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Abstract
Extant research indicates that principals are expected to serve as instructional leaders.
Instructional leadership practices of principals in Israeli and USA Jewish schools have, until
recently, been unexplored. Therefore, this mixed methodological study explores instructional
leadership perceptions and behaviors among Israeli and USA principals. Data, via questionnaires
and interviews, were collected from 90 principals inj each country. Findings suggest that USA
principals demonstrated significantly higher levels of instructional leadership. In both groups,
women principals demonstrated higher level of instructional leadership. Our interviews provided
unique insights leading to our suggestions for ways of promoting greater attention to
instructional leadership by principals of both countries.
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Instructional Leadership Practices among Principals
in Israeli and USA Jewish Schools
Introduction
High stakes accountability is still very much with us (e.g., Carter, 2012; Comber &
Nixon, 2011; Jacobs, Burns, & Yendol-Hoppey, 2015; Jennings, 2010). In today's prevalent
outcome-based accountability environment, many schools are held accountable for promoting
high student academic achievement. The school principal, particularly, is expected to lead the
staff as an instructional leader in order to produce high student achievement (Author & Zepeda,
2016; Hess & Kelly, 2007; Ylimaki, 2014). Consequently, the role of school principals has
changed dramatically. Not too long ago principals were mostly responsible for keeping students
safe, for overseeing schedules, and for enforcing school policies. Managerial tasks such as
ordering supplies and creating bus schedules were common daily tasks. Today, principals are
expected to act as instructional leaders of the school by promoting best practices in teaching and
learning so that students achieve academic success. Even though principals are involved in many
tasks that tend to distract from this important task, effective principals focus on instruction
because they know that such focus will impact students the most (Ärlestig & Törnsen, 2014;
Author, 2006, 2012; Hallinger, 2011, 2014; Marshall, 2009; Marzano, 2011; Sullivan & Author,
2013; Zepeda, 2012).
Given the fact that extant research in the field of school leadership indicates that
principals are expected to serve as instructional leaders, we wondered whether or not such
advocacy affected schools in which we have close affiliations with. Research outside USA
public school settings into the principal’s role as instructional leader is limited. Instructional
leadership practices of principals in Israeli and USA Jewish schools have, until recently, been



Instructional Leadership Practices 

unexplored. Therefore, this mixed methodological study explores instructional leadership
perceptions and behaviors among Israeli and USA Jewish school principals.
Questions that initially intrigued us included, “Which instructional leadership practices
are prevalent in Israeli schools?”; “What do Israeli school principals know about instructional
leadership?”; “To what extent do they see themselves as instructional leaders?”; and “How do
Israeli school leaders compare with their USA counterparts in Jewish schools?” Research on
instructional leadership in Israeli schools is virtually non-existent. Moreover, given that no study
heretofore has explored the relationship between USA Jewish schools and Israeli schools, we
believe this study is important. Since the USA influence on Israeli society is marked (Rebhun &
Levy, 2006), we wondered about the degree to which Israeli schools are indirectly affected by
the instructional leadership trend, which has a great influence on the USA public education
system. Findings of this study will help us understand the nuanced differences between schools
in both countries as well as provide insights into the extent to which instructional leadership is a
priority in Israeli and USA Jewish schools.
Before we provide the theoretical background to our study, a brief word is in order to
understand the educational contexts of both countries. Modern American educational institutions
include privately funded Jewish day schools. While some of these schools may stress Judaism
and Torah (Bible) studies, others may focus more on Jewish history, Hebrew language, Yiddish
language, secular Jewish culture and Zionism. However, students who attend these schools
receive a rich Jewish cultural heritage (Schick, 2007). This private network of autonomous
schools is primarily governed and funded by local initiatives in hundreds of Jewish communities
throughout the USA. There is no one board or ministry that dictates education policy for these
USA schools, unlike Israeli schools.
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A broad consensus of parents who send their children to private Jewish schools view
Jewish education as the final bulwark against powerful tides of assimilation. Yet, the high
tuition fees parents must pay for this private education system creates a financial burden that
challenges some parents’ commitment to a Jewish education (Wertheimer, 1999). Parents who
are orthodox (i.e., observe religious Torah precepts) are less likely to eschew a Jewish education
in favor of economic considerations.
The Israeli Jewish educational system, mostly public, reflects the divisions of different
population groups, including ethnically heterogeneous immigrants, and is divided into public
schools, religious public schools, and ultra-Orthodox independent schools.

In Israel, the

Ministry of Education (Misrad HaChinuch) is responsible for school curricula, educational
standards, and professional development.

