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Abstract

Background: This report continues in the lineage of reviews of research 
in educational leadership and management by examining methodological ap-
proaches used by doctoral researchers in studying principal instructional 
leadership. Research Design: The article reviews the full set of 130 doc-
toral dissertations completed over the past three decades that used the 
Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS). The report ana-
lyzes trends in the research foci, conceptual models, research designs, and 
statistical methods employed in these studies. Findings: The study finds 
that interest in instructional leadership among scholars and practitioners 
remained strong throughout the period of the review, the PIMRS has proven 
a reliable and valid data collection tool, and the use of research methodology has 
improved in several specific areas. Nonetheless, the results also suggest that 
the conceptual frameworks and methodologies used by these doctoral students 
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were, on the whole, inadequate for the task of contributing to either the 
theoretical or the practical knowledge base in this field. This impression of 
weak knowledge accumulation was further reinforced by a citation analy-
sis that found limited citations of the dissertations by other researchers in 
the field at large or by the dissertation authors themselves. These conclu-
sions applied equally to EdD and PhD dissertations, regardless of the level 
of research university from which they were produced. Conclusions: The 
review adds empirical evidence of trends in research quality gathered over 
a 30-year period to the renewed debate over the purpose and direction of 
the doctoral dissertation in this professional field.

Keywords

educational administration, instructional leadership, principalship, research 
methods

This report continues in the lineage of published reviews of research that have 
focused on mapping methodological progress in educational leadership and 
management. Reviews conducted in the 1960s (Erickson, 1967; Lipham, 1964), 
1970s (Haller, 1979), 1980s (Bridges, 1982; Murphy, Hallinger, & Mitman, 
1983; Rowan, Bossert, & Dwyer, 1983), and 1990s (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a, 
1996b; Heck & Hallinger, 1999) analyzed methodological trends and chal-
lenges in their respective eras. These reviews have played a critical role in 
raising standards in empirical research in educational leadership and manage-
ment over the past five decades.

Evidence of progress in this field of inquiry has been evident in the evolu-
tion of empirical research on instructional leadership. In 1967, Bridges lamented 
the lack of systematic theorizing and empirical inquiry into the practice of 
instructional leadership. Fifteen years later, Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, and Lee 
(1982) signaled the emergence of instructional leadership as a research-based 
construct, highlighting its potential for contributing to our understanding of 
how leadership affects student learning. By the mid-1990s, Hallinger and Heck 
(1996a, 1996b) observed that instructional leadership had become the most 
prevalent perspective adopted by researchers engaged in the study of school 
leadership effects. At the turn of the millennium, instructional leadership  
metamorphosed from a largely North American perspective into a construct 
with international currency as policy makers across the globe evinced a 
mounting desire to understand and strengthen “leadership for learning” 
(Gewertz, 2003; Hallinger, 2003; Hunter Foundation, 2005; MacBeath & 
Cheng, 2008; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 2007; Southworth, 2002; 
Stricherz, 2001). Finally, recent positive findings from research syntheses 
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and meta-analyses have further enhanced the prominence of instructional 
leadership in school leadership research (e.g., Leithwood, Day, Sammons, 
Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008; Waters, Marzano, 
& McNulty, 2003).

Given these convergent trends in policy and research, we suggest the time-
liness for a review that examines the methodological approaches scholars have 
been using to study instructional leadership. More specifically, in this review 
we analyze a data set of 130 doctoral studies that employed the Principal Ins
tructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS; Hallinger, 1982, 1990), the 
most widely used instrument in school leadership research over the past 30 years 
(Hallinger, 2008; Hallinger & Heck, 1996a). The analysis of a large number 
of studies employing a common instrument over a substantial period of time 
offers a unique opportunity to investigate methodological trends in empirical 
research on educational leadership. Doctoral studies represent the largest body 
of research in educational leadership and management. A review that maps 
the methodological features of a substantial body of empirical studies on a key 
topic has the potential to redirect future research in more productive directions.

In this report, we train a methodological lens on this database of PIMRS stud-
ies to address two goals. The primary goal is to map trends in the conceptual 
models and quantitative methodologies employed by researchers in the study of 
instructional leadership over the past 30 years. This effort will highlight improve-
ments in the models and methods applied to the study of instructional leadership 
and yield recommendations for methodological improvements in educational 
leadership.

The second goal of this review focuses more specifically on understanding 
the nature of methodologies used by doctoral students in educational leader-
ship and management. The database under review consists of studies conducted 
by doctoral students in more than 85 American universities during the past 
three decades. The field is currently in a period of ferment during which schol-
ars have been rethinking the purposes and nature of doctoral training in edu-
cational leadership and management (e.g., Agusto, 2009; Archbald, 2008; 
Hallinger & Bridges, 2007; Murphy, 2006; Murphy & Vriesenga, 2005, 
2006). The analyses that compose the body of this study will provide empiri-
cal data that can inform current debates over the direction of doctoral research 
training in educational leadership and management.

Instructional Leadership as a Domain of 
Educational Leadership and Management
In this section we review the evolution of empirical research that has focused 
on the construct of instructional leadership. Given the methodological focus 
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of this report, we highlight trends in the conduct of empirical research rather 
than specific research findings. Moreover, because the review is centered on 
studies that employed the PIMRS, we provide an explication of its underly-
ing conceptual framework and the scale’s properties.

Evolution of Instructional Leadership  
as a Construct in Research
Among the global trends in educational leadership and management that 
emerged over the past 30 years, few have been more significant, widespread, 
or persistent than the focus on understanding linkages between school leader-
ship and learning (Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 2003; Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger 
& Heck, 1996a; Leithwood, Anderson, Mascall, & Strauss, 2010; MacBeath 
& Cheng, 2008; Murphy et al., 2007; Robinson et al., 2008; Southworth, 2002; 
Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Early interest in this issue can be traced 
back to the conceptual efforts of Bridges (1967) and the empirical research 
of Gross and Herriot (1965) in the United States. However, as suggested 
earlier, it was not until the 1980s that scholars began to explore this relation-
ship in a more programmatic and sustained fashion (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; 
Hallinger & Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1990). It was 
during this era when findings from research on school effectiveness and school 
improvement emerged to reinforce a strongly held belief among policy mak-
ers and practitioners that principal leadership “makes a difference” in school 
performance (Edmonds, 1979). More specifically, these bodies of research 
identified principal instructional leadership as a key factor in instructionally 
effective schools (Bossert et al., 1982; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).

Yet scholars who critiqued this literature also noted limitations in empiri-
cal investigations of the principal’s role as an instructional leader (Bossert 
et al., 1982; Cuban, 1984; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Murphy et al., 
1983; Rowan et al., 1983). These included,

•	 Lack of clearly explicated conceptual frameworks for studying rel-
evant constructs

•	 Lack of valid and reliable instrumentation for studying the role
•	 Lack of theoretical models that articulated how this role influenced 

student learning
•	 Reliance on weak research designs, ill equipped to test for causal effects

These were cause for concern in light of burgeoning attempts to embed emerg-
ing research findings into government policies and principal training curricula 
(Barth, 1986; Cuban, 1984).
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This research-based focus on instructional leadership subsequently led to 
the development of new conceptual frameworks and instruments (e.g., Bamburg 
& Andrews, 1990; Hallinger, 1982; van de Grift, 1990; Villanova, Gauthier, 
Proctor, & Shoemaker, 1981). Over the ensuing decades scholars used these 
research tools to generate a substantial body of empirical studies of instruc-
tional leadership. This research has been the subject of analytical reviews con-
ducted by scholars in North America (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a, 1996b; 
Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood et al., 2010; Waters et al., 2003), Europe 
(Bell et al., 2003; Southworth, 2002; Witziers et al., 2003), and Australia and 
New Zealand (Mulford & Silins, 2003; Robinson et al., 2008). Yet with but 
one exception (Hallinger & Heck, 1996b), these reviews have tended to focus 
on synthesizing research findings rather than analyzing methodological app
roaches in this literature.

