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Abstract: High-quality principal internships are defined, in part, by support from high-quality
principal mentors. We traced the development and quality of principal mentor–intern relationships
during an academic school year and found that mentors played a significant role in determining
the extent to which interns were isolated or integrated into the school leadership team. Specifically,
mentors influenced (1) the types of tasks and activities interns were allowed to engage in, (2) the level
of autonomy interns were afforded, and (3) the support interns received. Importantly, interns’ own
proactivity shaped each of these aspects of their internship experience.
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1. Introduction

Decades of research supports the finding that principals are one of the most important
factors in determining the culture, climate, and performance of schools [1,2]. Among the
many roles that principals perform, one that has received too little attention in the research
literature is the role principals play as mentors of future school leaders. In fact, research
on principal preparation suggests that the internship is the most important component of
principal preparation [3–5], and high-quality internships are, at least in part, defined by
support from expert principal mentors [6–8]. Furthermore, research on principal mentors
finds that they vary in many important ways, including their quality as role models,
their understanding of the internship’s purpose and design, the types of activities and
experiences they allow interns to engage in, and their ability to work with university
supervisors [6,9–11].

The purpose of this study is to build upon this research by exploring the principal
mentor–intern relationship of 22 full-time, job-embedded interns during the 2019–2020
school year. Specifically, we analyzed interns’ weekly reflections to trace the develop-
ment and quality of their relationship with their principal mentor during their full-time
internship. We ask: How do principal mentors influence interns’ leadership development
throughout a full-time internship?

2. Perspective

Mentoring has long been considered an important part of many professional fields,
particularly those with clinical practice such as medicine, journalism, the law, and educa-
tion [12–14]. While mentoring can assume many different forms both inside and outside
the classroom, it is “generally understood as a personal or professional relationship be-
tween two people—a knowing, experienced professional and a protégé or mentee—who
commit to an advisory and nonevaluative relationship that often involves a long-term
goal” [15] (p. 2). Though the traditional view of mentoring is shaped by transactional
and technical processes—for instance, with mentors transmitting the necessary skills and
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abilities to mentees—recent work highlights the constructivist and democratic nature of
alternative mentoring, where both mentor and mentee learn from and with each other [16].

Mentoring is an integral part of leadership preparation, as expert site-based principal
mentors can help interns successfully navigate the difficult role transition from teacher
to leader [9,17–20]. Given their critical role in leadership development, principal mentors
must be carefully identified, recruited, and selected. Programs may choose to select
mentors based on a track record of generating or progressing toward higher academic
outcomes [21,22]. Research has found that the quality of the mentor varies based on the
principals’ willingness to support the intern, their past experiences with mentoring, and
their understanding of the internship purpose and design [23]. The success of the internship
placement is, to a large extent, also contingent on the degree to which university programs
and school districts can partner and collaborate [9,10].

Mentors should expose their mentees to as many facets of leadership as possible [19,21],
so that interns can learn whether building level leadership is for them or not. These activities
might include the supervision and evaluation of teachers, chairing planning committees,
conducting in-service training, preparing reports, and communicating with parents and
students [24]. Moreover, recent research emphasizes the need for mentors to prioritize
instructional leadership opportunities [11,25]. Importantly, mentor principals who are not
trained have been found to provide interns with a limited scope of leadership activities
or delegate to interns non-instructional, managerial tasks such as student discipline or
testing [10,26]. Virella and Cobb encouraged preparation programs to consider ways to
enhance the alignment between coursework and internship experiences through training
and clear checkpoints throughout the year with the onsite mentor [20].

Furthermore, the quality of the mentor–mentee relationship seems to be related to
personal characteristics, such as mutual respect, honesty, trust, and openness; professional
discourse, which includes sharing ideas, insights, and experiences in a reflective process;
and time and frequency of communication [18,19,27,28]. Time, in particular, is an important
element to consider, as mentees cite a lack of time for frequent contact with their mentor
principals (e.g., monthly meetings), often due to the accountability pressures that principals
face [23,29]. Establishing clear goals at the onset of the internship experience between
mentor and mentee helps build trust, clarify priorities, and develop goal setting skills
within the intern [11,20,30]. Clearly, the length and type of internship matters, as interns
engaged in a year-long internship have more opportunities to develop a relationship with
their mentor principal than interns looking only to fulfill a required number of contact
hours [8].

