
C O R P O R A T I O N

  Commissioned by

Julia H. Kaufman | Susan M. Gates | Melody Harvey | Yan Wang | Mark Barrett

What It Takes
to Operate and Maintain

Principal Pipelines

Costs and Other Resources



Limited Print and Electronic Distribution Rights

This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law. This representation of RAND 
intellectual property is provided for noncommercial use only. Unauthorized posting of this publication 
online is prohibited. Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as long as it is 
unaltered and complete. Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of 
its research documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please visit  
www.rand.org/pubs/permissions.

The RAND Corporation is a research organization that develops solutions to public policy challenges to help 
make communities throughout the world safer and more secure, healthier and more prosperous. RAND is 
nonprofit, nonpartisan, and committed to the public interest. 

RAND’s publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors.

Support RAND
Make a tax-deductible charitable contribution at  

www.rand.org/giving/contribute

www.rand.org

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available for this publication

ISBN: 978-0-8330-9845-0

For more information on this publication, visit www.rand.org/t/RR2078

Published by the RAND Corporation, Santa Monica, Calif.

© Copyright 2017 RAND Corporation

R® is a registered trademark.

Front cover image: Kurhan/Fotolia
Back cover image: Gelpi/Fotolia



iii

Preface

The Wallace Foundation is committed to improving school leadership. To further this 
objective, it began the Principal Pipeline Initiative. The initiative supports efforts in 
six districts across the United States to develop principal pipelines through engagement 
in activities related to the preparation, hiring, development, evaluation, and support 
of school leaders. Policy Studies Associates and the RAND Corporation are conduct-
ing the evaluation of the initiative. Five reports by Policy Studies Associates document 
the Principal Pipeline Initiative’s theory of action and its implementation (The Wallace 
Foundation, undated). An evaluation of the initiative’s effects on student achievement 
and other outcomes will be released in December 2018.

This report supplements the Principal Pipeline Initiative implementation reports 
by describing the resources and expenditures devoted to principal pipelines in the dis-
tricts participating in the initiative. The report first presents a framework for thinking 
about the full range of resources and expenditures associated with principal pipelines. 
Then it provides estimates of these pipeline resources and expenditures based on the 
experience of participating districts, setting them in a broader context of district expen-
ditures for supporting school district personnel. Although it is too early to tell whether 
the investments that participating districts made are improving school outcomes, this 
report lays the groundwork for future considerations of return on investment when 
more information on the initiative’s effects is available.

This report will be of special interest to school districts and state education agen-
cies around the country given expanded opportunities through the Every Student Suc-
ceeds Act (Pub. L. 114-95, 2015) to use federal funds to support initiatives to improve 
school leadership (Herman et al., 2017). The information in this report could help 
school districts and state education agencies consider potential investments in principal 
pipelines that could be procured through federal funding.

This research has been conducted by RAND Education, a division of the RAND 
Corporation, with grant funding from The Wallace Foundation. For more about 
RAND Education, visit www.rand.org/education.
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Summary

States and districts are embarking on efforts to improve school leadership as a lever 
to promote school improvement. Such efforts have a solid base of research attesting 
to their effectiveness (Herman et al., 2017), and some view them as particularly cost-
effective because principals “can be powerful multipliers of effective teaching and 
leadership practices in schools” (Manna, 2015, p. 7; Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 14). 
Although the logic of this perspective is sound, in truth, we know very little about the 
resources required to improve school leadership.

This report fills an important gap in the literature on school leadership by (1) pre-
senting an approach for understanding the resources and expenditures associated with 
efforts to prepare, hire, evaluate, develop, and support school leaders and by (2) present-
ing estimates of those resources and expenditures. All districts that employ more than a 
few school leaders devote at least some resources to these activities and might find some 
value to our approach. We apply our approach to develop estimates of the resources 
required to put in place and operate principal pipelines—pipelines for preparing, hiring, 
supporting, and managing school leaders—based on data we collected from six urban 
districts that participated in The Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline Initiative.

Investments in Principal Pipelines

School leaders are the people engaged in the day-to-day work of overseeing schools. Prin-
cipal pipelines are composed of the activities that districts undertake to ensure that school 
leadership is effective and is meeting the district’s needs. In that sense, the entirety of dis-
trict spending on the preparation, hiring, evaluation, development, and support of school 
leaders can be viewed as an investment. The Principal Pipeline Initiative catalyzed dis-
tricts to make investments to develop principal pipelines with clearly defined characteris-
tics. In this report, we use the term investment to describe the resources that participating 
districts devoted to the enhancements necessary to create coherent principal pipelines, as 
the initiative defines them, while recognizing that all resources devoted to principal pipe-
lines could also be considered an investment in schools and students. Box S.1 provides a 
brief overview of the initiative and a definition of the principal pipeline.
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Investments in principal pipelines could demonstrate value for school districts by 
improving the quality of school leaders and reducing unwanted principal turnover. These 
investments not only could affect the principalship itself but could also conceivably have 
a positive impact on all teachers and students in a school, leading to improvements in

•	 school climate
•	 stakeholder satisfaction
•	 student outcomes
•	 unwanted teacher turnover and the costs associated with it
•	 future district costs associated with the preparation and management of school 

leaders.

Box S.1
The Principal Pipeline Initiative

Informed by more than a decade of work on school leadership and the sur-
rounding structures that support it, The Wallace Foundation posited that public 
districts in the United States could improve school leadership through system-
atic improvements to a core set of activities related to the preparation, hiring, 
support, and management of school leaders. The foundation launched the Prin-
cipal Pipeline Initiative in 2011 to test that hypothesis. The initiative defined 
four key components of a principal pipeline: (1) leadership standards that guide 
all pipeline activities; (2) preservice preparation opportunities for assistant prin-
cipals (APs) and principals (including not only the preservice training itself but 
also recruitment and selection into these opportunities); (3) selective hiring and 
placement; and (4) on-the-job induction, evaluation, and support. In addition, 
the initiative aimed to develop capacity, culture, and infrastructure to sustain 
the work across components. The foundation initially awarded $7.5 million to 
$12.5 million to six large urban school districts to cover part of the costs of set-
ting up principal pipelines. In 2014, it provided additional funding of $430,000 
to $1 million per district to support improvements in principal supervision. Each 
of the six districts selected for the initiative had emphasized school leadership 
as part of its school reform agenda and had already devoted some attention to 
the preparation, hiring, evaluation, or support of principals prior to the launch 
of the initiative. Each district also had a desire to “further strengthen and align 
these functions” (Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, et al., 2013, p. 3). Participating districts 
varied in terms of both the aspects of their principal pipelines on which they 
intended to focus most and their starting points.

A series of reports documents findings from the evaluation of implementation 
of the Principal Pipeline Initiative (The Wallace Foundation, 2015–2017). A study 
of the initiative’s effects on student and other outcomes is scheduled for release 
at the end of 2018.
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These investments could also lower future district costs associated with the preparation 
and management of school leaders.

It is too early to assess whether these payoffs have been realized, but early evidence 
from studies of implementation of the initiative (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016) is 
encouraging. In addition, preliminary analysis of available data from districts partici-
pating in the initiative suggests that, in three of the participating districts, the percent-
age of newly hired principals who continue to serve as principals in the district after 
two years increased substantially between school year (SY) 2010–2011 and SY 2013–
2014. As ongoing research generates more evidence regarding the effects of investments 
in the initiative, the estimates of the resources required to develop and operate princi-
pal pipelines can serve as guidance for district decisionmaking about whether certain 
investments in the principal pipeline are worthwhile.

Approach

Our objectives for this study were twofold: (1) to develop a framework for estimating the 
resources and expenditures of developing and operating principal pipelines and (2) to 
provide clear information to school districts and other stakeholders regarding estimates 
of those costs. We gathered data on the resources and expenditures associated with prin-
cipal pipeline activities in the six school districts that received funding from The Wallace 
Foundation through the Principal Pipeline Initiative. Our data-gathering and analyses 
took into account both costs of personnel and costs of other expenditures and resources 
that school districts assumed to develop and manage pipelines, including costs for mate-
rials, hardware, software, consultants, and other expenditures associated with principal 
pipeline activities. The cost estimates presented in our report are intended to inform 
school districts around the country about what it could take to build and operate a 
strong principal pipeline. Recognizing that other districts might not have the capacity to 
undertake investment in the entire pipeline at one time, we strived to provide estimates 
of overall principal pipeline costs in the participating districts and estimates for the costs 
of individual categories and activities associated with principal pipelines.

In our data-gathering and analysis, we used an activity-based approach (Kaplan 
and Cooper, 1998; Miles et al., 2004; Chambers, Lam, and Mahitivanichcha, 2008). 
Guided by this activity-based approach, we developed a list of activities that could be 
associated with principal pipelines. We categorized each activity under one of the four 
components of a principal pipeline, as described above. We also gathered information 
on systems of support for a comprehensive principal pipeline, which made up a fifth 
category of activities. We divided some activities within major categories into subac-
tivities. The resulting list of activities and subactivities is provided in Table S.1.

This list of activities guided our data-collection process and can serve as a practi-
cal resource to other districts by helping them identify what pieces of their principal 
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pipelines are already in place within their districts and what additional activities they 
might consider undertaking. It is important to note that this list does not represent all 
the activities in which districts should engage in order to have a robust principal pipe-
line. Participating districts engaged in the activities on this list at different levels (and 
sometimes not at all), depending on their goals and vision. Likewise, districts using 
this activity list as a resource should consider which activities are feasible for them and 
align with their vision for enhancing their principal pipeline. Funding from The Wal-
lace Foundation supported district efforts to enhance principal pipeline activities, but 
districts devoted substantial resources of their own to their pipelines throughout the 
initiative. Our analysis of costs for principal pipeline activities accounts for but is not 
limited to resources that The Wallace Foundation provided.

Data Sources

Principal pipeline costs are not a line item in school budget and expenditure reports. 
For our study, we gathered information about the costs of activities through multiple 
data sources. The data sources for our study included the following:

•	 District principal pipeline expenditure reports. Each participating district 
provided these to The Wallace Foundation on principal pipeline–related spend-
ing over the course of the initiative—from August 2011 through December 2015.

•	 Expenditure reports for technical assistance. The Wallace Foundation also 
collected expenditure reports from consultants and organizations with which 
they contracted to provide guidance to districts for aspects of the Principal Pipe-
line Initiative, which we used to identify technical assistance work that was key 
to districts’ pipeline work.

•	 In-depth interviews with district personnel. We collected these to resolve ques-
tions about information provided in district expenditure reports and identify gaps 
in the information about expenditures provided in those reports.

•	 District personnel resource-allocation data. We collected these to account for 
the value of the time that district personnel spent on principal pipeline activities.

•	 Survey data. Policy Studies Associates administered surveys in 2014 and 2015 as 
part of its implementation evaluation efforts (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016).

•	 District proposals, budgets, and progress reports. Each participating district 
provided these to The Wallace Foundation.



Summary    xv

Scope

We provide estimates of how much the participating districts spend on pipeline activities 
in a baseline preinitiative year and in five years that span the initiative. Our estimates of 
preinitiative spending on these same activities, although rough, provide information on 
business as usual in these districts. Our study focused on the resources and expenditures 
associated with district efforts to support school leadership, not the totality of resources 
devoted to school leadership itself. We focused on the resources expended by districts, 
not other stakeholders. As a result, we excluded from consideration the salary costs of the 
school leaders themselves. We recognize that school leaders might participate in the prep-
aration or management of other school leaders, which might be expected to vary because 
of differences in conditions related to the market for school leaders. In cases in which a 
school leader was paid a stipend beyond salary in order to take on additional responsibili-
ties to support the principal pipeline, we include those costs.

Table S.2 provides an overview of all the decisions we made about what to include 
in and exclude from our cost estimates. In Chapter Two of this report, we provide more 
detail on the associated challenges and limitations that each decision presented.

After using our activity list to categorize resources and expenditures—and making 
final decisions about what costs to include—we generated district-by-district summa-
ries of pipeline costs. We transformed these summary data to account for regional 
variation in purchasing power (i.e., cost of living) and inflation during the time period. 
After adjusting for cost of living, we also adjusted costs in each district depending on 
various drivers, and we present costs by various cost drivers throughout this report, 
focusing particularly on costs per principal.

Table S.2
Costs Included in and Excluded from Our Estimates

Included Excluded

•	 Costs that schools districts themselves bore, 
including cost of personnel time and other 
direct costs (e.g., materials, software)

•	 Costs of work funded through both The 
Wallace Foundation and other funding 
sources

•	 Costs of time for district personnel who 
supported principal pipeline efforts, includ-
ing those across multiple offices (e.g., 
human resources, leadership, information 
technology)

•	 Costs of schoolwide supports that also 
provided direct and explicit support to 
principals

•	 Costs for technology that supported the 
pipeline (e.g., hardware and software nec-
essary for LTSs)

•	 Costs that outside consultants or subcon-
tracts bore beyond what the district paid for 
those services

•	 Costs of time for principals and APs who took 
part in pipeline activities (excluding pay-
ments on top of salaries to those supporting 
the pipeline)

•	 Opportunity costs of district personnel time, 
beyond estimates for the cost of personnel 
time for individual activities

•	 Costs of schoolwide supports that did not 
explicitly support principals

•	 New York City resources and expenditures 
for two major categories for which data 
were unavailable: (1) selective hiring and 
placement and (2) on-the-job support and 
evaluation
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Findings

For all categories of principal pipeline activities and across all years of the Principal 
Pipeline Initiative, districts spent about $5.6  million each year, on average, which 
translated to a little more than $31,000 per principal or $42 per pupil per year. We 
calculated per-principal and per-pupil costs simply by dividing the total cost by the 
number of principals or pupils in each district and then calculating the average per-
principal or per-pupil cost across districts. For all of these districts, pipeline costs repre-
sented just a small fraction of total expenditures in each year (0.4 percent). We estimate 
that a little less than half of the principal pipeline spending (or about $14,000 per prin-
cipal) is devoted to on-the-job support and evaluation of principals and APs. To put 
these numbers into context, a 2015 study by The New Teacher Project indicated that 
districts spent between $10,000 and $26,000 per teacher per year and between 5 and 
10 percent of all district expenditures on teacher PD. We are not aware of any studies 
that assess the full cost of teacher pipelines, including teacher PD.

Spending on principal pipeline activities changed considerably over time across 
participating districts. In the year prior to the initiative’s launch, we estimate that dis-
tricts were spending, on average, a little less than $9,400 per principal on these activi-
ties, although our estimate for the preinitiative period might exclude relevant costs 
that the districts did not track. In the first year of the initiative (SY 2011–2012), we 
estimate that average annual principal pipeline costs were $20,264 per principal. From 
SY 2011–2012 to SY 2014–2015, average costs steadily grew to nearly $37,000 per 
principal and then declined somewhat in SY 2015–2016.

Districts spent much more on the preservice and on-the-job support and evalu-
ation categories of the principal pipeline (about $9,400 and $14,000 per principal, 
respectively) than on other categories, and the range of costs of those activities across 
districts—in particular, the range of preservice costs—was much larger than the ranges 
for the other pipeline categories. The higher cost and large range for preservice and on-
the-job support costs reflected the very different strategies and preservice programs 
that the districts pursued. In contrast, the cost of the leader standards component was 
particularly small, at only $292 per principal or about $90,300 annually.

We summarize key findings by pipeline category in the rest of this section.

Leader Standards

The Principal Pipeline Initiative implementation studies that Policy Studies Associates 
conducted identified leader standards as a “quick win” (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 
2016, p. 29) for participating districts. Each district developed and used leader stan-
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dards as a tool to guide many aspects of pipeline work. Our study shows that these 
activities came with a relatively small price tag:

•	 On average, districts devoted a small share of total pipeline resources to leader 
standards, amounting to $292 per principal or $0.41 per pupil.

•	 Leader standards work was not a one-time proposition; districts devoted resources 
to leader standards in each year of the initiative.

•	 Some districts front-loaded their leader standards work early in the initiative, 
whereas other emphasized this work toward the end of the initiative.

•	 More than 80 percent of the costs of leader standards efforts reflected costs for 
personnel time to develop and refine the standards.

•	 A district’s starting point on leader standards seemed to influence total district 
spending on leader standards, while district size was not related to leader stan-
dards work.

Preservice Preparation

The Principal Pipeline Initiative implementation studies found that districts took varied 
approaches to strengthen their role in principal preparation and to align program fea-
tures with research-based recommendations for high-quality preservice preparation 
(see Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 15). Turnbull, Anderson, et al., also noted that 
the time between the start of principal preservice and placement as a principal in a 
participating district ranged from three to ten years, suggesting that it will take time to 
fully assess the implications of enhanced preservice preparation (Turnbull, Anderson, 
et al., 2016). Our study revealed wide variation across districts in the resources devoted 
to these efforts:

•	 On average, districts devoted a substantial share of total pipeline resources to 
preservice preparation, amounting to $9,386 per principal or $13.27 per pupil.

•	 A little more than three-quarters of all costs for the preservice component were 
devoted to the delivery of preservice preparation.

•	 Districts adopted vastly different approaches to supporting preservice prepara-
tion, and this is reflected in wide variation in spending for preservice activities 
across districts.

•	 Stipends provided to those participating in principal residencies that were a part 
of some preservice programs represented a large portion of the costs for those 
programs.

Selective Hiring and Placement

All Principal Pipeline Initiative districts undertook efforts to make hiring and place-
ment processes more systematic, rooted in leader standards and guided by objective 
data. According to the initiative implementation studies, top district leaders viewed the 
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changes made to hiring and placement during the Principal Pipeline Initiative as suc-
cessful (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 25). Our study indicates that these efforts, 
like leader standards efforts, had relatively low costs associated with them:

•	 On average, districts devoted a small share of total pipeline resources to selective 
hiring and placement: $2,894 per principal or $3.57 per pupil.

•	 Nearly half of the resources devoted to hiring and placement during the initiative 
were investments in revisions to hiring systems.

•	 Compared with other pipeline categories, the range of costs for hiring and place-
ment across districts was narrow; much of the variation stemmed from differences 
in resources devoted to system improvements.

On-the-Job Support and Evaluation

According to Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, all participating districts took measures 
to improve principal supervision, and several districts expanded access to principal and 
AP coaching and mentoring, although districts differed in terms of the mix of school 
leader supports they provided, as well as the intensity and duration of those supports 
(Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016). Surveys suggest that new principals appreciated the 
one-on-one mentoring, coaching, and on-the-job support that principal supervisors 
provided (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, pp. 37–47):

•	 On average, districts devoted nearly half of their total pipeline resources to on-
the-job support and evaluation (47 percent), amounting to $13,956 per principal 
or $18.53 per pupil.

•	 The vast majority of these resources were devoted to the provision of on-the-job 
support for principals and APs: Districts devoted nearly $11,000 per principal to 
these activities.

•	 Main costs for on-the-job support included coaching and mentoring, principal 
supervision, the SAM process, costs for consultants, and materials and supplies 
necessary for delivering ongoing PD for school leaders.

Systems of Support

The initiative implementation studies found that each of the participating districts also 
devoted staff and other resources to activities that cut across the four initiative compo-
nents. Our study identified costs associated with four of those cross-cutting activities: 
efforts to revise the principal pipeline, oversee the implementation of pipeline activities, 
develop and maintain LTSs, and engage in communication about the pipeline:

•	 The development and maintenance of LTSs was the largest contributor to costs 
for systems of support, at almost $2,000 per principal each year, on average.
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•	 Spending on LTSs over the course of the initiative was not related to any metric 
of district size.

•	 All districts invested at least some resources and expenditures in communications 
about the initiative, and most hired consultants or others to help them plan com-
munication strategies and messaging about initiative efforts.

District Personnel Time

The cost for district personnel time made up nearly half, or about 44 percent, of spend-
ing devoted to all pipeline activities. District personnel time accounted for a particu-
larly large portion of total costs for two pipeline categories: development of leader stan-
dards and hiring and placement activities.

As is true of all resources, time that district staff spent on pipeline activities has 
opportunity costs associated with it. Opportunity costs are defined as “benefit[s] that a 
person could have received, but gave up, to take another course of action” (“Opportu-
nity Cost,” undated). All staff members have limited time available. For example, when 
a principal is pulled out of school for a day to screen school leader candidates in a hiring 
pool, that principal is not in the school building supporting teachers and students. The 
value of what the principal would have been doing in the school that day is the oppor-
tunity cost of the principal’s participation in the hiring pool screening.

The concept of opportunity cost also applies to the time of central district person-
nel. Costs associated with central district personnel time were highest for on-the-job 
evaluation and support activities. Principal supervisors, as well as other district person-
nel, contributed to these evaluation and support activities.

During the initiative, all districts increased the amount of supervisory time on 
pipeline activities by increasing the number of principal supervisors overall or increas-
ing the share of their time devoted to pipeline-related activities. Although the share 
of time that principal supervisors contributed to different activities in the pipeline 
changed very little over the course of the initiative, total supervisory time on each 
activity increased. Districts that wish to invest further in their principal pipelines 
might need to be particularly strategic in how they reconfigure district personnel time 
and assign district staff to work on principal pipeline activities.

Conclusions

For districts that might be interested in developing a principal pipeline, our analysis 
provides a sense of the investment required to do the work at the district level to pro-
mote strong leadership in schools.

Our study shows that principal pipelines are not a big-ticket item for school dis-
tricts. On average, over the course of the Principal Pipeline Initiative, participating dis-
tricts devoted 0.4 percent of their current expenditures to principal pipeline activities, 
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during a time when they were making active investments to build, as well as operate, 
pipelines.

Pipeline districts devoted the vast majority of pipeline resources to preservice 
and on-the-job support and evaluation activities. These two categories of the pipeline 
accounted for roughly three-quarters of all spending on principal pipelines, on average. 
Perhaps more interesting for districts considering their own pipeline efforts is the find-
ing that participating districts devoted modest resources to the development and revi-
sion of leader standards and to selective hiring and placement efforts—$0.41 per pupil 
($292 per principal) and $3.57 per pupil ($2,894 per principal), respectively. These are 
activities that Turnbull, Anderson, et al., described as quick wins, having high impact 
in participating districts (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016). The findings thus suggest 
that a district does not need an infusion of substantial grant funding to make real 
progress on important aspects of principal pipelines. That said, leader standards devel-
opment and selective hiring and placement were also areas in which the cost of district 
personnel time represented a large portion of all necessary resources and expenditures. 
So even though funding might not be a constraint in getting initiatives in these areas 
off the ground, district staff time could be.

