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Introduction
According to a recent review of principals’ influences on school outcomes, supporting the effectiveness 
of principals may be “the most efficient [school-based] way to affect student achievement.”1 A growing 
body of research demonstrates that principals have strong impacts on a wide variety of school outcomes, 
ranging from student test score gains to graduation rates, student attendance, teacher retention, and 
parent satisfaction. Principals’ impacts on student outcomes largely function through their roles in 
supporting strong instruction, recruiting and retaining teachers, and creating a positive school climate.2 
Despite their critical leadership role, principals are frequently armed with inadequate preparation or 
professional development, difficult working conditions, insufficient salaries, lack of autonomy, and 
ineffective accountability policies—the very factors most likely to undermine effectiveness and lead to 
principal turnover. 

Summary
A growing body of research demonstrates that principals affect virtually every aspect of school outcomes. 
This brief examines trends in the California principalship following major changes in school resources and 
systems, beginning in 2013. We find that the California principalship has become more diverse and more 
experienced over the last decade but still has higher turnover rates than the national average. Wages have 
been stagnant in real dollar terms. Despite higher-quality professional learning opportunities, principals 
are bypassing traditional preparation programs by entering through a test-only route at small but 
increasing rates. Rural schools, charter schools, alternative schools of choice, special education schools, 
and virtual schools have, on average, less experienced and less prepared principals than mainstream 
and non-rural schools. Turnover—which is associated with declines in teacher retention and student 
outcomes—is higher for principals with lower salaries; those entering through the test-only route; those 
in rural settings; and those in schools with higher teacher turnover, higher suspension rates, and higher 
student-to-teacher ratios. 

The report on which this brief is based can be found here.
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For many years, California’s school leaders have faced a challenging environment. Following the 
enactment of Proposition 13, which led to declining revenues and repeated budget cuts from the 1980s 
through the early 2000s, California became one of the most poorly funded states in the nation. By 2010, 
the state had the largest ratios of students to teachers and administrators in the nation, lagging salaries, 
and deteriorating working conditions. In addition, the state eliminated almost all the professional learning 
supports for educators that had once been offered between 2000 and 2010. In that era, many principals 
entered their jobs without preparation and stayed only a short time. California principal turnover rates 
were much higher than the national average and were particularly high in rural and urban schools serving 
low-income students. 

Beginning in 2013—with the passage of the Local Control Funding Formula and the Local Control and 
Accountability Plan, the creation of a new accountability system, and the adoption of new standards 
for students and educators (including the 2013–14 Administrative Services Credential Program 
Standards)—California made substantial changes to statewide resources for schools, school finance and 
accountability, principal credentialing requirements, and professional learning for school leaders. In this 
brief, we examine the conditions of the principalship in California in recent years, including trends in labor 
market participation, preparation, and pay; the distribution of principals across school types; and the 
extent and sources of turnover. We conclude with a discussion of the policy considerations relevant to 
achieving a well-prepared, diverse, and stable principal workforce for the future.

Recent Trends in the California Principalship

Demographic Trends 
California principals have been staying longer in the workforce as conditions improved after 2013. As a 
result, a larger share of principals (28%) is age 55 or over than at any other time in the past 13 years, 
signaling pending retirements. (See Figure 1.)

Over the last decade, the principalship also has grown more diverse by race and gender: Between 
2012–13 and 2024–25, the proportion of principals of color increased from 35% to 42%, with large 
increases for Latino/a principals and smaller gains for African American and Asian principals. The 
proportion of women principals also grew at each level of the system, to 47% of high school principals, 
55% of middle school principals, and 74% of elementary school principals.
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Figure 1. Principal Age, 2012–13 to 2024–25
Pe

rc
en

ta
ge

 o
f P

rin
ci

pa
ls

54 or Under 55–62 63 or Over

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2024–25

2023–24

2022–23

2021–22

2020–21

2019–20

2018–19

2017–18

2016–17

2015–16

2014–15

2013–14

2012–13

4.5%

23.1%

72.4%

5.3%

22.4%

72.3%

5.6%

21.5%

72.9%

5.4%

20.7%

73.8%

5.2%

20.1%

74.7%

4.9%

20.2%

74.9%

4.8%

20.1%

75.0%

4.1%

19.6%

76.4%

4.2%

19.2%

76.6%

4.8%

20.6%

74.6%

4.8%

21.0%

74.2%

5.0%

22.1%

73.0%

4.9%

23.1%

72.0%

Note: N = 116,707.

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of California Department of Education restricted-use data. (2026).

Access to Professional Learning 
Major changes for California principal preparation took place as funding and student standards were 
being overhauled beginning in 2013. The California Commission on Teacher Credentialing adopted a 
new framework for administrator preparation and performance, along with a set of reforms that are 
aligned with the new framework. These reforms include revised standards for administrator preparation 
and performance; a greater emphasis on performance assessment in preparation, requiring passage of 
a performance assessment starting in 2019; and a revised induction requirement for administrators to 
clear their credentials, featuring mentoring and support around the newly revised standards. In 2019, the 
California legislature also authorized the 21st Century California School Leadership Academy (21CSLA) to 
provide accessible, high-quality professional learning to California’s PreK–12 educational leaders, including 
school principals. Available supports include communities of practice, local professional learning, and 
individualized coaching, all aligned with the California Professional Standards for Education Leaders. 
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California principals appreciate these improvements in preparation, induction, and professional 
development, and they appear to affect principals’ effectiveness. Studies of principals’ experiences 
of preparation and induction following the adoption of new licensure and accreditation standards find 
stronger perceptions of preparedness across the domains covered by the new standards.3 Those who 
have experienced coaching and professional learning communities through 21CSLA also acknowledge 
the value of those experiences. Other California studies have found that principals’ access to high-quality 
preparation and professional development associated with these reforms has been associated with their 
ability to enable greater teacher retention and student achievement gains.4 

Despite greater access to higher-quality professional learning, a small but growing share of principals 
are entering through the state’s “test-only” certification route. In 2024–25, 6.0% of principals entered 
by passing the California Preliminary Administrative Credential Examination rather than through a 
preparation program, up from 4.6% in 2020–21. (See Figure 2.)

