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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to describe the variability of principals’ classroom
observations across schools and to relate classroom observations to the schools’ instructional climate.
This helps identify the conditions under which classroom observations effectively improve instruction
in some schools and not in other schools.
Design/methodology/approach – Data for the study are from surveys from principals (n ¼ 319)
and teachers (n ¼ 15; 818) matched to administrative data on principals and schools. Data are
analyzed using factor analysis, latent class analysis, and regression.
Findings – There is no evidence that the frequency, duration, or instructional focus of classroom
observations varies across schools with different student demographic characteristics or student
performance levels. There is also no evidence that the frequency or duration of conducting classroom
observations relates to the instructional climate of the school. However, there is evidence that
conducting observations with a focus on instructional improvement relates to the instructional climate
of the school after controlling for school and principal characteristics. These findings suggest
variability in the implementation of classroom observations.
Originality/value – The paper provides useful information to guide the preparation and support of
principals in order to use classroom observations most effectively for improving instructional
opportunities.
Keywords Classrooms, Schools, Organizational culture, Education, Leadership, Principals
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
For sound reasons, there is a push for instructional leadership. Part of the motivation
behind this push is the desire to encourage principals to be actively involved in
classrooms, by facilitating the improvement of classroom instruction. Principals are
not necessarily expected to be experts with extensive knowledge of effective teaching
practices and curricula, but they are expected to supervise and be collectively involved
in the decisions that support the achievement and instructional opportunities for
students (e.g. Johnson and Synder, 1986; Marks and Printy, 2003; Mayrowetz, 2008;
Sebring and Bryk, 2000, Spillane et al., 2001, 2004).
However, despite a push for principals to be instructional leaders, there is less
evidence about the specific things principals can do in the context of instruction to
improve teacher practices or school outcomes. Heck and Marcoulides (1990) point out
that there is an “existence of several theoretical models about how principal
instructional behaviors affect school processes”, but that “researchers have not
provided convincing evidence to suggest that if principals increased the amount of
time they devoted to instructional leadership, a school would perform at a higher
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academic level” (p. 248). Hallinger et al. (1996), for example, propose a theoretical model
that tested principals’ indirect effects on student reading achievement. Despite finding
an indirect relationship between principals and student performance, the authors
suggest that we need a better understanding of the “ways in which principals shape
effective educational programs by working with teachers, staff, parents, and students”
(Hallinger et al., 1996, p. 545). Thus, clearly the focus of inquiry is not whether
principals matter, but how principals influence instruction and student learning.
Informal classroom observations are a specific behavior with the potential to
influence instruction and learning (Downey et al., 2004; Zepeda, 2007, 2008). Principals
are often encouraged by district administrators to visit classrooms. Some districts even
mandate the number of informal observations principals conduct each week, and
provide guidelines on the types of things principals should be looking for when visiting
classrooms. This paper focuses on informal observations that occur frequently and at
any time during the day or school year. The logic underlying the relationship between
classroom observations and instructional leadership is that principals who observe
classroom instruction and provide feedback or take some other action help teachers
adjust their practices or grow professionally. This hypothesized relationship stems
from the assumption that observations without any sort of follow-up will not impact
instruction. In other words, observing classrooms frequently or for a long period of
time is not expected to be useful for instructional change unless there is some sort of
follow-up or discussion about what was observed.
The conditions under which these observations are successfully implemented and
utilized are of particular interest, because observing classrooms is time-consuming and
takes away from other responsibilities of the school principal. Consider a high school
with 100 teachers. If a principal spent five minutes per week observing each teacher,
this would amount to over eight hours a week spent in classrooms. This does not
include time to follow up with teachers about these classroom observations. There are
necessary trade-offs or consequences to consider when encouraging principals to
frequently and regularly visit classrooms. One trade-off is that visiting classrooms
distracts from other resources that principals might draw on to influence instructional
opportunities. Rather than personally observing classrooms, a principal might better
spend his or her time reorganizing schedules to allow teachers to meet about
instructional issues, or developing structures to allow less effective teachers to learn
from more effective teachers.
This paper examines informal classroom observations more closely, and finds that
frequent and short visits to classrooms are not statistically correlated with perceptions
of improving instruction. As such, while observations demonstrate principals’
involvement in the classroom, they are currently a poor reflection of principals’
instructional leadership unless there is a focus on instructional feedback. In what
follows, I give a brief review of the literature in this area, provide a theoretical
framework for this study, describe the data and methods and then present the results.
In doing so, this study addresses three questions:
(1) Is there evidence of systematic variation across schools in terms of the
frequency, duration or instructional focus of informal classroom observations?
(2) Does the frequency and duration of informal classroom observations relate to
the instructional climate of the school?