In the 1980s when instructional leadership emerged as a new construct, 
some scholars questioned both its relevance and viability as a guiding meta-
phor for school leadership (Barth, 1986; Cuban, 1984). Thirty years later, 
“instructional leadership” and “leadership for learning” are widely accepted by 
policy makers and practitioners as essential elements of management practice 
in schools. Indeed, recent reviews of research largely confirm early asser-
tions concerning the relationship between instructional leadership and stu-
dent learning (see Leithwood et al., 2010; Robinson et al., 2008; Waters  
et al., 2003). Thus, contrary to early predictions, instructional leadership has 
demonstrated impressive staying power as a core concept guiding both prac-
tice in the field of educational leadership and management.1

Instructional Leadership Framework
Thirty years ago, in their seminal review of the literature, Bossert and col-
leagues (1982) defined the construct of instructional management. They sel
ected the term instructional management because they inferred that this role 
of the principal revolved around managerial functions concerned with the 
coordination and control of curriculum and instruction. Their instructional 
management framework became an influential model that, to this day, contin-
ues to guide researchers in this field.

Although Bossert and his colleagues coined the term instructional man-
agement, over time instructional leadership came to be accepted as the term 
commonly used by scholars and practitioners. In our view, the formal distinc-
tion between these conceptual terms lies in the sources of power and means 
proposed to achieve results. Instructional leadership became the preferred 
term because of the recognition that principals who operate from this frame 
of reference rely more on expertise and influence than on formal authority 
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and power to achieve a positive and lasting impact on staff motivation and 
behavior and student learning.

The PIMRS (Hallinger, 1982, 1990) is grounded in a conceptual framework 
that proposes three dimensions in this role: Defining the School’s Mission, 
Managing the Instructional Program, and Promoting a Positive School Learning 
Climate (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; see Figure 1). These dimensions are 
delineated into 10 instructional leadership functions. Two functions, Framing 
the School’s Goals and Communicating the School’s Goals, compose the 
Defining the School’s Mission dimension. These functions concern the prin-
cipal’s role in working with staff to ensure that the school has a clear mission 
and that the mission is focused on academic progress of its students. Although 
this dimension does not assume that the principal defines the school’s mis-
sion alone, it does propose that the principal is responsible for ensuring that 
such a mission exists and for communicating it widely to staff. This dimen-
sion is the starting point for creating a learner-centered school.

The second dimension is Managing the Instructional Program. This incor
porates three leadership functions: Supervising and Evaluating Instruction, 

Figure 1. Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) conceptual 
framework
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Coordinating the Curriculum, Monitoring Student Progress. This dimension 
focuses on the role of the principal in “managing the technical core” of the 
school. In larger schools, it is especially clear that the principal is not the only 
person involved in monitoring and developing the school’s instructional pro-
gram. Yet this framework assumes that coordination and control of the academic 
program of the school are key leadership responsibilities of the principal.

The third dimension, Promoting a Positive School Learning Climate, includes 
several functions: Protecting Instructional Time, Promoting Professional Deve
lopment, Maintaining High Visibility, Providing Incentives for Teachers, and 
Providing Incentives for Learning. This dimension is broader in scope and 
intent than the second dimension and overlaps with dimensions incorporated 
into transformational leadership frameworks (Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood et al., 
2006). It conforms to the notion that successful schools create an “academic 
press” through the development of high standards and expectations and a cul-
ture that fosters and rewards continuous learning and improvement.

The PIMRS Instrument
The original form of the PIMRS (Hallinger, 1982) contained 11 subscales and 
72 “behaviorally anchored” items (see Hallinger, 1982, and Latham & Wexley, 
1981, for discussions of behaviorally anchored rating scales and their devel-
opment). Subsequent revision of the instrument reduced the instrument to 10 
subscales and 50 items (Hallinger, 1990). For each item, the rater assesses 
the frequency with which the principal enacts a behavior or practice associ-
ated with that particular instructional leadership function. Each item is rated 
on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always; see 
Figure 2). The instrument is scored by calculating the mean for the items that 
compose each subscale. This results in a profile that yields data on percep-
tions of principal performance on each of the 10 instructional leadership 
functions.

Three parallel forms of the instrument have been developed and tested: a 
self-assessment form to be completed by the principal, a teacher form, and a 
supervisor form. The items that compose each form are identical; only the stems 
change to reflect the differing perspectives of the role groups. Early studies 
found significant differences in perceptions across role groups (Hallinger & 
Murphy, 1985; Krug, 1986; O’Day, 1984). Validation studies in the United 
States indicate that the PIMRS form that solicits teachers’ perceptions pro-
vides the most valid data of the three forms.

The original validation study found that the PIMRS met high standards of 
reliability (Hallinger, 1983). All 10 subscales exceeded .80 using Cronbach’s 
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test of internal consistency. Subsequent studies have generally substituted 
Ebel’s (1951) test for calculating interrater reliability for Cronbach’s for-
mula. This test provides a more accurate test of reliability for ratings aggre-
gated from a set of schools where respondents within schools (e.g., teachers) 
are rating a feature of the school (i.e., the principal). These studies have sup-
ported the original validation study in its conclusion that the scale provides 
reliable data on instructional leadership (e.g., Dunn, 2010; Fulton, 2009; 
Hallinger, Taraseina, & Miller, 1994; Harris, 2002; Howe, 1995; Jones, 1987; 
Leitner, 1994; Mercer, 2004; Moore, 2003; O’Day, 1984). Studies have fur-
ther tested the PIMRS for face validity, content validity, and discriminant 
validity. Initially, the instrument was judged to be a valid measurement tool 
for use at the elementary school level. Subsequent studies referred to in this 
article expanded on the instrument’s validation (e.g., Hallinger et al., 1994; 
Howe, 1995; Jones, 1987; Leitner, 1994; O’Day, 1984).

It is not the purpose of this report to systematically assess the PIMRS as a 
tool for research. Given the purposes of this review, it suffices to conclude 
that the instrument appears to have provided a reliable and valid means of 
assessing the instructional leadership of school principals. Given earlier cited 
critiques that highlighted the lack of reliable instrumentation, this finding 
lays a necessary foundation for our subsequent analyses.

Method of the Review
Following in the tradition of other published reviews of research, this effort 
used critical synthesis (Dixon-Woods, Agarwal, Jones, Young, & Sutton, 2005; 
Wallace & Poulson, 2003) to describe and analyze patterns in the methodologi-
cal characteristics of the PIMRS studies. Our approach entails a quantitative 
synthesis of study characteristics aimed at revealing trends in the conduct of 
research across a particular set of studies over time.

We then subject the results of this synthesis of methodological character-
istics to further critical and quantitative analysis. The Mantel–Haenszel test, 
a form of chi-square analysis of differences between variables, was used to 
illuminate factors that could offer insights into the identified trends.