Local authorities are charged with school

maintenance. In Israel, public schools receive funding from the Ministry of Education according
to the size of the student population, for purposes of national cohesion (Wolff & Breit, 2012). In
contrast to their American counterparts, Israel school tuitions are much less. Given the fact that
most USA schools are private, they tend to have more financial resources at their disposal than
Israeli schools. Moreover, class size is much lower in USA Jewish schools than in most Israeli
schools. The lack of resources also precludes the hiring of additional teachers to reduce teacherstudent ratios.

Theoretical Background
Instructional Leadership
The accountability movement, a world-wide phenomenon (Levinson, 2011; West, Mattei,
& Roberts, 2011), has led to a change of emphasis in school leadership. Student improvement
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and achievement require high-quality instruction, and high-quality instruction requires constant
instructional leadership. Many researchers have demonstrated the importance of instructional
leadership as a necessary component of high-quality instruction (Brazer & Bauer, 2013;
Neumerski, 2012; Rigby, 2014). Thus, school principals are not seen as simply managerial or
organizational administrators any longer; instructional leadership is today one of their most chief
responsibilities (Author, 2006, Marzano, 2011; Sullivan & Author, 2013). School principals
today must combine traditional school leadership duties, such as budgeting, scheduling and
facilities maintenance, with the additional challenge of deep involvement in teaching and
learning directly affect student achievement (Cotton, 2003). In fact, current school principals
have to see instructional leadership and school improvement as their primary responsibility
(DiPaola & Hoy, 2008; Klar, Huggins, &. Roessler, 2016; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).
The priorities of the principal are felt throughout the school and become the priorities of
the entire staff and school. The degree to which the principal pays attention to teaching and
learning sends a message about its importance to the staff. Thus, instructional leadership is a key
part of the principal’s job and principals are central figures in school efforts to improve teaching
(Mitchell & Castle, 2005; Printy, 2010). O’Donnell and White (2005) found that higher teacher
perceptions of principal instructional leadership behaviors related to higher achievement in
students and vice versa. Devos and Bouckenoogh (2009) discovered that principals who work in
climates that stimulate professional learning are strong leaders and prefer their role of
instructional leader rather than that of administrator. On the other hand, those administrativeminded principals who considered organizational tasks more important and not instructional
leadership tasks were in schools with weaker climates.
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Instructional Leadership Practices
Early descriptions of instructional leadership included behaviors such as communicating
the vision of the school’s purposes and standards, monitoring student and teacher performance,
recognizing and rewarding good work and providing effective staff development programs
(DeBevoise, 1984). Dwyer (1984) stressed that effective principals viewed school culture as
something they could “monitor and change.” In addition, he found that some commonalities
between successful leaders were their visibility and the predictability of their daily and yearly
actions. Building on this and other research, Hallinger and Murphy (1985) proposed a model of
instructional leadership that included three dimensions of the instructional role of a school
leader. These are defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and
promoting a positive school climate. Within these three dimensions are several behaviors that
principals who are instructional leaders would be involved in throughout the school year.
Two mixed method multiyear longitudinal instructional leadership studies using very
large samples and both qualitative interviews and observations and responses to survey and
questionnaires showed that leadership has a moderate but indirect effect on student achievement
through its influence on teacher motivation and work place conditions. Workplace conditions
refer to class size, teaching load, teaching subjects that the teacher is familiar with and prepared
for, and classroom student grouping practices (Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Anderson, &
Wahlstrom, 2004; Wahlstrom et al., 2010). Although leadership defined in this study was
collective leadership, teachers indicated that the largest perceived leadership influence was from
those people identified formally as the leader such as the principal, so we can infer that these
findings in reality refer to the principal’s behaviors.



