 3.9

e. New Leaders is responsive to issues or concerns raised by our district/
CMO.

4.2

f. New Leaders has influenced how our district/CMO defines effective 
leadership (i.e., leadership standards).

2.8

g. New Leaders has influenced how our district/CMO selects new 
principals.

2.4

h. New Leaders has influenced how our district/CMO conducts 
performance evaluations of sitting principals.

2.6

i. New Leaders has influenced how our district/CMO supervises 
principals.

2.5

j. New Leaders has influenced how our district/CMO supports the 
professional development of school leaders (including teacher leaders, 
aspiring leaders, and/or sitting leaders). 

3.2

k. New Leaders is a resource for information about the effective 
management of principals.

3.0

l. New Leaders provides the district with a good value for the money. 3.8

EMBARGO COPY. DO NOT DISTRIBUTE, CITE, OR QUOTE BEFORE FEBRUARY 25, 2019. 
This document has not been finalized for open publication. 



60    Preparing School Leaders for Success

Summary

This chapter summarized findings from a broad set of analyses that 
examined intermediate and longer-term outcomes associated with the 
Aspiring Principals program, as well as perceptions regarding the pro-
gram’s quality. The findings suggest that New Leaders is achieving 
many of the goals of the Aspiring Principals program. In particular, we 
found the following:

• The Aspiring Principals program has a high rate of completion. 
• Aspiring Principals program participants and district partners 

view the program favorably.
• Relative to other principal-preparation programs, the Aspiring 

Principals program has placed a large share of program com-
pleters into principal positions.

• Principals who completed the Aspiring Principals program are 
more likely to stay in their schools for a second year, compared 
with other principals in the same districts, but they are neither 
more nor less likely to remain for a third or fourth year. 

• Students in K–8 schools led by principals who completed the 
Aspiring Principals program outperformed students in K–8 
schools led by other new principals.

These findings provide useful lessons for anyone who is interested in 
developing programs to train and support principals, and for research-
ers who are studying these programs. We discuss these implications in 
the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Implications

Our evaluation of New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program relied 
on a range of methodological approaches to examine the program’s 
effect on districts, schools, and students. Together, our findings sug-
gest implications for researchers and for policymakers and practitioners 
who are interested in designing, supporting, implementing, and evalu-
ating principal-preparation programs. 

New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals Program Produces 
Candidates Who Are Successfully Hired and Retained by 
Districts 

District leaders investing in principal-preparation programs, such as 
the Aspiring Principals program, or in programs that are considering 
the adoption of core features of the program seek some assurance that 
the programs will produce candidates who are able to move directly 
into the principal role and remain in that position. Our analyses sug-
gest that the Aspiring Principals program successfully placed approxi-
mately one-third of its graduates into principal positions between the 
2013–2014 and 2017–2018 school years, and it placed an additional 
one-fifth into assistant principal positions.1 These placement rates were 
higher than the five-year placement rates for graduates of the Tennessee 

1 Despite a district’s investment in the program, the New Leaders partnership does not lead 
to automatic placement in partner districts. Rather, graduates of the program go through the 
same hiring and placement process as other qualified candidates.
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preparation programs studied by Grissom, Mitani, and Woo (2018), 
which reported placement rates of between 6 and 17 percent, depend-
ing on the program. In addition, the Aspiring Principals program prin-
cipals were more likely to remain in their positions for a second year 
than were principals in similar schools in the same districts who were 
not Aspiring Principals program graduates. Reasons for the higher 
placement and retention rates of Aspiring Principals graduates were 
not examined in this study but could reflect both the program’s focus 
on research-based practices that prepare graduates to succeed in school-
leadership roles and its emphasis on district partnerships. These find-
ings suggest that districts that choose to partner with New Leaders are 
likely to reap benefits related to placement and retention, although the 
differences we observed across districts indicate that contextual factors 
are likely to play a role in influencing these outcomes.

Students in K–8 Schools Led by New Leaders Principals 
Outperformed Students in K–8 Schools Led by Other 
New Principals 

Our results suggest that the New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals pro-
gram is preparing principals who are successful at improving student 
achievement in schools serving K–8 students. In general, our findings 
suggest that such research-based principal-preparation programs as the 
Aspiring Principals program are a promising approach to improving 
school leadership and, as a result, student outcomes. The low number 
of New Leaders principals placed immediately into high schools pre-
cluded us from fully examining the effect of New Leaders principals 
on these schools. 

