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Clinical Supervision 
for Principals

The familiar model of observations
and conferences can be as helpful to

principals as it is to teachers.



We've always suspected that the 
principal plays a critical role 
in shaping the conditions in a 

school. Research is now confirming 
our suspicions. Principals who are 
strong instructional leaders place a 
high priority on their role in instruc 
tion, and the beneficial effect they have 
on students' learning is especially pro 
nounced for ethnic minority' and poor 
kids (Andrews and Soder 198"7 . Branch 
1987).

first Some Questions
Now that we know principals make a 
difference, how do we get good ones'' 
For those of us responsible for train 
ing principals, the implications are 
reasonably evident: through a combi 
nation of selection and training, we 
must prepare principals with a gix>d 
understanding of what it means to be 
instructional leaders.

For schcx)! district personnel, the 
implications aren't quite so clear What 
about principals already on the job? 
Not the good principals It's easy to 
know what to do for them You give 
them lots of support, run interference, 
and let them create great schools But 
what about average and below average 
principals? How do we bring their 
skills up to par with those who are 
instructional leaders? How do we help 
them become experts in clinical prac 
tice, leaching effectiveness, program 
development, and supervision? How 
do we teach them the skills needed to 
define and articulate the values, be 
liefs, and vision that give a school its 
identity and cause others to believe in 
that vision?

A typical, tepid response is to pro 
vide inservice training But there are 
many principals to be inservtced. and 
that costs a lot of money when money 
isn't easy to come by. Besides, the 
research is not at all reassuring about 
the long-term effects of a potpourri of 
short courses or workshops. Knowing 
they are the target for change, many 
principals arrive late, sit with folded 
arms, and wait a decent amount of 
time before leaving the training 
session.

Another response, one becoming 
more and more common, is for both

principals and their central office col 
leagues to decry top-down, authoritar 
ian structures and plump for some 
son of site-based management ap 
proach They reason that webs of rules 
and regulations keep principals from 
doing what they know is right—get rid 
of the hassles from downtown, and all 
will be well

One difficulty in turning over con 
trol to local sites is that few central 
administrators want to relinquish it. 
especially their authority' over budgets 
and personnel. Most instances of trans 
fer of power in schix)! districts have 
been rather like Octavian turning the 
reins over to the Roman Senate, with 
changes in outward appearance cloak 
ing business as usual

What s more, even if principals H ire 
left on their own. we would not get the 
principals we need The excellent 
would continue, of course, but so 
would the mediocre.

If the immediate impact of reform 
ing preservice training programs is 
small, if inservice training lias little 
effect, and if site-based management is 
an illusion, is there no way out? We 
believe there is a solution Supervisors 
of principals must expect principals to 
be instructional leaders and then su 
pervise and evaluate them as such

". . . This easy-to- 
implement process 
. . . gets downtown 
administrators out 
of the office, into 
schools, and into 
the middle of 
instruction."

A Successful Model
The process we are using is not radi 
cal It is based on a well-researched 
cyclical evaluation model (Bolton 
19~3. 1980) that has been around for 
years—the commonly accepted model - 
of clinical supervision for teachers 
The process provides for evaluation of 
the principal's clinical supervision of 
the teaching staff through a series of 
observations and interactive feedback 
sessions We have experienced suc 
cess in working with the model in two 
school districts: a medium-si/ed dis 
trict with over 16.000 students and a 
small one with about -i.OOO students 
One of the best features of this easy to- 
implement process is that it gets 
downtown administrators out of the 
office, into schools, and into the mid 
die of instruction.

The model's three phases—design, 
oata collection, and analysis'cvalua- 
tion—and the calendar of activities we 
use arc presented in Figure 1 Each 
phase includes specific activities for 
the supervisor and the principal as 
they interact in a collegia! fashion 
throughout the year Here in brief is 
how the nn Kiel works

llxase I L>esign The supervisor and 
principal meet before school begins to 
discuss the upcoming year's opportu 
nities and problems In each subse 
quent year, they review goals identi 
fied during the previous year's 
performance evaluation and identity 
growth areas for the current one To 
gether they develop new performance 
goals with action plans for meeting 
them, a means for evaluating each 
goal, and a calendar for the su|x-rvi 
sor's monthly visits to observe the 
principal.

I'/Mise II: Data Collection Between 
September and May. the supervisor 
and the principal each collect data 
about the principals performance 
goals and evaluation criteria The su 
pervisor also schedules a mid-year 
evaluation conference with the princi 
pal to assess progress, make adapta 
tions, and identify additional re 
sources needed to help the principal 
be successful Through direct observa 
tion, the supervisor reviews, for exam-
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Phase I: 
Design

Phase II: 
Data Collection

Phase III: 
Analysis!Evaluation

August

• Preschool 
Goal Setting 
Conference

September May

I School Based 
Data Collection

i Two Clinical 
Supervision 
Cycles

i Mid-Year 
Evaluation 
Conference

i Teachers 
Evaluate 
Principal

l Supervisor 
Analyzes 
Data

June 15

i Evaluation 
Conference 
w/Principal

Fig. 1. Phases and Calendar

pie. how the principal involves (he 
staff in budget development and im 
plementation or designs faculty meet 
ings for staff development activities. 
The supervisor attends staff meetings, 
parent meetings, afl*t-stydent events to 
understand the climate and function 
ing of the sch(K)l