Instructional Leadership Practices 

Other instructional leadership practices perceived by teachers to effect student
achievement are intellectual stimulation defined as continually exposing staff to cutting edge
ideas about how to be effective, systematically engaging staff in discussion about current
research and theory, involving staff in reading articles and books about effective practices, and
the principal keeping himself informed about current research as well as creating structures and
opportunities for teachers to collaborate (Wahlstrom et al., 2010).
Supervision of instruction is a part of an instructional leader’s responsibilities.
Instructional supervision inducts novice teachers and provides professional development
opportunities. It also supports experienced or veteran teachers’ growth in their teaching practice
and prevents burnout. Classical clinical supervision is based on expectations for the principal to
observe classrooms, understand quality teaching, have knowledge of the curriculum, and have
the skill to provide constructive feedback to teachers. However, although “classroom leadership
is often advocated by the instructional leadership literature" (Leithwood & Janzi, 1997, p. 7),
Direct supervision of classroom practice had weaker effects on achievement than leadership
actions that focused on the organization as a whole (Ing, 2008). The leadership practices in the
Waters, Marzano, and McNulty (2003), model that were most similar to supervision, had only a
very small correlation to student success. These principal behaviors include the following: the
principal being directly involved in design, implementation of curriculum, instruction and
assessment practices and the principal having quality contact with teachers (Waters et al., 2003).
Recent studies demonstrate that professional community makes a unique contribution to
teachers’ instructional practice (Wahlstrom et al., 2010); to which principal leadership
contributes (Marks & Printy, 2003). This finding is consistent with previous research that
showed that professional community is related to instructional improvement and is correlated
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with teachers’ adoption of new practices (Smylie & Wenzel, 2003). “When the focus of the
teachers’ conversations is on the quality of student learning…teachers adopt pedagogical
practices that enhance students’ learning opportunities” (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008, p. 463).
Other instructional leadership practices that are discussed in the instructional leadership
literature include ensuring that teachers have the necessary materials and equipment, being
involved with teacher to address instructional and assessment issues in their classrooms and
providing teachers with the professional development necessary for the successful execution of
their jobs (Marzano et al., 2005; Waters et al., 2003). Professional development provided to
teachers has also been shown to have a relationship with changes in instructional practice (Rous,
2004). Case study data, for example, from 20 schools similar to the study under discussion in this
article, indicated that when principals wanted to develop teaching capacity, instead of working
directly with teachers, they provided strategic professional learning programs (Penlington,
Kington, & Day, 2008).
Instructional Leadership Practices in USA Jewish Schools
Heads of Jewish community day schools felt challenged by time management, micropolitical issues, attending to multiple constituencies, and parent education (Kramer, 2000).
Schick (2007) and others (Deitcher & Pomson, 2012) stated that the job of principal in USA
Jewish day schools has gotten more difficult over the years. He describes some of the pressures
listed above, but adds that the advancement of technology created a demand on instant
communication. Moreover, mandated reporting to government and fundraising responsibilities
are added pressures for the principal. Perl (2011) pointed out that some principals or heads of
schools are expected to do all the tasks of principal and in addition be the spiritual leader of the
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school community, an overwhelming load. Principals may also be responsible for overseeing
Midot (character development) programs or Chesed (volunteer) programs as well.
In this reality, it is not surprising that teachers in many Jewish schools tell stories of little
or no curriculum and instructional oversight in their schools (Author, 2012). Novice teachers are
left to “sink or swim” and figure things out on their own. Experienced or veteran teachers feel
ignored, since the principals feel they “don’t have to worry” about what is going on in their
classrooms. In fact, Stodolsky, Dorph and Feiman-Nemser (2006) found that only 40% of
teachers in Jewish day schools and congregational schools were observed at least once a year.
Teachers often acknowledge that their principals are unaware of what and how they teach. In
addition, teachers agreed that their principals recognized their good work in only half of the
schools surveyed.
Professional development, a key part of instructional supervision and an important part of
the dimension managing the instructional program (Hallinger, 2011), also seems to fall short in
many Jewish schools. Teachers report that aside from a once or twice yearly lecture or
workshop, they usually do not take part in meaningful, ongoing professional development
(Stodolsky et al., 2006). Teachers often have no input in the topics chosen for the once-yearly
workshop, and so at times the teachers tend to perceive the sessions as "a waste of time" or "not
relevant to me." Ideally, professional development should be ongoing, and should be linked to
clinical supervision or coaching throughout the year (Author, 2012).
Recently, a comprehensive study of Jewish school leadership in the USA (Kidron,
Greenberg, & Schneider, 2015) was conducted that underscores leaders’ lack of attention to
important factors that promote instructional improvement. Although this study addressed areas
other than instructional leadership, a key finding (in fact, its second most prominent one) was the
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lack of attention to data-driven instructional decision-making, which according to the authors,
was an impediment to instructional improvement.
The most recent study completed about instructional leadership in USA Jewish schools
was conducted as a doctoral dissertation entitled "Principals' Perceptions of their Instructional
Leadership Behaviors in Jewish Day Schools" (Grosser Sasson, 2016). Her mixed methodology
study found that principals of Jewish schools in America were only "moderately involved in
instructional leadership" but, similar to our study, "women principals perceived more
involvement" (p. 3). Interestingly, for further research she mentioned that a study comparing
Israeli principals to their American counterparts is needed.
Instructional Leadership Practices in Israeli Schools
The literature about instructional leadership practices in Israeli schools is minimal. There
is a recent trend, however, to focus more on the responsibilities of Israeli principals on
instructional or pedagogical leadership prompted, in large measure by the Avney Rosha report
(2008). Our study attempts, in part, to fill this gap in the literature.
Principal Preparation in Israel and the USA
In recent years, researchers and practitioners alike have criticized principal preparation
programs for failing to adequately prepare prospective educational leaders for their roles,
claiming that these programs do not produce qualified principals who are capable of running
schools successfully (e.g. Darling-Hammond, et al, 2007; Fossey & Shoho, 2012; Hernandez, et
al, 2012). More recently, lack of attention to instructional leadership skills of principals has been
raised as a concern. Most authorities agree that principals are responsible for acting as
instructional leaders of the school by promoting "best practices" in teaching and learning so that
students achieve academic success. Many researchers have shown the importance of high-quality
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instruction as a necessary component of student improvement and achievement. Instructional
leadership plays a key role in this goal (Hallinger & Murphy, 2005; Hallinger, 2011; Marzano,
2011).
Research on principal preparation policy in Israel, including a focus on instructional
leadership, is virtually non-existent. Two decades ago, Chen (1996) described the preparation of
principals in Israel, noting that "academic preparation of principals in Israel is a fairly new
commodity" (p. 287). A decade ago, Gutterman (2004) noted that principal preparation in Israel
is undergoing change, since the Ministry of Education requires principal candidates to participate
in preparation programs. In the intervening years, many changes have occurred. A few years ago,
Oplatka and Waite (2010) described the new construction of principal preparation programs in
Israel raising some questions as to their applicability and quality. Shaked (2014) has explored
principal preparation in Israel, with an emphasis on instructional leadership. He draws from
goals of the Israeli Ministry of Education’s institute named 'Avney Rosha' ('Capstones'). The
institute published an initial document entitled 'Perception of the Principal's Role in the State of
Israel' (Avney Rosha, 2008), defining a conceptual and practical framework for the role of school
principals in Israel and clarifying principals' key areas of responsibility as educational leaders. A
major emphasis was, and remains, instructional leadership.
The majority of principals in USA Jewish schools do not have formal training compared
to secular school principals (Holtz, Dorph, & Goldring, 1997). Schick (2007) pointed this out as
well in his survey of Jewish day school principals. More than half of the principals surveyed
said they had never participated in a formal principal- training program. Only 36% of day school
leaders had certification in administration and only 19% had completed a degree in education
administration. Fox (2003) lamented the lack of pre-service and in-service education of
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principals. Perl (2011) pointed out that while public school principals are required to have
appropriate degrees in their supervisory fields, Jewish day schools do not necessarily require
their principals to do so. Many principals may achieve their role by “rising through the ranks” in
the school or by gaining access to a mentor.