The Competencies That New Leaders Screened for and 
Assessed During Residency Are Predictive of Graduates’ 
Later Performance

Principal-preparation programs face a number of practical challenges 
relating school and student outcomes to program participation. For 
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this reason, it useful to consider whether assessments that are embed-
ded within a preparation program are related to future performance. 
Our study provides encouraging evidence regarding the potential of 
such assessments. New Leaders administered a variety of measures to 
assess residents on competencies it deemed important. Residents’ scores 
on some of these measures predicted their later outcomes as graduates. 
Specifically, high scores in Human Capital Development, including 
Instructional Leadership and Adult and Team Leadership, were posi-
tively associated with student achievement and attendance, and high 
scores in Cultural Capital were related to higher principal retention. 
Principal-preparation programs, states, and districts should consider 
collecting and using competency data to monitor participants’ progress 
and to tailor further development and support so that candidates can 
gain the skills and competencies predictive of later effectiveness. 

Evaluations of Principal-Preparation Programs Should 
Examine Multiple Program Features and Outcomes

Evaluations of leadership-preparation programs face special challenges 
because of small sample sizes, the infeasibility of the experimental 
design, and difficulty in distinguishing the effect of the program from 
the effects of other experiences principals have after their programs 
have ended but before relevant outcomes are realized. By looking at a 
range of intermediate outcomes at the principal, school, and student 
levels, our evaluation provides a rich characterization of the ways in 
which New Leaders principals may influence districts and their schools 
and students.

Our findings suggest that evaluators should take a broad perspec-
tive, consider a range of outcomes, and be open to different views about 
how different metrics are prioritized or fit together. This approach will 
ensure that evaluation results speak to a range of stakeholder interests. 
For example, Grissom, Mitani, and Woo (2018) examined the relation-
ship between programs and a range of outcomes, including completion, 
licensure examination pass rates, and student outcomes, in Tennessee. 
The authors found that the ranking of programs differed depending 
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on which outcome was being considered. This is not surprising. A pro-
gram with a low completion rate and low pass rate on the licensure 
examination may still produce principal candidates who are success-
ful on the job—if they get the job. Conversely, a program with a high 
completion rate and a high pass rate on the licensure examination may 
produce candidates who are, on average, a bit less successful on the job 
as the program with a low completion and pass rate. But to describe the 
first program as “highly effective” and the second program as “aver-
age” based solely on the school outcomes of program graduates who are 
hired is misleading. Instead, an evaluation that examines a broad range 
of outcomes in addition to interim data, such as participants’ opinions 
about the quality of training, can provide information that will meet 
the needs of various stakeholder groups and allow them to compare 
programs on the dimensions that are most important to them.

Principal-Preparation Programs Can Help Build Internal 
Capacity Within Partner Districts 

Over the course of this evaluation, we observed a shift in the way dis-
trict leaders described activities related to the preparation, selection, 
and support of principals. Several of the district officials we inter-
viewed over the years described New Leaders as a thought partner and 
enumerated the ways in which New Leaders influenced district leader-
ship standards, hiring, and evaluation. District officials described the 
prevalence of Aspiring Principals program graduates across the district, 
not only as principals but as principal supervisors and senior district 
officials. Such influence is a long-term result of a partnership approach. 

Many of the current and former New Leaders partner districts 
adopted core features of the Aspiring Principals program districtwide. 
Five districts provided targeted support for new principals for at least 
a year, in the form of mentoring, coaching, or ongoing professional-
development opportunities. Seven districts have a principal candidate 
pool that is restricted to individuals who demonstrate competencies 
desired by the district. After partnering with New Leaders, five dis-
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tricts developed their own district-run principal-preparation programs 
with features similar to the Aspiring Principals program.

These developments suggest that partner districts have been on 
a journey. To remain a travel partner, New Leaders had to adapt and 
change. What districts seek from New Leaders will continue to evolve 
along with the districts’ needs and capacity to address those needs 
internally. To remain relevant, external providers like New Leaders 
need to adapt and collaborate to provide value for the cost. 

District interviewees reported that New Leaders understood the 
district’s needs and was responsive to the feedback they provided about 
program features and program quality. Our results indicate that this 
responsiveness has potential payoffs in terms of strong placement rates, 
retention rates, and school outcomes. Principal preparation requires 
investments on the part of both aspiring principals and districts. To 
the extent that those going through a program are hired and retained 
by the district, both the candidates and the districts win. 