(3) How do principals’ perceptions of the instructional focus of classroom
observations relate to the instructional climate of the school?
2. Literature review
Principals who understand the instructional needs of their schools better position
themselves to make informed decisions that impact student learning (e.g. Boudett and
Steele, 2007; Hallinger and Heck, 1996; Heck, 1992; Heck et al., 1990; Leithwood and
Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2004; Lindstrom and Speck, 2004; Youngs and King,
2002). Compared to indirect measures of instructional practice such as student test
scores, observing instructional practice is one of the most direct ways to understand
what is happening in classrooms, and allows principals to engage with teachers around
instruction (Blase and Blase, 2000; Blase and Kirby, 2000; Fink and Resnick, 2001;
McCloskey et al., 1985). There are distinctions between informal and formal
observations. Bloom (2007) outlines five different types of classroom observations that
vary in terms of participants, processes and frequency: data walks, learning walks,
peer coaching, principal professional learning walks, and quick visits. Data walks, for
example, are more formal observations. This type of observation is scheduled ahead of
time and occurs only once a year. Typically, observers collect quantitative data on
what is happening in the classroom and the data are aggregated to the school level.
The goal of this type of observation is to provide an overall indication of instructional
practices and not to provide feedback to individual teachers. Informal classroom
observations, on the other hand, are quick visits that occur more frequently and
provide a better opportunity for ongoing dialogue about what is occurring in
classrooms. An ongoing dialogue is assumed to be more timely and useful in terms of
influencing instructional practices (e.g. Davis et al., 2000; Kimball, 2003; Wahlstrom
and Seashore Louis, 2008). An ongoing dialogue about these informal observations
might happen verbally or non-verbally (via written follow-up note or e-mail) and has
the potential to serve as a moment for professional education or growth, particularly if
the principal communicates this information in ways that are valued by teachers.
Herman et al. (1990) find that informal classroom observations provide principals
with a timely source of information. Principals in their study indicate that observations
provide “immediate feedback as well as g[i]ve the principals a holistic and personal
sense of how the school is functioning” (p. 3). Frequently, observing instructional
practices has the potential to provide principals with valuable information about
instruction; but in practice it is not always the case that informal observations serve an
instructional purpose. We know little about how the conditions or needs of the schools
or the characteristics of principals influence how observations are carried out for
instructional improvement.
2.1 Multiple purposes
We know, however, that principals utilize informal classroom observations for
multiple reasons, not only for instructional improvement. Blase and Blase (2003) note
that these visits might serve to motivate teachers and to make principals accessible
and visible to students and teachers. They administered open-ended questionnaires to
identify the characteristics of principals that influence classroom teachers. One teacher
indicated that her principal was “highly visible” and “walked in and out of classrooms
every day”, and considered these visits “a two-way street” because the principal is
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“there to see what’s going on, but he is also putting himself out there to be called on for
help or as a resource. Also the students like knowing who their principal is, and I think
there is a level of security created among staff and teachers by his consistent
interaction in classrooms” (Blase and Blase, 2003, p. 106).
Gentilucci and Muto (2007) studied principals from the perspective of the students
and also found a range of perceived purposes of classroom observations. Students
indicated that classroom observations were only used to make announcements,
discipline students, discuss school activities, or observe teachers. Informal classroom
observations serve as an opportunity for school leaders to stay informed and monitor
what is happening in schools, and they may also help to support students and teachers
and shape the instructional climate of the school. However, if the focus of informal
observations is to learn more about instruction, there are several principal
characteristics or school characteristics that might impact this goal.
2.2 Principal characteristics
Dwyer (1984) studied principals who were identified by their peers as being effective
instructional leaders and found “no single image or simple formula for successful
instructional leadership” (p. 33). Principals who engaged in similar activities around
instruction did not lead to similar outcomes due to contextual factors in the schools and
to interpersonal factors and experiences among principals and teachers (Robinson et al.,
2008). The principal might visit classrooms to chat with students or interrupt the
teacher with administrative tasks, and such use of observations does not necessarily
help them understand what is happening in terms of instruction.
Principals might not have the background to engage teachers in detailed
discussions about instructional practices. Nelson and Sassi (2005) describe case studies
that highlight differences in how principals utilize informal classroom observations.
One principal provided specific feedback to teachers, which included a memo and
discussion with each teacher. The principal described using informal classroom
observations to learn about how teachers were closely attending to students’
mathematical thinking. Another principal with less experience with mathematics was
less able to provide specific feedback to teachers based on classroom observations.
Instead, their conversation focused on how particular students did not finish their
assignments but still seemed engaged in class. According to the researchers, there were
differences in these principals’ mathematical knowledge and thus in the ways that
principals used this knowledge when interpreting what happens in the classroom. The
researchers note that “classroom observations has not generally been understood to be
subject-specific and this kind of mathematical exploration is not something that
principals are typically trained to do” (Nelson and Sassi, 2005, p. 21). Individual
principal characteristics, such as their subject-specific teaching background and
experiences, might cause variation in how these informal classroom observations can
be used to improve instructional opportunities.
If principals do not focus on subject-specific aspects during their observations, they
might focus on “more general, process-oriented classroom practices such as what the
flow of the lesson was, whether or not interruptions were minimal, and whether or not
students seemed motivated to learn” (Nelson and Sassi, 2005, p. 28). Principals utilize
informal observations in different ways, depending on what they notice when they
conduct informal classroom observations and what aspects of instructional practice