Some principals, though not most, will achieve

their job by attaining an advanced degree in administration (Kramer, 2000).
While on the job, the situation regarding focusing on instructional leadership is a concern
(Author, 2012). Schick (2007) wrote (in his survey of Jewish day school principals) that more
than half of the principals reported that fundraising was part of their responsibilities. Several
principals were responsible for non-educational activities as well, such as office work and
building maintenance. Eighty-two percent of principals agreed that their job had gotten harder.
Research Questions/Hypotheses
1. To what extent do Israeli and USA Jewish school principals perceive themselves as
instructional leaders of their schools?/ Israeli and USA Jewish school principals do
not perceive themselves as instructional leaders.
2. Based on reports from study participants, which instructional leadership practices are
prevalent (being used) among Israeli and USA Jewish school principals?/ Israeli and
USA Jewish school principals act as instructional leaders to a small extent
3. What influence, if any, has principal preparation programs played in a principal’s
ability to serve as an instructional leader?/ Israeli and USA Jewish school principals
will report that their leadership preparation programs did not sufficiently address
instructional leadership.
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Method
Study Design
We used a mixed methodological research approach in this study. A questionnaire was
constructed based on the Avney Rosha (2008) Capstones Institute – Perception of the Principal's
Role in the State of Israel document. This document details areas of management that enable
and support instructional leadership that focuses on developing vision, bringing about change,
leading the staff, and nurturing professional development. We also conducted a total of twenty
semi-structured interviews.
Our mixed-methods approach avoids paradigmic loyalty and aims to obtain a more
complete picture in order to best understand the perceptions of principals of both countries
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2002). Use of interviewing (Merriam, 2009) creates a nuanced
description about the manner in which study principals put instructional leadership into practice,
particularly paying attention to contextual factors that influence principal behavior (Hallinger,
2011).
More specifically, we incorporated a sequential explanatory strategy for our research
design. Such an approach is characterized by the collection and analysis of quantitative data
followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative that build on the results of the quantitative
data. This design is usually used to explain and interpret the quantitative results, particularly if
something unexpected arises from it. The opposite strategy, collecting the qualitative data first
and then conducting the quantitative research second was considered, but then rejected, since this
type of approach is often used when a researcher needs to develop an instrument when there is
none available or appropriate (Creswell, 2009).
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Data Collection & Participants
Samples for this study were culled from the general population of USA and Israeli
principals. Two of the authors had access to a database consisting of most Jewish and Israeli
school principals. Data were collected through a stratified random sampling design to ensure
sample diversity regarding demographic characteristics, including gender, level of the school
(elementary, middle, high), and geographical district.