Participating districts devoted at least some resources toward systems and capac-
ity to support principal pipelines, including the development and maintenance of LTSs 
(data systems designed to support improved preparation, hiring, and support of school 
leaders). Districts reported LTSs to be very useful, but their development required 
investments that varied a fair amount by district and by year, depending on the data 
resources that had already been developed in the district.

Our analysis revealed substantial variation across districts—and within districts 
over time—in terms of spending on preservice and on-the-job support. Readers might 
wonder whether there are lessons in that variation that point to cost-effective practices 
for preservice preparation and on-the-job support. Unfortunately, our study cannot 
provide definitive answers to that question. However, we did observe that cost varia-
tion was influenced by the way in which a district configured its pipeline; the share 
of the full cost of certain activities that the district funded; the activities it chose to 
emphasize during the initiative; and the characteristics of the district context, such as 
the depth of a district’s pool of principal candidates. The initiative specified broad cate-
gories of activities that the districts were expected to undertake but, within those broad 
categories, granted districts substantial flexibility regarding the specific activities. With 
regard to both preservice and on-the-job support and evaluation, participating dis-
tricts engaged in a substantial amount of experimentation, as reflected by the share 
of costs devoted to these activities that were characterized as investment in pipeline 
enhancements rather than ongoing costs. Over the course of the initiative, spending 
increased for both preservice and on-the-job support and evaluation, although on-the-
job support costs were more stable, whereas preservice costs declined toward the end 
of the initiative. The cause of the decline in preservice costs is unclear. It could be that 
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some costs were short-term investments to increase the size of the pool or to pilot-test 
preservice preparation activities that did not work out as expected. Alternatively, dis-
tricts might have identified more cost-efficient ways to provide preservice preparation 
activities.

By providing estimates of resources and expenditures for individual principal 
pipeline activities, this study provides important input for districts that are considering 
improvements to activities within their own principal pipelines. Coupled with infor-
mation generated by a future study of the initiative’s effects, these estimates will aid 
districts in making strategic choices about investments to improve and strengthen their 
principal pipelines.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Effective school leadership has tremendous potential to improve outcomes for stu-
dents and promote excellence in schools. A high-quality leader in just one school could 
potentially improve the performance of dozens of teachers and hundreds or thousands 
of students. An effective leader in every school could be a means of supporting high-
quality teaching in every classroom across a district or state. In contrast, ineffective 
leaders might be unable to help teachers improve their craft and could drive away tal-
ented teachers. Ultimately, students suffer when schools have poor leaders.

Districts can increase the chances of student success through a range of efforts to 
more effectively prepare and support school leaders. The Every Student Succeeds Act 
(Pub. L. 114-95), signed into law in 2015 as a reauthorization of the federal Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act (Pub. L. 89-10, 1965), emphasizes the importance 
of school leadership for school improvement and provides opportunities for states and 
districts to use federal funds to support initiatives intended to improve the quality of 
principals and other school leaders. In selecting or designing school leadership initia-
tives, states and districts can draw from a solid base of research that is consistent with 
the requirements of the Every Student Succeeds Act, demonstrating a link between 
such initiatives and positive outcomes for students, schools, teachers, or principals 
(Herman et al., 2017). This research base can be used to support initiatives involving 
leader-evaluation systems, principal preparation programs, strategic staff management, 
professional learning for principals and other school leaders, school leader working 
conditions, and broader school improvement efforts that have a leadership focus.

Despite their demonstrated potential, efforts to improve the quality of school 
leadership can be a tough sell for districts and states.1 In an era of serious resource con-
straints, stakeholder pressures encourage states and districts to spend money directly 
on students or teachers and make it difficult to justify expenditures on support for 
principals (see, for example, Smith, 2011). Often overlooked are the costs that districts 
(not to mention teachers and students) bear when they have to replace principals in 
quick succession or make do with inadequate leaders. Furthermore, the ongoing costs 

1	 We use the term district to describe both traditional school districts and charter management organizations 
(CMOs).
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of poor school leadership are less visible but arguably more significant than the costs of 
replacing school leaders. Higher teacher turnover, worsening school climate conditions, 
and declines in student achievement are all outcomes that can be tied to poor leader-
ship (Johnson and Birkland, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2004).

More than a decade ago, Leithwood et al. concluded that “efforts to improve 
[school leader] recruitment, training, evaluation and ongoing development should 
be considered highly cost-effective approaches to successful school improvement” 
(Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 14). But even now, we know very little about the resources 
required to effectively prepare, hire, evaluate, develop, and support school leaders. 
One study estimated that districts might typically spend about $75,000 to “develop, 
hire and onboard” a principal (School Leaders Network, 2014, p. 4), but the result-
ing report does not elaborate on the methods for developing such estimates. A small 
number of studies have examined the costs of teacher professional development (PD) 
in particular, although they do not examine the costs of the entire pipeline for prepar-
ing, hiring, supporting, and evaluating teachers.2

In this report, we describe an approach for understanding the resources and expen-
ditures associated with district efforts to prepare and manage school leaders. Through-
out, we use the term manage as shorthand for a range of talent management activities, 
including preservice preparation, hiring, evaluation, PD, and support once on the job 
(George W. Bush Institute, 2016). We also present estimates of the resources required to 
develop, manage, and operate principal pipelines (defined below) based on data we col-
lected from six districts that participated in The Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline 
Initiative (described in Box 1.1). As we describe below, funding from The Wallace Foun-
dation supported efforts in six large urban school districts to develop principal pipelines. 
These districts had been devoting resources to activities associated with principal pipe-
lines prior to the launch of the initiative and continued to devote substantial resources of 
their own to principal pipelines throughout the initiative. As such, our analysis accounts 
for but is not limited to resources provided by The Wallace Foundation.

For any cost study, researchers must determine and clearly define the activities 
for which resources and expenditures are estimated and define the perspective from 
which costs are being considered (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2016). Because this report is intended primarily to inform school district 
activities, the estimates we provide focus specifically on resources and expenditures 
that school districts bore, although we discuss costs that other organizations, such as 
institutions of higher education or private funders, covered.

Defining principal pipeline activities and identifying the resources associated 
with those activities is challenging. Pipeline activities span organizational boundar-
ies within a school district and cut across multiple expenditure categories. Some of 
the offices expending these resources have responsibility for teachers and other district 

2	 See, for example, Odden et al., 2002, and Miles et al., 2004.
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Box 1.1
The Principal Pipeline Initiative

The Principal Pipeline Initiative provided resources to six urban school districts 
to put in place a pipeline for preparing and supporting novice principals. Each 
district was expected to align preservice preparation, selective hiring and place-
ment, and support and evaluation with leadership standards (see Figure 1.1). 
Districts were also expected to develop systems of support to sustain these 
efforts after the end of the grant period. The Wallace Foundation selected six 
districts that already viewed school leadership as an important lever for school 
improvement and that were already using the principal pipeline as a strate-
gic lever for school improvement. The foundation provided resources to these 
districts in order to catalyze those efforts and develop principal pipelines as 
defined by the grant. Those districts were

•	 Charlotte–Mecklenburg Schools, North Carolina
•	 Denver Public Schools, Colorado
•	 Gwinnett County Public Schools, Georgia
•	 Hillsborough County Public Schools, Florida
•	 New York City Department of Education, New York
•	 Prince George’s County Public Schools, Maryland.

These districts are all large school districts serving students in urban areas. 
According to the most-recent data from the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics (NCES),a they are all among the top 50 school districts in the United States 
in terms of enrollment. As of school year (SY) 2014–2015, at least 10 percent of 
the student population in each district were English language learners, at least 
50 percent received free or reduced-price lunch, and between 64 and 94 per-
cent were not white.

To support this work, The Wallace Foundation initially awarded each district 
$7.5 million to $12.5 million (see The Wallace Foundation, 2011). The foundation 
supplemented that initial funding with targeted technical assistance to support 
structured interactions with preservice preparation providers through Quality 
Measures (a tool that Education Development Center developed for improv-
ing partnerships between school districts and principal preservice preparation 
providers), the development of leader tracking systems (LTSs), and additional 
funding of $430,000 to $1 million per district to improve principal supervision 
(The Wallace Foundation, 2014). Districts also leveraged funding from federal 
sources (e.g., those under Titles I and II of the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act, Race to the Top), state and local sources, and support from founda-
tions to support initiative activities. A series of implementation reports by Policy 
Studies Associates (PSA), culminating in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, docu-
mented the starting point for each district, as well as the changes each district 
undertook.b
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staff, as well as principals. District personnel might not be able to readily identify all 
the school district staff spending a substantial portion of their time on principal pipe-
line activities. For this study, we had to make some decisions about what to include as 
a principal pipeline activity and what to leave out, and we documented those decisions 
in this report. As ongoing research generates evidence regarding the effects of initiative 
investments, these estimates of the resources required to operate and enhance princi-
pal pipelines can serve as a resource for district decisionmaking about whether certain 
investments in the principal pipeline are worthwhile.

These reports indicated that districts varied in terms of their starting points with 
respect to each initiative component, as well as areas of intended focus for the 
initiative. At the same time, each district was able to implement and sustain 
enhancements to its pipeline and institutionalize features of principal pipelines 
that research has indicated are critical to success. Notably, each district did the 
following:

•	 developed or revised leader standards and utilized those standards to 
align and guide preservice preparation, selective hiring, and on-the-job 
support and evaluation

•	 developed partnerships with principal preservice providers or developed 
or refined in-house principal preparation programs

•	 revised principal hiring and placement processes to be informed by more 
data and aligned with leader standards

•	 revised principal evaluation processes to align with leader standards and 
inform development and delivery of on-the-job support

•	 developed LTSs (see Box 1.2).

In addition, five of the six districts reduced the number of principals that each 
principal supervisor oversees—or the “span of control”—and reshaped the job 
of principal supervisors. The districts also worked to improve the quality of pre-
service preparation options, either developing or improving their own preservice 
preparation programs or promoting improvement in programs with university 
or nonprofit partners. Recognizing that these preservice preparation program 
improvement efforts take several years or more to improve the quality of sitting 
principals, districts participating in the Principal Pipeline Initiative prioritized 
efforts described in the bulleted list above (Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, et al., 2013, 
Vol. 2, p. 36). Participating districts pursued and continue to pursue their pipe-
line enhancement work using a continuous quality improvement approach—
starting small and learning from preliminary implementation to make adjust-
ments while moving forward (see Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016).
a See NCES, 2015, and public school data available through the NCES Elemen-
tary/Secondary Information System available at NCES, undated (a).
b See The Wallace Foundation, undated, for the complete series.
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Definition of a Principal Pipeline

After more than a decade of work on school leadership and the surrounding structures 
that support it, The Wallace Foundation concluded that districtwide principal pipe-
lines could serve as a strategic lever to promote school improvement.3 The foundation 
identified four key components of a principal pipeline: (1) leader standards that guide 
all pipeline activities; (2) preservice preparation opportunities for assistant principals 
(APs) and principals (including not only the preservice training itself but also recruit-
ment and selection into these opportunities); (3) selective hiring and placement; and 

3	 For more background on the initiative, see Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, et al., 2013.

Box 1.2
Leader Tracking Systems

Each of the participating districts developed an LTS: a database with longitu-
dinal information about current and aspiring principals that would potentially 
support data-driven decisionmaking regarding principal selection, hiring, and 
support, as well as meet the data requirements of a rigorous evaluation of the 
initiative. Developing an LTS required each district to identify all the relevant 
data sources regarding current and aspiring principals (typically housed in dif-
ferent district offices across the district); address issues with data quality, includ-
ing critical gaps in the data; compile the data into a usable, longitudinal format; 
and develop user-friendly systems through which district personnel could access 
information that would meet their most-pressing needs. To accomplish this 
work, each district “established cross-departmental teams” (Gill, 2016, p. 3) that 
included representatives from several different departments, such as human 
resources (HR), leadership development, talent management, information tech-
nology, business applications, and business systems. Several districts also hired 
outside consultants to assist with the initial information technology systems and 
database software development while training in-house staff to manage the 
work in the future. In addition, The Wallace Foundation supported work by a 
consulting firm—Alvarez and Marsal—to provide guidance on LTS development 
in each district.

The resulting LTS in each district contained information on educational back-
ground, employment history within and outside the district, ratings by teachers, 
ratings by supervisors, specialized skills of interest to the district, and test scores 
of students at current and previous schools, as well as other information. The 
vast majority of district officials in all participating districts indicated that they 
found the LTS to be worthwhile or very worthwhile, according to an informal 
survey conducted by The Wallace Foundation (Gill, 2016).
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(4) on-the-job induction, evaluation, and support. In addition, school districts must 
develop the capacity, culture, and infrastructure to sustain the work across compo-
nents. Figure 1.1 provides a visual description of a comprehensive principal pipeline. 
The foundation posited that a comprehensive principal pipeline would be more effec-
tive than business-as-usual approaches to the preparation and management of school 
leaders, and it launched the Principal Pipeline Initiative in 2011 to test that hypothesis. 
Box 1.1 provides an overview of the initiative.

Principal pipeline activities are those activities undertaken by a district to prepare, 
support, manage, and oversee the work of school leaders in order to ensure their effec-
tiveness. Principal pipeline activities include activities that are referred to as principal 
talent management or human capital management (George W. Bush Institute, 2016). 
Any district that employs more than a few principals devotes resources to at least some 
principal pipeline activities even if it does not have in place a comprehensive pipeline 
as defined by the initiative.

Many education interventions involve introducing a new set of activities to 
the daily work of schools or districts. The Principal Pipeline Initiative was different. 
It involved specific enhancements to what the participating districts were doing to 
manage and support principals. As described in Box 1.1, The Wallace Foundation 
chose to support the enhancement efforts of districts that were already committed to 
improving their principal pipelines and had taken some steps toward implementing 
principal pipelines.

Figure 1.1
Definition of a Comprehensive Principal Pipeline

RAND RR2078-1.1

Leader standards

Preservice recruitment,
selection, and training

Selective hiring
and placement

On-the-job evaluation 
and support

District systems and capacity to support the principal pipeline
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The District Role in School Leadership

Although the principal is, at times, described as the chief executive officer of the school 
(Haberman, 2011), most principals are, in actuality, employees of districts or CMOs. A 
principal who works in a stand-alone charter school, an independent private school, or 
a one-school district is responsible for everything that happens in the school and might 
play a role similar to that of a chief executive officer of a corporation. But a principal 
working in a district or CMO with several, dozens, or hundreds of schools has a role 
that could be seen as more equivalent to a line manager in a corporation (see Huselid, 
Becker, and Beatty, 2005, p. 188). That principal is responsible for executing the dis-
trict strategy through use of resources provided to the district. This is why the district 
role in school leadership is so critical. The effectiveness with which the district defines 
expectations for and manages school leaders will, in turn, influence the effectiveness of 
those school leaders.

The school district role in school leadership is challenging because principals’ 
work is—in itself—difficult to define. School leaders establish short-term and long-
term priorities that influence what they do each day. The school and district con-
texts influence these priorities. Moreover, school leaders must respond to unanticipated 
events. For example, when the school goes into lockdown because of an active-shooter 
incident near the school, the principal’s primary focus is to ensure the safety of all 
students and staff members. Responding to an active-shooter incident might not be 
written into the principal’s job description, but responding effectively is an implicit 
requirement of the job.

Professional organizations have established standards describing competencies 
that all school leaders should possess, and most states have established standards for 
school leadership that guide the approval of preservice programs, state licensure for 
school leaders, and school leader evaluations. These standards are comprehensive but 
also quite general because principals’ day-to-day activities can vary a great deal, depend-
ing on their school context, district expectations, and resources to support school lead-
ership (see Box 1.3).

Investments to Develop Comprehensive Principal Pipelines

The Principal Pipeline Initiative catalyzed districts to make investments in the pipeline 
systems that support the critically important people who lead or will lead schools. All 
pipeline activities are intended to improve the quality of the people leading schools 
and, in particular, the quality of those newly hired into leadership positions. Pipe-
line districts view all such expenditures (i.e., expenditures devoted to build and oper-
ate principal pipelines) as an investment in better leaders and, ultimately, in better 
schools. The notion that improved leadership can benefit organizations is not unique 
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Box 1.3
Leader Standards

The National Policy Board for Educational Administration released Professional 
Standards for Educational Leaders in 2015, updating the Interstate School 
Leaders Licensure Consortium Standards released in 2008. The standards are 
intended to inform and shape policy at the state and local levels with regard to 
preservice preparation, certification, evaluation, and PD of school leaders. The 
professional standards for school leaders cover ten domains: mission, vision, and 
core values; ethics and professional norms; equity and cultural responsiveness; 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment; community of care and support for stu-
dents; professional capacity of school personnel; professional community for 
teachers and staff; meaningful engagement of families and community; opera-
tions and management; and school improvement.

The standards break down each domain into elements that describe the work 
required to meet the standards, underscoring the complexity of the principal’s 
role. It is worth noting that “tending to their own learning and effectiveness 
through reflection, study and improvement, maintaining a healthy work–life 
balance” is an element of the domain of professional capacity of school per-
sonnel, underscoring the fact that school leaders, as well as school districts, are 
responsible for and bear some costs associated with ensuring effective school 
leadership.

No school district can anticipate the full range of circumstances that a principal 
might face in the job and specify actions to be taken under all circumstances. 
As a result, the contract between a school district and a principal is necessarily 
incomplete (Williamson, 2002). This implies that the districts must engage in 
active but flexible oversight of principals. According to Southern Regional Edu-
cation Board, 2010, highly effective districts delegate responsibility for imple-
menting a school-level strategic plan to the principal and organize the central 
office to support principals. Districts can also take certain responsibilities off of 
a principal’s plate (and out of the job description) by providing certain supports 
centrally—freeing up the principal to do other things. For example, many school 
districts have district specialists who develop (or assist principals in developing) 
individualized education programs for special needs students or provide (or 
assist principals in providing) additional support for new teachers. This division 
of responsibilities between the school and the district varies by district, implying 
differences in a principal’s job by district. This district role in effectively framing 
and overseeing the employment relationship between districts and school lead-
ers is at the heart of the Principal Pipeline Initiative.
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to the initiative or to public education more generally. A 2016 survey of more than 
7,000 businesses and HR leaders in more than 130 countries found that leadership is 
a high-priority issue across countries and sectors. Eighty-nine percent of respondents 
to that survey reported that improving organizational leadership was an important or 
very important priority, with more than 50 percent rating leadership as very important 
(Wakefield et al., 2016, p. 27). Additionally, corporate spending on leadership has been 
on the increase; studies suggest that high-performing companies spend as much as four 
times more than their competitors on leadership (Wakefield et al., 2016, p. 28).

Some might view all spending on principal pipelines (both enhancement and 
operation) as investments in school leaders, schools, and students. However, in this 
report, we use the term investment more narrowly to describe the resources that partici-
pating districts devoted to system enhancements, whereas we describe ongoing costs as 
those necessary to support ongoing operations for activities.

It is too early to assess whether these investments have paid off. The implications 
would be realized only over an extended period of time, with investments in some 
pipeline categories possibly yielding benefits more quickly than others. But is possible 
to outline the key potential payoffs from these pipeline investments:

•	 Better school leadership could allow schools to be more efficient and effec-
tive. As a result, student outcomes and stakeholder satisfaction could also improve.

•	 Lower leadership turnover could reduce future district expenditures on the 
leadership pipeline, particularly those related to turnover. The Principal Pipe-
line Initiative aligns with evidence-based recommendations from the HR man-
agement literature for reducing employee turnover (Allen, Bryant, and Vardaman, 
2010). Leader standards can promote role clarity and reduce role conflict—things 
that have been shown to be strongly correlated with turnover (p. 54). The initia-
tive’s selective hiring and placement efforts “provide applicants the most com-
prehensive picture of the organization [and] assess applicant fit with the job and 
organization”—things that have also been shown to limit turnover (Allen, Bryant, 
and Vardaman, 2010, p. 56). The initiative’s emphasis on early-career mentoring 
and support, communication of clear expectations and evaluation against those 
expectations, and high-quality supervision are other recommended approaches 
for limiting turnover (Allen, Bryant, and Vardaman, 2010, p. 57). By reducing 
turnover, school districts can avoid turnover costs. The HR literature suggests that 
turnover costs can be substantial—ranging from 75 to 200 percent of salary costs 
(Cascio, 2006). Lower turnover could also have implications for future spending 
on the principal pipeline. Having fewer leadership vacancies because of turnover 
could lead to reduced district spending on preparation, hiring, and early-career 
support over time.

•	 Having higher-quality school leaders could reduce turnover among the 
teachers whom they supervise. Research shows that good bosses enhance the 
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productivity of the workers they supervise and that those workers are less likely 
than those with less good bosses to leave an organization (Lazear, Shaw, and Stan-
ton, 2015). This implies that improved school leadership could not only improve 
teacher effectiveness but also reduce turnover among teachers and the associated 
costs that districts incur (Burkhauser, 2017; Watlington et al., 2010).

An evaluation of initiative implementation that PSA conducted identified some 
encouraging signs about the possible value of pipeline investments. Notably, the study 
found the following:

•	 Leader standards were a powerful tool for “helping districts align their actions 
and policies to their priorities for school leadership” (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 
2016, p. 9).

•	 “[P]olicies and procedures for principal hiring were not hard to change and results 
were visible in survey responses” (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 25).

•	 “[M]ost new principals valued the support from supervisors, mentors and coaches” 
(Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 37).

As ongoing research generates evidence regarding the effects of initiative invest-
ments, the estimates of the resources required to operate and enhance principal pipe-
lines can serve as guidance for district decisionmaking about whether certain invest-
ments in the principal pipeline are worthwhile.