Of course, it is not only mentees that benefit from mentoring relationships, as they often
bring the latest research and evidence-based practice to the relationship [31]. For example,
Clayton found that mentors with strong backgrounds in organizational management were
challenged by interns with an orientation more contemporary understanding of leadership
for student learning [10]. While these mentors’ reactions differed, she found that many
were enthusiastic about learning more about interns’ projects and the current discussions
in leadership preparation [10]. Thus, a productive mentor–mentee relationship can help
both leaders to develop and grow in a reciprocal relationship [9,20,28,32].

In short, the literature demonstrates that mentorship can be a powerful lever in school
leadership preparation. Principal preparation programs and school districts can work
together to identify, assign, and support mentor–mentee relationships.

3. Active Learning

Active learning through full-time, year-long residencies provides aspiring leaders
with the opportunity to experience the theoretical concepts learned within the classrooms
of principal preparation programs [7,23]. “Research across fields has demonstrated that
contextually relevant, real-world learning opportunities that foster self-reflection are most
likely to lead to valuable adult learning outcomes” [7] (p. 291). Reflective learning, coupled
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with supportive mentorship by practicing expert principals, requires structures for ensuring
optimum growth for each intern regardless of their internship placement [9,33].

Variation in the tasks that mentors delegate to administrative interns and the level
of support they provide influences how much practical knowledge each aspiring leader
gains during their internship [6,11]. Through developing a better understanding of the
principal mentor–intern relationship, principal preparation programs and school district
leadership teams can gain an understanding of the ways to train principal mentors and
enhance structures surrounding the internship year [7,9]. Research has found that interns
should begin the academic year by observing their principal mentor; however, as the year
progresses, interns should be provided independent opportunities to lead, with the amount
of support principal mentors provide decreasing over time [6,9,10]. Mentorship has also
been found to vary due to variation in how principal preparation programs establish
expectations for the internship and provide training to principal mentors [28,32,34]. In
addition, like student teaching assignments, programs may not always have choice in
where interns are placed [35].

4. Methods and Materials

Our research sought to understand the phenomena of mentorship throughout the
principal preparation internship experience. To do so, we ask: How do principal mentors
influence interns’ leadership development throughout a full-time internship? Utilizing
a phenomenological qualitative design, researchers examined how our participants’ ex-
periences could help us make sense of mentorship in isolation and in terms of holistic
themes regarding the essence of the mentorship [36,37]. The design allowed for the research
question to be answered by the qualitative data supplied through the student interns’ re-
flective logs. Such rich qualitative data allowed for a robust understanding of the interns’
perception of their principal mentor and their mentorship experience using document
analysis [36,38].

4.1. Data and Sample

The unique source of data were interns’ weekly reflections, which detailed the events
that occurred throughout the week, how they would improve in the future, and their next
steps for enhancing their understanding of the principalship. Upon submitting the weekly
reflections, each intern had an executive coach and a cohort director that would provide
guidance, feedback, and ideas for moving forward. All 22 interns were enrolled in the
same university and completed their residency during the 2019–2020 academic year. With
regards to training, principal mentors attended a half-day training from the university
faculty team and received a comprehensive internship handbook outlining the university’s
expectations for their role and relationship with respect to their intern.

Data collection was initiated when interns began submitting their weekly reflections in
August 2019 and continued until the pandemic began in March 2020, with a few submitting
the occasional reflection during April and May. Reflections were usually submitted to
the program’s university supervisor sometime between Friday and Sunday night. Interns
also received support from executive coaches—retired school leaders who support interns
during their internship—who used the reflections to support interns and meet with interns’
principal mentors at least once during the semester.