Databases were used to disseminate

questionnaires to possible Israeli and USA Jewish school principal respondents. We received 93
and 94 completed questionnaires from USA and Israeli principals, respectively.

Interview

participants were selected based in two ways: 1) those who volunteered by noting so on the
questionnaire; and 2) personal requests by the researchers to selected principals that would
enhance the diversity of the sample.
Among the Israeli principals who submitted completed questionnaires were 43 females and
51 males with a mean of 23 years of teaching experience (range: 9-38), and a mean of 10 years
of experience as principals (range: 2-27). The USA Jewish school principals included 44 females
and 49 males with a mean of 21 years of teaching experience (range: 6-41), and a mean of 11
years of experience as principals (range: 1-30). For the interviews, ten from each country, there
was an even breakdown by gender with a mean of 20 years of teaching experience and 10 years
of experience as principals for both groups respectively.
Research Variables
Independent variables related to personal characteristics of the respondent: gender, age,
years of experience as teacher, years of experience as school principal, and school level. The
dependent variables related to various aspects of instructional leadership as reflected in the
literature and based on the constitutive document of Avney Rosha (2008), mentioned above:
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ability of principal to establish an emphasis on learning and instructional excellence in general.
More specifically, the variables focused on these activities: (1) supervision of instruction, (2)
curriculum development, (3) mentoring and instructional support for new and experienced
teachers, and (4) professional development.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis focused on the use of descriptive statistics, t-Tests, and
correlation. The alpha coefficient for the survey is .89, suggesting that the items have relatively
high internal consistency.
Qualitative data analysis included a four-stage process – condensing, coding,
categorizing, and theorizing. Following collection, the necessary sorting and condensing was
done (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) where the researchers examined data that were related
to systems thinking in school leadership. In the second stage, coding, each segment of data
(utterance) was coded by the aspect of systems thinking it expressed (Gibbs, 2007). In contrast to
the previous stage, this stage was data-driven and not theory-driven because the researchers did
not use a priori codes but rather inductive ones, developed by direct examination of the
perspectives articulated by participants (Flick, 2009; Marshall & Rossman ,2011; Rossman &
Rallis, 2012). After capturing the essence of utterances in the second stage, in the third stage,
categorizing, similar utterances was clustered in order to generalize their meanings and derive
categories. Finally, the theorizing stage aimed at reaching a conceptual construct of the
categories derived in the previous stage, and seeing how they are interconnected and influence
each other as parts of one abstract construct (Richards & Morse, 2013).
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Limitations
This study is unique in that heretofore both groups, Israeli and USA Jewish school
principals, were never compared regarding their perceptions of instructional leadership. The
study has several limitations, however. First, this study is obviously based on participants' selfreport. As with any self-report, there is little control over the possibility that respondents provide
socially desirable responses. In addition, the survey only serves as a method of learning the
perceived frequency of the instructional behaviors, not the quality of them. However, the
qualitative portion of the study aimed to offset this limitation somewhat.
Findings
Significant correlations were found among the three areas investigated. There was a high
correlation between the area of leading processes of teaching and learning and the area of
developing the staff (r=0.707, n=187, p=0.000); there was also correlation between the area of
leading processes of teaching and learning and the area of formulating a vision (r=0.442), and
between the area of developing the staff and the area of formulating a vision (r=0.490). Among
the USA Jewish school principals the correlations (r=0.785, 0.543, 0.535) were higher than
among the Israeli schools principals (r=0.710, 0.370, 0.417).
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare instructional leadership in
principals of Israeli and USA Jewish schools. Regarding leading processes of teaching and
learning, there was a significant difference in the scores for Israeli school principals (M=3.94,
SD=0.43) and USA Jewish school principals (M=4.19, SD=0.49); t (8)=2.89, p = 0.20. These
results suggest that USA Jewish schools demonstrated significantly higher level of instructional
leadership, especially regarding leading processes of teaching and learning. Interview results
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revealed that USA Jewish school leaders are probably more influenced by the instructional
leadership trend prevalent in the USA public education system.
Table 1: Differences between Israeli and USA Principals: Leading Processes of Teaching and
Learning
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Israeli Principals

94

3.94

0.43

USA Principals

93

4.19

0.49

t-test for Equality of Means
t

Df

Sig. (2-tailed)

-3.63**

184

.000

* P <.05; ** P <.01

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare instructional leadership among
females and males. As regards leading processes of teaching and learning, there was a significant
difference in the scores for females (M=3.94, SD=0.43) and males (M=4.19, SD=0.49); t
(8)=2.89, p = 0.20. In addition, regarding formulating school vision, there was also a significant
difference in the scores for females (M=3.94, SD=0.43) and males (M=4.19, SD=0.49); t
(8)=2.89, p = 0.20. We surmise that given the data, women principals demonstrated higher level
of instructional leadership because they had more teaching experience before they were
appointed as principals. The women’s years of experience averaged 14.79 (SD = 6.88), and the
men’s years of experience averaged 10.74 (SD = 8.01).
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Table 2: Gender Differences between Israeli and USA Principals: Leading Processes of Teaching
and Learning; Formulating a School Vision
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Leading processes of