Scope

Our study analyzed the costs associated with district principal pipeline efforts in six 
large urban districts. We provide estimates of how much these districts spent in a base-
line, preinitiative SY (2010–2011) and in five SYs that spanned the initiative (2011–
2012 through 2015–2016). The preinitiative year provides information on business as 
usual in these districts. Principal pipelines are potentially relevant in any context in 
which principals are employed by an organization (a district or a CMO) that is manag-
ing many principals. In such a context, the organization has to make strategic choices 
about how it prepares, manages, and supports school leaders.

Our study provides estimates of the cost of investing in and operating principal 
pipelines. Because the initiative’s effects are not yet known, we cannot link cost esti-
mates to estimates of effectiveness, benefit, or utility as required by cost-effectiveness, 
cost–benefit, or cost–utility analysis or an analysis of return on investment (Levin 
and McEwan, 2000; Levenson et al., 2014). As a result, our study does not shed light 
on whether the initiative is worthwhile from a cost perspective, although it lays the 
groundwork for such analysis in the future.
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The districts in this study are somewhat unusual, in that they are among the 
50 largest school districts in the United States. In addition, the participating districts 
had already committed some resources to strengthening preparation and support for 
school leaders prior to the initiative. The cost estimates we present might thus be more 
generalizable to other large districts that view school leadership as a strategic lever for 
school reform. Nonetheless, many of the lessons we derive from our analysis also pro-
vide useful points of reflection for any district that is considering engaging in efforts to 
prepare, support, and oversee school leaders. In particular, the activities that we have 
identified as part of a comprehensive principal pipeline could help any district contem-
plating a principal pipeline.

Overview of This Report

Our study aimed to develop an approach for examining the resources and expendi-
tures that participating districts have devoted to their principal pipelines and applied 
that framework to generate estimates regarding how much the districts spent on their 
principal pipelines over the course of the initiative, both overall and for the particu-
lar pipeline categories: leader standards, preservice preparation, selective hiring and 
placement, and on-the-job support and evaluation. We explored both the investments 
districts made to further develop and revise their principal pipelines and the ongoing 
costs for maintaining their pipelines over time. We also considered trends in spending 
over time, including estimates of what districts spent on their principal pipelines prior 
to the initiative and what they spent as Wallace Foundation funding for the initiative 
drew to a close.

In Chapter Two, we describe our approach to this study, including information 
regarding our data collection, what we included in our estimates of pipeline resources 
and expenditures, and how we derived those estimates from our data sources, as well as 
the challenges and limitations of our work. Throughout this report, we generally refer 
to principal pipeline “costs” as those related to our analysis of both the resources—in 
terms of personnel time—and expenditures necessary to implement a comprehensive 
principal pipeline in each district. In Chapter Three, we begin by providing estimates 
of overall average costs across the participating districts for principal pipelines and for 
each pipeline component. In Chapter Four, we then consider what share of those costs 
might be considered “investment” costs versus ongoing spending necessary to oper-
ate principal pipelines, and we examine how The Wallace Foundation contributed to 
investment and ongoing costs. We also examine costs of district personnel in greater 
detail, as well as costs of principal and AP time on pipeline categories. Last, in Chap-
ter Five, we consider key takeaways and implications based on our findings. The appen-
dix provides some of the more-technical details of our data collection and analysis.
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CHAPTER TWO

Approach

We designed the approach for this study to provide clear information about the resources 
and expenditures associated with principal pipeline activities in the six school districts 
that received funding from The Wallace Foundation through the Principal Pipeline 
Initiative. This report offers two practical resources to school districts. First, it pro-
vides a comprehensive list of activities that could conceivably be part of principal pipe-
lines. This list is not intended to be a prescriptive list of all the activities districts must 
undertake in order to build comprehensive principal pipelines. Instead, it is intended 
to help districts understand the range of activities that make up comprehensive princi-
pal pipelines in districts participating in the Principal Pipeline Initiative. This list can 
help other districts assess what they are already doing and identify options for pipeline 
enhancement. Second, this report provides information about the potential cost to the 
district of those activities based on the experience of participating districts. To that 
end, we provide average annual costs during the main SYs of the initiative (2011–2012 
to 2014–2015), as well as costs over time for major initiative activity categories.

In presenting the cost information, we focus attention on two issues of particular 
interest to districts. First, we look at how much of that total district cost is due to the 
salary cost of district personnel versus other expenditures (e.g., materials, hardware, 
software, consultants). The time that personnel spend on pipeline activities will take 
time away from other activities and priorities, and we describe the cost of that time 
to help districts consider strategies for restructuring positions and staff, depending 
on what elements of their pipelines they wish to develop or enhance. Secondly, to 
underscore the fact that ongoing costs are associated with operating principal pipelines 
even after investments are made to build those pipelines, we provide estimates for the 
costs of one-time investments to principal pipelines versus the ongoing costs that are 
expected to repeat over time.

We begin this chapter with further description of our activity-based approach 
and present the list of key activities that we identified as part of a comprehensive pipe-
line in participating districts. We then discuss what we included in and excluded from 
our cost estimates, based on our aims and available data. We then provide additional 
information regarding our data collection, including our data sources and methods, 
followed by a discussion of key analyses.



14    What It Takes to Operate and Maintain Principal Pipelines: Costs and Other Resources

Activities Associated with a Comprehensive Principal Pipeline

We used an activity-based approach in our data-gathering and analysis.1 Similar meth-
ods have been used to characterize school district expenditures on teacher PD (see 
Miles et al., 2004, and Chambers, Lam, and Mahitivanichcha, 2008). Following this 
approach, we first developed a list of activities that could be associated with principal 
pipelines.2 As noted in Chapter One, we intended this activity list to encompass the 
school district’s work to support, manage, and oversee its principal pipeline. We did not 
intend for it to include the work that principals themselves do on a daily basis as part of 
their school leadership roles. We categorized each activity under one of the four catego-
ries of a comprehensive pipeline as already described in this report: leader standards; 
preservice recruitment, selection, and preparation; selective hiring and placement; and 
on-the-job support and evaluation. We also gathered information on systems of sup-
port for the principal pipeline, which made up a fifth category of activities for our 
analysis.

We identified these activities through an iterative approach, starting with expen-
ditures included in the districts’ expenditure reports to The Wallace Foundation. We 
mapped those expenditures into activities, and we vetted our activity list with district 
contacts and the foundation, updating the activity list based on their feedback. When 
an activity was particularly complex (e.g., districts pursued different approaches to the 
activity or the activity was different for principals and APs), we divided that activity 
into subactivities. We refined the major activities and subactivities through an iterative 
process of coding reported expenditures within each district and then gleaning addi-
tional information on reported and unreported expenditures through interviews with 
district personnel engaged in each activity.3

Table 2.1 provides the resulting list of activities and subactivities. We have noted 
activities and subactivities for which we placed principal and AP resources and expen-
ditures in two separate categories so that we could examine these costs separately 
(although we generally decided to combine principal and AP costs in our reporting).

In components  2 and 4, some of the main activities and subactivities reflect 
whether the activity’s or subactivity’s target was principals or APs.4 In addition, some 

1	 See, for example, the activity-based costing framework outlined in Kaplan and Cooper, 1998.
2	 In the cost study literature, these activities are referred to as cost ingredients. See Levin and McEwan, 2000. 
It should be noted that Levin and McEwan recommend applying a cost ingredient approach to capture the full 
social cost of an intervention. As discussed, our study takes a more limited view, estimating costs from the dis-
trict’s perspective and thus omitting some pipeline costs that other stakeholders might incur.
3	 Qualitative coding processes like the ones we used for this work are described in detail in, for example, Strauss 
and Corbin, 1998, and Lincoln and Guba, 1985.
4	 Even if APs are the focus of a particular activity, that activity could ultimately be viewed as principal prepa-
ration. Prior research emphasizes the assistant principalship as a key step to the principalship in participating 
districts (Turnbull, Riley, and MacFarlane, 2015).
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preservice preparation programs were in-house programs that the districts delivered, 
whereas other programs were provided at higher education institutions in partnership 
with districts. Thus, we broke the main activity of preservice preparation program 
delivery into four subactivities: internal district preservice to prepare principals, inter-
nal district preservice to prepare APs, external preservice to prepare principals, and 
external preservice to prepare APs.

Some of the other activities and subactivities listed in the table require elabora-
tion. Quality Measures is a tool that Education Development Center developed for 
improving partnerships between school districts and principal preservice providers. 
School Administration Manager (SAM) is a daily PD set of practices designed to help 
leaders increase time spent on instructional leadership activities and reflect on impact 
and next steps. The National SAM Innovation Project, a nonprofit organization, pro-
vides SAM services to schools, districts, and states. Vanderbilt Assessment of Lead-
ership in Education (VAL-ED) is a principal-evaluation tool for assessing principal 
behaviors. The Wallace Foundation supported the development of all three tools—
Quality Measures, SAM and VAL-ED—prior to the launch of the initiative. The Wal-
lace Foundation required all participating districts to use Quality Measures during the 
initiative, and all districts did. The foundation also required participating districts to 
use behavioral assessment to evaluate principals. Four of the six participating districts 
chose to use VAL-ED for this purpose. Districts were introduced to the SAM process. 
The National SAM Innovation Project requires that principal and district leader par-
ticipation be voluntary. All six districts elected to offer the SAM process to select school 
leaders. We listed these as subactivities so that we could explore spending on principal 
pipelines with and without these tools and approaches. In describing our findings, we 
combined the costs associated with these specific activities with the broader, related 
category of activities.

We developed our principal pipeline activity list through an examination of all 
resources and expenditures that participating districts devoted to principal pipelines. 
Not every participating district engaged in every subactivity or activity, and other 
school districts might be engaged in principal pipeline–related activities that are not 
reflected here. However, this activity list does reflect key principal pipeline activities 
in districts that were deeply engaged in supporting and improving their pipelines, so 
the list represents a fairly comprehensive illustration of the possible activities that other 
districts could implement and improve in order to strengthen their principal pipelines. 
This list of activities guided our data-collection and analysis process, which we describe 
in more detail in the next section. The activity list itself can also serve as a practical 
resource to other districts by helping them identify what pieces of their principal pipe-
lines are already in place in their districts and what additional activities they might 
consider undertaking in their contexts.
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What We Included in and Excluded from Our Estimates

As with any cost study, we had to make decisions about what to include in and exclude 
from our cost estimates. Table 2.2 provides an overview of those decisions, which we 
also describe in more detail below, along with the associated challenges and limitations 
that each decision presented.

Inclusion of Costs That School Districts Bore

Because this study strived to provide school districts with clear information about dis-
trict costs for developing and maintaining principal pipelines, our accounting focused 
on the costs borne by the district and not exhaustive costs borne by other stakeholders, 
including outside organizations, consultants, contractors, and aspiring or current lead-
ers themselves. For example, in accounting for the costs associated with an external 
preservice preparation program, we accounted for the personnel time that the district 
incurred in partnering with an external program, and we accounted for any subcon-
tract expenditures with that preservice preparation program provider. However, we did 
not account for the time that external consultants might have spent on such a program 
beyond what was reported in subcontracts or consultant agreements. We accounted 
only for the documented expense of a vendor’s activities to the district; we did not 
account for any profit or loss to the vendor, nor did we account for philanthropic, 
public, or endowment funds that might be used to supplement the revenue that the 
vendor receives from the district. We took into account district expenditures for pipe-
line activities funded through The Wallace Foundation’s investments, as well as costs 
funded through any other source, including district funds.

Table 2.2
Costs Included in and Excluded from Our Estimates

Included Excluded

•	 Costs borne by school districts themselves, 
including cost of personnel time and ODCs 
(e.g., materials, software)

•	 Costs of work funded through both The 
Wallace Foundation and other funding 
sources

•	 Costs of time for district personnel who 
supported principal pipeline efforts, includ-
ing those across multiple offices (e.g., HR, 
leadership, information technology)

•	 Costs of schoolwide supports that also 
provided direct and explicit support to 
principals

•	 Costs for technology that supported the 
pipeline (e.g., hardware and software nec-
essary for LTSs)

•	 Costs that outside consultants or subcon-
tracts bore beyond what the district paid for 
those services

•	 Costs of time for principals and APs who took 
part in pipeline activities (excluding pay-
ments to those supporting the pipeline on 
top of salaries)

•	 Opportunity costs of district personnel time, 
beyond estimates for the cost of personnel 
time for individual activities

•	 Costs of schoolwide supports that did not 
explicitly support principals

•	 New York City resources and expenditures 
for two major categories for which data 
were unavailable: (1) selective hiring and 
placement and (2) on-the-job support and 
evaluation

NOTE: ODC = other direct cost.
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Our estimates regarding the costs of specific activities included both the time 
of district personnel who directed or supported those activities and the nonpersonnel 
costs for expenditures related to contracted services, technology, materials, supplies, 
travel, or any other costs that the district paid for those activities. However, we did not 
include costs for the time that principals and APs invested in particular principal pipeline 
activities unless those principals or APs received supplemental stipends or payments beyond 
their regular salaries for that time or in the rare case that someone was explicitly assigned 
as a substitute for an administrator who was participating in a pipeline activity and was 
therefore out of the building. We also excluded time or out-of-pocket costs that people 
incurred to participate in preservice programs, PD, or mentoring of others.

Challenges of Accounting for District Personnel Time

No single office or department in a school district handles all aspects of the princi-
pal pipeline. An important step in identifying key pipeline personnel was building 
a shared understanding with the districts about the activities included in a principal 
pipeline. After districts understood what we were including as part of the principal 
pipeline, they were better able to direct us to all the offices and departments doing 
pipeline-related work. Through discussion with those who directed or managed partic-
ular aspects of the pipeline, we then worked with districts to identify all the personnel 
who spent substantial portions of their time (i.e., 5 percent or more of all their district 
work) on principal pipelines. Those few district personnel who had a bird’s-eye view of 
the pipeline could usually direct us to the district offices or departments that handled 
hiring, placement, PD support, and evaluation. Such offices include the obvious ones, 
such as those focused on HR, school support, and principal supervision. But they also 
included offices and departments that maintain the information technology that sup-
ports personnel hiring, support, and supervision; budget offices that oversee spending 
and initiatives related to principals; or offices housing administrative support personnel 
who might help with, for example, registration of principals for PD programs or plan-
ning (e.g., ordering coffee, food) for screening and hiring events. But occasionally, in 
larger districts, even personnel leading the initiative work might not be aware of some 
activities or new funding for programs that affect the pipeline. Even in a district with 
a single department or office that handles leadership-related work, at least a handful of 
other offices are involved with the principal pipeline in some way. It is possible that we 
did not count the time of at least some personnel who do contribute some portion of 
their time to principal pipeline activities.

One limitation of our personnel cost estimates is that self-reported estimates of 
time and percentage of effort on pipeline activities are inevitably imprecise, particularly 
given that some of these data were gathered retrospectively (e.g., personnel data and 
preinitiative expenditures). We received initial estimates of personnel time on pipeline 
activities through our main district point of contact, who typically managed, coordi-
nated, and oversaw all staff who spent time on pipeline activities. We then confirmed 
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those time estimates with individual personnel who did that work or managed others 
who did that work. One issue was that personnel with whom we spoke often found it 
challenging to provide percentage of time estimates even for more-recent time periods, 
given that so much of their work is intertwined and cross-cutting. The goal of our cost 
study was to understand approximate costs of principal pipelines and the relative costs 
of the activities that are part of that pipeline.

Exclusion of Opportunity Costs for Personnel Time

Even though we accounted for the time that district central office staff reported spend-
ing on various activities and included that in the cost of those activities, our estimates 
might not fully capture the costs of those activities. Specifically, all district staff mem-
bers have limited time available. Therefore, time that staff spent on pipeline activities 
has opportunity costs associated with it. Opportunity costs are defined as “benefit[s] that 
a person could have received, but gave up, to take another course of action” (“Opportu-
nity Cost,” undated). As described in Levin and McEwan, 2000, “[b]y using resources 
in one way, we are giving up the ability to use them in another way, so a cost has been 
incurred” (p. 44). For example, when a principal is pulled out of school for a day to par-
ticipate in hiring pool screening, that principal is not in the school building supporting 
teachers and students. The value of what the principal would have been doing in the 
school that day is the opportunity cost of that principal’s participation in the hiring 
pool.5 The concept of opportunity cost also applies to the time of central office person-
nel. If the superintendent participates in a leader standards development committee, 
that superintendent is spending less (or no) time on other initiatives or programs. We 
discuss this opportunity cost as part of our report, but we do not directly account for it 
other than accounting for the cost of personnel time on particular activities. As noted, 
Table 2.2 provides additional information about key principal pipeline costs that we 
included in our study and what we did not include as part of our estimates.

As a separate input to guide district decisionmaking, we do provide information 
about principal and AP reports of the time and money that they invested in various 
activities. Specifically, we present some information on average costs of the principal 
pipeline to principals and APs based on a survey of novice principals and APs in their 
first three years on the job in each district. These data have some limitations, given 
that they include only novice leaders. But they do include information about costs that 
all school leaders might be expected to invest at some point in their careers, including 
average out-of-pocket costs for preservice leadership preparation, as well as investments 
of time in various aspects of the principal pipeline, including hiring of new leaders and 
coaching or mentoring new leaders. These data give districts a picture of the opportu-
nity costs associated with principal and AP time devoted to pipeline activities.

5	 It is worth noting that school districts rarely provide substitutes when administrators are absent.



Approach    21

Inclusion of Schoolwide Support That Districts Provided

A key challenge with which we grappled during this study was when to account for 
schoolwide support that a district provided to individual schools. Variation in these 
supports reflects variation across districts in the way in which they allocate responsi-
bilities to the district central office versus the school. Larger districts organize some 
types of specialized support in centralized offices and deploy that support to schools. 
Some of that support (e.g., principal coaching and mentoring) is focused directly on 
school leaders. But much of that centralized support targets teachers or students and 
is not specifically intended to support school leadership. For example, special needs 
coordinators, support teams for novice teachers, or math specialists would typically 
work directly with teachers or students. District decisions about supports provided 
through district central offices influence the scope of the principal’s job. For example, 
a behavioral support specialist might provide demonstrations for and coach teachers 
who are struggling with classroom management—something a principal might spend 
time doing if those district supports were not available.

Through interviews conducted at the start of this project, we realized that districts 
participating in the Principal Pipeline Initiative took dramatically different approaches 
to providing and accounting for provision of school support. In some cases, districts 
shifted their approaches to school support during the initiative. For this study, we had 
to make a choice about where to draw the line between school supports and principal 
supports. We chose to draw that line in a very conservative way. Although we agreed 
that “schoolwide support via teams and networks” is one activity that is part of the 
on-the-job support and evaluation component of the principal pipeline, we counted 
support as support for the principal only if the support was directly targeting the prin-
cipal and that principal’s skills or PD. By this measure, an executive coach for princi-
pals is clearly included, but the aforementioned behavioral specialist or a community-
relations liaison is excluded, even if that person’s support takes some responsibility off 
of the principal’s plate. We acknowledge that the level of schoolwide supports that 
a district provides to the school will have implications for principal workload and, 
ultimately, principal effectiveness. And there might be trade-offs between the level of 
schoolwide support provided and principal support needed. In other words, a district 
that provides little schoolwide support might provide substantially more support for 
principals.6 In addition, districts might organize these school supports differently and 
allocate different levels of resources to them. Our estimates might be capturing princi-
pal supports that some districts provide that are similar to school supports that are not 
captured in other districts.

6	 For a useful overview of how shifts in support for principals can influence overall school funding, see G. John-
son, 2014.
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Inclusion of Data from New York City

One additional issue was that some data in regard to costs for all major categories of 
principal pipeline activities in New York City were not available. In New York City, 
schools are managed by a citywide department rather than a school district per se. As 
a result, New York City Department of Education (DOE) budgetary and expenditure 
information is housed in many different offices and in many different forms. Further-
more, how principal supervisors spend their time and support principals is extremely 
variable in New York City and dependent on specific guidelines and choices in indi-
vidual districts in the New York City DOE. For these reasons, we include the New 
York City DOE in our average calculations only for the major categories for which we 
could get reasonable comprehensive estimates of costs from the New York City DOE 
Office of Leadership. Those categories are component 1 (leader standards) and compo-
nent 2 (preservice preparation), as well as systems and capacity for supporting pipeline 
components. Given that we lack complete information on New York City’s spending 
related to all pipeline activities, we also exclude the city from reports on average costs 
for all pipeline categories across participating districts.

Accounting for Technology Costs

Beyond the time investment of personnel, other direct costs (ODCs) are involved 
in supporting the principal pipeline. One direct cost that might not be immediately 
evident is the cost of the technology supporting the pipeline. The Wallace Founda-
tion encouraged all participating districts to create LTSs that utilized existing and 
new information systems and technology to help districts systematically collect data 
on potential and current leaders. An LTS draws on multiple existing data systems—
notably, HR data systems. We did not include the costs of these existing, underlying 
data systems in our estimates. We did include the costs involved in figuring out what 
data resources are available, aligning different data systems, and developing new visu-
alization tools focused on pipeline issues (Gill, 2016).

Despite these challenges and caveats, our cost estimates provide an overview of 
the key principal pipeline activities with associated costs and average approximate 
spending for these activities overall and over time in the six participating districts. As a 
result, our work provides a unique look at what it takes to build and maintain principal 
pipelines in large urban districts that have already invested some thought and time in 
developing their pipelines. Even small districts without similarly developed principal 
pipelines can glean useful information on major categories of pipeline activities and 
potential resources and expenditures necessary to upgrade particular pieces of their 
pipelines.
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Data Sources

Principal pipeline costs are not a line item in school budget and expenditure reports. 
For our cost study, we gathered information about the costs of activities through multi-
ple data sources. We strived to capture all expenditures and personnel resources associ-
ated with principal pipelines that a district incurred, regardless of what funding sources 
the district used to cover them. The data sources for our study included the following:

•	 District principal pipeline expenditure reports. Each participating district 
provided regular expenditure reports to The Wallace Foundation on its principal 
pipeline–related spending over the course of the initiative—from August 2011 
through December 2015—on all spending on their principal pipelines, including 
both Wallace and non-Wallace resources.