4.2. Analysis

The weekly reflections of the principal interns are personal documents that provide
details of the interns’ experiences throughout their residency [36,39]. We utilized the quali-
tative software Dedoose and Excel for coding reflections. The document analysis consisted
of an initial inductive thematic analysis, where we looked for overall emerging codes
related specifically to the phenomena of mentorship by examining interns’ experiences
with their principal mentors [37,38]. After completing the initial coding, we met to catego-
rize the emergent themes related to the interns’ principal mentorship experiences. These
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initial themes were interns’ autonomy, level of support, type and quality of tasks given,
inclusion in the leadership team, and proactivity of the intern. Then, we analyzed the
documents again utilizing deductive coding with six emergent themes [39]. The reflections
were coded using the six themes, and we examined each theme at three different time
periods throughout the year in which the reflections were written, namely the beginning,
middle, and end of the year. We then determined how the emergent categories around
mentorship took place and varied across interns. After the completion of this analysis, we
reviewed the documents again to ensure coding consistency.

4.3. Reflexivity

In transparency with ourselves and our research community, we include our reflexivity
as a means of shining light on the biases that each of us bring to our research [40]. Our
intent is that by providing a clear overview of the factors that might influence our analyses,
we were more capable of holding each other accountable throughout the interpretation
process. Further, readers can consider such influences as they work to understand our
findings for themselves. The lead author serves as an associate professor and an instructor
for a principal preparation program. The second author serves as an assistant professor
and program coordinator for an educational leadership preparation program. Prior to
their current position, the second author participated in a year-long principal residency
experience. Our final author served as a PhD student and research assistant for the project,
with interests aligned with the project aims. Including multiple researchers coupled with
our regular check-ins helped ensure that we worked diligently to limit the influence of our
individual biases upon our research analyses.

4.4. Limitations

We note here a few important limitations to the study. First, interns varied in the
amount, length, and depth of their weekly reflections. The range in interns’ weekly reflec-
tions was 18 to 37 (median = 29.5). The total number of reflections across the 22 interns was
766, and the length of response varied widely, from 300 to 1100 words. Second, due to the
open-ended nature of the weekly reflection prompt—specifically, two open-ended prompts:
“What is your reflection this week?” and “What lessons did you learn?”—interns were
free to write about anything. That is, though interns often wrote about their relationship
with their principal mentor, there was not a specific prompt asking them to document that
relationship each week in their reflections. As such, some of the key themes regarding this
relationship that emerged in the reflections were difficult to trace across the interns’ entire
internship year. Finally, we only had access to interns’ weekly reflections and did not have
the opportunity to ask follow-up or clarifying questions during or after their internship
to the intern, mentor, or executive coach. Such an opportunity would have allowed us to
clarify or confirm with the interns the themes that emerged in our data analysis.

5. Findings

Like Clayton and colleagues [23], we found that principal mentors played a key role
in determining the quality of interns’ experiences, particularly in terms of the quality of
work opportunities they received, as well as the levels of autonomy and support they
enjoyed. Principal mentors set the tone of internship by determining whether the intern
felt integrated into or isolated from the administrative team. Mentors varied in whether
the intern received guidance and mentorship above and beyond day-to-day tasks. More
specifically, our analysis revealed that interns’ experiences of integration or isolation were
shaped by: (1) the types of tasks and activities they were allowed to engage in, (2) the level
of autonomy interns were afforded, and (3) the support they received. Importantly, each of
these factors were shaped by interns’ own proactivity (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Key Findings.

5.1. Tasks and Activities

Part of enacting the role of principal relates to the types of tasks and activities that
interns could engage in during their internship. Interns highlighted a wide variety of tasks
that they participated in, which we categorized into four areas:

1. Shadowing tasks, where interns observed their principal mentor or other school
leaders conduct leadership tasks.

2. A siloed task, where principal mentors assigned interns with one time-consuming
leadership task, with little variation across the year.

3. Low-level, routine tasks, where principal mentors assigned interns tasks that had
limited opportunities for leadership growth.

4. High-level, leadership tasks, where principal mentors assigned interns tasks that
produced greater opportunities for leadership growth.

The difference between low- and high-level leadership tasks often related to the degree
of responsibility (and therefore, risk) involved: interns who experienced opportunities to
engage in high-level leadership tasks often reflected on the challenges, difficulties, and
learning that accompanied more significant leadership assignments.