Female

87

3.98

0.50

teaching and learning

Male

100

4.16

0.42

Formulating school

Female

87

3.81

0.79

vision

Male

100

4.05

0.68

t-test for Equality of Means

Leading processes

T

df

Sig. (2-tailed)

-2.40*

185

.017

-2.10*

185

.037

of teaching and
learning
Formulating school
vision
* P <.05; ** P <.01

Among Israeli principals, there was a negative correlation between years of experience and
leading processes of teaching and learning: as the principal was more veteran – leading processes
of teaching and learning had a lower score (r=–0.221, n=94, p=0.033). It became apparent from
perusing the interview data that veteran Israeli principals find it difficult to embrace the new
ideas of instructional leadership. We discovered during our interviews that some veteran Israeli
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principals indicated, “Probably a major reason for my lack of attention to instruction has to do
with the fact that my preparation years ago did not emphasize such practice.”
We conclude, therefore, that principals of USA Jewish schools perceived instructional
leadership, especially when it came to leading processes of teaching and learning, as more
important than their Israeli colleagues. In both groups, women principals demonstrated higher
level of instructional leadership. Veteran Israeli principals demonstrated lower levels of interest
and involvement in instructional leadership.
The interviews reinforced the quantitative findings, but provided unique insights that led to
our suggestions for ways of promoting greater attention to instructional leadership by principals
of both countries. Six themes emerged from the interviews.
Theme 1: Inspection, not Growth/Growth, not Inspection: Among those USA and Israeli
principals who admitted a lack of time to work extensively with teachers on pedagogy a common
theme emerged that their involvement in the classroom focused more on ensuring compliance to
school policies than devoting inordinate time on promoting teacher professional growth in
teaching. One USA principal reported: "Listen, many of these teachers have been teaching
longer than I. When I enter the classroom I make sure they are teaching the approved curriculum
and adhering to established teaching protocols." An Israeli veteran principal stated, "I have little
time to spend on developing growth plans that you asked me about. I have someone else on staff
talk to teachers about ways to improve teaching. Most of my time involving instruction is
making sure we are teaching to the curriculum." One other male principal said he was most
concerned with “keeping our building clean.” On the other hand, more USA principals spoke
about their concern for teacher growth than did Israeli principals (and, overall, including Israeli
principals, more women who were interviewed emphasized growth than did their male
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counterparts). "I don't simply observe my teachers and then write them up, said a USA female
principal. "I work with each one to development a professional growth plan centered on some
aspect of their teaching. We work together to develop one area for improvement over the course
of an academic year." An Israeli female principal said, "My teachers know I was a teacher for
many years and that I love to work with them on pedagogical improvement."
Theme 2: Autocracy, not democracy: Although not all principals we interviewed indicated that
they acted autocratically, several bluntly asserted that they perceive their role as “boss,” above
all else, even regarding instructional practices that "teachers need to follow." A USA principal
admitted, “I also peek as I walk down the corridor. I remind them that the boss is watching.
When I don’t walk in, teachers misbehave, uh, you know what I mean. . . . Teachers know I see
things. I am a taskmaster.” An Israeli male principal stated, "I don’t do official visits… I only
visit some classrooms . . . I just run in for a minute to see what's going on . . . .” Implied in this
principal's tone and comments was that he viewed his role as ensuring teachers were addressing
his expectations for effective instruction. A senior female Israeli principal stated emphatically
that “If I see a problem, then I will tell the department chair to make sure it improves.” An
Israeli male principal was even more emphatic, “If a teacher isn’t good, we fire him. . . . We
can’t afford to keep him . . . I’m in charge.” He admitted he has no mentoring program in place
to assist new teachers. About involving teachers in decision making, he said, “ . . . have no time
for that.” When asked more about his role as principal, he said “Usually, I don’t interfere with
teachers when they teach . . . I sit in my office and give orders when appropriate.” Another
Israeli principal stated, “I would never take a day off . . . why? Because I like to be in control all
the time.” Still another Israeli principal stated, “If a teacher doesn’t want to change, I’ll tell him
the gate of entry is small, but the gate of exit is large.”
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.Theme 3: Wish I had the time: Among the most frequent responses by principals from both
countries was the common refrain of “Wish I had more time.” “Sure, I’d like to visit classes and
work with teachers one-on-one,” said one USA Jewish school male principal, “but who has the
time?! There is so much going on, uh, you know, emergencies . . . gotta deal with them.”
Another USA male principal said, “I know what Covey said about understanding the difference
between what is urgent and important. . . . seems my day is filled with urgent stuff . . . can’t seem
to find enough time for what is really important, like you’re asking me about.” One USA male
principal reported that he finds the time, though, because “I keep a time diary!” Although
another principal, female from Israel, stated she “makes the time because she believes it’s too
important not to [do so],” most (eight) of the other principals from both countries reported that
time was a major impediment to effectively addressing their role as instructional leaders. One
USA principal put it concisely, “Who has the time . . . Most of the time I'm taking care of
discipline problems.” Almost all Israeli principals who were interviewed echoed the fact that