•	 Expenditure reports for technical assistance. The Wallace Foundation also col-
lected expenditure reports from consultants and organizations with which they 
contracted to provide guidance to districts for aspects of the Principal Pipeline 
Initiative, which we used to identify technical assistance work key to districts’ 
pipeline work.

•	 In-depth interviews with district personnel. We conducted numerous inter-
views with district personnel who managed or played key roles in the initiative 
to gather more information about costs from the expenditure reports and gaps in 
initiative expenditures—as we defined them—that might not have been reported 
in expenditure reports to The Wallace Foundation.

•	 District personnel resource-allocation data. We developed a separate tool to 
gather data from the district on all the staff involved in principal pipeline activi-
ties, the percentage of their time spent on the pipeline over the course of the year, 
the specific activities on which they focused, and their annual salaries and ben-
efits.

•	 Survey data. PSA and RAND collaborated to administer a survey to all novice 
principals and APs who had been in their roles for three years or less. We admin-
istered the survey in 2014 and 2015. The survey asked these novice principals and 
APs to estimate the percentage of time they spent on specific pipeline activities, 
including their own PD and formal mentoring of other school leaders. The survey 
also asked principals and APs for their agreement about whether their time on 
pipeline activities supported or hindered their work on other important school 
priorities. Last, the survey included a question to school leaders about how much 
they paid out of pocket for their own leadership preparation. More information 
about the survey is available in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, Appendix A.7

7	 The response rates for the survey were relatively high in both 2014 and 2015. As reported in Turnbull, 
Anderson, et al., 2016, the number of novice principals across participating districts who responded to the survey 
was 541 in 2014 and 514 in 2015, for average response rates of, respectively, 66 and 65 percent. The number of 
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Capturing and Categorizing Data Through Our Data-Collection Tools

To facilitate data collection of all resources and expenditures devoted to principal pipe-
lines, we developed a tool for gathering personnel costs and a tool for categorizing 
all expenditures. Our activity list served as a facilitation tool as well. Specifically, the 
list prompted districts to consider the full range of resources devoted to an activity. 
For example, the activity of providing PD to school leaders could include time from 
any district personnel involved in registering, planning, and delivering a PD event 
for principals or APs; payments to any external consultants delivering the prepara-
tion; costs of materials, supplies, or food or any ODCs for the preparation; cost of any 
facilities rented for the preparation; and stipends to those attending the preparation (if 
provided).

The activity list also enabled district personnel to indicate the activities on which 
they spent their time so that we could estimate the personnel “cost” for those activities. 
We provide a little more detail in this section on the content of our tools; the appendix 
also includes snapshots of those tools. Despite our work with districts to identify any 
resources and expenditures related to each pipeline activity, districts might have dif-
fered in their interpretations of what costs were included as part of particular pipeline 
activities. Thus, we might have missed some pipeline costs for some districts in our 
data-gathering work.

Personnel Data-Collection Tool

Although expenditure reports that districts provided to The Wallace Foundation were 
an excellent resource for our study, we realized early on that those reports did not 
always include information on costs associated with everyone across all district offices 
who was contributing to the pipeline activities we had identified. For example, to 
develop a robust LTS, a district must draw on expertise and time from people in mul-
tiple district departments, including HR, leadership and supervision, and information 
technology. Districts might neglect to include all those people in their reporting to 
The Wallace Foundation because they were not part of the office or department that 
was leading the initiative. For this reason, we queried districts extensively in interviews 
about all district staff spending time on any activities on our cost activity list. We cre-
ated a tool in which districts could provide all the information necessary for us to esti-
mate costs of personnel time on particular pipeline activities, including lists of people 
spending time on pipeline activities, their salary data, fringe benefit rates, and rough 
estimates of the proportion of time staff spent on pipeline activities. We then allocated 
each district staff member’s salary and fringe benefit costs to principal pipeline activi-

novice APs who responded to the survey was 671 in 2014 and 688 in 2015, for response rates of, respectively, 73 
and 68 percent. When we excluded New York City from the response rate calculations, the average response rates 
were more than 85 percent in each year for both principals and APs.



Approach    25

ties based on estimates about the proportion of time that staff member spent on each 
of those activities.

Activity Categorization Tool

Our activity categorization tool was where we entered information about each pipeline 
expenditure. We entered initial information and categorizations for each expenditure 
gleaned from our data sources into the tool. We then shared that tool with district 
points of contact so that they could provide feedback on how we categorized the data 
and respond to any of our specific questions about those categorizations. The activity 
categorization tool thus enabled us to keep school districts informed about all the costs 
we were recording for each pipeline activity over time, and it allowed us to vet the data 
through multiple rounds of interaction with the districts to ensure accuracy.

When entering data into our tool, we categorized costs as follows:

•	 By activity and subactivity. We associated resources and expenditures with 
individual pipeline activities in our activity categorization tool. For example, an 
expenditure for materials or supplies for a district preservice preparation event for 
principals would be coded under the activity “internal, district-led preparation for 
principals,” whereas the cost of personnel time on the development of a strategy 
for providing PD to APs would be coded under the activity “revise the system 
for providing on-the-job support for APs.” Sometimes, because staff could not 
account for their time with such specificity, we coded personnel time into main 
activities rather than subactivities. Districts confirmed our coding of expendi-
tures by activity and subactivity.

•	 By year. We determined the SY in which a cost occurred, from the start of the 
initiative through the first six months of 2015–2016.8 We also gathered retrospec-
tive rough estimates of pipeline expenditures from 2010–2011, to which we refer 
in this report as preinitiative costs.9

8	 Data sources for this report provided expenditure data through December 31, 2015. Our 2015–2016 estimates 
are thus projected estimates based on the first six months of expenditures (through December 2015).
9	 Preinitiative costs are very rough estimates of 2010–2011 costs. We used interview data and data from the 
district proposals to The Wallace Foundation for the initiative to identify activities that occurred in 2011–2012 
and that we know also occurred in 2010–2011. In the case of nonpersonnel expenditures (e.g., subcontracts, con-
sultants, ODCs for materials), for those costs we knew had occurred in both years, we simply took the amount 
for each expenditure reported for 2011–2012 and repeated the cost in 2010–2011. In the case of district personnel 
expenditures, we estimated costs similarly to how we accounted for personnel time in 2011–2012 and beyond: 
We retrieved salary and benefit data for personnel whom we knew were working on principal pipeline activities 
in 2010–2011, allocated their salaries according the percentage of total time that they spent on the pipeline, and 
divided their percentage time among various pipeline activities that we knew had occurred in 2010–2011. We 
asked district points of contact to verify our judgments about the 2010–2011 principal pipeline expenditures. We 
did not categorize preinitiative costs as investment or ongoing because we lacked sufficient information to make 
those judgments. Because we based preinitiative costs on estimates rather than actual expenditure data, readers 
should be cautious in drawing interpretations or implications based on preinitiative information.
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•	 By investments and ongoing. We coded resources and expenditures according 
to whether they represented investments or pilot tests that would be expected to 
take place over only a limited time (e.g., a few years) or ongoing costs that would 
be expected to repeat for the foreseeable future as the costs of maintaining activi-
ties or efforts. For example, the initial delivery of a PD course or program could 
require one-time development costs that would not be incurred if the program or 
course were delivered in future years.10 Districts made judgments about whether 
a nonpersonnel cost was an investment or ongoing. Personnel costs were deter-
mined as investment or ongoing costs based on activity; we classified the costs of 
personnel time on certain activities as both investment and ongoing costs (e.g., 
personnel time on development of leader standards), whereas we classified the 
costs of personnel time on other activities just as ongoing costs (e.g., personnel 
time to provide on-the-job support).11

•	 By cost type. We coded expenditures according to their cost type. Cost types 
included costs for district personnel (e.g., personnel salary costs or stipends pro-
vided to personnel); costs for consultants or subcontracts; and ODCs, such as 
materials and supplies. In discussing our findings in this report, we distinguish 
between expenditures related to the time of district personnel and other types of 
costs, such as materials and consultants.

Categorizing expenditures in these ways supported various types of analyses, includ-
ing, for example, analyses of trends of change in initiative expenditures over time, dif-
ferences in personnel and nonpersonnel costs over time, and differences in investment 
and ongoing costs for each year of the initiative. In the next section, we provide an 
overview of our analysis and how we used the analysis to address each of our research 
questions.

Analyzing the Data

We used the activity categorization tool to generate district-by-district summaries of 
pipeline resources and expenditures. These summary tables included total costs for 
each activity overall, as well as costs for each year, beginning with the preinitiative  
SY (2010–2011), continuing through 2014–2015, and including estimates for the first 
half of 2015–2016. The summary tables also included costs for personnel only, invest-
ment costs, and ongoing costs overall and by year.

10	 We did discuss with districts the time frame in which they expected to conduct certain activities again, which 
would have been a time frame over which they might amortize these investment activities. Districts could not 
provide accurate estimates of this time frame. However, depreciating the costs of these investments over time 
would have accounted for cost in a way that is more consistent with standard cost methodology.
11	 The appendix contains more details on how we determined investment and ongoing costs for personnel.
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We transformed these summary data to account for regional variation in pur-
chasing power (i.e., cost of living) and inflation during the time period. To make these 
adjustments, we first identified regional price parities (RPPs) for each year from 2010 
to 2014 for the metropolitan statistical area (MSA) in which each district was located.12 
RPPs measure the differences in the price levels of goods and services across metropoli-
tan areas for a given year. We used the RPPs for each district’s MSA to adjust dollar 
amounts for each year of our initiative expenditure data. To make the adjustment, we 
simply divided the costs by the RPP adjustment factor for that year; the RPP adjust-
ment factor for a particular region is the RPP index for that region divided by 100. So, 
for example, if the RPP adjustment factor for a particular school district geographical 
area is 95.9 percent in a particular year—meaning that the average price level for that 
geographical area is just more than 4 percent lower, on average, than other areas—
each dollar spent on the initiative in that school district in that year is worth $1.04. To 
adjust the cost estimates for inflation, we used the Consumer Price Index for All Urban 
Consumers (CPI-U) to inflate expenditures from earlier years of the initiative to equiv-
alent dollars for the 2015–2016 SY.13 As a result of these adjustments, costs are reported 
in terms of real dollar expenditures for the 2015–2016 SY for an average MSA.

Even after making the adjustments for regional variation in purchasing power 
and inflation, districts varied dramatically in terms of dollars spent. Each pipeline 
activity is likely to have a fixed and variable cost aspect associated with it. A fixed cost 
aspect is one that does not vary based on the size of the district or the number of people 
in the pipeline. For example, the development of LTSs could potentially require a basic 
level of effort regardless of the size of the district. A variable cost aspect is one that does 
vary directly based on the size of the district or the number of people participating 
in or served by a particular activity. Most activities have both fixed and variable costs 
associated with them, although the relative importance of the two will vary by activity.

Cost drivers are those things that could influence variable costs. In this report, we 
present cross-district averages in terms of average annual expenditures by some poten-
tial cost drivers that would be appropriate to all categories and to which other districts 
might relate. These are the total number of principals in the district, the number of 

12	 The RPP index indicates whether the costs of goods and services for a particular MSA are higher or lower than 
the national average. The index pegs the national average cost of goods and services at 100. Areas where the costs 
of goods and services are above the national average have indexes above 100; areas where the costs are below the 
national average have indexes below 100. At the time of this writing, RPPs were available from the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis through 2014 (Bureau of Economic Analysis, undated). For each SY, we applied the relevant 
RPP for the first part of that SY (i.e., for the 2010–2011 SY, we used 2010 RPPs). There was not much variation 
in RPP indexes during this time period. For 2015–2016, we applied the 2014 RPP rate.
13	 Specifically, we used the U.S. city average, a semiannual average for the second half of the calendar year cor-
responding to the fall semester of the relevant SY. We created an adjustment factor for year x by dividing the 
relevant CPI-U index for 2015 by the relevant CPI-U index for year x. We then multiplied our cost estimates for 
year x by that cost factor.
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pupils, and average current expenditures per pupil (per-pupil cost).14 The number of 
principals is a potential cost driver because the pipeline supports principals directly; 
each additional principal in the district places more demands on the pipeline as a 
whole—more principals to be trained, hired, evaluated, and supported. For some pipe-
line categories and activities, a subset of principals could potentially be a more direct 
cost driver. For example, the number of principals hired in a particular SY would 
directly influence the hiring costs for that SY. The number of people participating 
in preservice preparation could influence the cost of preservice delivery. Where rel-
evant, we did analyze data with regard to other cost drivers and comment on relevant 
findings. However, use of a common cost driver, such as cost per principal, facilitates 
comparison across all main categories of pipeline activities. Presenting costs on a per-
principal basis also helps districts understand the resources needed to maintain a cadre 
of principals; per-principal costs might be relevant for district planning because the 
number of principals is more stable and predictable than the number of vacancies and 
characteristics of new hires.

The number of pupils is another useful cost driver to consider. Assessing pipeline 
spending in terms of cost per pupil might account for variation in average school size 
for which estimates of per-principal spending do not necessarily account. Principals 
in districts that have larger schools might need additional supports to accomplish the 
same job. Another advantage of the per-pupil expenditure metric is that it allows for 
comparison with expenditures on initiatives that have nothing to do with principals. 
Average current expenditures per pupil, to which we refer as average per-pupil cost, is 
another useful cost driver because it reflects aspects of the local context that might lead 
a district to spend more in order to meet the needs of its students than other districts 
because of either different values and objectives or different community needs.15

Table 2.3 summarizes some of these key drivers of total resources and expendi-
tures on principal pipelines in each district. New York City is substantially larger than 
the other districts in terms of the number of pupils, number of principals, and per-pupil 
spending. The other districts serve between 78,000 and 213,000 students (depending 
on the SY) and have between 130 and 276 principals. Table 2.3 suggests that most of 
the pipeline districts have experienced growth in the number of pupils served during 
the initiative’s time frame and in the number of principals. We did not have complete 

14	 In this study, cost drivers are an attempt to capture a very general notion of variable costs. Many cost studies 
distinguish between fixed and variable costs. Fixed costs are those incurred regardless of the number of units pro-
duced. Variable costs are those costs that vary depending on how many units are produced. The challenge with 
using the concept of fixed and variable costs in this study is that the relevant “unit” of analysis differs depending 
on the subactivity. For example, for preservice delivery, the relevant unit is the number of program participants 
at a particular point in time. For hiring processes, the relevant unit might be the total number of new hires.
15	 We calculated the average current expenditures per pupil for each district by dividing the total current expen-
ditures (excluding capital improvements and interest on debt) by the total number of pupils as reported in NCES, 
undated (b).
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information on the number of APs for every district and for every year and therefore 
could not use the number of principals and APs combined as a cost driver. Accord-
ing to available data for SY 2014–2015, Charlotte, Hillsborough, and Prince George’s 
County have between 1.6 and 1.8 APs for each principal. Gwinnett has substantially 
more APs per principal (3.8 APs for each principal). As can be inferred from Table 2.3, 
Gwinnett also has more pupils per principal, suggesting a larger average school. Denver 
has at least 1.1 APs per principal. In Denver, principals have autonomy to use school-
level funding to hire APs who might not be recorded in district figures. After adjusting 
for cost of living, we also adjusted costs in each district depending on various drivers, 
and we present costs by some cost drivers throughout this report, focusing particularly 
on cost per principal.

To calculate annual average spending, we took the average of the costs over a 
particular time span (generally 2011–2012 through 2014–2015) for each district and 
then calculated the average across districts by adding up those average annual costs and 
dividing by 6. Because we did not include New York City in the average calculations 
for components 3 and 4, we divided the summed annual average costs by 5 for those 
pipeline categories. When we present costs by year, they represent a calculation of aver-
age cross-district costs in the same way—by summing the district-by-district costs and 
dividing by the total number of districts that we summed together.

Because we had only six months’ worth of data for SY 2015–2016, we had to 
extrapolate those data to develop an estimate of resources and expenditures for the 
entire SY. In addition, expenditures that districts reported for the first six months of 
2015–2016 might not be a clear signal of spending across the whole year, given that 
The Wallace Foundation’s funding for the initiative was ending. For example, some 
districts could have spent more in the first six months of 2015–2016 because they 
had more funding to support their principal pipelines during that period than they 
expected to have for the last six months of 2015–2016. We thus have less confidence 
in our estimates for 2015–2016 and did not include them in our estimates of average 
annual costs over the entire initiative. We did, however, refer to these extrapolations 
when describing changes in annual resources and expenditures over time. We used 
two different sets of assumptions to estimate costs for the entire 2015–2016 SY, and 
we present a predicted range for pipeline costs based on these different assumptions. 
We calculated the upper bound or maximum predicted annual costs for 2015–2016 as 
twice the amount of observed costs for the first half of 2015–2016. The lower bound or 
minimum predicted annual costs doubled the observed costs for personnel only. The 
latter approach assumes that the personnel contributed to each pipeline activity over 
the course of 2015–2016 but that nonpersonnel pipeline costs were front-loaded into 
the first part of the SY.

In summary, our study approach was particularly intended to provide informa-
tion to other school districts and those who support districts about what it could take 
to build a strong principal pipeline. Our report offers two types of practical resources 
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to readers: (1) a comprehensive list of potential activities with their costs that could be 
part of district efforts to build and improve their principal pipelines and (2) guidance 
regarding the potential district costs for these efforts overall and for specific pipeline 
activities. We used an activity-based approach to develop our list of potential principal 
pipeline activities and gather data from individual districts. We made decisions about 
what to include in and exclude from our cost estimates. Each decision has associated 
challenges and limitations. Nevertheless, our work provides a unique look at the cost 
of building and maintaining principal pipelines in urban school districts. We know of 
no other studies that provide this level of cost information and provide resources that 
can help any district reflect on how it might work to build a principal pipeline based 
on what is possible in its own context. This report also points to gaps in spending for 
some districts compared with others and might inform additional work to understand 
payoff of investments in terms of improved principal and school outcomes.
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CHAPTER THREE

Findings on Pipeline Costs Overall and by Major Category

In this first findings chapter of our report, we present estimates of overall principal 
pipeline costs and costs for each major category of pipeline activity, as well as trends 
in principal pipeline spending, by category, from year to year. We organize these find-
ings by major pipeline category so that we can explore all the costs for each component 
and describe different ways of considering those costs. In Chapter Four, we consider 
investment and staffing expenditures for principal pipelines. As noted in Chapter Two, 
describing our approach, we adjusted all resources and expenditures included in our 
findings for regional purchasing power and inflation.

Overall Principal Pipeline Resources and Expenditures

Table 3.1 provides the average annual resources and expenditures across all districts 
participating in the Principal Pipeline Initiative, including the overall average annual 
costs and the costs when taking into account particular cost drivers for each district; 
the number of principals or pupils in each district; and the costs, as a percentage, of 
per-pupil expenditures in each district. Our estimate of average annual resources and 
expenditures for the initiative takes into account the first four SYs of the initiative, 
from 2011–2012 to 2014–2015. We do not include costs for 2015–2016 in our average 
annual cost estimates, given that these estimates are extrapolations. However, we do 
refer to data about average resources and expenditures for 2015–2016 when we exam-
ine change in costs, by year, for each major category.

The maximum and minimum costs in Table 3.1 represent the costs for the dis-
trict that spent the most and least on each category. The district with the maximum 
costs for a particular category might not be the same district with the maximum per-
principal or per-pupil costs, and, similarly, the district with the minimum costs for a 
particular category might not be the same district with the minimum per-principal or 
per-pupil costs. Figure 3.1 provides the same data as Table 3.1 but on a per-principal 
basis only. Throughout this report, we generally focus on per-principal costs for con-
sistency’s sake, although we occasionally present data by other cost drivers in special 
cases. Figure 3.2 presents the percentage of total pipeline costs devoted to each major 
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category. Each estimate of overall average pipeline costs represents an average of the 
overall costs in each district. We do not include data from New York City in overall 
average annual resource and expenditure estimates because we have cost estimates for 
spending on only three of the fi ve major pipeline categories in New York City.

For all major categories of pipeline activities, districts spent about $5.6 million 
each year, on average, which translates to a little more than $31,000 per principal 
or $42 per pupil per year. For all districts, this is just a small fraction of their total 
per-pupil expenditures in each year. As can be seen in the table and fi gures, districts 
spent much more on the preservice preparation and on-the-job support and evaluation 
categories of the principal pipeline (approximately $9,400 and $14,000 per principal, 
respectively) than on other categories. Together, preservice preparation and on-the-job 
support and evaluation for principals and APs accounted for about three-quarters of all 

Figure 3.1
Average Annual Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Major Category, School Years 
2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

NOTE: The purple bar for each component represents the average of the overall costs in each district. 
Because we have cost estimates for spending on only three of the �ve major pipeline categories for New 
York City, we did not include data for that city for the two missing categories (selective hiring and 
placement and on-the-job support and evaluation). The error bar for each year shows the range from the
district with the highest resources and expenditures to the one with the lowest resources and 
expenditures for each component.
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principal pipeline expenditures. Furthermore, the range of costs for preservice and on-
the-job support and evaluation activities—particularly the range of preservice prepara-
tion costs—was much larger than the ranges for the other categories. The higher cost 
and large range for preservice preparation resources and expenditures reflect districts’ 
different approaches to preservice preparation. In contrast, the cost of the leader stan-
dards category was particularly small, at only $292 per principal or $90,299 annually; 
leader standards resources and expenditures took up just 1 percent of all pipeline costs.

Figure  3.3 illustrates the change in overall principal pipeline costs over time. 
Spending on principal pipeline activities changed considerably over time across partici-
pating districts. For the year prior to the start of the initiative, we estimate that aver-
age district spending on principal pipeline activities was a little less than $9,400 per 
principal. Our estimate for the preinitiative period might exclude relevant costs that 
districts did not track. For the first SY of the initiative (2011–2012), we estimate prin-
cipal pipeline costs to be more than twice that amount, at $20,264 per principal. From 
2011–2012 to 2014–2015, average resources and expenditures steadily grew to nearly 

Figure 3.2
Percentage of Total Principal Pipeline Resources and 
Expenditures Devoted to Each Major Category, School Years 
2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

NOTES: We based the percentages on our estimates of total principal 
pipeline resources and expenditures for school years 2011–2012 through 
2014–2015 for the �ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we 
had data for all categories of pipeline activities (i.e., excludes New 
York City).
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$37,000 per principal and then declined somewhat in 2015–2016; the predicted range 
of principal pipeline costs for 2015–2016 was between about $22,000 and $29,800.