In Figure 2, we highlight the leadership tasks interns engaged in across the school year.
For example, five interns shadowed their principal or other school leaders for part or all of
the year. In many cases, these interns noted that these opportunities were important for
their growth and development. One intern wrote, “The short week still provided a variety
of learning opportunities as [my principal mentor] allowed me access to all the processes
she was involved with. Her willingness to me being included is so appreciated and I hope
to grow skills as impactful as hers!” Another intern reflected:

First, I had always wondered what kind of work principals had to do in their
office that kept them from being in the classroom and in the hallways where they
could be more visible. This week, I saw [my principal mentor] had to complete
many mundane tasks that I had never thought of, like signing off on timesheets
for non-certified staff.

Importantly, two of the five interns only reported shadowing activities in their reflec-
tions throughout the year.
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Figure 2. Variation in Interns’ Experiences Across Time.

Figure 2 also shows that four interns spent a large portion of their internship engaged
in siloed tasks, such as student discipline, testing, or buses. One intern reflected:

I have been reflecting on how much of my time (and the time of many others in
the building) is spent on student behaviors. Most days, I am not able to enter
classrooms at all to provide instructional or behavior management feedback. I
have brought this issue up with my principal mentor many times, but there seems
to be no movement on helping in this area.

In fact, this intern’s reflection nearly every week included a discussion of behavioral
issues at the school. Another intern, who formatted their weekly reflection with bulleted
lists of activities by day, listed “worked with AP to manage dismissal and buses” and
“monitored the cafeteria during A/B lunches” over 100 times. This intern was one of
two interns who engaged in siloed tasks for a majority of the school year, with very few
activities coded as a high-level leadership task.

In addition, many interns engaged in a series of low-level leadership tasks, such as
hall monitoring, cafeteria duty, or data entry. While these tasks are an important part of
school operations, they are often low stakes, offering interns little chance for leadership
growth. One intern, for example, spent an entire day writing thank you notes for parents
who attended a family engagement session. In reflecting on why it took so long, they wrote
that it took a long time to locate a file with the school’s letterhead. Another intern shared
their experience with an assistant principal, who had “been thinking about what I can give
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you to make my life easier.” She then asked the intern to alphabetize the referrals and put
them in binders, a task that took most of the morning.

Finally, Figure 2 shows that 17 of the 22 interns had some opportunity during their
internship to engage in high-level leadership tasks. One intern, for example, highlighted a
leadership institute that they led only a month into their internship:

The majority of my week was spent planning for and participating in a three-
day Literacy Institute. I worked closely with our literacy coach to work on
this professional development. I taught many different brain breaks, closing
circles/activities, and I delivered four small group sessions focusing on writ-
ing/publishing parties and on instructional read alouds.

Other interns had opportunities to conduct teacher observations, both through formal eval-
uations and informal walkthroughs. For instance, in September, one intern learned a valuable
lesson from their principal mentor about taking notes during a formal teacher observation:

[This week] I completed two observations. They went very well and I had rich
conversations regarding them with my principal mentor afterwards. I realized
that when observing I took great, detailed notes. However, when I wrote com-
ments on the actual evaluation form, I was less detailed. In talking with [my
mentor principal] about it, I realized that I could write comments much like I
would write IEPs—detailed and with evidence of what I observed (measurable).
One of the teachers who I observed is the mentor coordinator for the school so
she provided me with feedback on my comments as well. It was helpful to have
a teacher’s perspective on this.

Higher-level leadership tasks provided interns the opportunity to actualize complex
leadership skills essential to an aspirational principal position.

5.2. Autonomy

One intended purpose of the year-long, full-time internship is to allow interns the
opportunity to practice the work of a principal by exercising autonomy and authority [41].
We found, however, that the level of autonomy interns experienced varied by degree
(i.e., low, mid, high) and across time. For example, we defined interns with high-level
autonomy as those who had full responsibility and little direction over the tasks they
were given; many were encouraged to take on tasks they saw needed to be done without
guidance from the principal mentor. From their reflections, these interns often learned
by their own experience and through trial-and-error. We defined interns with mid-level
autonomy as those whose principal mentor assigned them tasks with clear expectations and
a moderate degree of oversight. Finally, we defined interns who had low-level autonomy
as those whose principal mentors either gave them no tasks, low-level tasks, or tasks that
were assigned in partnership with someone else (e.g., an assistant principal) who was
ultimately responsible.