they value and appreciate. Principal characteristics, therefore, are an important
consideration in understanding how informal classroom observations are
implemented.
2.3 School characteristics
The school context also influences variation in the implementation of classroom
observations (e.g. Hallinger and Murphy, 1985; Heck and Marcoulides, 1990; Salley
et al., 1979). The school environment creates possibilities and barriers to principal
actions, which suggests that successful use of informal observations in one context
does not necessarily translate to success in another context (e.g. Manasse, 1985; Pitner,
1986, 1988). Research on the influence of school context also suggests that not only do
principals influence school climates and cultures (Deal and Peterson, 1990), but also
that what principals are able to do in terms of informal classroom observations might
vary as a function of the school environment.
Goldring et al. (2008) used surveys and daily logs from principals to address issues
of how the school context and principal attributes influence principal practices. The
authors find that principals spend most of their time on student affairs and
instructional leadership. Tasks pertaining to student affairs include attendance,
discipline, counseling, hall/cafeteria monitoring; and tasks pertaining to instructional
leadership include monitoring/observing instruction, school restructuring or reform,
supporting teachers’ professional development, analyzing student data or work,
modeling instructional practices, and teaching a class. However, the allocation of time
on these various tasks is differentiated by school contextual conditions, as defined by
socioeconomic status, teacher expectations and student engagement. The authors point
out that their research supports Salley et al.’s (1979) notion that “school environments
were key influences upon and barriers to principal actions” (p. 337).
Previous research has not considered school organizational or climate factors in
relation to informal classroom observations. This study addresses this gap by
describing the variability in the frequency, duration, and purpose of principal informal
classroom observations across schools with different characteristics and conditions.
This study focuses on informal observations, which Bloom (2007) describes as “quick
visits” that are used to “inform teacher supervision and support” (p. 41). These visits
are frequent and unannounced and “can occur at the beginning, middle, or end of the
period; and can happen at any time during the school day” (Zepeda, 2007, p. 98).
3. Theoretical framework
Principals influence instructional change through several mechanisms (e.g. Blase and
Blase, 2003; Bossert et al., 1982; Drago-Severson, 2004). For example, principals can
support teacher reflective practices by establishing professional learning communities.
This might involve restructuring the school day to allow for common planning periods
that allow teachers to work together with each other and other instructional leaders or
providing professional development opportunities to learn how to use software that
allows teachers to access information about student performance (e.g. Blase and Blase,
1999; Seashore Louis et al., 1996; Reitzug, 1997; York-Barr et. al., 2006). This study is
guided by two assumptions about how principals use informal classroom observations
to improve instruction. First, informal observations have the potential to take on an
instructional role if there is some sort of feedback or follow-up discussion between
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principals and teachers about what happened in the classroom. Second, informal
classroom observations are situated within a particular school context, which will
influence how these observations are implemented. These assumptions guided the
design, data collection, analysis and interpretation of findings.
3.1 Feedback
The assumption that feedback is a necessary component to instructional improvement
draws from research on formative assessment. Black and Wiliam (1998b) define
formative assessment as “all those activities undertaken by teachers – and by their
students in assessing themselves – that provide information to be used as feedback to
modify teaching and learning activities” (p. 140). Although various interpretations of
formative assessment exist (e.g. Crooks, 1988; Gipps, 1994), some researchers define
formative assessment as a particular type of assessment where evidence is actually
used to adapt teaching to meet student needs (Black et al., 2002; Black and Wiliam,
1998a). Formative assessment practices are often contrasted with summative
evaluation practices. Formative assessment practices are characterized as ongoing
and spontaneous events that promote assessment for learning rather than assessment
of learning (e.g. Stiggins, 2002). Summative evaluation practices tend to occur at
specified times, usually at the end of the year or curriculum unit, leaving little
opportunity to use this information to modify instructional practices. Summative
assessments are analogous to what Bloom (2007) refers to as “data walks”. This type of
classroom observation does not focus on a particular teacher but instead is aggregated
to focus on all teachers within a particular grade level or school. Given the frequency
and aggregated nature of the data collected from these data walks, there is little
opportunity to provide specific feedback to an individual teacher.
Formative assessment practices are similar to classroom observations that happen
more frequently, unannounced and spontaneous. Bloom (2007) refers to these types of
classroom observations as “quick visits”. Data gathered from these observations have
the potential to provide feedback to an individual teacher on an ongoing and timely
basis. However, similar to formative assessment practices, if these observations are
conducted without any sort of feedback, the opportunity for improving instruction is
lost. If a principal visited classrooms but never talked to teachers about what was
observed, there is no opportunity for teachers to receive feedback from principals about
what is and what is not working.
This study hypothesizes that principals who visit classrooms and follow up with
teachers provide support to teachers to improve instruction. It is not just how
frequently principals are in classrooms or how long they stay in classrooms that matter
but what principals do with the information gathered from these observations.
Principals can follow-up or discuss what happened in the classroom with teachers by
informally meeting in the hallways or on the playground, or by sending an e-mail or
written note. This type of follow-up is assumed to be a critical component of how
informal classroom observations relate to instructional improvement.
3.2 School context
The second assumption is that the school context matters (e.g. Waite, 1992). What
principals are able to do is tied to the school contexts in which they operate. There are
many different ways to define the context of the school, such as interactions between

students and teachers, size of the school, or feelings of safety (for reviews, see
Anderson, 1982; Cohen et al., 2009). Depending on how the climate is conceptualized
and measured (Burstein, 1992; Freigberg, 1998), there is evidence to support the notion
that school climate influences aspects of student behavior (Haynes, 1998), student
outcomes (Brookover et al., 1978; Johnson and Stevens, 2006), and teacher satisfaction
(Taylor and Tashakkori, 1995). This study looks at the school context in terms of
student demographics and safety climate. This focus on safety was motivated by
interviews with district administrators and supported by research (e.g. DeVoe et al.,
2002). Administrators were asked about the types of schools in their district and the
needs and challenges of these different types of schools. One administrator said:
In some of these schools, the principals are in survival mode . . . There are so many issues
involving the children, their parents, the community, crime in the area, lack of support . . .
They have so many other issues that were to the point of the safety of their students. They
could not concentrate or maybe it wasn’t that they couldn’t concentrate but it was that there
was so much concern about everything else that they were not being asked to be the
instructional leader of the school (Interview, April 17, 2008).