Readers should keep in mind that—as we noted in Chapter Two—the estimates 
of 2015–2016 costs are extrapolations based on data from the fi rst half of 2015–2016. 
Th e lower bound or minimum average cost (as depicted by the bottom of the diamond 
in Figure 3.3 for 2015–2016) represents projected costs when only personnel costs 
are doubled. Th e upper bound or maximum average cost (as depicted by the top of 
the diamond for 2015–2016) represents projected costs when all costs—personnel and 
nonpersonnel—are doubled. Th e error bar in the fi gure for each year shows the range 
from the district with the highest resources and expenditures to the one with the lowest 
resources and expenditures for leader standards. For 2015–2016, the minimum costs 

Figure 3.3
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for All Principal Pipeline 
Activities

NOTE: The purple diamonds represent the estimates of average principal pipeline expenditures across 
the �ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we have data for all categories of pipeline activities
(i.e., excludes New York City). The lower bound or minimum average cost (as depicted by the bottom of 
the diamond for 2015–2016) represents projected costs when only personnel costs are doubled. The 
upper bound or maximum average cost (as depicted by the top of the diamond for 2015–2016) 
represents projected costs when all costs—personnel and nonpersonnel—are doubled. The error bar for 
each year shows the range from the district with the highest resources and expenditures to the one with 
the lowest resources and expenditures.
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are for the district with the lowest projected resources and expenditures when only per-
sonnel costs are doubled, whereas the maximum resources and expenditures are for the 
district with the highest projected costs when all costs are doubled.

Readers might be struck by the steady rise in average pipeline costs from 2011–
2012 to 2014–2015 in Figure 3.3. However, it is important to keep in mind that these 
annual costs represent averages across six districts, and districts with particularly large 
increases in costs can pull that average up. After 2012–2013, pipeline costs increased 
in only two of the five participating districts—excluding New York City because we 
lacked costs for two categories of pipeline activities there—and costs decreased in the 
other districts. One district in particular experienced a rise in costs of nearly $25,000 
per principal from 2012–2013 to 2014–2015, mostly because of rises in preservice 
costs. If we remove that district from our cost estimates, overall costs decrease by about 
$1,800 from 2012–2013 to 2014–2015. In addition, increases in costs for some of the 
later years of the initiative could reflect the approaching end of grant funding for the 
initiative. For example, districts might be expected to spend more toward the end of 
their grant funding than they might spend if funding were not expected to end. None-
theless, the slight decrease in spending for the last six months of the initiative suggests 
that districts could have also adjusted their spending patterns to be more conservative, 
given the anticipated end of Wallace funding.

Resources and Expenditures Devoted to Component 1: Leader 
Standards

State school leader standards—when present—and Professional Standards for Educa-
tional Leaders developed and updated by the National Policy Board for Educational 
Administration served as essential guides for leader standard development. However, 
as noted by Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, each district developed and used leader 
standards as a powerful tool to “align [district] actions and policies to their priorities 
for school leadership” (p. 9). Leader standards provided key guidance for the design 
and development of preservice preparation programs, hiring foci, and ways to support 
and evaluate principals. Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, states that leader standard 
development “was not a one-time event” (p. iii). Instead, districts regularly revisited 
their standards in order to reflect on leader standard foci and what those foci mean for 
other pieces of the pipeline. Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, also notes that changes to 
other pipeline activities—such as hiring and principal evaluation—sometimes spurred 
districts to revisit and revise their standards. Box 3.1 summarizes the main takeaways 
from our analysis of pipeline expenditure information related to leader standards.

If leader standards were indeed a powerful tool for supporting the principal pipe-
line, as our analysis of the data suggested, work on leader standards was also remarkably 
inexpensive compared with other principal pipeline categories. As noted in Table 3.1, 
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the cost of leader standards was, on average, just $292 per principal annually, or a 
total annual average cost of $90,299. The range of costs for leader standards across the 
participating districts was also relatively small, with minimum annual average costs of 
$28,080 (or $179 per principal) in one district and maximum annual average costs of 
$262,851 (or $547 per principal) in another district.

Expenditures on leader standards do not appear to be driven by district size, as 
measured by the number of students or the number of principals. The three lower-
spending districts each spent between $180,000 and $220,000 on leader standards 
efforts over the time frame of the initiative. The three districts that spent the most on 
leader standards were quite different from one another in terms of the cost drivers that 
we considered for our study. Overall, spending on leader standards efforts seemed to 
be influenced by whether the district already had leader standards (from the district 
or the state) at the start of the initiative and the breadth of engagement in the leader 
standards effort within the district.

Our analysis reinforces that the development of leader standards was not a one-
time event. As seen in Figure 3.4, the average costs of leader standards across all dis-
tricts ramped up from 2010–2011 to 2011–2012, as districts began to invest more time 
and effort on leader standards. However, many districts reported doing at least some 
work to think about their leader standards prior to 2011–2012, which is why we note 
some leader standards costs in 2010–2011. Costs for leader standards then steadily 
decreased from after 2011–2012 to 2014–2015. However, the projected average costs of 
leader standards in 2015–2016 were even higher than the average costs in 2011–2012. 
The observed average resources and expenditures for the first half of 2015–2016 were 
about the same as those for the entire 2014–2015 SY, and the high and low range of 
projected costs for 2015–2016 was also higher than spending in 2014–2015. These data 
thus suggest that resources and expenditures devoted to leader standards were higher 
in 2015–2016 than in 2014–2015.

Box 3.1
Key Takeaways: Resources Devoted to Leader Standards

•	 Districts devoted fewer resources to the development and refinement of 
leader standards than to other principal pipeline categories.

•	 Leader standards work was not a one-time proposition; districts devoted 
resources to leader standards in each year of the initiative.

•	 Some districts front-loaded their leader standards work early in the 
initiative, whereas other emphasized this work toward the end of the 
initiative.

•	 More than 80 percent of the costs of leader standards efforts were costs 
for personnel time to develop and refine the standards.

•	 Total district costs for leader standards activities appear to be influenced by 
the districts’ starting point on leader standards rather than by district size.
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Th is increase for 2015–2016 was due to a rise in leader standard development 
costs in two districts that utilized Wallace funding to pay consultants who supported 
further refl ection and work on leader standards. Th e National Policy Board for Educa-
tional Administration released the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders in 
October 2015, the fi rst update to the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium 
Standards since 2008. Th is major revision to national standards might have prompted 
a focus on leader standards at the district level and a rise in costs for leader standard 
revision activities in 2015–2016.

More than 80 percent of the annual average costs for leader standards were costs 
for personnel. Specifi cally, the annual average costs of district personnel who contrib-
uted their time to examination of leader standards were $244 per principal (compared 
with the annual average costs of $292 for all leader standards work). In most districts, 
the key district personnel who contributed substantial portions of their time to work on 
other pipeline categories—such as preservice preparation for school leaders or on-the-
job support for principals—also invested time on the development and refi nement of 
leader standards. As noted in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, many districts formed 

Figure 3.4
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for Leader Standards Activities

NOTE: The purple diamonds represent the estimates of average principal pipeline expenditures across 
all Principal Pipeline Initiative districts. The lower bound or minimum average cost (as depicted by the bottom of 
the diamond for 2015–2016) represents projected costs when only personnel costs are doubled. The 
upper bound or maximum average cost (as depicted by the top of the diamond for 2015–2016) 
represents projected costs when all costs—personnel and nonpersonnel—are doubled. The error bar for 
each year shows the range from the district with the highest resources and expenditures to the one with 
the lowest resources and expenditures.
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committees composed of district administration and other personnel—including prin-
cipals themselves, in some districts1—who met regularly to discuss and refine leader 
standards. Thus, although the costs of leader standards were low, our analysis indicates 
that they did take some district personnel time in every year. Districts need to consider 
the opportunity cost of this time, which could have been directed to other impor-
tant activities related or unrelated to principal pipelines. The costs for leader standards 
beyond personnel costs were mostly costs for consultants who helped districts reflect 
on and improve their leader standards.

Even though annual average costs for leader standards decreased from 2011–2012 
to 2014–2015, that decrease masks some shifts in annual average costs for leader stan-
dards in each year. The projected costs for leader standards in 2015–2016 were higher 
than costs in previous years for two participating districts. However, in one district, 
leader standards costs were highest in SY 2012–2013 because that was the year during 
which they had the most personnel and time invested in that work. In three other dis-
tricts, costs for leader standards were highest in 2011–2012, at the start of the initiative. 
However, our analysis suggests that costs of leader standards will likely fluctuate across 
districts for the foreseeable future as districts revisit their leader standards and continu-
ally use them to guide and shape their pipelines.

Resources and Expenditures Devoted to Component 2: Preservice 
Preparation

District spending for preservice preparation includes resources devoted to operating 
preservice programs for both principals and APs, revising preservice preparation for 
principals and APs, and overseeing the quality of the portfolio of programs. Preser-
vice preparation program operation encompasses candidate recruitment, screening and 
selection for preservice programs, and the delivery of preservice programs.

From the start of the initiative, leaders in participating districts took varied 
approaches to strengthen the district role in the preparation of principals and to align 
program features with research-based recommendations for high-quality preservice 
preparation (see Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 15). At the start of the initiative, 
participating districts differed substantially in terms of their overall involvement in 
preservice preparation and in the extent to which they relied on in-house programs 
versus external partners for preservice preparation. A primary concern of most of the 
participating districts at the launch of the initiative was developing a pool of high-
quality candidates for leadership positions (Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, et al., 2013). By 
the end of the initiative, many districts characterized their candidate pools as robust 

1	  As noted above, we excluded the cost of time spent by principals and APs from our estimates unless they 
received a payment or stipend for their work.
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and were discussing challenges related to keeping good candidates motivated while 
awaiting a vacancy (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016). During the initiative, participat-
ing districts developed new in-house programs and external partnerships and worked 
to improve existing ones through the Quality Measures process and other efforts. 
Despite the variation in strategies that participating districts pursued for preservice 
preparation, two common emphases emerged. First, all participating districts took a 
more active role in identifying preservice candidates over the course of the initiative, 
using data collected through LTSs. And, second, all participating districts worked to 
improve clinical learning experiences for preservice candidates.

The initiative was grounded in research that emphasized the importance of on-
the-job or clinical learning experiences (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007). Participat-
ing districts undertook efforts to enhance these clinical experiences in both in-house 
and external programs, experimenting with a variety of approaches for identifying 
clinical sites and mentors and structuring the experiences. Clinical experiences can be 
provided in the context of an aspiring leader’s current position or through placement 
in a new setting under the guidance of a high-quality leader or mentor principal. The 
second option—placement in a new setting—is usually referred to as a residency for a 
school leader candidate. The duration of the residency for specific preservice programs 
in participating districts varied from a month to an entire SY (Turnbull, Anderson, et 
al., 2016, p. 19). During the initiative, three of the districts dramatically expanded the 
clinical aspect of their programs (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p. 19). Other dis-
tricts supported clinical experiences for preservice programs from external providers.

Although preservice preparation was a focus for all participating districts during 
the initiative, assessing the effect of any changes in the quality of new principals will 
take time. Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, indicates that the time between the start 
of principal preservice and placement as a principal in a participating district ranged 
from three to ten years.

Box 3.2 summarizes the main takeaways from our analysis of pipeline resource 
and expenditure information related to preservice preparation activities.

The adjusted average annual cost of preservice preparation was about $2.9 mil-
lion per year (see Table 3.1), which translates to about $9,400 per principal or $13 per 
pupil. Spending on preservice preparation was also extremely variable across districts, 
which is unsurprising given the array of approaches and programs in the participat-
ing districts. As reflected in Table 3.1 and Figure 3.1, the annual average resources 
and expenditures for preservice preparation in the district that spent the least on those 
activities were about $2,900 per principal, whereas the annual average resources and 
expenditures in the district that spent the most on preservice preparation were about 
$23,000 per principal. Also as seen in Table 3.1, adjusted average annual costs for pre-
service preparation were higher than for all other pipeline categories. However, when 
measured on a per-principal or per-pupil basis, on-the-job support and evaluation had 
a higher cost. Readers should keep in mind that per-principal estimates are based on 
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the total number of principals currently serving in each district, not on the number 
of people who have completed preservice programs in a given year. The people going 
through a preservice program in a given year are not serving as principals—rather, 
they are potential candidates for future principal vacancies. Per-principal and per-pupil 
costs are intended to provide readers with cost estimates that account for district and 
school size. In some additional analysis below, we also examine costs per preservice 
program completer.

Figure  3.5 illustrates the resources and expenditures by preservice preparation 
activity. As seen here, a little more than three-quarters of all costs for preservice prepa-
ration were for preservice preparation program delivery. Preservice preparation deliv-
ery costs were about $7,250 per principal annually, on average. Preservice preparation 
delivery could include any personnel focused on delivering preservice preparation pro-
gramming (mostly the case for internal, district-led programs); costs (including tuition) 
for any external subcontractors the district paid to prepare principals or APs; spending 
for materials, supplies, facility rental, tuition reimbursement, or any other nonperson-
nel costs that districts bore; and payments to program participants for residencies that 
were part of some preservice programs.

Beyond preservice preparation delivery, other preservice preparation activities that 
had costs included districts’ work to revise the preservice preparation system, recruit 
candidates for preservice preparation, screen and select candidates for preservice prepa-
ration, and oversee the whole district portfolio of preservice preparation programs. But 
costs for all these activities apart from preservice preparation delivery were only 23 per-
cent of the total preservice preparation cost and did not vary a great deal from district 
to district. Thus, we surmise that the resources and expenditures necessary to plan for 
and maintain preservice preparation programs are relatively small and stable compared 
with the cost of operating preservice preparation programs on an ongoing basis.

Box 3.2
Key Takeaways: Resources Devoted to Preservice Preparation
•	 The work to plan for and maintain preservice preparation programs was 

relatively small compared with the cost of actually running preservice 
preparation on an ongoing basis.

•	 A little more than three-quarters of all costs for the preservice prepara-
tion component were devoted to the delivery of preservice preparation.

•	 Districts adopted vastly different approaches to supporting preservice 
preparation, and this is reflected in wide variation in expenditures across 
districts.

•	 Stipends provided to those participating in principal residencies that were 
a part of some preservice preparation programs represented a large por-
tion of the costs for those programs.
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It is worth noting that aspiring leaders who received administrative licensure rarely 
moved directly from such programs into principalships. Among fi rst- and second-year 
principals whom PSA surveyed in the spring of 2015, “the median elapsed time from 
starting preparation to becoming a principal had been six years” (Turnbull, Ander-
son, et al., 2016, p. 20). More typically, these aspiring leaders fi rst become APs and 
were then appointed to principalships after gaining experience as APs. We categorized 
resources devoted to programs intended to provide licensure or preparation for aspir-
ing leaders who had not yet become APs as AP preservice preparation expenditures, 

Figure 3.5
Average Annual Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures for Preservice Activities, School 
Years 2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

NOTE: The purple bar for each component represents the average of the overall costs in each district. The
error bar for each year shows the range from the district with the highest resources and expenditures to
the one with the lowest resources and expenditures.
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whereas we categorized resources for programs intended to provide preparation for the 
principalship, often (but not always) offered to current APs, as principal preservice 
preparation expenditures.

Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, describes the trade-offs that districts face in 
designing robust clinical experiences for principal preparation, noting that “moving 
aspiring principals out of their schools for a residency in a different school could be 
disruptive and expensive” (p. 22). Our analysis confirms this sentiment that districts 
reported. We found that residencies made up a large portion of the costs for delivery 
of preservice preparation programs. Three districts had principal and AP residencies as 
part of their preservice preparation programs. Payments to principals to do these resi-
dencies or payments to the substitutes hired to fill in for them while on residency—as 
well as smaller payments to mentors overseeing the residencies—represented a large 
portion of preservice preparation costs in those districts. In districts where preservice 
preparation programs did not involve payments for residencies, preservice preparation 
expenditures were much lower. Given that residency costs were sometimes intertwined 
with other preservice costs within districts, we cannot provide precise dollar amounts 
for the cost of residencies. That said, average annual per-principal costs for preservice 
preparation in districts that did not have residency programs were $5,168, whereas they 
were $13,604 in districts with residency programs.

The costs for residencies contributed to the generally higher costs for delivery on 
a per-principal basis of internal preservice programs within districts compared with 
costs for delivery of preservice programs through partnerships that districts had with 
external preservice providers. Specifically, the delivery of internal preservice prepara-
tion programs for principals or APs costs districts an annual average of $5,640 per 
principal or an annual average cost of nearly $1.5 million, whereas the delivery associ-
ated with external partnerships for principals or APs—typically spent through district 
subcontracts with preservice providers—costs districts an annual average of $1,612 
per principal or an annual average cost of a little less than $656,000. Furthermore, 
the range of costs for internal programs was very large: from a minimum of just $108 
in one district that had one small internal program to prepare APs to a maximum of 
$19,928 in another district that operated several internal programs to prepare APs and 
principals. In contrast, the range for costs of partnerships with external preparation 
programs was much smaller: from $0 in one district that did not focus on preservice 
program delivery for external partnerships to $4,747 in another district with several 
preservice partnerships for preparation of both APs and principals. Some but not all 
of the external partners offered residency-based programs. That said, as we noted in 
Chapter One, our cost analysis does not take into account all the potential costs borne 
by external providers. Staff at some institutions who provided preservice in partner-
ship with districts might have contributed a great deal of time and effort to preservice 
partnerships for which we do not account in district expenditures to subcontracts or 
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consultants. Additionally, some external partners relied on tuition payments from par-
ticipants, and those are not accounted for here.

Personnel costs for preservice preparation were relatively low compared with per-
sonnel costs for other pipeline categories. Just over one-quarter of all annual aver-
age resources and expenditures for preservice preparation were for district personnel. 
Unsurprisingly, most of the district personnel costs for preservice preparation deliv-
ery were in internal, district-led programs. Specifically, a little less than one-third of 
the costs for district-led principal and AP programs were for personnel. In contrast, 
districts reported no personnel costs for delivery of external preservice preparation 
programs for principals, and personnel costs made up less than 1 percent of the costs 
for delivery of external AP preservice preparation programs. This does not mean that 
district personnel did not spend any time supporting these external programs. Instead, 
that personnel time is likely documented under other preservice preparation activities, 
such as work on the revision and development of programs overall and overseeing the 
quality of districts’ preservice preparation portfolios.

The trends in district spending for preservice preparation are also interesting to 
consider. Figure 3.6 suggests that the costs for preservice preparation actually increased 
in districts over time to a high of almost $12,000 per principal in 2014–2015, although 
variability in district spending also increased from 2011–2012 to 2014–2015. These 
year-to-year changes in costs for preservice preparation—and variability in preservice 
preparation costs—stem mainly from change and variability in one particular preser-
vice preparation activity: delivery of preservice preparation. Costs for delivery of pre-
service preparation increased from an average annual cost of almost $3,400 in 2011–
2012 to about $10,000 in 2014–2015.

The largest rise in preservice costs occurred from 2011–2012 to 2012–2013. In 
this year, the costs of preservice rose in all but one district, with costs for the specific 
activity of preservice delivery rising the most. The rise in costs from 2012–2013 to 
2013–2014 and 2013–2014 to 2014–2015 stemmed from rises in preservice costs—
and particularly preservice delivery costs—in three districts. One district experienced 
particularly high rises in preservice delivery costs in all these years, mostly as the result 
of that district’s investments in preservice preparation for APs, including stipends for 
differentiated teacher leader roles as a way to encourage a career ladder from teaching 
to the principalship. As we point out below, these rises in costs for preservice delivery 
somewhat follow increases in the numbers of candidates completing preservice pro-
grams, although the number of completers does not completely explain increased pre-
service delivery costs.

We also examined the extent to which increases in preservice preparation pro-
gram delivery costs in particular reflected growth in the numbers of people partici-
pating in and graduating from preservice preparation programs. Districts provided 
information on the numbers of people who completed the preferred preservice prepa-
ration programs on which they focused their resources and expenditures each year. 
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In Table 3.2, we present the average number of people completing preservice prepara-
tion programs in each year, from 2011–2012 through 2014–2015, along with the aver-
age cost of preservice preparation delivery (just that one activity within the preservice 
preparation component) by principal preparation program completer. Readers should 
not interpret these costs as costs of “tuition” for a program completer. Instead, these 
costs encompass everything that goes into the actual delivery of preservice, from costs 
of instructors and training materials to any technology used for instructional delivery 
to district payments for residents and those who support residents.

As seen in Table 3.2, the average number of participants completing preservice 
preparation programs did increase over time, from an average of just 53 completers in 
2012 to an average of 170 in 2015. Th e largest jumps in program completions occurred 
between 2011–2012 and 2012–2013 and between 2012–2013 and 2013–2014. Th ese 
rises in preservice completions can be partially attributed to a growing focus on prepa-
ration programs for APs in some districts, but they also refl ect an eff ort on the part of 
some districts to build the pool of principal candidates during the time frame of the 
initiative. No districts documented having any preferred providers for AP preparation 

Figure 3.6
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for Preservice Activities

NOTE: The purple diamonds represent the estimates of average principal pipeline expenditures across 
all Principal Pipeline Initiative districts. The lower bound or minimum average cost (as depicted by the bottom of 
the diamond for 2015–2016) represents projected costs when only personnel costs are doubled. The 
upper bound or maximum average cost (as depicted by the top of the diamond for 2015–2016) 
represents projected costs when all costs—personnel and nonpersonnel—are doubled. The error bar for 
each year shows the range from the district with the highest resources and expenditures to the one with 
the lowest resources and expenditures.
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in 2011–2012. Thus, we did not document any AP program completers in that year. 
However, by 2014–2015, five districts had developed external partnerships or created 
internal programs intended to prepare people specifically for AP positions.