Of the 22 interns, 17 experienced high-level autonomy at some point in the year
(Figure 2). Furthermore, most of these interns started with lower levels of autonomy at the
beginning of the year, which increased to high levels by the end of the year. For example,
after three months in her internship, one candidate described the high level of autonomy
her principal mentor now provided her:

This week I realized how much trust my principal has in me to do some heavy
lifting with research on student achievement and schoolwide initiatives. He
gave me multiple tasks this week with minimal direction . . . He then told me
how he often forgets that I am just learning because I am so resourceful and
effective when given tasks that he wants to make sure that I am not feeling lost
or overwhelmed.

In comparison, six interns started the year with high-level autonomy and maintained
that level for the entire year. Only one intern started the year with high-level autonomy,
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which then declined as the year progressed—largely a result of the principal taking a more
active role in her development but affording her less opportunities to lead.

5.3. Support

Along with variation in autonomy, interns also experienced variation in the degree
to which they were supported by their principals. We coded support in terms of degree,
from low to high. We found that half of the interns received decreasing levels of support
over their internship, often from high levels to low levels (Figure 2). Eight of the interns
received a consistent level of support, whether low (n = 5), medium (n = 2), or high (n = 1).
Finally, three interns had increasing levels of support throughout the year. Importantly,
we found that the types of support that interns received could be categorized by either
mentor-directed support, intern-initiated support, or no support.

5.3.1. Mentor-Directed Support

Mentor-directed support often occurred through leadership team meetings, formalized
check-ins, or other routines that principals established to support their intern. For example,
one intern wrote, “Every Monday [my principal mentor] and I have a check in meeting.
We share our calendars and talk about future events. It also gives us time to reflect on
the previous week and speak about any learning experiences that I may have questions
on.” Other support came in the form of principals providing direct feedback on interns’
performance, such as after interns completed a teacher observation or handled a student
discipline referral. One intern commented:

I have been working very hard with [my principal mentor] on observations. She
gives a lot of good feedback that has improved my comments and post-conference
discussions. After struggling with observations, she was really impressed with
the last one I completed. It felt great because instructional leadership is where I
have the least experience.

Another reflected on his growth in student discipline, “Monday and Tuesday, I was
able to handle all discipline as it came in. I spent some time with [my principal] on Tuesday
where we reviewed some of the ways things were handled”. From later entries, it was clear
that this intern’s mentor principal often initiated contact to debrief the activities of the day
and offer guidance.

5.3.2. Intern-Initiated Support

In contrast, some principal mentors made themselves available to interns for feedback,
direction, and guidance, but only at the request of the intern. For example, interns with
principal mentors who provide a high-level of support felt comfortable reaching out to
their principal mentors at any time during the school day when they had questions or
needed guidance—even if the principal mentor was off-campus. In response, these mentor
principals tended to provide explicit direction and guidance. For instance, one intern wrote,
“I have decided that since our admin meetings have not really continued yet, I gather the
questions I have and try to stop in at some point each day to check in with [my principal
mentor] and ask my questions”. Another faced a serious concern with a student who had
been cutting herself. Although her principal was out of town at her sister’s wedding, the
student wrote:

A student told me that he was concerned for his girlfriend because she was
cutting herself and had fresh cuts on her. She also apparently had three razor
blades in her bag. I was not sure about the protocol, so I called the principal. She
told me what to do and the counselor and I handled the situation.

Other principal mentors were also accessible to the interns, but instead of providing
direct guidance, they tended to be a source of reflection and discussion for the interns to
come up with their own decisions. For instance, after reviewing a discipline issue with a
student, one intern wrote:
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I feel that [my principal] and I have a strong relationship and I felt comfortable
sharing my concerns [about a student] with him. He said I made a good point.
We discussed the situation at length and agreed upon a course of action: 1 day
OSS, teacher/parent/admin conference upon his return.