This administrator suggested that some schools need to focus their resources on
establishing and maintaining a safe school environment, and thus have less time for
instructional issues.
Another district administrator related a story about a school that for years had
struggled with “students who felt that they could do anything and there would be no
real consequences”. The new principal at this school “couldn’t address the instructional
piece because he didn’t have enough time” (Interview, April 18, 2008). Over time,
however, this principal made significant changes:
He [the principal] said they had a fire drill and one of the teachers came to him and said, “Oh,
Mr [name of principal] look out. Look out there. This is the first time in the past five years that
they haven’t run away. That they’re all standing across the street. We didn’t have to yell at
them”. And the principal said, “All I had to do when the fire drill was over was to go like this
[gestures]. They all came back. We didn’t have to spend so many hours trying to round them
up. They went to class”. So until you start changing some things in schools you cannot start
addressing instruction because you have to control the school first before instruction
happens. So now he says now he can start working on the instructional piece (Interview, April
18, 2008).

The district administrator cited this as an example of the need to get the school safe
and under control before focusing on instruction. The rationale for exploring
differences in safety climate is that principals might not utilize informal classroom
observations with a focus on instruction in schools with different needs or concerns.
Principals in schools that are considered less safe than other schools might have
greater concerns about creating a safe environment before they are able to focus their
efforts on instruction.
4. Methods
4.1 Study design
This study is part of a larger investigation into principal labor markets in three school
districts (Horng and Loeb, 2009). The data used in this particular study is from only
one of the three school districts. This is one of the largest public school districts in the
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USA (over 300,000 students) with one of the highest minority student populations. This
study includes four main sources of data:
(1) principal surveys;
(2) teacher surveys;
(3) school climate surveys; and
(4) administrative records.
Principals are the primary unit of analysis in this study. Principal and teacher surveys
were collected in spring 2008. School climate surveys were created and administered
by the district in the previous school year. In addition, interviews with 20 central office
administrators were transcribed, and structured observations of principals guided
interpretations of the findings.
4.2 Measures
Principal survey participation was voluntary but the response rate was high (92
percent, n ¼ 319). The survey included over 200 items but only a subset of items that
focused on principal informal classroom observations were used in this particular
study (Table I). Survey items were developed based on prior research on informal
classroom observations that suggest that attention to the quality of informal
observations is important to capture (see, for example, Nelson and Sassi, 2005). In
addition, district administrators were consulted about the appropriateness of the
content and terminology used in the survey (Horng and Loeb, 2009). Validity evidence
about the survey items related to frequency and duration was obtained by shadowing a
sample of principals from this district for an entire school day and recording
information about what principals were doing using a structured observational
protocol (Horng et al., 2009).
In addition to survey items about the frequency and duration of informal classroom
observations, a continuous variable (M ¼ 1:73, SD ¼ 0:60) resulted from combining
principal responses to three items on whether principals conducted observations for an
instructional focus:
(1) “After I conduct informal classroom observations, I follow-up by sending
teachers a note or talking with them”;
(2) “Teachers value comments from my observations”; and
(3) “Teachers view informal classroom observations as opportunities for
professional development”.
The correlations between these three items are positive, high and statistically
significant.
In addition to principal surveys, information about principals from the perspective
of their teachers was gathered. Participation in the web-based teacher survey was also
voluntary but teachers completed the survey were eligible for one of five $100 gift
cards. The response rate for the teachers was 64 percent (n ¼ 15; 818). There were over
150 items on the survey, but only a few items that were similar to the items asked of
principals were used in this particular study (Table II). Teachers were also asked
whether they strongly agree with items regarding the instructional climate at their
school (Table III). These 11 dichotomous items were used to create a measure of

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency
Less than once a month
Once a week to once a month
At least once a week
Several times a week
Almost every day

1
9
40
68
180

0.33
2.95
13.11
22.82
60.40

Duration
Less than one minute
1-5 minutes
5-10 minutes
More than ten minutes

2
184
94
15

0.68
62.37
31.68
5.08

Purpose: monitor discipline
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

59
154
42
41

19.93
52.03
14.19
13.85

Purpose: visibility
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

1
17
77
202

0.34
5.72
25.93
68.01

Send follow-up note
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

16
146
100
36

5.37
48.99
33.56
12.08

Teachers value comments
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

3
36
170
87

1.02
11.56
57.82
29.59

Opportunity for professional development
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

32
114
113
37

10.81
38.51
38.18
12.50

teachers’ perceptions of the instructional climate at each school (a ¼ 0:90). One factor
was extracted using the weighted least-square parameter estimate. Eigenvalues were
greater than one for the first component and a scree plot indicated a break between
component 1 and 2. The average factor score for each school was used to create a
school-level measure of the instructional climate, and was used as the continuous
independent variable in the regression analyses. The number of teachers who
responded to the survey varied by school (M ¼ 39:94, SD ¼ 28:00). Information on
potential reasons for differential response rates by school is not available, which raises
questions about the representativeness and possible selection bias of this data. It might
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Table II.
Teacher reports of
informal classroom
observations
(n ¼ 15; 818)

Frequency

Percentage

Frequency
Less than once a month
Once a week to once a month
At least once a week
Several times a week
Almost every day