The most important part of the di 
rect observation process is the analysis 
of the principals skills in clinically 
supervising teachers. We've added 
three steps to the standard clinical 
supervision model—a preobservation 
conference between supervisor and 
principal, a p< istconference analysis 
between teacher and principal, and a 
debriefing conference between super 
visor and principal Between Septem 
ber and May. the supervisor completes 
at least two clinical supervision cycles. 
Figure 2 details the steps in the cycle 
What follows is a brief description of 
the special features of the process.

lYeobserration conference between 
principal and superrisor After a 
preobservation conference between 
the principal and the teacher, the su 
pervisor and the principal discuss the 
teacher s lesson objectives, the princi- 
pals thoughts about the growth goals 
established with the teacher, and par 
ticulars about the classroom and stu 
dent activities to be observed.

Obsen'ation analysis Following the

observation, the supervisor and the 
principal analyze the lesson indepen 
dently, identifying strengths of the 
teacher's instructional techniques and 
possible areas for growih. They each 
prepare a conference plan. The super 
visor may discuss the lesson analysis 
and conference plan with the principal 
immediately or wait until after the 
postobservation conference, depend 
ing on the goals established in Phase I 
and the preferences and developmen 
tal level of the principal

Conference between principal and 
teacher The principal conducts the 
standard postobservation conference 
with the teacher, discussing the lesson 
in terms of stated objectives, student 
outcomes, and teacher behaviors. The 
supervisor observes the conference 
and takes notes or records informa 
tion in a manner similar to that used in 
the classr<x>m observation.

Conference analysis The supervisor 
reviews the data from the principal- 
teacher conference and determines 
the principal's strengths and possible 
areas for growth. A plan is formulated 
to guide the dialogue with the 
principal

Debriefing conference The supervi 
sor and the principal discuss the post- 
observation conference in terms of the 
principals objectives, the questions

and responses employed, the degree 
of collaboration and dialogue, the cog 
nitive level of the discussion, and the 
teacher s closing remarks For clinical 
supervision of the principal, the super 
visor uses the ex^ct model that the 
principal uses with/the teacher, giving 
specific examples from observed data 
and relating the examples to teaching- 
learning interactions to achieve a pro 
fessional growth objective.

Since the goal of clinical supervi 
sion is continuing growth, the supervi 
sor and the principal identify' growth 
objectives to guide their work. Growth 
areas might include the analysis of 
instruction, the planning and organiza- 
tion of the postobservation confer 
ence, or conferencing skills that em 
phasize the role of the teacher as a 
professional.

I'fxise til Analysis and Evaluation. 
During the last month of school the 
supervisor and the principal meet to 
analyze and synthesize data collected 
throughout the year They share em 
pirical and anecdotal evidence and 
apply the evaluation criteria to the 
principal's performance From this 
conference new goals emerge for the 
following year. The .supervisor's evalu 
ation report, written after the confer 
ence, reflects the uniqueness of the 
school year and the principals accom 
plishments, then identifies areas for
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i Preobservation Conference 
between Principal and Teacher

i Preobservation Conference 
between Supervisor and Principal

> Principal and Supervisor both 
Observe Teaching Episode

I Principal Does 
Lesson Analysis

i Supervisor Does 
Lesson Analysis

• Principal holds Debriefing 
Conference with Teacher 
Supervisor Observes

i Supervisor Prepares Post- 
Conference Debriefing Analysis

i Supervisor holds Debriefing 
Conference with Principal

Fig. 2. Steps in Clinical Sup<

professional growth, leading to a new 
cycle.

Making Good Principals 
Even Better
Does the model create problems tor 
good principals? Quite the opposite— 
they understand its value and invent 
creative ways to use it to improve 
instruction For example, a high 
school principal videotaped the su|">er- 
intcndent conducting the postobscrva- 
tion conference with a social studies 
teacher; department heads then ana-

ly/ed the videotape as they practiced 
their own conferencing skills In addi 
lion, teachers were enlisted to give the 
principal and the superintendent feed 
back after a debriefing conference

Even students have gotten into the 
act. A middle school principal at 
ranged for the superintendent to ob 
serve her clinical supervision process 
with her assistant principal Following 
the usual classroom observation and 
postob.servation conference conduct 
ed by the assistant, the principal and 
the superintendent gave feedback to

the assistant, using a three-way interac 
tive approach A student videotaped 
this sequence and offered a few re 
marks concerning the accuracy of the 
instructional analysis.

A close up active supervision model 
such as the one described here en 
hances the skills of principals who are 
instructional leaders IX) principals 
who are not instructional leaders 
change their behavior after participat 
ing in the process? Principals who do 
not have the ability or the desire to 
become instructional leaders, or who 
wish little intrusion into their sclnx»ls 
from the central othce. view the proc 
ess as over-control. Some perceive the 
model as too close, unnecessary, a 
waste of time, or threatening Never 
theless, where principals are function 
ing only as building managers, use of 
the model provides the feedback nec 
essary to help them make the transi 
tion to instructional leadership, to 
counsel them, or. if necessary, to eval 
uate them out of the principalship.

Our experience over the past seven 
years and the evaluative comments of 
principals suggest that most principals 
and staff members appreciate the at 
tention to teaching and learning and 
feel more valued tor their work.D
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