As can also be seen in the table, the average cost per completer was highest at 
the start of the initiative, in 2011–2012 (at nearly $37,000 per completer), and then 
decreased to a low of $27,296 per program completer in 2014–2015. As noted previ-
ously, although the rise in the numbers of those completing preservice programs tracks 
somewhat with rises in total preservice delivery costs (as noted in Figure  3.6), the 
number of completers does not fully explain changes in preservice costs or cost per 
completer over time. We surmise that the change in costs might also be connected to 
district decisions regarding how much school leader preparation they are willing to 
subsidize. In some cases, particularly when districts partnered with external programs, 
program participants might have paid more of the costs themselves. We caution read-
ers against interpreting these figures as a cost for particular principal preservice prepa-
ration programs. As mentioned previously, many districts were devoting resources to 
preservice preparation for APs as well as principals, especially during later years of the 
initiative.

Another observation from Table  3.2 is that there is wide variation in annual 
spending per program completer. This wide variation reflects the large differences 
among preservice preparation programs and their costs. In four districts, for example, 
average annual spending per preservice preparation program completer was more than 
$50,000 in at least one year, whereas the costs in the two other districts were under 
$5,000 per preservice preparation program completer in some years. Box 3.3 summa-
rizes information about additional expenditures for preservice preparation that aspir-
ing leaders bore themselves, which we do not directly include in our estimates.

Table 3.2
Average Number of People Completing Principal Preservice Programs and Resources and 
Expenditures per Program Participant for Preservice Delivery in Each Year

SY
Average Number of 

Completions

Cost per Completer, in Dollars

Average Minimum Maximum

2011–2012 53 36,967 477 76,684

2012–2013 121 28,726 1,007 71,244

2013–2014 166 30,879 1,633 75,826

2014–2015 170 27,296 951 67,417

Average 128 30,967 1,017 58,962

NOTE: The minimum costs each year result in the average because the same district is represented in 
each year. This is not the case for the maximum costs, so the average is not the average of the numbers 
in that column.
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As with leader standards, we found that expenditures for preservice preparation 
were not always clearly related to our measures of district size. Although districts with 
more principals typically have more principal vacancies to fill in a given year, even 
the number of school leader vacancies in school districts did not directly drive the 
number of preservice candidates supported by the district or total spending on preser-
vice. Other factors, such as the quality of the candidate pool at the start of the initia-
tive, growth in the number of schools in the district, and strategic decisions about how 
to support preservice, likely also play a significant role in preservice costs. At the same 
time, as we mentioned in Chapter One, most of the participating districts are relatively 
similar in terms of numbers of pupils and schools. Thus, we have limited ability to pin-
point ways in which district size drives costs.

Two strategic district decisions that could affect preservice costs borne by the dis-
trict are worth noting. The first is a decision regarding the share of preservice prepara-
tion costs borne by the district versus the aspiring leader. Some participating districts 
chose to cover some or all of the cost of preservice preparation for some or most candi-
dates. This approach provided the district with an opportunity to influence who pur-
sued preservice preparation, as well as the content of the preservice preparation. How-

Box 3.3
Preservice Preparation Costs from Novice Principals’ and Assistant 

Principals’ Perspectives
Although our study focused on costs from the district perspective, it is impor-
tant for districts to acknowledge that people incur out-of-pocket financial costs 
associated with preparation. The survey that PSA administered to novice princi-
pals and APs asked administrators about their total out-of-pocket expenditures 
for tuition and other expenditures related to administrative licensure and AP or 
principal preparation programs that the district did not reimburse. Novice prin-
cipals surveyed in 2014–2015 reported spending an average of $3,747 on their 
preservice preparation, and novice APs surveyed in 2014–2015 reported spend-
ing an average of $4,931 on their preservice preparation.

Overall, the average spending by individuals on preservice preparation—as 
noted through their principal and AP survey responses—was not as variable 
across districts as the districts’ spending on preservice preparation activities. 
Across districts, novice principals reported spending an average of $2,119 to 
$4,966, and novice APs reported spending an average of $2,701 to $9,264. Inter-
estingly, novice principals’ and APs’ average spending on preservice preparation 
tended to be lower in districts spending higher average amounts on preservice 
preparation. This suggests that some districts might be paying a greater share 
of preservice preparation costs than their trainees. Yet, spending on preservice 
preparation at the individual level was extremely variable within districts, which 
likely corresponds to differences in preservice preparation programs.
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ever, districts face a risk that program completers might not become principals in the 
district after completion. Districts balance the costs of investing in preservice prepara-
tion with other considerations, such as the district culture and local labor market con-
ditions. The most sensible approach for one district might not work for another district. 
The other strategic district choice that would affect the cost of preservice is the choice 
between spending on preservice preparation and spending on induction and on-the-
job support. The participating district that spends the least on preservice preparation 
might end up spending the most on on-the-job support. One leader in a participating 
district described this as a “pay now or pay later” perspective.

Resources and Expenditures Devoted to Component 3: Selective 
Hiring and Placement

Resources devoted to selective hiring and placement include the resources involved in 
recruiting, screening, and hiring school leaders, as well as resources devoted to revising 
hiring and placement systems. Top district leaders viewed the changes made to hiring 
and placement during the initiative as successful (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, 
p. 25). In addition, a higher fraction of principals who started on the job between 2013 
and 2015 felt that their skills were an excellent fit with the needs of their schools than 
novice principals who started from 2010 to 2012 did (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, 
p. 33). All participating districts undertook efforts to make hiring and placement pro-
cesses more systematic, rooted in leader standards and guided by objective data. Two 
of the districts had already taken steps in that direction at the time the initiative was 
launched, and the others quickly followed their lead. All districts worked over the 
course of the initiative to refine these processes by engaging in vacancy planning, creat-
ing hiring pools or selection stages, and using simulation exercises to assess candidates’ 
skills against their leader standards. Districts also developed and used data systems to 
inform hiring and placement processes (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, pp. 25–36). 
It is too early to conclusively assess the implications that the hiring investments or 
investments in other categories of the pipeline had for turnover in participating dis-
tricts. However, our preliminary analysis of available data from participating districts 
suggests that, in three of the districts, the percentage of newly hired principals who 
continue to serve as principals in the district after two years increased substantially 
between 2010–2011 and 2013–2014.

Box 3.4 summarizes the main takeaways from our analysis of pipeline cost infor-
mation related to selective hiring and placement. As with leader standards and preser-
vice, we found that expenditures for selective hiring and placement were not strongly 
related to district size.

Figure 3.7 describes the average spending on selective hiring and placement activ-
ities during the time frame of the initiative. On average, across districts and across 
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years, participating districts devoted $2,894 per principal or $3.57 per pupil each year 
to selective hiring activities. The range of costs was $817 per principal to $5,867 per 
principal—much narrower than for preservice preparation.

Forty-six percent of that spending ($1,338 per principal) was devoted to revising the 
system of principal screening, hiring, and placement. However, the high average costs 
for revision of hiring and placement were particularly driven by high costs in one district 
that spent more than $4,000 per principal each year, on average, on hiring and placement 
revision activities. In that district, hiring and placement revision activities included the 
time and effort of some district personnel who weighed in on revisions, subcontracts with 
organizations and people who helped the district evaluate and revise its recruitment and 
hiring efforts, and work to design the tools used to evaluate candidates and train person-
nel to administer those tools. If that district were excluded from our analysis, the cost of 
hiring and placement revision activities would be about $650 per principal.

Variation in resources devoted to recruiting, candidate pool screening and inter-
viewing, and hiring school leaders reflected differences in local contexts, as well as dif-
ferences in the way principal pipelines operated in different districts. For example, in 
one district, the candidate pool consisted entirely of people who had successfully com-
pleted the preservice preparation program. That district reported devoting no resources 
to screening for the candidate pool. As another example, resources devoted to recruit-
ing candidates tended to be lower in districts using a “grow your own” approach and 
higher for districts that were actively seeking candidates from outside the district.

Figure 3.8 presents information on the average spending on selective hiring and 
placement by year. As illustrated in Figure 3.8, average spending on selective hiring 
and placement increased about threefold in the first year of the initiative over our pre-
initiative estimates, increased again in the second year of the initiative, and then began 
to decline. Four of the five districts included in our analysis of the selective hiring 
and placement component experienced a rise in costs from 2011–2012 to 2012–2013, 
with particularly large rises in two districts, both of which increased their spending 
on activities related to revision of hiring and placement, including the involvement of 

Box 3.4
Key Takeaways: Resources Devoted to Selective Hiring and 

Placement
•	 On average, districts devoted a small share of total pipeline resources to 

selective hiring and placement (about 9 percent of all pipeline expendi-
tures), amounting to $2,894 per principal or $3.57 per pupil.

•	 Nearly half of the resources devoted to hiring and placement during the 
initiative were investments in revisions to hiring systems.

•	 Compared with ranges for other pipeline categories, the range of expen-
ditures across districts was narrow; much of the variation stemmed from 
differences in resources devoted to system improvements.
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more district personnel in hiring and placement revision processes and additional con-
sultants to help assess and further develop recruitment and hiring strategies.

Th e predicted range of costs for 2015–2016 was very small ($2,031 to 2,083), which 
refl ects that personnel made up 95 percent of the resources and expenditures for hiring 
activities in 2015–2016. Th us, the predicted range of resources and expenditures for 
2015–2016—which compares doubled costs for the fi rst half of 2015–2016 with costs 
that were doubled only for personnel who worked on hiring activities in the fi rst half of 
2015–2016—was also very small. Personnel costs made up 70 percent of the annual aver-
age spending for hiring activities from 2011–2012 to 2014–2015. Within these general 
trends, one district was consistently on the low end of spending on this component, and 
two districts were consistently on the higher end. Regardless of where they fell, all dis-
tricts made investments to improve their hiring processes during the initiative.

Figure 3.7
Average Annual Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures for Hiring Activities, School Years 
2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

NOTE: We based estimates on average principal pipeline resources and expenditures across the �ve 
Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had data for selective hiring and placement activities
(i.e., excludes New York City).
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Resources and Expenditures Devoted to Component 4: On-the-Job 
Support and Evaluation

Resources devoted to on-the-job support and evaluation include the resources involved 
in evaluating principals and APs, providing on-the-job support for them, and revising 
support and evaluation systems for them. Surveys suggest that new principals viewed 
the principal-evaluation systems favorably and appreciated the one-on-one mentoring, 

Figure 3.8
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for Hiring Activities

NOTE: We based estimates on average principal pipeline resources and expenditures across the �ve 
Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had data for selective hiring and placement activities
(i.e., excludes New York City).
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coaching, and on-the-job support provided by principal supervisors (Turnbull, Ander-
son, et al., 2016, pp. 37–47).2

All participating districts undertook efforts to align their school leaders’ on-the-
job support and evaluation systems with leader standards, and districts also consid-
ered how to provide professional learning and improvement opportunities that better 
aligned with their evaluation systems. As a part of this work, all districts took measures 
to improve principal supervision, and several districts expanded access to principal and 
AP coaching and mentoring. All districts used the SAM process to help school leaders 
increase time spent on instructional-leadership activities and improve effects on teach-
ing and learning. Districts differed in terms of the mix of school leader supports they 
provided, as well as the intensity and duration of those supports. For example, one dis-
trict developed an induction program that provided a structured sequence of support 
for novice principals over five years. Other districts focused on supporting principals 
in the first year or two.

Box 3.5 summarizes the main takeaways from our analysis of pipeline cost infor-
mation related to on-the-job support and evaluation.

On average, across districts and across years, participating districts devoted 
$13,956 per principal or $18.53 per pupil to on-the-job support and evaluation activi-
ties. Figure 3.9 shows the average spending devoted to on-the-job support and evalua-
tion, by year, during the initiative. Resources devoted to on-the-job support and evalu-
ation varied substantially, both across districts and within districts over time, but to a 
lesser degree than we observed with preservice preparation. The average for the lowest-

2	  As discussed in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, participating districts used the terms coaching and mentor-
ing to refer to individualized support or guidance provided to aspiring or current leaders. In this report, we do 
not distinguish between mentoring and coaching and use the term mentoring and coaching to refer to this broad 
category of support.

Box 3.5
Key Takeaways: Resources Devoted to On-the-Job Support and 

Evaluation
•	 On average, districts devoted nearly half of total pipeline resources to on-

the-job support and evaluation (47 percent), which amounted to $13,956 
per principal or $18.53 per pupil.

•	 The vast majority of these resources were devoted to the provision of on-
the-job support for principals and APs, including SAM. Districts devoted 
about $10,942 per principal to these activities, and on-the-job support 
was the most expensive activity of all principal pipeline activities across 
participating districts.

•	 Expenditures for on-the-job support included coaching and mentoring, 
principal supervision, the SAM process, costs for consultants, and the mate-
rials and supplies necessary for delivering ongoing PD for school leaders.
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spending district was $10,903 per principal, and the average for the highest-spending 
district was $19,790 per principal. All districts increased the resources devoted to on-
the-job support and evaluation during the initiative, and the resources did not seem 
to be declining substantially as the initiative was winding down. Expenditures for on-
the-job support and evaluation did appear to be related to the number of principals in 
the district. Districts with more principals tended to have higher expenditures in this 
category of activity, although other factors related to districts’ starting points and strat-
egies for preparing and supporting principals appeared to play a role as well.

Th e largest increase in costs for the on-the-job support and evaluation occurred 
from 2011–2012 to 2012–2013, when spending jumped by about $8,000 per principal, 

Figure 3.9
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for Support and Evaluation 
Activities

NOTE: We based estimates on average principal pipeline expenditures across the �ve Principal Pipeline
Initiative districts for which we had data for on-the-job support and evaluation activities (i.e., excludes
New York City).
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or $1.3 million on average, across participating districts. That is the largest year-to-year 
increase in spending for any pipeline component. The increase was not driven by any 
one district; all five districts for which we estimated costs of on-the-job support and 
evaluation saw large increases in costs for that component between 2011–2012 and 
2012–2013. These increased costs were mostly due to large rises in the costs of on-the-
job support for school leaders and—in the case of two districts—more spending for 
executive coaching as well. Average costs for on-the-job support and evaluation rose 
by a much smaller amount—about $1,600 per principal—between 2013–2014 and 
2014–2015 because of rises in spending in three districts.

Figure 3.10 shows the average spending, by activity. As illustrated in Figure 3.10, 
the vast majority of resources directed toward this component were devoted to the 
provision of on-the-job support, including SAM support ($10,942 per principal per 
year, on average). In contrast, districts devoted only $1,385 per principal on average to 
principal and AP evaluation. Although all districts engaged in efforts to revise both 
evaluation systems and systems for on-the-job support, those reform efforts consumed 
relatively few resources. Over the course of the initiative, districts devoted an average 
of $513 per principal to revise their systems of providing on-the-job support and $381 
per principal to revise systems for evaluation. They also devoted $734 per principal 
to provide executive coaching to those supporting leaders. As a reminder, the costs 
reported here on a per-principal basis are averaged over the total number of principals 
in a district, not the number who participate in a particular type of support activity.

A 2015 study by The New Teacher Project indicated that districts spend between 
$10,000 and $26,000 per teacher and between 5 and 10 percent of all district expen-
ditures just on teacher PD (akin to what we define as on-the-job support for prin-
cipals). Although PD expenditures are comparable on a per-teacher or per-principal 
basis, teacher PD consumes a much larger share of district spending because there are 
many more teachers than principals in a school district.

Not only was the delivery of on-the-job support for principals and APs the most 
costly activity in the fourth component of the pipeline (on-the-job support and evalu-
ation); it was also the activity with the greatest cost across the entire principal pipeline. 
Given the high costs for delivery of on-the-job supports for school leaders, we investi-
gated this activity in more detail. This investigation revealed several important take-
aways. First, costs for principal on-the-job support made up a little more than 70 per-
cent of the annual average cost for on-the-job school leader support overall ($6,411 per 
principal, annually), whereas AP on-the-job support made up only about 20 percent 
of all on-the-job support costs. If SAM support is also included as principal on-the-job 
support, the percentage of on-the-job support for principals swells to 77 percent of the 
total costs of on-the-job support for school leaders. More-generalized school support—
which could assist both principals and APs—made up a little less than 10 percent of 
the total costs for on-the-job school leader support.
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The costs for on-the-job support for principals and APs were somewhat varied 
across districts, although some substantial portion of that cost in every district was a 
general line item for “principal professional development/PD,” which—according to 
the districts—was a line item covering the costs of all materials, supplies, travel, and 
consultants supporting principal PD. In addition, the cost of principal supervisor time 
to provide on-the-job support was relatively high. Specifically, principal supervisors 
generally spent about 15  percent of their time on on-the-job support for principals 
during and after the first year, on average, including support for SAMs. In addition, 
salaries and stipends for principal and AP coaching and mentoring amounted to about 
$1,500 per principal, on average over all principals, annually. Thus, the cost of coach-
ing and mentoring represented more than 10 percent of the total on-the-job support 
costs. Other on-the-job support costs that were included in some districts included the 
costs for specific PD institutes, support for principals and APs in struggling or high-
needs schools, and costs of HR staff who served specific schools and supported princi-
pal on-boarding.

Resources and Expenditures Devoted to Systems and Capacity for 
Supporting Pipeline Components

Each of the participating districts also devoted staff and other resources to four activi-
ties that cut across the four initiative components. Those activities included efforts to 
revise the principal pipeline, oversee the implementation of pipeline activities, develop 
and maintain LTSs, and engage in communication about the pipeline. According to 
an informal survey conducted by The Wallace Foundation, the vast majority of district 
officials in all participating districts indicated that they found the LTSs to be worth-
while or very worthwhile (Gill, 2016), although this finding could reflect a desire on 
the part of initiative participants to tell the funder something positive about a key 
aspect of the initiative. Over the course of the initiative, districts devoted $3,425 per 
principal on average annually—or an average of $672,252 per year—toward these 
four activities. The average annual per-principal costs for pipeline systems of support 
in one district were substantially lower than in other districts ($176). Average annual 
per-principal resources and expenditures in the other districts ranged from $3,395 to 
$5,406 per principal per year.

Box 3.6 summarizes the main takeaways from our analysis of pipeline cost infor-
mation related to systems of support. Figure 3.11 describes the average annual per- 
principal resources and expenditures for systems of support activities over time during 
the initiative. Although the overall resources dedicated to systems of support were 
stable over time, there was variation from year to year within each district. This is 
reflected in Figure 3.11 by the wide range of average costs each year and, particularly, 
at the start of the initiative in 2011–2012. For the most part, districts devoted very 
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few resources to these activities prior to the launch of the initiative. Preinitiative costs 
were represented mostly by a few district personnel who spent time thinking about and 
overseeing the entire pipeline of preparation, hiring, support, and evaluation for school 
leaders prior to the initiative.

Figure  3.12 describes the average annual per-principal resources and expendi-
tures, by activity. Variation in the costs of this component during the initiative was 
driven by higher costs of LTS activities in certain years for some districts. Some dis-
tricts devoted substantial resources to the LTSs early in the initiative, whereas others 
postponed these efforts until later. The LTS efforts accounted for about half of the 
resources devoted to systems of support (on average, nearly $400,000 per year or about 
$1,990 per principal per year). For leader tracking, one district had substantially lower 
costs on a per-principal basis than other districts (an average of $52 per principal per 
year); other districts devoted between $1,451 and $4,247 per principal per year (or 
between about $215,000 and just over $900,000 overall per year) to LTSs. Some of 
these leader tracking resources came to the districts in the form of technical assistance, 
which was paid for directly by The Wallace Foundation.

Total spending on the LTSs over the course of the initiative was not related to 
any metric of district size. Variation in spending for LTSs can be better explained, in 
part, by different starting points in different districts. Prior to receiving Wallace fund-
ing, participating districts had made diverse investments in technology that supported 
preparation, hiring, support, and evaluation for principals. For instance, some districts 
had already made at least some investments in systems that tracked school leader and 
teacher applicants. One district had purchased online PD modules for school leaders 
and teachers and tracked completion of those modules. Our estimates included the 
time of personnel who used these systems regularly to enter and maintain data, techni-
cal personnel who supported upgrades to these systems and could troubleshoot when 
problems arose, and any costs of updated software and hardware.

Box 3.6
Key Takeaways: Resources Devoted to Systems of Support

•	 The development and maintenance of LTSs were the largest drivers of 
costs for systems of support for principal pipeline components, at almost 
$2,000 per principal each year, on average.

•	 Spending on the LTSs over the course of the initiative was not related to 
any metric of district size.

•	 All districts invested at least some resources and expenditures in com-
munications about the initiative, and most hired consultants or others to 
help them plan communication strategies and messaging about initiative 
efforts. All districts also invested resources in quality assurance of pipe-
line efforts.
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All districts also committed at least some resources across years to develop and 
disseminate communication about the initiative ($608 per principal per year, on aver-
age). Some districts relied on district personnel, such as principal supervisors and 
principal pipeline managers, to provide that communication, although districts also 
worked with web designers and communication consultants to ensure that they were 
providing other district staff , school leaders, partners, and others with clear informa-
tion about leader standards and their principal pipeline eff orts.

Figure 3.11
Average Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures, by Year, for Systems and Capacity 
Activities

NOTE: We based estimates on average principal pipeline resources and expenditures across all Principal
Pipeline Initiative districts.
RAND RR2078-3.11
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Figure 3.12
Average Annual Per-Principal Resources and Expenditures for Systems and Capacity 
Activities, School Years 2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

RAND RR2078-3.12
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CHAPTER FOUR

Findings on Investments and Staffing Necessary for Pipeline 
Enhancements

The Principal Pipeline Initiative catalyzed districts to make investments in their pipe-
lines. These investments in the pipelines were intended to support work to design, 
develop, and refine district systems. Investments were thus intended to support reflec-
tion and new approaches in all districts. All districts were expected to incur costs for 
these investments. The grants from The Wallace Foundation were expected to defray 
some of those investment costs while preparing districts to sustain ongoing pipeline 
activities on their own.

In this chapter, we consider what share of spending went to pipeline investments 
and what share focused on ongoing costs, as well as what share of the investment and 
ongoing costs were funded by The Wallace Foundation. We also take a closer look 
at what it takes to build and maintain comprehensive principal pipelines in terms of 
district personnel involved in pipeline activities, taking into account all personnel but 
also taking a closer look at the time that principal supervisors contribute to pipeline 
activities. In addition, we explore the costs associated with the time spent on pipeline 
activities by principals and APs who participated in those activities.