1,299
5,291
5,043
2,390
766

8.78
35.78
34.10
16.16
5.18

Duration
N/A
Less than one minute
1-5 minutes
5-10 minutes
More than ten minutes

1,355
887
5,135
4,365
3,055

9.16
5.99
34.70
29.50
20.65

Send follow-up note
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

3,460
3,492
3,492
3,460

26.16
26.40
21.28
26.16

Teachers value comments
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

857
1,345
2,936
7,982

6.53
10.25
22.38
60.84

Opportunity for professional development
Never or rarely
Sometimes
Usually
Always

1,493
1,979
3,029
6,718

11.29
14.97
22.91
50.82

be the case that only teachers with strong opinions (either positive or negative
opinions) about their schools responded to this survey. I adjusted for possible extreme
teacher responses at each school and excluded schools with few teacher responses but
found no differences in the interpretation of the results.
To describe the school context, I use information from school climate surveys
administered by the district office to a sample of parents, students, and staff members
at each school. According to district research services staff, the Cronbach’s a for each
of these surveys is high (parent survey, a ¼ 0:96; student survey, a ¼ 0:88; staff
survey, a ¼ 0:88), and the response rate was highest for the students (88 percent) and
lowest for the parents (44 percent). It is unclear to whom the surveys were distributed
at each school. For elementary schools, for example, there are responses from fourthand fifth-grade students but no responses from students in other grade levels. This
calls into question how well these survey responses represent the perceptions of the
entire school. To address this possible sample selection issue, I use information from all
three surveys (parents, students, and staff) as evidence of the consistency of
perceptions across parents, students, and staff for a given school. In addition, I
compare gender and ethnicity information of the survey respondents with

Frequencya

Percentage

My principal has the skills and knowledge to work with teachers on
instruction

6,492

42.18

My principal has time to work with teachers on instruction

3,445

22.47

Other leaders at my school (e.g. AP, department heads) have the
skills and knowledge to work with teachers on instruction

5,625

36.67

Other leaders at my school have time to work with teachers on
instruction

3,843

25.14

Teachers at my school have the skills and knowledge for effective
instruction

6,102

39.78

Teachers at my school have time to work on instructional
improvement

3,445

22.53

Teachers at my school are willing to work with one another on
instructional improvement

4,765

31.07

Teachers at my school feel free to share the instructional problems
they face in the classroom with the school leadership

4,242

27.67

Teachers at my school feel free to share the instructional problems
they face in the classroom with one another

5,827

37.97

There is a willingness of teachers at my school to implement change
in their classrooms

3,559

23.29

a

Note: Number of teachers who strongly agree

administrative data for the 2006-2007 school year and find similarities on these
characteristics from both sources of data.
Table IV provides the items used in this analysis and the average percentage of
respondents at each school who indicated that they strongly agree or disagree.
Responses from the school climate survey were used to classify schools into groups.
The a level for these 12 items is high (0.96) and the correlations between items from the
same survey (parent survey responses) are higher compared to the correlations
between the items from the different surveys (parent survey responses compared to
student survey responses). Schools in the same group are hypothesized to be similar in
terms of their observed responses to the survey items on safety. I use this
categorization to explore the hypothesis that informal classroom observations serve a
different purpose in schools with different safety concerns. Latent class analysis
(Bartholomew, 1987; Goodman, 1974; Heinen, 1996; Lazarsfeld and Henry, 1968;
Muthén, 1992, 2002) was used to classify schools into three classes based on responses
to items from the school climate survey. The latent class analysis models in this study
were run with Mplus Version 4.2 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-2007). Alternative models
to the latent class analysis were also carried out, such as imposing a continuous latent
variable instead of a categorical latent variable. However, the results from these models
did not add statistical or conceptual value to the interpretation of results compared to
the latent class analysis and are not reported here. The three-class solution (classes
labeled “less safe”, “safe”, “very safe”) was supported by administrative data with less
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Parent survey
My child’s school is safe and secure
The school and law enforcement authorities work together to keep
my child’s school free of violence
The school and law enforcement authorities work together to keep
my child’s school free of gang activity
The school and law enforcement authorities work together to keep
my child’s school free from substance abuse
Student survey
I feel safe at my school
Violence is a problem at my schoola
Gangs are a problem at my schoola
Student drug and alcohol use are a problem at my schoola

Table IV.
Means and standard
deviations of school-level
survey responses from
school climate surveys

Staff survey
I feel safe and secure
My ability to do the best possible job at this school is limited by
school violencea
My ability to do the best possible job at this school is limited by
student gang activitya
My ability to do the best possible job at this school is limited by
student substance abusea

n

Mean

SD

299

34.07

12.67

299

39.22

12.45

299

39.97

12.85

299

40.75

13.31

295
295
295
295

34.71
30.69
42.84
55.64

19.05
22.07
23.15
25.17

299

51.67

21.48

299

45.77

23.55

299

53.34

22.45

299

53.25

22.37

a

Note: Indicates the number of respondents who strongly disagreed with the statement. All other
numbers indicate the number of respondents who strongly agreed with the statement