The Sample
The author searched Dissertation Abstracts for studies that used the PIMRS 
using a variety of keywords: instructional leadership, PIMRS, principal lead-
ership, instructional management, Hallinger. The author obtained access to 
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an additional seven dissertations that did not show up in the search from authors 
via a search on Google Scholar. Some had been completed in foreign coun-
tries or at North American universities that did not provide dissertations to 
UMI. The full data set totaled 130 studies conducted at 85 universities and 
completed between 1983 and April 2010.2 These include 92 EdD and 38 PhD 
dissertations.3

The data in Table 1 indicate consistent and sustained levels of interest in 
the study of instructional leadership throughout the past three decades. This 
is rather remarkable given the fads and fashions that characterized leadership 
inquiry over this extended period of time. We further observe that interest in 
this construct has been centered in the United States, with 120 of the studies 
conducted in American universities. Altogether, however, PIMRS studies were 
conducted in 11 different countries (not tabled). These include the United 
States (120), Malaysia (6), Thailand (3), the Philippines (3), Canada (2), 
Taiwan (2), Cameroon (1), Hong Kong (1), the United Kingdom (1), India (1), 
and Guam (1).4 This possibly underreports the actual number of countries since 
doctoral studies conducted in foreign countries often do not find their way 
into the UMI Dissertation Abstracts.

Analysis of the Studies
Most of the dissertations were downloaded in PDF format for analysis. In cases 
where the full dissertation file was not available, data were gleaned from the 
abstract. A team of researchers worked intermittently over a period of several 
years to read, extract, and collate relevant data from the 130 studies. An initial 
set of categories was generated to guide the extraction of information from the 

Table 1. Trend of Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale Studies by 
Institutional Level of Focal Administrator 1983–2010

Number of studies by period

Institutional unit 1983–1991 1991–2000 2001–2010 Total

School district   2   0   1     3
Multiple levels   5   6   6   17
Elementary school 24 18 18   60
Middle school   2   5   7   14
High school 10 10 15   35
Other   0   1   0     1
Total 43 40 47 130
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studies (e.g., sample size, roles sampled, research design, statistical methods). 
The relevant data were compiled into a master table that displayed the char-
acteristics of each of the individual studies. Data from this table were then 
employed for the subsequent analyses of methodological trends across the 
studies, within groups of studies (e.g., EdD vs. PhD.), and over time. Because 
of the need for minor iterative revisions to the composition and definition of 
categories, the author and a research assistant conducted a final recheck of 
the relevant information included in the master data table prior to conducting 
the analyses for this report.

We wish to reemphasize that our approach to analyzing methodological 
progress in the field was designed to build explicitly on the methods and find-
ings of prior reviews of research. This was reflected in our selection of data 
categories, which incorporated persisting issues of concern identified in prior 
methodological reviews (Bridges, 1982; Haller, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 
1996b; Rowan et al., 1983). For example, we followed a “template” employed 
in Bridges’s (1982) review for the definition of research design and data anal-
ysis categories. Similarly, the criteria used to categorize the underlying con-
ceptual models of the studies were adapted from prior reviews conducted by 
Pitner (1988) and Hallinger and Heck (1996a).

The selection of comparable categories for analysis enabled us to explic-
itly link the findings of this review to trends reported in reviews conducted at 
earlier points in time. This approach magnified the power of our lens to illu-
minate changing patterns of methodological practice over time. More specifi-
cally, we were able to extend the duration of our trend analysis for several of 
the key variables from the 28-year period of the studies encompassed in the 
PIMRS database to 50 years by linking our findings to those reported in reviews 
conducted by Bridges (1982), Erickson (1967), and Haller (1979).

Finally, we note that our synthesis of trends in methodology was followed 
by a second stage of quantitative analysis. This was designed to compare dif-
ferences in the trends over time and sought to shed light on possible explana-
tions for patterns in the data.

Limitations of the Study
A key limitation of this report lies in its exclusive focus on doctoral disserta-
tions. Reviewers have taken varied approaches toward the identification of 
studies for inclusion in literature reviews (Wallace & Poulson, 2003). Some 
choose to review both unpublished doctoral dissertations and studies pub-
lished in refereed journals (e.g., Bridges, 1982; Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; 
Robinson et al., 2008). Others focus exclusively on dissertations (Agusto, 2009; 
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Haller, 1979) or published studies (Hallinger & Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood 
et al., 2006). Each approach has trade-offs.

Doctoral dissertations do not represent the gold standard in the conduct of 
empirical research, and findings based solely on doctoral studies may not be 
generalized to the published literature. An online search using Google Scholar 
found that only six of the dissertations resulted in journal publications 
(Hallinger et al., 1994; Hallinger & Murphy, 1983; Leitner, 1994; Nogay & 
Beebe, 1997; O’Donnell & White, 2005; Sheppard, 1996). This suggests that 
one might expect a greater degree of variation in quality within this data set than 
in a sample composed wholly of journal articles (e.g., Robinson et al., 2008) 
or journal articles plus dissertations (e.g., Bridges, 1982; Erickson, 1967; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996a).

Nonetheless, scholars have long observed that the majority of research in 
educational leadership and management is carried out by doctoral students 
(Agusto, 2009; Archbald, 2008; Bridges, 1982; Haller, 1979; Hoffer et al., 2005). 
Moreover, in the case of this study, the large size of this data set of studies 
based on a common instrument represents a compensating strength. Focusing 
solely on dissertations also enables a clearer identification of methodological 
patterns in graduate student research, as demonstrated in Emil Haller’s (1979) 
exemplary analysis of doctoral research methods 30 years ago.

Another limitation of this review concerns the exclusive focus on studies 
that used the PIMRS instrument. This skewed the sample toward quantitative 
studies of instructional leadership and introduced a bias toward research that 
employed a North American conception of instructional leadership. It is 
noted, for example, that scholars in the United Kingdom and parts of Europe 
have in recent years tended to use the term leadership for learning rather than 
instructional leadership (MacBeath & Cheng, 2008). Although these constructs 
may be considered first cousins, our conclusions do reflect an American per-
spective on this role in school leadership. Similarly, since most of the dis-
sertations were conducted in the United States, our conclusions about the 
conduct of doctoral research in educational leadership and management are 
also delimited in this respect.

How Is Instructional Leadership  
Studied With the PIMRS?
This section is organized around several key questions that featured in several 
prior methodological reviews of the educational leadership and management 
literature (i.e., Bridges, 1982; Erickson, 1967; Haller, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 
1996b). They include,
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•	 Who do scholars study when using the PIMRS instrument?
•	 What conceptual models guide PIMRS studies of instructional 

leadership?
•	 What research designs and statistical methods are used in the PIMRS 

studies?
•	 What research foci predominate in doctoral studies of instructional 

leadership when using the PIMRS?