dealing with discipline matters "takes away time from devoting to instruction." A USA principal
reported that "I prioritize; that's how I do it. . . . I leave all administrative work for after hours,
holidays, evenings, weekends. I walk into classrooms . . . I am there for them . . . I talk
instruction. . . . But to tell you the truth, I am somewhat unique. Most of my [principal]
colleagues avoid the classroom and teachers' work." When we asked why, he said "I can't
say . . . it's an attitude. I care about it." This USA principal sums up the feelings of most we
interviewed, “Everything falls on me. If I had a 14-hour workday, I’d still have more work to do
at the end of the day.”
Theme 4: It ain’t in the budget: Among the most curious findings of our study was the
inability for the interviewed principals to come up with a sound response to the question “Is there
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a budget line for instructional leadership?” We also followed this question with another “If so,
what is included in the budget?” One USA principal of a large school reported bluntly, “I have
no PD budget . . . I make my own.” Curiously, one USA principal pointed to the letters "Misc."
in the budget to indicate that is where his budget is for improving instruction. Another USA
principal stated that "everything is under Professional Development (PD)," but nothing specific
for mentoring, . . . professional growth plans, peer coaching, intervisitations, etc. Another
admitted, “There probably should be a line in the budget.” Most Israeli principals stated that
there was no specific budget for PD. Israeli principals receive their annual budgets from the
Ministry of Education. An Israeli principal explained, "that if I am interested in a particular
curricular or instructional initiative, then I must put in a special request with a rationale to the
Ministry. A few Israeli principals admitted that they do not bother but rather "use what I get."
More fundamentally and also revealing was when Israeli principals were asked what they would
do with additional monies, no one responded by saying they’d use the money for PD or any
instructional strategy specifically linked to teacher development. Rather, comments included,
“I’d buy an aquarium for the kids to peek their interest in science,” or “I’d refurbish the physical
plant of the building . . . plant a new garden.”
Theme 5: Confusing Improving Instruction (Supervision) with Evaluation: Our interviews,
unlike the data we culled from the questionnaires, revealed a lack of understanding of the
modern conception about supervision versus evaluation. Most interviewed principals confused
the two. One USA principal who claimed he valued instructional leadership, "as an integral part
of my responsibility," represents many statements made by the interviewees: "I certainly value
helping teachers teach . . . . I formally and informally observe teachers . . . . I evaluate them."
All the other USA principals we interviewed confirmed that they “evaluate teachers . . . and
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point out ways they can improve.” Israeli principals similarly conceived of supervision (i.e.,
improving teaching) and evaluation synonymously. One male Israeli principal stated, “I do
observe teachers . . . I evaluate them.” Interestingly, very few of all the principals from both
countries we interviewed alluded to anything beyond observation and evaluation. No Israeli
principal and only two USA principals mentioned instructional leadership strategies we
highlighted in the literature review such as use of data-driven decision making or specific types
of professional development to enhance teacher growth.
Most scholars of instructional supervision (Author & Zepeda, 2016) agree, that the purpose
of supervision is "the enhancement of teaching, with the ultimate aim of improved student
learning" (Gordon, 2016, p. 40). Research into the supervision-evaluation confusion indicates
that ". . . contemporary discourse about the relationship between educational administration and
instructional supervision suggests a stark difference, in practice supervision is often an
administrative function . . . focusing on performance evaluation using students’ testing results as
metrics" (Duffy, 2016, p. 122). Although teacher evaluation has been perceived by many as the
dominant model of instructional improvement, scholars in the field have continuously insisted
that "...the purpose of supervision is to help increase the opportunity and the capacity of schools
to contribute more effectively to students' academic success" (p. 7). Sergiovanni and Starratt
(2007) continue:
We believe that the heart of supervisory leadership is designing opportunities for teachers
to continuously expand their capacity to learn, to care, to help each other, and to teach
more effectively. We view schools as learning communities where students, teachers, and
supervisors alike are learners and teachers depending upon the circumstances. (p. 9)
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Without belaboring the point, the principals from both countries we interviewed did not
distinguish between supervision and evaluation
Theme 6: Principal preparation in instructional leadership is severely lacking: Principals in
both countries, by in large, indicated that they “received training on the job” for the
principalship. Those who said they received more formal preparation as a principal indicated
that their coursework in leadership programs at the university level either did not sufficiently
address instructional leadership responsibilities or did not include anything of substance about it.
One principal from the USA reported, “You learn on the job. . . . I mean, you get a feel to what
teachers need.” One USA principal, though, reported, “My MA course in teacher supervision
was helpful.” A representative Israeli principal stated emphatically, "I learn most on the job."
No Israeli principal referred to anything they had learned in any principal preparation program.
Discussion and Implications
Findings of this study implied that even though USA Jewish principals were more attentive
to instructional leadership practices than their Israeli counterparts, both sets of principals devoted
less time to instruction than suggested in the literature.