safe schools having significantly more reports of crime and suspensions compared to
safe and very safe schools.
To provide additional information about the school context, interviews were
conducted with district administrators. All ten district administrators approached for
interviews agreed to participate. These administrators were targeted because they
represented a range of expertise within the district and provided a broad perspective
about school contexts across the entire district. These 30-minute unstructured
interviews were conducted by two project members. The interviewers were instructed
to ask each district administrator about their experiences working with principals in
their district. For example, an administrator in charge of professional development in
the district was asked about the types of professional development opportunities
available for principals; while an administrator in the personnel office was asked about
principal hiring practices. In addition to providing information about principals,
district administrators were also asked to talk about the needs and challenges of
different schools throughout the district. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.
From the transcripts, only the portion of responses pertaining to the needs and
challenges of different schools were selected to help provide information about ways to
characterize the school context.
The final source of data for this study is administrative data on school (such as
grade level, percentage of students who are eligible for free or reduced lunch) and
principal characteristics (such as years of experience) obtained from the school district
(Table V). A total of 59 percent of the schools in this study were elementary schools,

n

Mean

SD

Schools
Percentage free lunch
Percentage minority
Total enrollment
Percentage English language learners
Prior achievement

263
263
273
239
264

69.43
91.88
1,103.44
18.32
500.19

21.83
10.16
855.43
13.63
79.77

Principals
Female
Hispanic
African-American
Total years of experience as principal

304
304
304
304

0.68
0.45
0.26
4.90

3.44

19 percent were middle schools and 14 percent were high schools. The 18 schools
(7 percent) designated as K-8 centers, alternative schools, charter schools, specialized
centers or vocational centers were excluded from these analyses. This administrative
data provides a context to look for patterns of survey responses around informal
observations across schools. For example, it might be the case that there is variation in
the frequency or duration of informal classroom observations depending on whether
one looks at an elementary school or a high school.
In addition to student demographic information, the administrative databases
include school-level measures of student performance. This school-level measure is
based on student performance on a criterion referenced tests in mathematics, reading,
science, and writing, which is based on the state standard benchmarks and
norm-referenced tests in reading comprehension and mathematics problem solving.
Each school receives an overall score and a grade from A to F. I use the continuous
measure of overall student performance as a control in the regression analyses and the
categorical measure of student performance to look at differences across schools with
different performance levels. Both measures of student achievement are from the
previous school year (i.e. 2006-2007).
4.3 Procedure
Basic descriptive techniques help identify variation in the frequency, duration, and
instructional focus of informal classroom observations across schools with different
characteristics. The student demographics characteristics included in this study are:
school type (elementary, middle, or high), total enrollment, percentage of free lunch and
minority student population. For several of the characteristics (free lunch, minority,
enrollment), schools are divided into quartiles. In all cases, schools in the lowest quartile
have the lowest percent of that characteristic. For example, schools in the lowest free
lunch quartile (quartile 1) have the fewest number of students who receive free lunch,
and schools in the highest quartile (quartile 4) have the highest percent of students who
receive free lunch. The free lunch and enrollment quartiles were created separately for
elementary, middle and high schools to account for possible differences between grade
levels. Responses of principals about informal classroom observations were compared
for schools in these different quartiles. In addition to comparing schools with these
characteristics, I also compare schools with different perceptions of safety based on the
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categorizations using latent class analysis, as described earlier. After describing the
variability in the frequency, duration and purpose of informal classroom observations
across schools, I look at the relationship between the school instructional climate and
frequency, duration and instructional focus of informal classroom observations. I use
ordinary least squares regression to model the relationship between the instructional
climate of the school and informal observations, while controlling for differences in
poverty, ethnicity, and student performance. The following equation is estimated for all
principals who responded to the survey and were matched with administrative data on
school and principal characteristics (n ¼ 220):
Y ij ¼ b0j þ b1 ðFREQUENCYÞ þ Aij b2 þ Bij b3 þ 1ij :

ð1Þ

Here, the continuous measure of the instructional climate of the school (Yi) is a function
of the reported frequency with which principals conducted informal classroom
observations, characteristics of the school (A), characteristics of the principal (B), and a
normal random error term (1). Table V describes the characteristics of the schools
(percentage free lunch, percentage free lunch, school grade level, enrollment, and student
performance) and principals (gender, ethnicity, and years of experience) used in this
model. I test whether the frequency, duration or instructional focus of informal classroom
observations relate to the instructional climate after controlling for these school and
principal characteristics. These analyses provide information about the possible
relationship between informal classroom observations and the school instructional
climate. The study checked for multicollinearity by looking at the correlation matrix and
the variance inflation factors (moderate, none over 10). There are significant correlations
between some of the explanatory variables (correlation between test scores and
percentage of students receiving free lunch, rð220Þ ¼ 20:49, p , 0:01), but not high
enough to signal concern about collinearity.
5. Results
Over 80 percent of the principals report that they conducted informal classroom
observations several times a week, or almost every day, and over half of the principals
report that these observations were between one and five minutes each. Principals’
reports of the frequency and duration of conducting informal classroom observations
does not vary across schools with different characteristics. For example, 84 percent of
elementary schools, 83 percent of middle schools and 95 percent of high schools
indicated conducting informal classroom observations at least several times a week,
and 64 percent of elementary schools, 68 percent of middle schools and 58 percent of
high schools indicated that observations lasted for approximately one to five minutes.
There are no statistical or practical differences in the reported frequency or duration
across student school-level characteristics. There are no significant differences
between the reported frequency and schools with different percentages of students
receiving free lunch, x 2 ð9; n ¼ 238Þ ¼ 7:60, p ¼ 0:58, numbers of students enrolled,
x 2 ð9; n ¼ 241Þ ¼ 10:79, p ¼ 0:29, or ethnicity, x 2 ð9; n ¼ 258Þ ¼ 5:80, p ¼ 0:76. In
addition, there are no differences in terms of student performance,
x 2(12,n ¼ 258) ¼ 11.27, p ¼ 0:51, or school safety climates, x 2 ð6; n ¼ 249Þ ¼ 8:93,
p ¼ 0:18. There are similar patterns of reported duration across schools. Schools
characterized by these variables seem fairly similar in terms of principal reports of how
often and for how long they conduct informal classroom observations each week.