Who Is Studied?
A continuing question of interest concerns the role groups that scholars choose 
to study in the field of educational leadership and management. Earlier reviews 
consistently reported a preference among scholars for studying school admi
nistrators at the elementary school level (Bossert et al., 1982; Bridges, 1982; 
Erickson, 1967; Hallinger & Heck, 1996a). Although not achieving the criti-
cal mass of a majority of the PIMRS studies, the data in Table 1 do indicate 
a continuing preference for studying principals at the elementary school level 
(45% of the total studies). When the data were sorted by both year of the study 
and level of the school, we found that the level of interest in studying instruc-
tional leadership at different institutional levels remained largely changed 
over the past 30 years. When linked with findings reported by Bridges (1982) 
and Erickson (1967), this trend extends out over a 50-year period. This find-
ing is especially relevant given a need to better understand how instructional 
leadership is enacted in secondary schools, which tend to be larger and more 
complex than elementary schools.

Conceptual Models
For the purposes of this review, we adopted a conceptual framework previ-
ously used by Pitner (1988) as well as by Hallinger and Heck (1996a, 1996b) 
in their reviews of the school leadership literature. This framework classifies 
studies into four basic models and associated variants: antecedent effects, direct 
effects, mediated effects, reciprocal effects (see Figure 3). These models describe 
the study’s conceptualization, whether implicit or explicit, of the relationship 
between instructional leadership and other relevant variables.5

Researchers who employed Model A, an antecedent-effects model, exp
lored the effects of personal or organizational variables on the exercise of ins
tructional leadership. If a study examined the relationship between demographic 
(e.g., age, experience, gender) or other personal characteristics (e.g., self-efficacy, 
years of teaching experience, knowledge of instruction) of the principal and 
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perceptions of instructional leadership, it was classified as Model A-1. Studies 
that explored the relationship of school context factors (e.g., school level, 
school size, urban/rural, socioeconomic status level) to the principal’s instruc-
tional leadership were classified A-2.6

Role set studies (Merton, 1957) were included in the A-2 category. Role 
set studies compare the perceptions of the principal’s instructional leadership 
through the eyes of two or more groups of respondents holding different for-
mal roles in the organization (e.g., principals, teacher, supervisors). Studies 
that incorporated a combination of both personal and context variables as 
independent variables studied in relation to instructional leadership were clas-
sified A-3. As displayed in Table 2, researchers used antecedent-effects mod-
els in almost 50% of the studies.

Direct-effects studies (see Model B in Figure 3) frame instructional lead-
ership as an independent variable and explore its relationship to one or more 
dependent variables. This is usually a measure of a school-level condition (e.g., 
school climate, school mission, teacher collective efficacy, teacher satisfaction) 
or a school outcome (e.g., student achievement, school effectiveness). When 

Model D:
Reciprocal Effects of Instructional Leadership

Instructional Leadership
School-Level Outcomes

or Conditions
Mediating School-Level

Variables

Instructional Leadership
School-Level Outcomes

or Conditions
Mediating  School-Level

Variables

Model C:
Mediated Effects of Instructional Leadership

Instructional Leadership School-Level Factors

Model B:
Direct Effects of Instructional Leadership 

Model A:
Antecedent Effects on Instructional Leadership

Instructional Leadership
Antecedent Variables

(Principal Characteristics
and/or School Context Factors)

Figure 3. Conceptual frameworks for studying principal leadership
Adapted from Pitner (1988, pp. 105-108).
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antecedent variables were also included as controls, the studies were classi-
fied as B-1. When antecedent variables were not included in the model, the 
studies were classified as B-2. A total of 46, or about 36%, of the studies were 
classified as Model B: 26 as B-1 and 20 as Model B-2.

The next category, Model C, consists of mediated-effects studies. In this 
model, the researcher seeks to understand the avenues or paths through which 
instructional leadership influences distal dependent variables such as student 
achievement, teacher satisfaction, or school effectiveness (Bossert et al., 1982; 

Table 2. Summary of Theoretical Models Used to Study Instructional Leadership

Model Description of conceptual model Number of studies Total

A-1 Antecedent effects of principal 
demographics on instructional 
leadership

19 65

A-2 Antecedent effects of school context 
variables on instructional leadership

33  

A-3 Antecedent effects of demographics and 
context on instructional leadership

13  

B-1 Direct effects of instructional leadership 
on school variables or outcomes with 
antecedent variables included in the 
model

26 46

B-2 Direct effects of instructional leadership 
on school variables or outcomes 
without antecedent variables included 
in the model

20  

C-1 Multivariate effects of instructional 
leadership on school variables and 
outcomes with antecedent variables 
included in the model

  9 12

C-2 Multivariate effects of instructional 
leadership on school variables and 
outcomes without antecedent 
variables included in the model

  3  

D Reciprocal effects of instructional 
leadership on school variables and/or 
outcomes

  0   0

NA Not applicable; used another design such 
as case study or profile of principals

  9   9

Note that the total is higher than the sample of studies because of numerous studies using 
more than one model to address multiple research questions. Some studies could not be 
categorized by this coding scheme.
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Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; Pitner, 1988). Model C suggests that the effects of 
leadership are mediated by other conditions in the school (e.g., school culture 
or climate, mission, structure, teacher involvement in decision making, team 
alignment) and has been recommended as a preferred approach to studying 
leadership effects (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a, 1996b). Relatively few (12) stud-
ies employed Model C as a framework for analysis; 9 included antecedents 
(Model C-1) and 3 did not (Model C-2).

Model D portrays a reciprocal-effects model of leadership effects. When 
employing this approach, the researcher seeks to understand the mutual influ-
ence of leadership and related conditions in the school. This is a methodologi-
cally challenging approach to the study of leadership effects, and the incidence 
of published studies that have employed a reciprocal-effects model, either 
inside or outside of education, is very low (Hallinger & Heck, 1996b; Heck 
& Hallinger, 2009). Therefore, it was not surprising to find that none of the 
studies employed Model D.

This analysis suggests that doctoral researchers have continued to rely heav-
ily on relatively weak two-factor conceptual models, a trend that has been con-
sistently critiqued in prior reviews (e.g., Bridges, 1982; Haller, 1979; Hallinger 
& Heck, 1996b). We wondered, however, given the extended length of the 
current period under review, if there might have been changes in the pattern 
of use among these conceptual models over time. Table 3 shows the frequency 
of use of the conceptual models across three 9-year periods.

We wish to highlight two trends in the data. First, the use of Models A and B 
was consistently strong throughout the 28-year period of the review, thereby 
continuing a pattern noted in other reviews going back to the 1960s (Bridges, 
1982; Erickson, 1967; Haller, 1979). Unfortunately, doctoral researchers 
employing Model A have tended to do so in a largely atheoretical fashion. For 
example, with few exceptions (e.g., Cunningham, 2004), Model A-1 studies 
that examined the relationship between principal gender and instructional lead-
ership did so without testing a theoretical explanation for why gender differ-
ences would affect leadership. Therefore, after three decades and 35 PIMRS 

Table 3. Distribution of Model Frequency of Use Over Time

Period Model A Model B Model C Model D

1983–1991 22 17   2 0
1992–2000 18 13   2 0
2001–2010 24 16   8 0
Raw total 65 46 12 0
% total 50 36   9 0
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studies of principal gender, we know that female principals consistently receive 
higher ratings on the PIMRS than males but are no closer to a theoretically 
grounded explanation for why this should be the case.