We offer the following concise

conclusions with possible explanations, aligned to our three basic research questions:
1. Regarding our first research question, USA Jewish school principals perceived
themselves as instructional leaders more than their Israeli colleagues. USA Jewish
school principals were more inclined to attend to instruction because they have been
influenced by the burgeoning literature on the import of instructional leadership in the
States. Efforts to highlight instructional leadership in Israel have only fairly recently
become a focus of interest and expectation for principals by the Ministry of Education.
Israeli principals, especially males, perceived themselves more as managers than



Instructional Leadership Practices 

instructional leaders. The fact that women of both countries attend to instruction more
than males leads us to our second point.
2. Gender seems to be a predictor for involvement in instructional leadership in both
countries. We say "seems' to be a predictor since we found that women had much more
experience as classroom teachers than males did. Such exposure and preparation in
teaching we conclude is a factor for greater involvement in instructional leadership
practices. Hence, "prior years of teaching experience" is more likely the factor. The fact
that women, in our study, had much more teaching experience may only be an
idiosyncratic difference, however. Other studies need to examine if such differences in
attentiveness to instructional leadership would be such a factor if male principals
possessed an equal number of prior years of teaching.
Another interesting explanation came from one of the female USA principals
whom we interviewed. She explained the difference between female and male principals
as follows: “Women come through the ranks as university graduates with lots of
teaching experience, and then become principals.” She continued, “Male principals, on
the other hand, started out as rebbes (Hebrew studies teachers) then became student
activities directors then . . . principals.” She concluded that such a career path may
explain the reason for women “being more involved in instructional matters.”
In our study we also found that veteran principals generally possessed less
teaching experience because in the words of one representative USA principal, "years
ago Jewish schools sought male managers for their schools. . . . . Having expertise in
instruction was not highly valued."
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3. Regarding our second research question, very few Israeli principals discussed specific
instructional leadership strategies that undergird their work as instructional leaders.
USA Jewish school principals were more inclined to discuss specific leadership practices
that went beyond the traditional practice of observing and evaluating teachers. Women
of both countries, however, were more inclined to do so. We conclude that principals of
both countries need additional professional development in a variety of instructional
leadership practices such as the use of action research, peer coaching, curriculum
development, etc.
4. Findings imply that if indeed, as the research literature suggests, instructional leadership
is of critical importance, then schools in both countries need to attract principals who are
not only verbally committed to instructional improvement but also possess the requisite
classroom teaching experience that may predict attention to instructional leadership.
Boards, too, often comprised of non-educators, need to be educated about the critical
importance that having a principal who is attentive to instructional leadership is
necessary to ensure academic success of students.

Additionally, schools of higher

education that prepare future principals need to address the import of instructional
leadership in their curricula. Regarding our third research question, very few of our
study participants reported that their preparation programs for the principalship
adequately prepared them for the job. Clearly, principal preparation programs in both
countries need to provide more emphasis in instructional leadership. Parenthetically, it
is important to note that, at least in the USA, it is possible to become a principal in a
Jewish school without any formal background in education or the principalship. A
majority of study participants from USA Jewish schools did, however, attend a
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principalship preparation program, although several did not.

In Israel, under most

circumstances, one cannot assume the principalship without prior preparation. It thus
becomes problematic why so many of those we interviewed and studied were not
familiar with instructional leadership practices, nor perceived themselves as instructional
leaders.
5. An important implication of our study is that principals need to seek additional
professional development in instructional leadership so that they may more effectively
improve teaching and learning in their schools, as indicated by the research literature.
Contributions of the Study & Future Avenues for Research
This study may contribute to the existing knowledge base available regarding the application
of instructional leadership concepts and procedures by school leaders in Israel and in USA
Jewish schools. The research is clear: instructional leadership is very important. Without
adopting instructional leadership behaviors, school leaders will be hard-pressed to further
promote student achievement in the 21st century. We hope the study can benefit educational
agencies, policy makers and principal preparation program designers to emphasize the
importance of instructional leadership theories and strategies. We intend to expand our study by
comparing Israeli and USA principals to Arab principals in Israel as well as principals from
selected countries in Europe.
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