Although district partners viewed New Leaders and the princi-
pals that came out of its program favorably, several district partners 
indicated that they were no longer in a partnership with New Lead-
ers, at least with regard to the Aspiring Principals program. In several 
instances, cost was a driving factor for the termination of the partner-
ship. Other districts continue to partner with New Leaders but have 
relationships with a number of other partners as well. Kaufman, Gates, 
et al. (2017) found that residency programs were a key driver of pre-
service costs in districts that participated in The Wallace Foundation’s 
Principal Pipeline Initiative. They also found substantial variation in 
those costs across districts and programs. This suggests that programs 
partnering with districts should work collaboratively with their part-
ner districts to identify cost-effective strategies for structuring the resi-
dency program (something that New Leaders is currently exploring). 
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Within- and Between-District Analyses Can Provide 
Complementary Evidence Regarding Program 
Effectiveness

A program such as New Leaders intentionally partners with districts 
devoting attention to principal hiring, placement, and support. Such 
programs also support each district in a way that can ultimately affect 
practices and outcomes across other schools in the district, even schools 
that have not hired a principal from that program. Many evaluations 
of principal-preparation programs rely on within-district comparisons, 
in large part because district data can support the most-rigorous study 
designs. Within-district approaches compare the performance of indi-
viduals hired by the district and prepared in a particular program with 
individuals hired by the district but prepared in another program. This 
comparison approach is useful in ensuring that the two groups of prin-
cipals receive similar on-the-job supports. But it poses other challenges. 
If a district has a strong candidate pool, has effective hiring and place-
ment processes, and provides high-quality support to new principals, 
we would expect that less-qualified candidates would not be hired and 
that all those who were hired would be effective. In other words, if a 
district is engaging in effective hiring practices and removing prin-
cipals who do not perform effectively, the most-relevant outcomes of 
interest may be the rate at which participants in the program are hired 
by the district and whether they are retained.

Between-district analysis allows for comparison against principals 
who are hired by other districts that might not have such robust hiring 
practices or other supports in place. Comparing school outcomes for 
new principals in other districts, something we were unable to do in 
this study, could be a useful approach to understanding the systemic 
effects of partnering with an organization such as New Leaders, pro-
viding evidence that complements the findings from a within-district 
analysis. 
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Multiyear Evaluations Are Needed to Capture the Effect 
of Program Features on School Outcomes 

Stakeholders at the state, district, and preparation program levels need 
to be patient when evaluating the results of a principal preparation 
program. For a program to affect students, participants must complete 
the program, be hired as principals, and remain in their positions long 
enough to have an effect on schools and students. This process can 
take many years. As a result, it is crucial to approach program evalua-
tion with a long-term perspective and track outcomes over many years. 

This is especially true for the high school principalship. Examin-
ing the career paths into the high school principalship in North Caro-
lina and Ohio, Burkhauser (2015) found that a vast majority of new 
high school principals were moving from a principalship in another 
school or from an assistant principalship. The study suggests that the 
path from preparation program to high school principalship is more 
often than not a multistaged one. 

 Our evaluation of New Leaders focused on individuals who com-
pleted the Aspiring Principals program in 2013 or later, and it exam-
ined outcomes in their first principalship. Relatively few of these pro-
gram graduates were initially placed in high schools. That does not 
mean New Leaders candidates will never move into a principalship at 
the high school level. A more comprehensive strategy may be needed to 
examine associations between principals and high school outcomes—
one that accounts for a longer pathway into the high school principal-
ship, potentially via a middle school or elementary school principalship 
or assistant principalship.

The ability to link program participants to downstream outcomes 
like placement and school outcomes requires statewide data systems 
that link program participants and district employment. A second-best 
option is coordination between programs and school districts. This 
option is a second best because it does not allow programs to track 
graduates across all potential placements; it also does not allow districts 
to compare graduates from different preparation programs.
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Conclusion

Together, the analyses we conducted to examine intermediate and 
longer-term outcomes for New Leaders’ Aspiring Principals program 
suggest that the approach that New Leaders has developed to select, 
train, and support candidates for the principalship is leading to posi-
tive outcomes for schools and students. Not only did we find posi-
tive relationships between the presence of a New Leaders principal 
and achievement in K–8 schools, but we also found that the program 
had a high rate of completion, both participants and district partners 
expressed favorable views of the program, and rates of retention of 
New Leaders–trained principals in their schools were relatively high. 
More research is needed to understand whether a program such as 
Aspiring Principals could benefit other types of districts or to identify 
which aspects of the program contribute to its effectiveness. Devel-
opers of principal-training programs and leaders of large urban dis-
tricts that are considering partnering with such programs can look to 
the New Leaders experience for lessons about ways to improve school 
leadership development. 
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Online Appendixes

There are five appendixes available for this report:

• Appendix A, “Profiles of New Leaders Partner Districts”
• Appendix B, “Analysis of School-Level Outcomes”
• Appendix C, “Student Achievement Outcomes Using Student 

Fixed-Effects Analysis”
• Appendix D, “Analysis of Principal Retention”
• Appendix E, “Analysis of Correlations Between New Leaders’ 

Aspiring Principals Program Competency Metrics and Out-
comes.”

These appendixes can be downloaded at www.rand.org/t/RR2812.
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