I triangulate the validity of principal reports of the frequency and duration of
informal classroom observations with teacher reports. Principals report conducting
informal observations more frequently compared to teacher reports, but these two
perspectives were positively correlated, rð298Þ ¼ 0:24, p , 0:01. Given the ratio of
principals to teachers, it may not be surprising that principals report conducting
informal classroom observations more than teachers report seeing principals in their
classrooms. There is also agreement in the principal and average teacher reports of the
duration of the informal classroom observations, but these perspectives are not
significantly correlated, rð295Þ ¼ 0:09, p . 0:05. In terms of discrepancies between
principal and teacher reports of the goals or intentions of informal classroom
observations, there are no practical differences between the principal and average
teacher reports. For example, when asked about the duration of these observations, the
mean response from principals was 2.41 (SD ¼ 0:60) and the mean response from
teachers was 2.50 (SD ¼ 0:35), which suggests similarities between principal and
teacher reports.
There is no significant correlation between the frequency, rð294Þ ¼ 0:02, p . 0:05,
or duration of informal classroom observations, rð291Þ ¼ 0:02, p . 0:05, and the
instructional climate of the school. In addition, principal reports of the frequency and
duration of informal classroom observations are not significant predictors of the
instructional climate after controlling for school principal and school characteristics
(Table VI). Each variable accounts for less than 1 percent of the variance. School prior
achievement helps explain almost 40 percent of the variation.
Although the frequency and duration of informal classroom observations are not
related to the instructional climate of the school, how principals spend their time in
classrooms might vary. Here is an example from principals at two schools (School 1
and School 2). In their survey responses, both principals indicated that they conducted
informal classroom observations almost every day and for one to five minutes. Both
schools report similar student demographics (almost 100 percent minority and 70
percent receiving free lunch) but different levels of perceived safety. School 1 is
classified as “less safe” compared to School 2. The principal at School 1 indicated a
lower level of conducting informal observations with an instructional focus compared
to the second principal.
School 1 was named as one of five schools facing closure due to consistently low
student test performance on reading, math, science, and writing state assessments.
This school received Ds or Fs for the past ten years and faced a similar threat of closure
in 2005 when the Board of Education mandated closure of schools that were “repeat-F
schools”. The principal visited a classroom once at the beginning of the school day. The
Variable

B

SE B

b

Frequency
Duration
Instructional focus
R2
F

0.02

0.01

0.08

Note: *p , 0:01

0.39
12.03

B

SE B

b

0.02

0.02

0.05

0.39
11.82

B

SE B

b

0.07 *
0.42
13.75

0.02

0.20

Informal
classroom
observations
351

Table VI.
Summary of simple
regression analysis for
variables predicting
instructional climate
(n ¼ 220)

JEA
48,3

352

intent of the principal’s visit was not to observe classroom instruction but rather to
monitor student discipline and maintain an orderly and safe school environment. The
principal walked a student back to the classroom and alerted the teacher that she found
the student wandering around the hallway. The principal stayed in the same classroom
for less than five minutes and focused on the tardiness of the student without a hallway
pass.
The principal at School 2 spent approximately the same amount of time in the
classroom as the principal at School 1. For less than five minutes, the principal at
School 2 stood quietly in the back of the classroom. At the end of approximately three
minutes, the principal wrote a note on the back of a piece of paper. Later she explained
that she noticed that the teacher in that particular class asked for volunteers to provide
answers and explanations but only called on students with their hands raised. The
principal went on to say that this is not necessarily an unproductive technique but
noted that in every time she visited this classroom, the same group of students
volunteered. The principal thought that she should raise the issue with the teacher,
starting a conversation about why the teacher did not call on students who do not
volunteer and about ways of trying to encourage other students to participate. The
principal said that she was going to write a note to the teacher or mention it to the
teacher in person. In an interview with the principal at the end of the school day, the
principal indicated that at her school, “curriculum drives the school”, and that “once the
safety of the building is under control and it has healthy conditions, the next thing is
what’s going on in that classroom, and as an assistant principal, I’ve focused on it; as a
teacher I was very into what I was teaching and I just want to make sure that we’re
moving in the right direction” (Interview, April 15, 2008).
These two scenarios demonstrate that regardless of school-level student
demographics, principals visit classrooms. The different nature of the classroom
visits for School 1’s principal compared to School 2’s principal suggest that simply
encouraging principals to visit classrooms will not automatically generate discussion
around instructional practice. Classroom observations have the potential to motivate
discussion between teachers and principals about specific instructional incidents, but
how these observations are implemented and utilized varies greatly.
There is support for differences in the goals of informal classroom observations
(Table I). Almost 70 percent of principals report that visibility is one of the primary
reasons for conducting informal observations. Fewer principals report conducting
informal observations for instructional purposes. However, similar to the frequency
and duration of these observations, there is no variability in terms of schools with
different levels of students receiving free lunch, student enrollment, minority students,
student performance, or safety climates. For example, in schools that were categorized
as being less safe, 49 percent of the principals indicated that they usually or always
send a follow-up note, compared to 54 percent in safe schools and 47 percent in very
safe schools, x 2 ð6; n ¼ 249Þ ¼ 5:27, p ¼ 0:51. Schools considered to be less safe have
greater reports of principals always using these observations to monitor student
discipline (19 percent) compared to schools that were considered very safe (9 percent),
but these differences were not statistically significant, x 2 ð6; n ¼ 249Þ ¼ 3:85, p ¼ 0:70.
Almost 20 percent of principals in schools that were categorized as “less safe” indicate
that they “always” visit classrooms to monitor discipline compared to only 9 percent of