Investments in Pipeline Enhancements

There are two lenses through which to consider investment in pipeline enhancements 
and distinguish them from resources devoted to the ongoing operation of principal 
pipelines. One is to examine the resources devoted to pipeline activities that explicitly 
pertain to revision of the pipeline or development of new systems. These include the 
following activities that are part of the entire list of principal pipeline activities (see 
Table 2.1 in Chapter Two for the full list):

•	 Develop or revise leader standards and secure their approval.
•	 Revise the system of preservice recruitment, selection, and preparation.
•	 Revise the system for principal recruiting, hiring, and placement (design pro-

cesses and train personnel).
•	 Revise the system for providing on-the-job support for principals and APs.
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•	 Revise the system for providing evaluation for principals and APs.
•	 Revise the overall principal pipeline.
•	 Develop and disseminate communication about the initiative.
•	 Develop and maintain LTSs.

The average total per-principal expenditures for the activities listed above per-
taining to pipeline revision or development of new systems were $7,108 per principal 
per year, ranging from a low of $5,676 in one district to a high of $9,732 in another 
district.1

The problem with this way of identifying investments as pipeline enhance-
ment activities is that districts approached pipeline improvement by trying out new 
approaches and systems across multiple activities (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, 
p. 61). New strategies for implementing evaluation, on-the-job training, or preservice 
preparation were piloted in most districts. In some cases, pilots worked out well and 
the approach was incorporated into the districts’ pipeline (possibly after some modifi-
cation). In other cases, pilots revealed fundamental flaws with particular strategies, so 
those strategies were discarded. This pilot-testing was another form of investment. By 
the same token, districts viewed some efforts to revise key aspects of the pipeline (i.e., 
the activities described in the list above) not as one-time investments but rather as part 
of an ongoing continuous quality improvement process that would be sustained after 
the initiative ended (Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, p.  viii). For example, invest-
ments in revision of hiring and placement—or revision to any component—were not 
expected to cease entirely at the end of the initiative. District personnel planned to 
revisit and reflect on the pieces of their pipelines on a regular basis, drawing on data 
from LTSs, and revise pipeline categories accordingly.

Through substantial back and forth discussions with district points of contact, we 
worked to distinguish between resources devoted to pipeline investments and those for 
the ongoing operation of the pipeline in a way that addresses the concerns described 
above. To accomplish this aim, we leveraged information in expenditure reports that 
districts provided to The Wallace Foundation. In these reports, The Wallace Founda-
tion asked districts to distinguish between expenditures related to “one-time” costs for 
investment and “ongoing” costs to sustain and maintain pipeline systems. In expen-
diture report requests, The Wallace Foundation instructed districts to consider “one-
time” investment costs as “innovation and development costs that may be borne pri-
marily by Wallace in a given time frame and sustained by the grantee subsequently 
through ongoing costs.”2 In our own work to categorize expenditures as investment 
or ongoing costs, we generally adhered to the determinations the districts had already 

1	 We did not include New York City in these average calculations because we could not estimate costs for all 
activities included here.
2	 This was noted in informal expenditure report request documents that Wallace gave to districts.
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made. However, district personnel costs were categorized as investment or ongoing 
costs based on the activities in which personnel were involved. Chapter Two and the 
appendix include more details on how we categorized investment and ongoing expen-
ditures. However, readers should keep in mind that, given all participating districts’ 
commitments to continuous quality improvement, resources devoted to “investment” 
in pipeline enhancement were not expected to disappear completely for any districts in 
the foreseeable future.3

As seen in Figure 4.1, districts considered 30 percent of district expenditures on 
the principal pipeline to be “investments” in pipeline enhancements, whereas 70 per-
cent was dedicated to ongoing pipeline operation. The share of resources devoted to 
one-time investments did not vary a great deal across districts (19 percent at the low 
end and 38 percent at the high end). The districts with the most-developed principal 
pipelines at the start of the initiative did not necessarily invest less in their pipelines 
than those with the least developed ones. Instead, those with lower investments might 
not have chosen to make as many costly revisions to their pipelines over the course of 
the initiative as others did. Unsurprisingly, the major activities with the highest invest-
ment costs included those requiring substantial development and revision time and 
lower ongoing costs after development and revision took place. For example, leader 
standards was the category with the highest percentage of total resources devoted to 
investment, whereas selective hiring and placement had the lowest share of expendi-
tures devoted to investment.

A relatively high share of resources devoted to systems and capacity for support-
ing the initiative were characterized as investments rather than ongoing pipeline opera-
tions, especially when it came to LTSs. Sixty-three percent of the resources devoted to 
LTSs were considered to be investments.

Although a relatively low share of resources devoted to hiring and placement 
overall were investments, we were able to identify some specific activities within the 
hiring and placement category for which a large share of spending was considered to 
be investments. For example, districts considered 61  percent of the average annual 
resources devoted to the revision of hiring and placement to be investments.4 Districts 
varied in the extent to which they viewed resources associated with hiring system revi-

3	 Ideally, we would have liked to treat investment costs in a more rigorous way by estimating the life span of the 
investments and allocating the costs incurred in one SY across that estimated life span. That was not possible to 
do for this study because of the nature of the investment expenditures, none of which were capital assets of that 
sort (e.g., building purchases). The “assets” in which participating districts were investing were processes that have 
unknown or even flexible life spans. Although we did ask district officials to think about how often they might 
repeat certain investment activities, district officials could not provide concrete estimates and indicated that the 
time frame would depend on a variety of factors.
4	 One might think that the entirety of spending involved in the revision of systems would be viewed as invest-
ments. However, participating districts viewed some system revision activities as an inherent part of continuous 
quality improvement processes. As a result, all districts reported that at least some share of the system revision 
costs should be considered operation rather than investment spending.
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sion to be an investment rather than an ongoing cost. In one district, nearly 90 percent 
of the costs for revision of hiring and placement were characterized as investments, 
compared with just one-quarter of all costs in another district.

As indicated in Figure 4.2, the percentage of total costs that the districts charac-
terized as investments was highest in 2012–2013 and then steadily decreased through 
2014–2015, increasing slightly in 2015–2016.5 The greatest variation across districts in 
terms of the share of costs characterized as investment was evident at the beginning 
of the initiative, which is perhaps unsurprising, given that all the districts began the 
initiative with very different systems and needs for supporting and improving their 
principal pipelines.

5	 The percentage of investment and ongoing costs for 2015–2016 is based only on pipeline costs for the first six 
months of 2015–2016. The slight rise in percentage of investment costs represented in the figure might not reflect 
spending for the entirety of 2015–2016.

Figure 4.1
Investment and Ongoing Resources and Expenditures, Overall and by Major Category, 
Based on Analyses from School Years 2011–2012 Through 2014–2015

NOTE: We based overall percentage estimates and those for the selective hiring and placement and on-
the-job support and evaluation activities on investment and ongoing resources and expenditures across 
the �ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had those data (i.e., excludes New York City). 
The error bars represent the range from the district with the lowest percentage of investment and ongoing
costs for each component to the district with the highest percentage of investment and ongoing costs.
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What Role Did Funding from The Wallace Foundation Play?

Other districts considering whether to undertake efforts to enhance their principal 
pipelines might wonder what role the funding from The Wallace Foundation played 
in the overall pipeline efforts. In this section, we describe our efforts to characterize 
how the districts used funding from The Wallace Foundation. The Wallace Founda-
tion provided funds for each district’s pipeline work, ranging from $7.5  million to 
$12.5 million over five years. The foundation expected that districts would also devote 
their own resources to principal pipelines, reflecting the fact that operating princi-
pal pipelines is a district responsibility. All districts used funds from a range of other 
sources beyond The Wallace Foundation to support their pipeline efforts. For example, 
many districts reported using several sources of federal funding—e.g., Race to the Top, 
Title II, and the Teacher Incentive Fund—to support principal effectiveness efforts and 
support principals in the most-struggling schools. Most districts also noted receiving 
foundation funding to support specific aspects of their principal pipeline efforts, such 
as a particular leader development program or technology to support leader tracking. 

Figure 4.2
Investment and Ongoing Resources and Expenditures, by Year

NOTE: We based percentage estimates on investment and ongoing resources and expenditures across the
�ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had data for all pipeline costs (i.e., excludes New
York City).
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In addition, districts used state and local funds for salaries and stipends of personnel 
supporting school leadership, among other, more-routine costs.

The grants from The Wallace Foundation to the districts were structured in such 
a way as to encourage districts to take on a larger percentage of the total cost of their 
pipelines over time. In their expenditure reports to The Wallace Foundation, districts 
indicated which expenditures the foundation funded. They were also asked to report 
on pipeline expenditures funded by district funds and other sources. The expenditure 
reports provided a fairly comprehensive picture of the share of pipeline activities cov-
ered by Wallace funds, although those expenditure reports did not include all of the 
resources and expenditures that we gathered through our study and thus provided a 
less comprehensive picture of the non-Wallace spending.

We calculated the percentage of total costs funded by Wallace by taking the 
Wallace-funded expenditures that the districts reported for each year—plus the expen-
ditures associated with technical assistance provided by external providers to the dis-
trict that The Wallace Foundation funded directly6—and dividing it by the total pipe-
line costs we calculated for that year for the district.

As seen in Figure 4.3, the percentage of pipeline expenditures that funds from 
The Wallace Foundation supported was highest in 2012–2013. Over the course of the 
initiative, the portion of the total funding that Wallace contributed steadily decreased 
to 27 percent in 2015–2016. The range of expenditures that Wallace supported also 
steadily decreased over time. Thus, toward the end of the initiative, the portion of each 
district’s total funding that Wallace supported was more similar to the portion that 
Wallace supported in the earliest years of the initiative.

As we noted earlier, Wallace support was intended to fund mostly investment 
costs. In our analysis, we attempted to distinguish between activities that Wallace 
supported and non-Wallace funds based on reports that districts submitted to The 
Wallace Foundation. Because district resources are highly fungible, we urge caution 
in interpreting findings about the source of funding. Districts might have reported 
using more of the Wallace funding on investment costs but in actuality did not have 
that much control over what Wallace funding paid for. As seen in Figure 4.4, Wallace 
Foundation funds supported a majority of the expenditures that districts characterized 
as investments. On average, about two-thirds of investment in pipeline enhancements 
across districts was supported by The Wallace Foundation, compared with just 20 per-
cent of the ongoing pipeline operation spending. Although the portion of each district’s 
pipeline spending that The Wallace Foundation supported decreased over time overall, 
the portion of districts’ investments in pipeline enhancements that Wallace supported 
fluctuated somewhat over the course of the initiative. Specifically, Wallace Founda-

6	 The technical assistance costs we included were those costs that both The Wallace Foundation and the districts 
agreed provided essential and important support for particular pipeline activities. The Wallace Foundation pro-
vided us with separate expenditure reports for the technical assistance providers.
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tion support for investments started out high at the beginning of the initiative and 
then decreased through 2013–2014. However, in 2014–2015, the share of investment 
expenditures that Wallace funds supported increased to a high of nearly 80 percent, 
then decreased again in the following year. Although Wallace funds supported a larger 
share of investments in pipeline enhancements in 2014–2015, the total investment 
expenditures in each district decreased in that year. Thus, the total investment funding 
that Wallace provided in 2014–2015 increased by only about $500,000 from 2013–
2014 to 2014–2015 despite a large jump in the percentage of investment expenditures 
that Wallace funds covered.

District Personnel Time on Principal Pipeline Activities

Some portion of the cost for every principal pipeline activity is cost for the time and work 
of district staff, even keeping in mind that we did not include the time of principals and 
APs in our cost estimates. As described in Chapter Two and the appendix, we calculated 

Figure 4.3
Percentage of Resources and Expenditures That The Wallace Foundation Funded in Each 
Year

NOTE: We based percentage estimates on Wallace and non-Wallace resources and expenditures across
the �ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had data for all pipeline costs (i.e., excludes
New York City).
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the cost of that time by asking personnel to estimate the percentage of their time spent 
on various pipeline activities and allocating that percentage of their salary and benefits to 
those activities. For this section, we discuss personnel costs in more depth.7 Box 4.1 sum-
marizes key takeaways related to expenditures related to the time of district personnel.

Table 4.1 summarizes the resources that participating districts devoted to district 
personnel expenditures and their share of total pipeline expenditures. On average, the 
cost of district personnel time devoted to the principal pipeline amounted to about 
$13,045 per principal, or $2.42  million, per year across all pipeline activities. Dis-
trict personnel time accounted for an average of 44 percent of the resources devoted 
to all pipeline activities over the course of the initiative, although the time of district 
personnel played a bigger role in some activities than others. District personnel time 
accounted for 84 percent of the resources devoted to work on leader standards. In each 

7	 As a reminder, we did not consider supplemental payments to principals or APs as part of personnel costs 
because we wanted to provide districts with clear information about what it takes in terms of personnel to support 
and direct pipeline work.

Figure 4.4
Percentage of Resources and Expenditures That The Wallace Foundation Funded, by 
Investment and Ongoing

NOTE: We based percentage estimates on Wallace and non-Wallace resources and expenditures across
the �ve Principal Pipeline Initiative districts for which we had data for all pipeline costs (i.e., excludes
New York City).
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Box 4.1
Key Takeaways: Expenditures Associated with District Personnel 

Time
•	 Costs of district personnel made up nearly half, or about 44 percent, of 

all the costs for pipeline activities.
•	 District personnel time accounted for a particularly large portion of the 

total resources devoted to leader standard development and all hiring 
and placement activities.

•	 Expenditures associated with the cost of district personnel time were 
highest for on-the-job support and evaluation activities. Principal supervi-
sors, as well as other district personnel, contributed to these support and 
evaluation activities.

•	 During the initiative, all districts increased supervisory time on pipeline 
activities by increasing the number of principal supervisors overall or 
decreasing the time that principal supervisors spent on non–pipeline-
related activities.

•	 Novice principals and APs likely spent high percentages of their time on 
some aspects of pipeline activities, including their own PD, but that time 
might have enhanced their work on other priorities more than it hin-
dered that work.

Table 4.1
Share of Pipeline Expenditures That Were District Personnel Expenditures

Average Across Districts

Per-Principal Expenditures, in Dollars Percentage of 
Expenditures for  
District PersonnelTotal District Personnel

Leader standards 292 244 84

Preservice recruitment, 
selection, and training

9,386 2,499 23

Selective hiring and 
placement

2,894 1,716 69

On-the-job support and 
evaluation

13,956 6,465 44

Systems and capacity for 
supporting the initiative

3,425 1,457 47

NOTE: The percentage of spending for district personnel for each major category in the table is the 
average of the percentage of spending for personnel in each district and not the result of dividing 
personnel expenditures by total expenditures for each category. Average estimates for the selective 
hiring and placement and on-the-job support and evaluation activities take into account only the five 
initiative districts for which we had those data (i.e., excludes New York City).
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district, anywhere between four and 11 people contributed at least some small por-
tion of their time to work on the development of leader standards in any given year. 
Those people generally included the key people overseeing the principal pipelines in 
their districts, as well as personnel in various other key positions related to the pipe-
lines, including, for example, those who supervise principals and those directing prin-
cipal PD, principal evaluation, or district-led preparation programs. Some districts also 
included a small number of principals and APs on the committees that discussed the 
development and revision of leader standards.

In contrast, district personnel time played a less substantial role in preservice 
preparation.8 Personnel time for preservice preparation was directed to such activi-
ties as recruitment for preservice programs, as well as screening and selecting preser-
vice preparation candidates. The cost of district personnel time made up almost one-
quarter of the cost of preservice preparation delivery and was concentrated in the costs 
of district-led preservice preparation programs.

On-the-job support and evaluation consumed the most district personnel time of 
all major categories—nearly $6,500 per principal, or 44 percent of the total cost for on-
the-job support and evaluation. This is because districts provided many on-the-job sup-
port and evaluation activities themselves, with less support from contractors and other 
providers than preservice preparation had. In fact, personnel costs made up 51 percent 
of the costs for the delivery of on-the-job support activity across districts, and the costs 
for district personnel made up 56 percent of the cost of evaluating principals and APs.

Principal Supervisors

As noted in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, part of the principal pipeline work 
involved redefining the role of principal supervisors, with a focus on increasing the 
time that principal supervisors spent advising and supporting principals and reducing 
time on administrative and compliance tasks. Our cost analyses provide some insights 
regarding changes to principal supervision over the course of the initiative.9 First, as 
also noted in Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, our analysis indicates that the number 
of principal supervisors increased over time in three districts and—thus, given the sta-
bility in the number of principals in each district over time—the “span of control” or 
numbers of principals that a single supervisor oversaw decreased over time, on average. 
In those three districts, the average number of principals that a single supervisor over-
saw in 2010–2011 was 28 principals, compared with an average number of 14 princi-
pals overseen by a single supervisor in 2015–2016. Two districts—one where the span 
of control changed and one where it did not—also reported that principal supervisors 

8	 As discussed earlier, a large portion of preservice costs were payments for principal and AP residencies, which 
we do not consider personnel costs for the purpose of this reporting.
9	 Our analyses of principal supervisor time and cost do not include New York City.
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spent more time overall on pipeline activities than on administrative or compliance 
duties unrelated to the principal pipeline.

Table 4.2 presents information on the average percentage of time that principal 
supervisors spent on each major category of pipeline activity during the initiative, as 
well as information on the minimum and maximum percentages of time spent in a dis-
trict. In reviewing these findings, it is important to keep in mind that principal super-
visors typically had district responsibilities beyond the principal pipeline and devoted 
only a fraction of their time to pipeline activities. Although districts worked to reduce 
the span of control among supervisors and increased time on pipeline activities in gen-
eral, the manner in which supervisors allocated their time among pipeline activities 
changed very little over the course of the initiative. Most supervisors spent time on the 
same activities in each year, although the percentage of their time spent on those activi-
ties also increased somewhat in the two districts where supervisors reportedly spent 
more time on the pipeline in general.

Supervisors spent at least some time on a similar set of pipeline activities across dis-
tricts within the major categories in Table 4.2. In particular, all supervisors spent at least 
some time on principal interviewing activities (a little more than 5 percent of their time, 
on average). Principal interviewing is one activity in component 3 (selective hiring and 
placement). As seen in Table 4.2, the activities in component 4 (on-the-job support and 
evaluation) took up 22 percent of supervisors’ time (the most of any principal pipeline 
activity). In this component, supervisors dedicated—on average—more than 12 percent 
of their time to on-the-job support for principals in and beyond their first year, although 
they contributed less than 5  percent of their time to supporting APs in and beyond 
their first year. In addition, supervisors spent about 6 percent of their time, on average, 
on principal evaluation. Beyond those four activities (principal interviewing, on-the-job 
support for first-year principals, on-the-job support for principals after the first year, and 
principal evaluation), there was variation in the activities on which supervisors spent their 
time. In three districts, supervisors spent a small percentage of their time on preservice 

Table 4.2
Average Percentage of Time That Supervisors Spent on Pipeline Activities

Category

Percentage of Time Spent on Pipeline Activities

Average Minimum Maximum

Leader standards 2.5 0.0 11.7

Preservice recruitment, selection, and training 1.3 0.0 3.9

Selective hiring and placement 6.4 1.9 16.1

On-the-job support and evaluation 21.8 2.5 58.9

Systems and capacity for supporting the initiative 0.6 0.0 1.3

NOTE: Percentage estimates are based on averages across the five participating districts for which we 
have data on supervisory time across all pipeline activities (i.e., excludes New York City).
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preparation activities, including activities that might range from work on the revision of 
preservice preparation to screening and recruitment for preservice preparation and some 
participation in the delivery. In two districts, principal supervisors spent time providing 
on-the-job support for APs in addition to principals. In two districts, supervisors spent a 
very small portion of their time weighing in on revisions to the entire principal pipeline 
or communicating with others about the Principal Pipeline Initiative.

Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, notes that principal supervisors “took on piv-
otal roles in on the job evaluation and support” (p.  37). This finding is consistent 
with the findings from our resource analysis. Although districts’ reports indicate that 
individual principal supervisors did not substantially alter the way they allocated their 
time among pipeline activities, they did indicate that principal supervisors spent a 
higher percentage of their total time, on average, on on-the-job support and evaluation 
than on any other major category. Furthermore, principals and APs would have likely 
received more attention from principal supervisors—especially in terms of on-the-job 
support and evaluation—over the course of the initiative, given that principal supervi-
sor span of control decreased in three districts and principal supervisors increased their 
time spent on all pipeline activities in two districts.

Districts that are reflecting about the best way to increase supervisor time on 
principal pipeline activities could thus follow one of the two strategies followed by 
participating districts: Increase the number of principal supervisors, or determine ways 
to offload work on nonpipeline activities to other personnel. The former strategy could 
seem more expensive to implement than the latter, given that it would require paying 
salaries for more principal supervisors. On the other hand, pursuing the latter strat-
egy would require districts to identify and train other district personnel to take on 
more administrative tasks previously taken on by the principal supervisor. In our data-
collection work, we could not document the potential “costs” of the latter strategy, 
but such costs—particularly in terms of opportunity costs and costs of time for train-
ing and support—could be considerable. On the other hand, participating districts 
reported that reorganizing the role of principal supervisor could be accomplished in a 
revenue-neutral manner as part of a broader assessment of central office roles.