These intern–principal relationships seemed to be an important anchor for interns’
learning and leadership development.

5.3.3. No Support

Unfortunately, five of the interns found that their principal mentors provided little
to no support throughout their internship. Often, the mentors were simply not available
or accessible, preferring instead that the interns interact with the assistant principal(s). In
one case, the principal mentor took a medical leave of absence for most of the school year;
in another case, the mentor would not make time for the intern’s questions. She wrote,
“My principal and AP are always busy . . . they are very rarely available for guidance, so
I am on my own a lot”. Towards the middle of a school year, another intern wrote that
his principal often worked alone, especially when it came to student discipline: “[The
principal] has continued to manage the incidents almost 100% in isolation and little has
been relayed to myself or the AP regarding his expectations to handle things when he is
unavailable”. Importantly, interns with little support often recognized the need to be more
proactive in receiving the leadership opportunities that would be most beneficial to their
growth. The preparation program also had to move one intern who was consistently not
receiving support.

5.4. Proactivity

Interns’ levels of proactivity played an important role in shaping the level of isolation
or integration they experienced throughout their internship. Importantly, proactivity may
have both influenced their experiences as interns and, at the same time, been influenced
by their experiences. Sixteen of the interns’ proactivity levels stayed the same, with seven
interns having low proactivity all year (Figure 2). Five interns had mid-level proactivity
and four had high-level proactivity. Interns with low-level proactivity tended not to
have assignments from their principal mentor or were only given assignments with little
opportunities for leadership development. For the most part, low proactivity interns
shadowed and observed their principal mentors or assistant principals (e.g., interns 5, 7,
and 15; see Figure 2).

Interns with mid-level autonomy were largely delegated enough tasks and had enough
autonomy that they were busy responding to the work of each day. These interns had
principal mentors who established clear processes and procedures for checking in, but also
allowed interns flexibility in how they handled their assignments. Interns with high-level
proactivity actively took on tasks they saw that needed to be done, proposed ideas to
their principal mentors, and often went above and beyond what was expected of them.
Interestingly, interns with the highest levels of proactivity tended to have increasing levels
of autonomy (e.g., interns 1, 4, and 9; see Figure 2), suggesting that their proactivity, in
part, may have contributed to that increase. One of these interns, for example, established
a routine early on with his principal: “Upon arrival each day this week I took the first few
minutes to debrief with [my principal] and share key things that have come up. I mostly
asked questions about his vision and expectations for different things.” Another described
a time when her principal was out of the building, and she needed to step up:

This week required all hands to be on deck. [The principal] was out on Tuesday
and Wednesday and I tried my best to support and step up with the team as much
as possible. I handled a few classroom calls this week due to other administrators
being tied up with observations and disciplinary needs. While addressing room
calls, if I found myself unsure of the next steps, I would seek assistance and follow
back up with the administrative staff to ask questions and receive feedback.
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Importantly, principal mentors can play an important part in helping interns recognize
the need to be proactive. For example, after completing a mid-year evaluation of the interns’
performance, one principal sat down with her intern to discuss the interns’ performance.
The intern reflected on their conversation:

I was able to sit down with [my principal] and talk with her about my evaluation
a bit . . . . For the most part, we are in agreement on my strengths and areas for
improvement. She would like to see me be more of a “go getter”. She said she
wants to be able to tell a principal when they call her that, “Once I get the lay of
the land, I am able to see what needs to be done and do it”. It makes me nervous
that I will not be able to do that. She says this is something I need to work on for
the next few months.

Mentors’ encouragement of proactive behavior and pushing interns to seek out op-
portunities beyond those directly assigned helped ensure interns engaged in real-time
problem-solving experiences akin to the realities of school leadership.

5.5. How They Work Together

Of course, each of these aspects of the internship do not operate in isolation. As we
looked across these categories, we found a relationship between interns’ level of autonomy
and support; most notably, as autonomy increased, support was likely to decrease. Nine of
the eleven interns who had increasing levels of autonomy, for example, also experienced
decreasing levels of support. This suggests that as interns and principal mentors gain
confidence in abilities to conduct tasks, greater autonomy is granted and, at the same time,
less support is needed.