principals of “very safe” schools. Although there seems to be some practical difference
in these responses, there is no statistical difference, x 2 ð6; n ¼ 248Þ ¼ 9:43, p ¼ 0:15.
There are differences, although not significant, in terms of the purpose of informal
classroom observations. School demographic characteristics, such as percentage of
minority students or percentage of students receiving free lunch, were not related to the
different goals or purposes of informal classroom observations. However, principals
who reported that they conducted informal classroom observations with an
instructional focus predict teachers’ perceptions of the instructional climate, after
controlling for school and principal characteristics (Table VI). If only school
characteristics are included in the model, the percentage of students receiving free or
reduced lunch and the prior year student performance are significant predictors of the
instructional climate. The size of the school, grade level, or student minority population
is not related to the school instructional climate. If only principal characteristics are
included in the model, principal’s total years of experience (b ¼ 0:02, tð214Þ ¼ 4:12,
p , 0:01) and ethnicity were significant predictors of the school instructional climate
(R 2 ¼ 0:19). However, when considering both school characteristics and principal
characteristics, the only variable that is predictive of the instructional climate is school
prior achievement.
The frequency and duration of informal classroom observations do not vary by
school characteristics or measures of safety and are not related to teachers’ perceptions
of the instructional climate. However, teachers’ perceptions of the instructional climate
relates to whether principals reported conducting informal classroom observations
with an instructional purpose. This suggests that the implementation of observations
and not simply the frequency or duration of informal observations is an important
consideration for utilizing these opportunities to improve instruction.
6. Discussion and conclusions
A concern often raised by prior research is that instructional leadership is difficult to
measure or observe and that there is no clear conception in the field about what
instructional leadership is or how to measure it (e.g. Hallinger and Murphy, 1985;
Murphy, 1988). Behaviors that are easily observed, such as balancing the budget, are
comparatively easier to measure, while other behaviors, such as building relationships
with teachers, are more difficult to quantify. Despite concerns about defining and
measuring instructional leadership, principals are called upon to be the instructional
leaders of their schools (DeBevoise, 1984; Gersten et al., 1982; Leithwood et al., 2006;
National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2008; Smith and Andrews, 1989).
The purpose of this study was to learn more about the role of the principal as an
instructional leader by focusing on a particular behavior associated with instructional
leadership, i.e. informal classroom observations. It is easy to encourage principals to
perform such observations but these observations are time-consuming and have an
unclear impact on student outcomes and instructional opportunities. This study
addresses concerns about encouraging principals to be in classrooms and raises issues
about possible trade-offs or unintended consequences of these behaviors. Although
principals must understand the needs of their teachers and students, they might gather
this information from a variety of sources and facilitate the improvement of instructional
opportunities through a variety of methods. The results can be summarized into three
main findings:
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(1) there is no evidence of systematic variation in the frequency or duration of
informal classroom observations across schools with different student
demographics, student achievement or grade levels;
(2) the frequency and duration of informal classroom observations do not relate to
teachers’ perceptions of the school’s instructional climate; and
(3) conducting informal classroom observations with a focus on instruction is
positively related to teachers’ perceptions of the school’s instructional climate.
Together these findings paint a nuanced picture of the variability in the use of informal
classroom observations. On the surface, supervising instruction appears to be used
fairly uniformly across schools. Principals report that they conducted informal
classroom observations fairly frequently in this district, which might be somewhat
surprising given that there are no district polices mandating such observations, and
that the district does not provide any sort of professional development or support for
principals related to this particular task. In spite of this lack of support, there is little
variation in the frequency and duration of informal classroom observations across
different schools in this district in terms of student demographics or student
achievement.
Additionally, the frequency and duration of informal observations are not related to
teacher perceptions of the instructional climate. However, if principals follow up by
sending teachers a note about what they observed this relates to teacher perceptions of
the instructional climate. Simply conducting informal observations without any sort of
instructional intention is insufficient to influence the school’s instructional climate.
The positive relationship does not allow for conclusions about causality. It is
unclear whether the positive instructional climate leads to the use of informal
classroom observations for an instructional purpose, or whether greater use of these
observations for instructional purposes leads to more a more positive instructional
climate. Instead, this correlation suggests a relationship between the instructional
focus of informal classroom observations and the instructional climate, but does not
imply any directionality of the relationship.
For a variety of reasons, the potential of informal classroom observations to provide
information to improve instructional practice is not often realized. Principals need
experience and support in using the information gathered from informal classroom
observations. To maximize the influence of informal classroom observations, we need a
better understanding of how principals use information gathered through informal
classroom observations to make decisions about instruction. This requires information
about how principals synthesize information from a variety of sources, including
informal classroom observations, student performance and talking with students,
parents, and teachers.
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