Second, mediated-effects frameworks (Model C) have been recommended 
by reviewers for more than 30 years (Bossert et al., 1982; Bridges, 1982; 
Hallinger & Heck, 1996b; Heck & Hallinger, 1999, 2005; Pitner, 1988). 
Although we found increased used of Model C frameworks during the final 
period of the review, the relatively small total number of Model C studies does 
not qualify this as evidence of major progress. Since leadership is enacted in 
complex organizational settings, we suggest that researchers employ models 
that are able to portray these multivariate relationships. Model A studies have 
focused on factors that influence the exercise of leadership but have too often 
failed to link that relationship to the impact of leadership. Model B studies 
have focused on leadership effects, but often without employing sufficiently 
comprehensive perspectives. Thus, we join other reviewers (e.g., Bossert 
et al., 1982; Bridges, 1982; Haller, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; Murphy 
et al., 1983) in recommending that researchers employ frameworks that 
contextualize the enactment of leadership. Studies that incorporate personal 
antecedent variables should explore their effects not only on instructional 
leadership but also on school-level conditions and/or school outcomes (e.g., 
Models C-1, C-2).

Research Designs and Statistical Tests
Research design. In 1982 Bridges examined the use of research methods in 

both doctoral dissertations and published research in the field’s most selec-
tive research journals and concluded,

Although researchers apparently show a greater interest in outcomes 
than was the case in the earlier period, they continue their excessive 
reliance on survey designs, questionnaires of dubious reliability and 
validity, and relatively simplistic types of statistical analysis. Moreover 
these researchers persist in treating research problems in an ad hoc rather 
than a programmatic fashion. . . . Likewise the research seemed to have 
little or no practical utility. (pp. 24-25)

He went on to report that the cross-sectional research design was used in 
more than 90% of the 322 studies that he reviewed. This supported a trend 
found in doctoral studies reviewed by Haller (1979). Similarly, we found the 
most commonly used research design was a cross-sectional post hoc survey. 
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Although the PIMRS was used to generate data in several case studies, there 
were no instances of longitudinal, experimental, or quasi-experimental stud-
ies in the data set.

Data analysis. Although the conceptual models described earlier lend them-
selves to a variety of different statistical analyses, past reviewers have noted 
a preference among doctoral students for using a limited set of relatively weak 
data analytic techniques. For example, Haller (1979) claimed, “Not only are 
questionnaires the major source of data, these data are typically generated 
within a cross-sectional research design and analyzed using simple descrip-
tive or bivariate procedures” (p. 48).

Bridges (1982, p. 16) conducted a more fine-grained analysis of data anal-
ysis techniques using a scheme composed of four levels that describe statisti-
cal approaches in terms of their analytical power.

1.	 Description, which involves the use of numbers to represent central 
tendencies and/or variability of scores

2.	 Single causal factor–correlational, which entails the examination 
of the relationship or association between two variables, one of 
which presumably covaries with or influences the other

3.	 Single causal factor–correlational with controls, which entails the 
examination of the relationship between two variables while con-
trolling for the influence of one or more other variables

4.	 Multiple factor, which involves probing the differential effects of 
multiple sources of influence on a particular variable

In light of advances in statistical methods since the time of the Bridges review, 
we added a fifth level to our statistical typology that we termed advanced 
modeling. This level was composed of tests that are capable of exploring 
relationships among multiple independent and dependent variables in a man-
ner that allows for the examination of moderating and/or mediating effects 
(e.g., through the use of statistical methods such as confirmatory factor analy-
sis, hierarchical linear modeling, and structural equation modeling).

Using this scheme, Bridges (1982) had earlier concluded,

The bulk of the research on school administrators uses either descrip-
tion (60%) or a single factor/correlational without control approach 
(25%) in data analysis. Those approaches that enable the investigator to 
render rival explanations implausible are used in less than 16% of the 
studies. (p. 16)
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These findings mirrored those of Haller (1979), who separately reported that 
doctoral students in educational administration were “much less likely to 
apply multivariate analyses to their questionnaire data . . . than were students 
from other disciplines” (p. 48). We note that the importance of this issue is 
based on the centrality of shedding empirical light on causal relationships 
between instructional leadership and learning.

The data in Table 4 suggest some improvements in this domain both in the 
overall pattern and in the trend of statistical use over time. For example, the 
earlier dominance of descriptive statistics has declined dramatically. Only 
about 10% of the PIMRS studies relied solely on descriptive statistics and 
36% used data analytic techniques capable of ruling out plausible rival expla-
nations. Moreover, Table 4 shows that in the most recent period (2001–2010), 
almost 50% of the studies used statistical techniques from Levels 3 and 4, 
compared to only 28% during the initial period (1983–1991). In particular, 
the percentage of studies using multiple factor tests rose from 20% in the first 
9-year period to 40% in the most recent one.

To place these findings in perspective, we recall that the study was limited 
to doctoral dissertations. Moreover, two thirds of our sample was composed 
of EdD dissertations. One would not necessarily expect practitioners studying 
in EdD programs to employ state-of-the-art research tools or push the outside 
of the conceptual envelope. EdD programs are, in theory, intended to be prac-
tice oriented (Agusto, 2009; Archbald, 2008; Murphy & Vriesenga, 2006). With 
this in mind, one might expect to find a higher percentage of PhD dissertations 
using Model C (mediated effects) frameworks in concert with Level 3, 4, and 
5 statistical methods.

Table 4. Breakdown of Studies Over Time by Statistical Approach

Statistical 
approach 
period Descriptive

Single causal 
factor–

correlational

Single causal 
factor–

correlational 
with controls

Multiple 
factor

Advanced 
modeling

1983–1991   5 26   3   9 0
1992–2000   5 21   7   6 0
2001–2010   3 23   5 16 1
Raw total 13 70 15 31 1
% of total 10 54 12 24 0

Note that the total number of studies listed here does not match the total number of studies 
included in the report because some studies used more than one method.
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We decided to examine whether the predominance of EdD dissertations in 
the sample could have skewed the results toward the use of less powerful con
ceptual models and statistical methods. Table 5 displays the breakdown of 
data by type of degree program (i.e., EdD or PhD), type of conceptual model 
(i.e., Models A–C), and level of statistical method (i.e., Levels 1–5). Although 
PhD dissertations tended to use Level 4 statistical methods more often than 
EdD dissertations (PhD = 32.4% vs. EdD = 22.7%), an analysis using the 
Mantel–Haenszel test (nominal by ordinal chi-square test) showed no signifi-
cant difference (p = .338). A second run of the same test breaking the EdD 
and PhD studies into just two groups (Levels 1–3 vs. Level 4) also showed no 
significant difference (p = .354).

Overall, the results indicate that there was not a significant correlation 
between the degree program and conceptual model used to frame the research 
nor between the degree program and the level of statistical method. This 
rather surprisingly suggests that the doctoral studies can be treated as a single 
group. That is, the EdD and PhD dissertations were differentiated neither by 
their use of conceptual models nor by statistical methods.