Three out of four interns who had low autonomy all year, had low levels of support
all year as well. Eight interns who started with low autonomy, but who received high-
or mid-level support at the beginning of the year, had autonomy levels that increased
throughout the year. Interns with high autonomy also tended to have lower levels of
support throughout the year, in at least one case because of an extended absence of the
principal due to health reasons. As highlighted in Figure 1 and discussed above, the
interns’ proactivity often served as a means of influencing the interaction between the
types of activities they engaged in, along with the autonomy they enjoyed and the support
they received.

6. Discussion

One of the major benefits of the internship is it provides interns with authentic lead-
ership opportunities [24,42–45]. The research literature suggests that mentors play a
gatekeeping role by either opening doors and creating opportunities for interns to lead
on their campuses or not engaging with them or focusing on their growth and develop-
ment [46–50]. In our study of interns’ weekly reflections, we similarly found that interns’
opportunities to be integrated into, or isolated from, the school community were both
enabled and constrained by their relationship with their principal mentors. Specifically,
we found that the types of activities interns engaged in, their level of autonomy, and the
support they received varied both across interns and throughout the academic year.

For example, interns who shadowed principals found that those opportunities were
initially beneficial to their understanding of leadership; however, shadowing opportunities
that extended across the entire academic year were less beneficial and limited interns’
opportunities to engage in high-level leadership tasks. Williams also found that internships
were most relevant when interns could participate directly in leadership activities rather
than merely observing [50]. Likewise, interns who were responsible for a single, siloed
activity throughout the entire year tended to receive less opportunities for leadership
growth, generally enjoying a degree of autonomy, but with low levels of support.

In contrast, we found that many principal mentors worked with their interns to create
leadership opportunities characterized by high-level leadership tasks, where interns led
professional development and conducted walkthroughs and observations. Importantly,
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these activities were characterized by a higher degree of risk. In another paper, we describe
how interns benefited greatly from those times when other leaders were out of the building
and the responsibility for the school fell solely on them [33]. In this study, we also found
that mentor principals seemed to act strategically throughout the year by initially providing
lower levels of autonomy and higher levels of support, then decreasing their support and
increasing interns’ autonomy as the year progressed. Those interns who had mentor
principals that established routines and procedures for regular check-in meetings, and then
utilized those meetings as time for candidate reflection and feedback, also benefited greatly
from the mentor–intern relationship [28,32].

Central to the successful (or unsuccessful) relationship was a foundation of trust that
did or did not develop between mentors and interns. Other research has found that co-
creating goals for the internship experience [19,30,32] and demonstrating trustworthiness by
following through with assignments early are crucial to cultivating strong mentor–mentee
relational dynamics [11,51]. In our study, we found that principal mentors who developed
strong relationships with their interns were more likely to provide interns opportunities
to engage in high-level leadership tasks, more likely to increase the level of autonomy
interns enjoyed, and more likely to differentiate support. Importantly, the interns’ level of
proactivity and performance influenced the degree to which principal mentors entrusted
interns with high-level leadership tasks.

Of course, principal preparation programs and their district partners also play an
important role in cultivating and developing the mentor–intern relationship. For exam-
ple, preparation programs and their district partners might also consider the placement
process for interns. Torres and colleagues found that principal mentors with very little
experience did not create meaningful learning and leading opportunities for the interns [48].
Similarly, Bush found that interns received few opportunities for instructional leadership
development from principals who were themselves weak instructional leaders [46]. In a
longitudinal study of full-time interns in North Carolina found that internship schools
had lower values on two different school working conditions measures (leadership and
overall environment); had higher teacher attrition rates (in statewide models); had lower
test proficiency rates; and were no more effective, based on student achievement growth,
than schools that were not hosting an intern [52]. Though research does not yet examine the
effect of serving in these types of environments on later leadership effectiveness, programs
and districts can do more to consider and evaluate internship placements.