Time That Principals and Assistant Principals Spent on Pipeline Activities

Although we did not include principal and AP time on principal pipeline activities in our 
cost estimates, that time can be regarded as an opportunity cost. Participating districts 
asked principals and APs to contribute many hours of their time, not only to their own 
PD but also to supporting the PD of others through formal mentoring and coaching 
activities, as well as other pipeline categories, such as leader standard development and 
hiring.10

10	 School leaders were sometimes paid small stipends to serve as mentors, and we did count those expenditures 
in our estimates of principal pipeline costs. But if the cost of such mentoring is calculated as the portion of prin-
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Figure  4.5 captures the average percentage of time that novice principals and 
APs—those in their first three years on the job—reported spending on selected prin-
cipal pipeline activities in a survey fielded in participating districts in each of two cal-
endar years: 2014 and 2015. As can be seen in the figure, novice principals reported 
spending a fairly large percentage of their time—about 19 percent, on average, in 2014 
and 2015—participating in their own PD activities. On average, in 2014 and 2015, 
principals also reported spending 7 percent of their time mentoring or coaching aspir-
ing or current school leaders, 2 percent on screening and hiring of other school leaders, 
and 5 percent evaluating other school leaders. Taking into account the average princi-
pal salary in each district, the cost of principal time on these activities would be about 
$33,730 per principal, or about $6.3 million annually. The cost of those activities based 
on reports of APs would be about $33,160 per AP, or about $12.2 million annually.

The average percentage time estimates that novice principals and APs provided 
are likely not representative of all principals and APs across participating districts. For 
example, the time spent on PD could be much higher among novice principals and APs 
than all principals, whereas the time spent on mentoring or coaching of other school 
leaders is likely to be much lower among newer school leaders. In addition, the percent-
age time estimates decreased significantly for PD from 2014 to 2015 among both prin-
cipals and APs and for mentoring among principals, which could reflect adjustments 
that districts made in how much they asked of school leaders over time.

The time and effort that school leaders devote to pipeline activities could be par-
ticularly characterized as a cost to school districts if they take time away from other 
important priorities that school leaders have in their schools or districts. This cost of 
principal and AP time could thus be regarded as an opportunity cost, or the benefit 
that the district could have received but gave up to focus on principal pipeline activi-
ties.11 The PSA survey asked novice principals and APs whether the time they spent on 
the principal pipeline prevented them from attending to other important school priori-
ties, as well as whether it enhanced their ability to attend to important school priorities.

Table 4.3 summarizes some additional key survey findings. Only 7.5 percent of 
principals and 10 percent of APs agreed that it hindered their ability to attend to other 
school priorities, whereas more than one-quarter of principals and more than one-third 
of APs indicated that it enhanced that ability. This limited survey evidence, based on sur-
veys of new principals and APs, suggests that pipeline activities might have a low oppor-
tunity cost, at least in the eyes of school leaders.

cipal and AP salaries based on the percentage of time that they actually spent on mentoring activities, the cost of 
mentoring could exceed those stipends.
11	 For a definition of opportunity cost, see “Opportunity Cost,” undated.
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Figure 4.5
Average Percentage of Time That Novice Principals and Assistant Principals Reported 
Spending on Principal Pipeline Activities
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NOTE: * = signi�cant difference between principal or AP reports in 2014 and 2015. The same school 
leaders did not necessarily complete the survey in both years. As discussed in Turnbull, Anderson, et al.,
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Table 4.3
Average Percentage of Novice Principals in Principal Pipeline Initiative Districts Who Agreed 
with Survey Statements

Statement Percentage Agreeing

The time I spend on activities to support the principal pipeline prevents me from 
attending to other important priorities at my school.

7.5

The time I spend on activities to support the principal pipeline enhances my 
ability to attend to important priorities at my school.

27.0
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusions

This study employed an activity-based approach to understand the resources and expen-
ditures used to improve and sustain a strong pipeline for preparing, hiring, supporting, 
and evaluating principals. For districts interested in undertaking similar efforts, our 
analysis provides a sense of what it takes to do this work to promote strong leadership 
in schools. In this chapter, we highlight some generalizable lessons that other districts 
might glean from the example of the districts participating in the Principal Pipeline 
Initiative.

Pipeline Spending Accounted for a Very Small Share of Participating 
Districts’ Budgets

Our study shows that principal pipelines are not a big-ticket item for the participat-
ing school districts. On average, over the course of the initiative, participating districts 
devoted well under 1 percent (0.4 percent) of their expenditures to principal pipeline 
efforts, during a time when they were making active investments to enhance those 
pipelines. For all categories of principal pipeline activities and across all years of the 
initiative, districts spent about $5.6 million each year, on average. Their expenditures 
amounted to $42.30 per pupil or $31,243 per principal. To put these numbers into 
context, in the 2013–2014 SY, U.S. school districts (Cornman and Zhou, 2016, p. 13) 
spent, on average, $608 per pupil on school administration, $477 per pupil on trans-
portation, and $447 per pupil on food services. Districts reported spending $23 per 
pupil supporting activities that are operated as businesses and generate revenue, such 
as after-school services.

Compared with other educational improvement initiatives for which resource 
requirements have been estimated, Principal Pipeline Initiative per-pupil pipeline 
expenditures are low. However, it should be noted that these other initiatives involve 
the delivery of education more directly and, for this reason, include the incremen-
tal cost of time for teachers and other school staff. Brewer et al., 1999, estimates the 
resources of class size reduction programs at $189 to $981 per pupil in 1998–1999 dol-
lars, which would translate to $275 to $1,425 per pupil in 2015 dollars. Murphy and 
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Regenstein, 2012, estimates the costs of implementing the Common Core State Stan-
dards—including textbooks, assessments, and PD—at between about $250 and $400 
per pupil, depending on the state.

Quick Pipeline Wins Will Not Break the Bank

Participating districts devoted the vast majority of pipeline resources to preservice prep-
aration and on-the-job support and evaluation activities. These two major categories 
of pipeline activity accounted for three-quarters of all principal pipeline expenditures 
(almost $24,000 per principal). Perhaps more interesting for districts considering their 
own pipeline efforts is the finding that participating districts devoted modest resources 
to the development and revision of leader standards and to selective hiring and place-
ment efforts—$0.41 per pupil ($292 per principal) and $3.57 per pupil ($2,894 per 
principal), respectively. These are activities that Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, 
describes as quick wins, having high impact in participating districts.

Our findings thus suggest that a district does not need an infusion of substantial 
grant funding to make real progress on important aspects of principal pipelines. That 
said, leader standard development and selective hiring and placement are also areas in 
which the cost of district personnel time represents a large portion of expenditures. 
So although funding might not be a constraint in getting initiatives in areas of leader 
standards and hiring off the ground, district staff time could be. Indeed, in describing 
leader standards efforts, Turnbull, Anderson, et al., 2016, reports that “[d]eveloping 
and using standards required attention and effort over time, but district staff reported 
that the work had been worthwhile” (p. 13) and that “changes made in selection pro-
cedures and data systems took nontrivial amounts of staff time, both initially and on 
a continuing basis” (p. 33).

There Is Still Much to Learn About the Costs of Preservice Preparation 
and On-the-Job Support

Our analysis reveals substantial variation across districts in terms of spending on pre-
service preparation and on-the-job support. In general, participating districts devoted 
between 70 and 85 percent of pipeline resources to these two categories of activities 
combined. Readers might wonder whether any lessons in that variation point to cost-
effective practices for preservice preparation and on-the-job support. Unfortunately, 
our study cannot provide definitive answers to that question. However, we do observe 
several issues that influence cost variation.

Depending on how districts configure their pipelines, on-the-job support for APs 
in one district might do the same work to improve leadership skills as preservice prepa-
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ration activities intended to prepare APs for the principalship in another. This is evi-
dent from the fact that the share of pipeline resources devoted to preservice preparation 
ranged from a low of 11 percent in one district (where the share devoted to on-the-job 
support was 73 percent) to a high of 56 percent in one district (where the share devoted 
to on-the-job support was 27 percent). In the district with low preservice preparation 
expenditures, the district essentially provided principal preservice preparation through 
job-embedded training delivered to aspiring principals while they were working as 
APs.

Another issue influencing the level of reported expenditures in one district rela-
tive to that in another is whether the districts defined certain expenditures as part of 
the pipeline (or not). For example, one district undertook a reform of teacher positions 
during the initiative, creating teacher leader positions that would feed into the assistant 
principalship. That district felt very strongly that part of the expenditures associated 
with those positions was AP preservice preparation.

A third consideration influencing district-level expenditures on some major activi-
ties is the local context. Participating districts varied in terms of the depth of their 
pools of principal candidates at the launch of the initiative. Some of the districts had 
already been making investments to enhance the quality and size of their pools. Those 
districts invested in preservice preparation to keep the pool topped off. Other districts 
were making investments to fill the pool, and preservice preparation spending in those 
districts was greater.

Although our analysis did not allow us to identify best practices that could 
easily be transferred from one district to another, it does highlight some areas in 
which expenditures were relatively high and in which further examination of cost-
effectiveness would be warranted. One such area is preservice preparation delivery. 
We found extremely wide variation across districts and within districts over time in 
expenditures devoted to preservice preparation, whether considered on a per-pupil, 
per-principal, or per-completer basis. Part of this difference might be due to differences 
in need, as described above. But we also found that that costs associated with residen-
cies were a chief contributor to the total cost of preservice preparation. In one district, 
the cost of preservice preparation increased substantially when it increased the length 
of the residency in an ongoing program. That district viewed a longer residency as a 
quality enhancement and was eager to assess whether the additional cost of a longer 
residency was worth it.

With regard to both preservice preparation and on-the-job support and evalu-
ation, participating districts engaged in a substantial amount of experimentation, as 
reflected by the share of expenditures devoted to activities that were characterized as 
investments in pipeline enhancements rather than ongoing. Over the course of the 
initiative, expenditures increased in both preservice preparation and on-the-job sup-
port and evaluation. But although expenditures directed to on-the-job support and 
evaluation remained stable over time, those devoted to preservice preparation declined 
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at the end of the initiative. It is unclear why participating districts have pulled back on 
preservice preparation expenditures. It could be that a few of the districts had made 
investments to increase the size of the pool and, having done that, were limiting expen-
ditures in this area. It could also be that districts had experimented with some preser-
vice preparation activities and found that they did not work as well as they had hoped. 
Or some districts might have identified more cost-efficient ways to provide preservice 
preparation activities.

All Principal Pipeline Initiative Districts Made Investments in Systems 
and Capacity

Participating districts devoted at least some resources toward systems and capacity 
to support principal pipelines, including the development and maintenance of LTSs. 
Districts reported LTSs to be very useful, but their development required investments 
that varied a fair amount by district and by year, depending on the data resources 
that had already been developed in the district. On average, during the initiative, dis-
tricts spent $1,990 per principal per year on LTSs, but those expenditures reached as 
much as $10,283 per principal, or a little over $2 million, in one year in one district. 
In total, districts spent on the order of $1 million to $2.5 million on LTSs over the 
course of the initiative. Also worth noting is that LTS development required personnel 
resources that were in limited supply or even unavailable in school districts. Thus, some 
of the resources necessary to develop and maintain the LTS were procured from out-
side consultants. LTS efforts thus likely involved at least some opportunity costs for the 
districts. Although participating districts benefited from technical assistance support, 
each district recognized the importance of ensuring that there was capacity within the 
district to take over the work eventually.

District Central Office Personnel Time Was a Key Pipeline Expenditure

Nearly half of the pipeline expenditures captured through our study were costs for 
the time of district personnel who led, guided, or contributed to principal pipeline 
activities. The cost of personnel time spent on pipeline activities amounted to almost 
$13,045 per principal per year, on average. In some ways, districts might perceive these 
expenditures for personnel time as easier to bear than other direct costs, such as the 
costs for consultants or subcontracts, as well as expenditures for materials and sup-
plies. The personnel contributing to principal pipeline activities in each district were 
often district central office personnel who had been working in the district prior to the 
initiative or in positions that were present in the district prior to the initiative. Thus, 
districts might regard personnel expenditures as ones they would be paying regardless. 
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On the other hand, personnel costs represent a substantial time commitment on the 
part of district central office staff who have been identified as those who should focus 
on principal pipeline activities. Some of these staff took principal pipeline work on 
top of other duties and work that could be considered a full-time job already. Thus, as 
we have discussed, district personnel time devoted to the pipeline could represent an 
opportunity cost, in that it took time away from other activities that could have ben-
efited the district.

Given increasing evidence that principal leadership matters a great deal for school 
outcomes, districts might want to consider how to reconfigure their offices—and, as a 
result, reconfigure district personnel time—to provide better preparation, hiring, and 
support for principals, as many participating districts have done. Thus, districts that 
wish to invest further in their principal pipelines might need to be particularly strategic 
in how they assign district staff to work on principal pipeline activities. For example, 
districts might consider how to assist those taking on key pipeline roles through provi-
sion of additional support staff, as well as whether they should develop new positions 
for those taking on key roles in pipeline work (e.g., directors of leadership development).

We also found that principals and APs spent at least some time doing things that 
contributed to the principal pipelines—they served as mentors for aspiring leaders, 
participated in the hiring process, and spent time on their own leadership develop-
ment. Overall, principals reported that time spent on these activities enhanced rather 
than detracted from their work. However, it is important for districts to consider the 
trade-offs associated with asking principals to take time away from addressing the 
needs of their schools to support pipeline activities. In the survey, novice principals 
reported working 60 hours per week, on average. Taking on more pipeline responsibili-
ties could crowd out other important school activities.

Cost Tools Created for This Study Might Be Useful to Other Districts

To inform this study, we developed data-collection tools that might be useful to other 
districts as they seek to identify the resources involved in building and maintaining 
comprehensive principal pipelines. The appendix includes a brief description of those 
tools and how they were used for our data collection. In applying such a tool in their 
own contexts, other districts would need to consider their own pipeline starting points 
and how they compare with those of participating districts.
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The Experience of Principal Pipeline Initiative Districts Holds Lessons 
for Other Districts

This study provided expenditures for individual pipeline activities so that districts can 
consider the potential costs of those activities and whether to implement some pipe-
line activities and not others in their districts. However, districts should also be aware 
that many pipeline activities reinforce one another. Thus, the average expenditures for 
specific activities for participating districts could be influenced by district participa-
tion in other pipeline activities. For example, the time that districts invested in leader 
standards activities could have led to considerable decreases in the time that districts 
spent on other activities, such as the revision of preservice preparation or hiring and 
selection processes. Thus, districts that are considering improvements to their own 
principal pipelines should probably begin by considering overall strategies for pipeline 
improvements and their theories of action for connections among specific activities and 
expected outcomes. By doing such work, districts could potentially make more cost-
efficient and cost-effective choices to improve and strengthen their principal pipelines.

The effect of the initiative investment is still unknown. For Turnbull, Anderson, 
et al., 2016, the authors found some suggestive evidence that initiative investments 
were leading to higher-quality new principals. They found that “more new principals 
over time said they were an ‘excellent’ fit for their schools, and district leaders saw 
greater strengths in their instructional leadership” (p. 55). They attribute the initia-
tive’s success in part to early investments in leader standards and hiring. The HR man-
agement literature suggests that investments in leader standards, selective hiring and 
placement, early-career mentoring and support, communication of clear expectations, 
evaluation against those expectations, and high-quality supervision have the potential 
to reduce principal turnover. A reduction in principal turnover could mean big sav-
ings for school districts. A report examining the initiative’s effects will be released in 
2018, providing more information for districts weighing investments in this area. It 
is too early to conclusively assess the implications that the initiative investments have 
for turnover in participating districts. However, our preliminary analysis of available 
data from participating districts suggests that, in three of the districts, the percentage 
of newly hired principals who continued to serve as principals in the district after two 
years increased substantially between 2010–2011 and 2013–2014.
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APPENDIX

Technical Details on Data Collection and Analysis

This appendix includes more details about our data sources, data-collection tools, and 
analysis.

Data-Collection Tools

Our data-gathering began with the development of a Microsoft Excel template for 
tracking expenditures and associating them with major categories of pipeline activi-
ties and the activities and subactivities described in Table 2.1 in Chapter Two for 
each district. This data-collection tool is available for download as a spreadsheet from 
our website. This appendix provides a description of that tool. Table A.1 provides a 
snapshot of that template using fictional district data, focused on only one subactiv-
ity that falls under the larger activity of providing on-the-job support and induction 
for principals: providing principals with first-year induction and support. (The provi-
sion of on-the-job support for principals is an activity that is part of the on-the-job 
support and evaluation category.) The entire template includes highlighted rows list-
ing each major category, activity, and subactivity included in the entire activity list 
in Table 2.1. We recorded any identified district expenditures under the appropriate 
subactivity and labeled them by academic year, by whether they were investment or 
ongoing expenditures, and by their cost type (including personnel, nonpersonnel, 
and various other cost types).

Although investment and ongoing expenditures for nonpersonnel costs were gen-
erally determined by the districts, we did query districts when their determinations 
were unclear to us. Based on feedback from points of contact in participating districts, 
we coded 50 percent of the cost of personnel on particular activities as an investment 
cost and 50 percent as an ongoing cost when those activities were focused more on 
revision or development of new systems. We did not code 100 percent of personnel 
costs for such activities as investment because we understood—from discussions with 
district personnel—that some portion of revision and development activities should be 
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expected to occur on an ongoing basis. The activities for which we categorized 50 per-
cent of personnel time as investment and 50 percent as ongoing included the following:

•	 Develop or revise leader standards.
•	 Revise the system of preservice recruitment, selection, and preparation.
•	 Revise the system for principal recruiting, hiring, and placement.
•	 Revise the system for providing on-the-job support for principals and APs.
•	 Revise the system for providing evaluation to principals and APs.
•	 Revise the overall principal pipeline.
•	 Development and maintain an LTS.

We used a separate tool to gather information about district central office person-
nel time, and we then integrated that information into our main expenditure data–
collection tool. To accurately track district personnel time investment in all principal 
pipeline activities—and the cost of that time—we created a template worksheet listing 
district personnel (or categories of personnel—e.g., those who supervise principals) 
who contributed any time to principal pipeline activities and their annual salary plus 
fringe benefits or the fringe benefit rate (so that we could calculate fringe benefits and 
add them to personnel salaries, the percentage of their district work hours spent on all 
principal pipeline activities combined, and the percentage of their work hours on prin-
cipal pipeline activities spent on individual pipeline activities).

Table A.1
Main Expenditure Data-Collection Tool Example

SY 2011–2012 Expenditures, in Dollars

Cost Type Investment Ongoing

Component 4: On-the-job evaluation and support

Activity: Provide on-the-job support and induction

Subactivity: Provide principals with first-year induction and support

Sent 20 principals to 
another school district 
to observe use of 
formative feedback

ODC: Travel 16,700

Training stipends 
for ten principals 
serving as mentors for 
principal induction

Personnel: Internal 
staff salaries or 

stipends

30,000

District’s state 
university provided 
facilities for first-year 
principal PD event

ODC: Facilities 1,000
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Table A.2 includes a snapshot of the template we used to capture district per-
sonnel time devoted to principal pipeline work, using fictional names and fictional 
data for one district and focusing on one category: selective hiring and placement. 
The whole personnel time expenditures template includes all principal pipeline cost 
activities. So, from this example, we can see that Jill Martin—a hypothetical district 
employee—spends 10 percent of time on activities devoted to the principal pipeline 
and that 10 percent can be divided among (1) designing new recruiting, hiring, and 
placement processes for school leaders (75 percent), (2) preparing and training per-
sonnel to use new processes and technology (20 percent), and (3) recruiting principal 
and AP candidates (5 percent). To calculate the cost of district personnel time on any 

Table A.2
Principal Pipeline Personnel Time Expenditure Example

Name Janice Brown Jill Martin

Position Director of 
leadership 
initiatives

Director of HR Associate 
deputy 

superintendents

Number of people 1 1 10

Percentage of all time spent on principal 
pipeline activities in SY 2011–2012

100 10 50

Annual salary for SY 2011–2012 (annual 
average salary for groups of personnel), 
in dollars

125,000 150,000 200,000

Activities to which personnel devoted time for SY 2011–2012 within component 3: selective hiring 
and placement, as percentages of time

Design new recruiting, hiring, and 
placement processes, including 
technology and screening tools, for 
school leaders

10 75

Prepare and train personnel to use new 
processes and technology for recruiting, 
hiring, and placing school leaders

5 20

Recruit principal and AP candidates 5

Screen and select candidates for 
candidate pool: Principals

5

Screen and select candidates for 
candidate pool: APs

5

Support and training for those in 
candidate pool

5

Interview and hire school leaders: 
Principals 

5

Interview and hire school leaders: APs 2
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activity, we multiplied the total percentage of the person’s time on all pipeline activities 
by that person’s salary and by the person’s percentage of time spent on that particular 
activity. For example, to calculate the cost of Jill Martin’s time recruiting principal and 
AP candidates, we used the following formula: 10% × $150,000 × 5% = $750. For 
cases in which groups of personnel were contributing time to the principal pipeline 
(e.g., associate deputy superintendents in Table A.2), we also multiplied the average 
salary for that group by the total number of people in that group and replaced the aver-
age salary estimate with the cumulative salary estimate in our formula.

We procured most of these percentage time estimates through interviews or 
structured interaction with our district points of contact, as well as interviews with 
district personnel. If someone found it too difficult to provide an exact estimate for 
the percentage of time spent on particular pipeline activities, we divided that percent-
age of effort equally among the activities in which that person was involved. We then 
incorporated personnel costs for each activity into our main expenditure data–collec-
tion tool.

In some cases, districts reported that personnel spent the same amount of time 
on particular revision activities (e.g., development of standards, revision of preservice 
preparation, revision of hiring systems) in each year. But when we queried some dis-

Name Janice Brown Jill Martin

Position Director of 
leadership 
initiatives

Director of HR Associate 
deputy 

superintendents

Calculated cost of each activity for SY 2011–2012, in dollars

Design new recruiting, hiring, and 
placement processes, including 
technology and screening tools, for 
school leaders

12,500 11,250

Prepare and train personnel to use new 
processes and technology for recruiting, 
hiring, and placing school leaders

6,250 3,000

Recruit principal and AP candidates 750

Screen and select candidates for 
candidate pool: Principals

6,250

Screen and select candidates for 
candidate pool: APs

6,250

Support and training for those in 
candidate pool

6,250

Interview and hire school leaders: 
Principals 

50,000

Interview and hire school leaders: APs 20,000

Table A.2—Continued
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tricts further, they reported that personnel spent much more time on some of these 
activities in some years. We therefore asked all district points of contact which years 
(between 2011–2012 and 2015–2016) were those years when certain activities were a 
particular focus for personnel. We then asked district points of contact to quantify the 
effort on those activities in some years compared with others.
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