Although the type of degree program did not provide leverage in explain-
ing the pattern of results, it also seemed plausible that the approaches to res
earch adopted by the doctoral students could have been related to the type of 
university at which they were studying. With this question in mind, we cate
gorized the universities according to a coding scheme proposed by the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2010). The Carnegie scheme 
classifies universities into three categories based on the level of research activ-
ity of the university’s faculty:

Table 5. Comparison of EdD and PhD Dissertations by Statistical Level and 
Conceptual Models

Level Statistics EdD (%) PhD (%)

1 Descriptive   9   9
2 Single factor without control 56 46
3 Single factor with control 13 11
4 Multiple Factor 23 31
5 Advanced Modeling   0   3

Model Conceptualization EdD (%) PhD (%)

A Antecedent effects 47 49
B Direct effects 37 34
C Mediated effects   9 11
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•	 Type 1: RU/VH: Research universities (very high research activity)
•	 Type 2: RU/H: Research universities (high research activity)
•	 Type 3: DRU: Doctoral/research universities

One might expect that students studying at Type 1 universities would be exp
osed to more intensive research training as well as more substantial funded 
research projects and activities. We coded the dissertations according to the 
Carnegie Foundation’s list and found that 58 of the studies had been com-
pleted at Type 1 universities, 34 at Type 2 universities, and 36 at Type 3 
universities. We then used the Mantel–Haenszel test to examine the concep-
tual models and statistical methods employed by the researchers in terms of 
the type of university they had attended.

We found no statistically significant differences for either set of variables. 
Finally, we note that there was also no significant interaction effect between 
degree program and type of university with either conceptual model or level 
of statistical method. Thus, it was no more likely that students studying for a 
PhD at a Type 1 research intensive university would conduct studies that emp
loyed more comprehensive models and powerful statistical approaches than 
EdD students at Type 2 or Type 3 universities.

In sum, although there were some demonstrable improvements in patterns 
of use of statistical methods, this mostly entailed a reduced reliance on the use 
of descriptive statistics and an increased use of bivariate tests without con-
trols. Improvements did not extend to the widespread use of more powerful 
statistical methods able to shed light on important relationships concerned 
with school context, personal characteristics of leaders, instructional leader-
ship, and student learning. Finally, there was little “within-group variation” 
across the studies when these patterns were further analyzed. EdD and PhD 
dissertations seemed remarkably similar in their methodological characteris-
tics, and it did not matter whether they had been conducted at a research-
intensive university or not.

Which Research Foci Predominate in  
Studies of Instructional Leadership?
The next issue that we addressed concerned the focal questions and prob-
lems addressed in the research studies. We first grouped the studies in terms 
of antecedents, role set, and leadership effects to identify the variability and 
trends in research issues addressed by the studies. Then two approaches to 
citation analysis were employed as a means of testing the extent to which 
this body of empirical research conducted over a 30-year period contributed 
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to knowledge accumulation in this domain of educational leadership and 
management.

Studies of antecedents effects on instructional leadership. These studies fol-
lowed Model A as discussed earlier. As noted by previous reviewers, the most 
frequent approach has been to study how different personal characteristics of 
the principals influence their instructional leadership. The most popular vari-
ables for study have been principal gender (25%), years of administrative  
experience (20%), years of teaching experience prior to becoming a princi-
pal (15%), or other measures designed to act as proxies for knowledge of 
instruction (5%). Other personal variables studied with some frequency 
included the administrator preparation for the principalship, age, ethnicity, 
and self-efficacy.

A variety of school context variables have also been studied in terms of 
their effects on the principal’s instructional leadership. These include school 
level of the principal (7%), school size (13%), and private schools (3%). Other 
context factors studied included the effects of a school-based management con-
text, different district contexts (e.g., urban and rural), and district size.

These results offer an interesting elaboration on the earlier discussion of 
Model A studies by indicating the specific antecedents of instructional lead-
ership that were of interest to scholars. The concentration of studies around a 
relatively limited set of personal and contextual independent variables is a 
positive finding; the selection of topics around a concentration of antecedent 
variables contrasts with Bridges’s observation that topics appeared be “intel-
lectual random events.” At the same time, however, our assessment of the mod-
els used to study these topics leads us to reinforce Bridges’s (1982) assertion 
made 30 years ago:

Studies that merely describe the traits or attitudes should be discontin-
ued unless they shed light on a problem of practical, social or theo-
retical significance. . . . [D]emographic traits such as sex also warrant 
investigation if they are treated in a theoretically rich fashion. . . . This 
research should also employ multivariate approaches to data analysis, 
approaches that allow the investigator to rule out plausible rival expla-
nations and to estimate the relative influence of the traits or sentiments 
being studied. (p. 26)

Role set studies. We classified this type of study as Model A-2 in our earlier 
analysis of conceptual models. Studies that compare the perceptions of differ-
ent role groups (i.e., teachers, principals, supervisors) toward the instructional 
leadership behavior of the principal have proven to be a popular approach among 
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this set of dissertations. Fully 15% of the studies included this type of research 
objective and related analyses. In some studies, role group comparison was an 
explicit objective of the study, whereas in others it was included as a means to 
understanding a larger issue (e.g., confirmation of the instrument’s validity).

As noted several times, it is not an objective in this review to discuss spe-
cific findings of the studies. Nonetheless, we would be remiss if we did not 
comment further on this particular specie of study since it lies at the intersec-
tion of research focus and methodology. As reported by the scale’s author 
(Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), the original validation study included role group 
comparison among teachers, principals, and supervisors as a step in the vali-
dation process. It was essential to determine if and to what extent perceptions 
varied across the role groups and to link those perceptions of behavior to alter-
native measures of those same behaviors (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).

Subsequently, a number of studies have confirmed the original study’s find-
ing of statistically significant differences across role groups in their percep-
tions of the principal’s instructional leadership (e.g., Brown, 1991; Haack, 
1991; Haasl, 1989; Henderson, 2007; Krug, 1986; O’Day, 1984; Smith, 2007). 
It is interesting to note that this result was also found in studies conducted in 
non-Western cultures such as Taiwan, Thailand, and the Philippines. With 
few exceptions, principal self-reports yield higher ratings than reports from 
teachers. In each instance where additional validation procedures have been 
carried out (e.g., Hallinger, 1983; Hallinger et al., 1994), the teacher results 
have been found to most closely match independent sources of evidence. These 
findings suggest that teacher perceptions continue to constitute the preferred 
source of data on the principal’s instructional leadership for both research and 
evaluation purposes. Thus, we suggest that the analysis of role set percep-
tions does not, by itself, constitute a suitable focus for further research unless 
there is a larger question that the researcher is seeking to address.

Leadership effects studies. As suggested earlier, leadership effects studies could 
have followed either Model B, which posited direct effects of instructional 
leadership on some facet of the school, or Model C, in which instructional 
leadership was linked to a distal dependent variable (or variables) through a 
mediating process. Topics studied with moderate to high frequency included 
the following: teacher stress, morale, collective efficacy, effectiveness, and 
satisfaction (8%), school climate (8%), student achievement (18%), principal 
and school effectiveness (17%).

These data suggest a moderate level of interest in studying the relationship 
among instructional leadership and school effectiveness and student achieve-
ment. The studies that examined principal and school effectiveness actually rep
resent a quite diverse group. As noted, many used a design in which principals 
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were rated on their instructional leadership in a relatively small sample of 
schools of contrasting performance. The principal profiles were then compared 
and sometimes tested for differences. Although this research focus reflects an 
interest in understanding how instructional leadership contributes to learning 
in different school contexts, this is a weak research design. In the absence of 
a substantial sample size, this research design offers only limited leverage on 
understanding the relationship between leadership and learning.

Given its relevance to educational policy and focus as a topic in high-profile 
research reviews, we examined the trend in studies that examined the rela-
tionship of instructional leadership with student achievement more closely. 
Our analysis, based partially on data shown in Table 6, suggests the following 
trends. First, although a relatively small percentage of the total studies focused 
on the relationship between instructional leadership and student learning, there 
is evidence of increasing interest in recent years. Although 6 studies investi-
gating this issue were conducted between 1983 and 1990, 15 were completed 
between 1998 and 2010.