Programs and districts should also consider how interns’ experiences are shaped by
other leaders in the building, including the assistant principal (AP). A recent review found
that, while APs are uniquely positioned to promote equitable outcomes for students, their
leadership roles vary considerably [53]. In this study, APs figure prominently in interns’
reflections; yet it is unclear what role APs can and should play in interns’ development. For
example, APs who only use interns to “make [their] lives easier” by assigning low-level
or undesirable tasks to them, as was the case with one of the interns in this study, are not
providing a rich mentoring experience. In contrast, APs who embrace interns as an equal
member of the leadership team and work purposefully to support them can enhance the
mentorship interns receive. Programs need to be cognizant of situations where interns are
primarily receiving their support and mentorship from APs, working to ensure that interns
receive mentorship from their principal mentor.

7. Implications and Conclusions

Taken together, we believe these findings have important implications for policy, prac-
tice, and research. With respect to policy, states can play an important role in defining what
constitutes a “high-quality” internship. For example, the state of Illinois requires that 80%
of all activities conducted during the internship must be connected to high-leverage leader-
ship practices, such as instructional leadership or human resource management; activities
like bus duty or hallway monitoring are not included as part of these activities [22]. Such a
policy could help encourage both principal preparation programs and their district partners
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to support high-quality internship experiences. In addition, states play an important role
in determining different aspects of the internship, such as the number of required hours
and requirements for supervision. For example, Anderson and Reynolds found that only
14 states required at least 300 h of field-based experiences, and only half of all states require
that principal mentors be “an expert veteran” school leader [3].

States and districts can also support the implementation of high-quality internship in
practice by working with principal preparation programs to co-develop and implement
training for principal mentors. Research has found wide variation in the extent to which
preparation programs train mentor principals, and high-quality training has been found
to be associated with the quality of the internship [28,32,34]. In this study, principal
mentors received an internship handbook and a half-day training from the preparation
program. Though many of the interns were able to engage in high-level leadership tasks,
act with increasing levels of autonomy, and receive support from their mentor principal,
a few interns’ experiences provided fewer opportunities for leadership development.
Districts and principal preparation programs can work together to establish expectations,
co-develop assignments and leadership tasks, and provide training both before and during
the internship to ensure interns are receiving adequate opportunities to grow in a range of
leadership areas.

Of course, much of this work requires preparation programs to gather data through-
out the internship to provide information on the interns’ development. In this study the
program used weekly reflections to monitor interns’ experiences. Other work highlights
the use of daily logs [41], surveys of principal mentors [54,55], portfolio analysis and feed-
back [56], and observations [57]. In gathering data, programs can also establish routines
and processes for using it to support interns. Research on data use in education has consis-
tently found that data gathering processes far exceed educators’ ability to use it [58,59]. As
principal preparation program supervisors may have large numbers of interns to supervise,
coaches may serve as an important resource in helping to gather data and provide timely
feedback to interns. Coaches may also help to work with preparation programs to intervene
when their principal mentors are ineffective or unresponsive to the interns’ needs [60,61].

This study also highlights the need for future research in several areas. First, as
with the research literature on assistant principals more broadly, an open question for the
field is how and the extent to which APs play a role in interns’ development. This study
suggests that APs figure prominently in interns’ work; yet, as with research on APs more
broadly [53], there seems to be wide variation in the types of roles and responsibilities APs
have in the building. Second, the internship provides an opportunity for candidates to
expand their network across the district [43,45]. Future research could use social network
analysis to trace the development of these relationships for interns, following interns’
future placement and pathways through the principal pipeline. Finally, we know relatively
little about the placement process for interns, beyond the persisting concerns regarding
interns self-selecting their mentor and internship site [34]. In this study, placement varied
by district, with some districts allowing principals to interview and select interns, and
others matching principals to interns themselves. As the field works to diversify leadership
pipelines, this match may be increasingly important in the development and retention of
future principals [62]. Future research should examine the placement process, considering
the ways in which placements enhance both interns’ and principal mentors’ leadership
ability, as well as explore the ways in which the placement process may contribute to the
development and future retention of principals of color.
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