Second, we wish to note the trend in research designs employed in the study 
of this issue. Among the 21 studies that examined this relationship explicitly, 
13 used Model B to guide the analysis. This is problematic since Model B 
offers an overly simplistic framework for understanding the means by which 
school leadership affects learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1996b). Similarly, the 
data in Table 6 indicate that Model B studies tended to use statistical tests that 
lack the capacity to shed light on causal relationships among the relevant vari-
ables. In contrast, all of the Model C studies used multiple factor or advanced 
modeling techniques to explore relationships.

Finally, it is interesting to note that there was no clear trend in the application 
of more powerful models and tests to this issue over time. Thus, for example, 
during the period 1998–2010, nine of these studies were guided by Model B 
frameworks and only six by Model C (not tabled). Thus, we cannot conclude 
that doctoral researchers are matching their increased interest in this issue 
during recent years with more sophisticated approaches to its study.

Table 6. Classification of Studies of Instructional Leadership and Student 
Achievement by Conceptual Model and Level of Statistical Method

Model Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

B-1 3 1 4 0
B-2 2 0 3 0
C-1 0 0 6 1
C-2 0 0 2 0
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We remind the reader that an implicit premise behind the development of 
the PIMRS was for use as a tool to examine the linkage between leadership 
and learning. About 35% of the studies engaged this empirical challenge in 
some fashion. However, when they did, the models and methods employed 
were generally inadequate to the task. This supports an impression of doctoral 
researchers “spinning their intellectual wheels” without gaining significant 
traction on understanding the relationship between instructional leadership 
and learning.

Interrelatedness and accumulation of knowledge. Another way of shedding light 
on the research foci embedded in this set of studies concerns the degree to 
which they contributed to knowledge accumulation (Bossert et al., 1982; 
Bridges, 1982; Haller, 1979; Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; Heck & Hallinger, 
2005). Knowledge accumulation represents as an important goal of empirical 
research, for advancing both theory-oriented and practical knowledge in an 
applied field. The concentration of PIMRS studies on a relatively small number 
of research foci (e.g., gender, teaching and administrative experience, school 
size, school effectiveness, student learning) suggested abundant potential for 
knowledge accumulation in this body of literature on instructional leadership. 
As noted, however, our analysis of conceptual models and research methods 
leads to some degree of skepticism on whether that potential is being realized.

With this issue in mind, we conducted citation analyses designed to illumi-
nate the extent to which the studies had contributed to knowledge accumula-
tion on this timely construct. Two features of the data set rendered it particularly 
useful for this purpose. First, its strict delimitation to doctoral studies focused 
on instructional leadership lends clarity to the interpretation of the results. 
Second, the inclusion of studies conducted over an extended period (i.e., almost 
30 years) means that there would be adequate time for the research findings 
to disseminate and accumulate.

Two means of assessing knowledge accumulation were used: (a) citation 
frequency of the dissertations in the general literature and (b) cross-citation 
of the dissertations by other authors within this study’s sample.7 In Phase 1 of 
this analysis, the Google Scholar search tool was employed for assessing the 
citation impact of these studies in the literature on educational leadership and 
management. The author’s name and keywords taken from the title of the study 
were entered as search terms in Google Scholar’s advanced search engine. 
This generated a citation frequency number that was entered into the Excel 
table for subsequent analysis. We note that the results from Google Scholar 
cast a quite broad net in terms of capturing studies as compared with other 
indices (e.g., Social Sciences Citation Index). Thus, the results can interpreted 
as a “generous” interpretation of impact.
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The results of this citation analysis demonstrated that the total number of 
citations of the dissertations was 374, with a mean of 3 per study, a standard 
deviation of 14, and a range from 0 to 155. Of the 126 studies, 11 accounted for 
more than 75% of the citation impact; citations related to the original PIMRS 
dissertation (Hallinger, 1983; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), by itself, accounted 
for 155 of the 374 citations. At first glance, 374 citations may suggest a reason-
able degree of impact. However, when one considers the large number of stud-
ies, the extended period covered by the review, and the small percentage of 
studies cited, it further reinforces the impression of unfulfilled potential.

In Phase 2 of the citation study, we analyzed the extent to which authors 
built on the work of previously completed PIMRS dissertations. As noted, the 
studies clustered around a relatively small number of research foci. This afforded 
the researchers a prime opportunity to build on the work of prior PIMRS 
users. One would imagine, for example, that a doctoral student investigating 
the relationship of gender and instructional leadership in 2008 would build 
explicitly on the findings from the more than 30 PIMRS users who had stud-
ied this issue since 1983.

For this analysis, we selected a subsample consisting of the 34 PIMRS 
dissertations completed since 2004, reasoning that these authors would have 
had access to the largest number of completed studies at the time of their res
earch. We obtained the full copy of 29 of the 34 studies. We examined the 
reference list in each of the 29 studies and found that the total number of 
cross-citations of other PIMRS dissertations was 32 references. This is a mean 
of just over one cross-reference to another PIMRS dissertation per study. 
Moreover, this exceedingly low cross-dissertation citation rate was skewed 
by one dissertation that accounted for 14 of the 29 citations. This pattern of 
results indicates a remarkable absence of interconnectedness among a group 
of studies in which the authors were often investigating similar foci (e.g., the 
impact of gender or school size on instructional leadership), within the same 
subdomain (i.e., instructional leadership), using the same instrument for data 
collection (i.e., the PIMRS).

These results provide greater clarity to our interpretation of the data that 
were presented on models, methods, and foci as they pertain to knowledge 
accumulation. The citation analysis suggests that this body of studies has not 
yielded an impact on knowledge accumulation, even among those who are 
toiling in the same field of inquiry. This finding is startling, for both the mag-
nitude (or lack thereof) of the result and the clarity of interpretation. That said, 
we should note that these results closely mirror those reported by Bridges 
(1982), even though his study included both dissertations and published studies.8 
Indeed, Bridges’s (1982) conclusion continues to ring true almost 30 years 
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later: “[T]hese results point to a lack of interconnectedness among the research 
studies on school administrators. This lack of systematic knowledge-building 
seems to be a pervasive characteristic of research in the field of educational 
administration” (p. 24).

Discussion
This review was undertaken with a primary purpose of contributing to our 
understanding of methodological progress in studying instructional leader-
ship. The report focused on the analysis of a data set of doctoral dissertation 
studies, all of which used the PIMRS instrument as a tool for data collection 
and were completed between 1983 and 2010. Given the study’s focus on this 
particular database of doctoral studies, we proposed a second objective that 
focused on understanding the nature of methodologies used by doctoral stu-
dents in educational leadership and management.

Interest in the role that principals play in fostering learning has held the 
attention of scholars in educational leadership and management for many years. 
More than four decades ago, Bridges (1967) asserted,

On the one hand, the principal has been exhorted to exert instructional 
leadership, while on the other hand, he has been told flatly that such a 
role is beyond his or any other human being’s capacity. The problem 
with these disputations is that the exponents of a given position have 
neither defined sharply what is signified by the concept of instructional 
leadership nor made their assumptions explicit. (p. 136)

Research conducted during the 1970s subsequently identified instructional 
leadership as an approach that characterized the leadership practice of a rela-
tively small number of “outlier” principals (Bossert et al., 1982; Edmonds, 
1979). This led to a surge in interest in the instructional leadership role of prin-
cipals. Even so, influential scholars continued to question whether instructional 
leadership could ever become a sustainable model in the broader practice of 
school leadership (Barth, 1986; Cuban, 1984). Indeed, just a decade after its 
adoption by policy makers, instructional leadership was pushed off center 
stage by growing interest in teacher leadership, and subsequently by transfor-
mational leadership and distributed leadership.

At the same time, however, even as fads and fashions in leadership have 
waxed and waned, scholarly interest in instructional leadership has remained 
surprisingly consistent and strong. Indeed, the data reviewed in this report sug-
gest that instructional leadership has become firmly entrenched in the firmament 
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of professional practice and gained currency as a focal construct in the eyes 
of scholars. One could argue that instructional leadership is even more rele-
vant in 2010 than 30 years ago.

Evidence offered in this review indicates that the PIMRS can play a poten-
tially useful role in empirical research on instructional leadership. The PIMRS 
instrument appears to provide reliable and valid data on instructional leader-
ship when the assessments come from teachers. That said, the instrument has 
been used for almost 30 years in a policy context that has altered quite dra-
matically as well as in schools across a variety of different institutional and 
cultural contexts. Thus, it would seem advisable for future researchers to con-
tinue to conduct analyses of reliability as a routine test in current studies rather 
than relying solely on the findings from prior research. Moreover, this point 
further implies that researchers should continue to reexamine the validity of 
the PIMRS construct measurement in a changing global policy context.

With respect to desirable foci for research, we suggest that scholars who use 
the PIMRS more squarely accept the challenge of investigating the linkages 
between instructional leadership and school-level variables that mediate effects 
on teacher effectiveness and student learning. Numerous scholars have noted the 
need to shed light on the “black box” that contains the processes through which 
leadership contributes to the improvement capacity of schools to create a positive 
impact on student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1996a; Heck & Hallinger, 2005; 
Leithwood et al., 2010). We noted increased interest in studying this issue over 
the past decade and wish to encourage it further using comprehensive conceptual 
models and multivariate statistics as well as through mixed-methods studies.

Similarly, studies of how responsibilities for instructional leadership are 
shared or distributed between the principal and other staff seem timely and 
important, especially at the secondary school level. In our view, studies of the 
antecedents of instructional leadership, whether personal or contextual, are 
useful to the extent that they are linked to the impact of leadership. When 
antecedents are studied in relation to instructional leadership, more substan-
tial theorizing and methods that employ controls for other relevant variables 
are required.

As suggested above, we believe that impact should be studied in terms  
of student learning. However, worthy research may also target other interme-
diate and distal variables such as teacher collective efficacy, satisfaction and 
commitment, school health, organizational learning, teacher change, and stu-
dent engagement. Useful models for conducting empirical research on the 
relationship between school leadership and these variables using comprehen-
sive models and robust statistical methods exist in the literature (e.g., see 
Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Heck, Larson, 
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& Marcoulides, 199; Leitner, 1994; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Marks & Printy, 
2003). Doctoral students are encouraged to draw on these models and meth-
ods rather than simply citing findings from these studies.

The second goal of this study was to understand patterns in the conduct of 
doctoral research within the context of this 28-year database of doctoral stud-
ies. Although discussion of the proper models of research for EdD and the 
PhD programs goes beyond the purview of this report, the findings do pro-
vide an empirical basis for informing such debates. More specifically, we 
wish to highlight the finding that these doctoral studies made few substantial 
contributions to knowledge accumulation. Our citation analysis left no doubt 
on this criterion and clearly mirrored similar findings from prior reviews 
(Bridges, 1982; Erickson, 1967; Haller, 1979).

It was further noted that we were unable to distinguish the methodologies 
employed by doctoral scholars based on the type of degree program (i.e., 
EdD or PhD) or the level of research activity of the university. Citation analy-
sis reconfirmed this picture of “no differences” between the output of EdD 
and PhD programs. If our results had indicated that both types of doctoral 
degree were generating productive knowledge, the field could perhaps have 
lived with this ambiguity of purpose, but they did not. Indeed, the finding that 
the PhD dissertations suffered from the same limitations as the EdD studies 
raises critical questions about the nature of research training in PhD programs. 
With this finding in mind, this review concludes that the PhD in educational 
leadership and management is just as ill as the EdD and the field must take 
steps to revitalize both.

Acknowledgments

The author would like to acknowledge the useful feedback offered on this article by 
Edwin Bridges, whose own review of the literature in 1982 offered important base-
line data against which the findings from this study could be compared, and to  
Dr. Lee Moosung, who assisted in data analysis.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author declared no potential conflicts of interests with respect to the authorship 
and/or publication of this article.

Financial Disclosure/Funding

The author received the following financial support for the research and/or authorship 
of this article:

This study was supported in part by funding support from the Research Grant Council 
of Hong Kong through the General Research Fund Project 840509.

2012
 at THE HONG KONG INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION LIBRARY on August 22,eaq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://eaq.sagepub.com/


300		  Educational Administration Quarterly 47(2)

Notes

1.	 With respect to research interest in the construct, a Google Scholar search in 
March 2010 found that the most frequently cited articles in Educational Admin-
istration Quarterly since its inception were the Hallinger (1996a) and Bossert, 
Dwyer, Rowan, and Lee (1982) reviews of research, both of which focused on 
instructional leadership and learning outcomes in schools.

2.	 Because of space limitations, relatively few of the dissertations are included as 
citations in the following text descriptions of the findings. A full set of the dis-
sertations can, however, be downloaded from www.philiphallinger.com/pimrs 
.html.

3.	 The author notes that the total of 130 graduate dissertations studies included 1 
EdS project. Since it was indistinguishable from the doctoral studies in most 
scope and approach, it was included in the sample as an EdD study. Six master’s 
degree studies were also identified, but these were not included in the analyses 
for this report. The master’s degree studies used Models A (1) and B (2), with 
two not applicable. In terms of statistical methods, 2 studies used Level 1 and 4 
used Level 2 methods.

4.	 This count of countries includes 11 master’s theses that were not included in the 
analyses for this report.

5.	 Nine studies were classified as not applicable in cases where the framework could 
not be applied. Most of the studies classified as not applicable were either case 
studies or studies that employed a single variable (i.e., instructional leadership). 
For example, some studies simply generated an instructional leadership profile for 
a group of principals without conducting an analysis in relation to other variables.

6.	 It should be noted that this type of study is more properly described as a moderated 
effects design. However, for the purposes of this report, the author simply wished 
to denote the fact that the researcher was examining the effects of another variable 
on the principal’s instructional leadership.

7.	 Note that for the purposes of this analysis, publications based on the dissertations 
were counted as well.

8.	 Although this review focused solely on Principal Instructional Management Rat-
ing Scale studies of instructional leadership, Bridges’s (1982) review examined 
studies across a broad range of topics in educational administration. Thus, the 
interpretation of findings from his citation analysis was clouded somewhat by the 
selection criteria. For example, one would not necessarily expect studies in school 
finance to be cited in studies of principal work activities or school climate. In 
contrast, the citation analysis in this review had a built-in “control” since all of the 
studies were conducted in the same subdomain of the field.
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