Figure 2. Percentage of California Public School Principals 
Prepared Through a Test-Only Route to Administrator Certification, 

Overall and for First-Year Principals, 2020–21 to 2024–25
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Compensation 
Despite having, on average, more experience and training than principals did before recent reforms, 
principals’ wages are largely stagnant. After a brief increase in wages following the initial implementation 
of the Local Control Funding Formula, average wages for principals declined in real dollar terms. (See 
Figure 3.) Over the last 3 years, salaries have increased again, but they remain lower than they were at the 
height of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–21. 

Figure 3. California Public School Principal Average Salaries by School 
Level, in 2024 Dollars for Reporting Districts, 2020–21 to 2023–24
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Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of Bruno, P. (2025). Adjusted J‑90 public‑use salary data (inflation‑adjusted to 
2024 dollars) [Unpublished dataset]. Provided by personal communication.
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Distribution of Principals Across California Schools
Rural schools, charter schools, alternative schools of choice, special education schools, and virtual 
schools are less likely to have experienced and prepared principals than the overall state average. 
(See Table 1.) Inequities are not generally associated with student body composition aside from those 
associated with these school types. However, alternative schools and special education schools do 
serve more students of color, English learners, and students with disabilities than traditional schools 
in California. 

Table 1. Distribution of Principal Characteristics by School Type 

School type
Percentage 

test-only
Percentage 

age 60+

Percentage 
3 or fewer 
years as 
principal

Percentage 3 
or fewer years 

as principal 
at this school n

Urban 5.0 11.4 36.2 40.6 22,072

Suburban 5.5 8.6 36.1 40.4 19,870

Rural 6.7 9.9 42.1 46.4 6,050

Charter school 8.1 6.5 46.4 46.0 8,460

Alternative school 
of choice

3.9 14.9 32.1 47.1 1,313

Special education 
school

8.0 19.3 43.7 45.3 689

Virtual school 9.0 6.9 54.5 56.3 1,575

Mainstream, non-
charter school

4.8 10.4 34.7 39.8 37,398

Overall 5.4 10.0 36.9 41.2 47,992

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of California Department of Education restricted-use data and California 
Commission on Teacher Credentialing restricted-use data for principals in California from 2021–22 through 2024–25.  
(2026).
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Principal Turnover
Prior research shows that principals’ experience as school leaders and their retention in their schools are 
associated with improved teacher retention and student outcomes.5 Thus, it is concerning that California 
principals were less likely to stay in their schools than principals nationally, with about 78% remaining 
in their schools in 2020–21 compared to 80% nationally.6 (See Figure 4.) As of 2024–25, California 
principal retention in the same school was 78.4%.

Figure 4. Share of California Public School Principals 
Retained in School and Role, 2012–13 to 2024–25 
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Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of California Department of Education restricted-use data. (2026).

Controlling for school and principal characteristics, turnover is higher for principals who have lower 
salaries; those who have entered through the test-only route; and those in rural settings or schools 
that have higher teacher turnover, higher suspension rates, and higher ratios of students to teachers—
indicators that suggest more stressful working conditions for principals. (See Figure 5.)
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Figure 5. Differences in Predicted Principal Turnover
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Implications for California
The literature on principal effectiveness and retention points to the importance of high-quality principal 
preparation and professional development, sustainable working conditions, adequate compensation, 
and productive accountability systems to retain principals and support their success.7 In making 
recommendations, we draw both on our own findings and the broader literature on principal turnover. 

Principal Preparation and Professional Development
The recent growth in entry to the profession through the state’s test-only route signals that affording 
the time and resources to complete a preparation program is an issue for many candidates. 
Some candidates also have to pay for their induction support, and ongoing support for the free 
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professional learning opportunities provided by 21CSLA is not guaranteed. California could consider 
the following ways to address this concern and to support strong practices that leverage greater 
principal effectiveness:

•	 Provide funding to cover the cost of high-quality preparation programs and create paid internships 
in the context of an assistant principalship or other clinical opportunity, as states like Illinois, 
Mississippi, and North Carolina have. 

•	 Support pipeline programs in districts that create coherent pathways into the principalship 
using state standards as the basis for preparation, hiring, evaluation, and support; partner with 
preparation programs to deliver quality preservice preparation to high-potential candidates; and align 
on-the-job evaluation and support for novice principals with ongoing principal learning communities 
and coaching. 

•	 Ensure ongoing funding for the work of 21CSLA, which has been funded by the federal Title II 3% 
set-aside, and expand funding to support training and coaching in schools with higher levels of 
inexperienced and untrained principals, such as special education and alternative schools, as well 
as rural schools.

Sustainable Working Conditions
Workload is an issue for principals nationally, who report working 60 hours per week.8 Our findings point 
to even higher principal turnover in California than the national average, and administrative burdens also 
may be higher. Interviews with California administrators conducted for Getting Down to Facts research 
found that they reported, on average, the equivalent of more than a full day per week (26% of their time) 
on managing compliance activities associated with the many programs the state has recently enacted.9 To 
address this source of administrator overload, we recommend policy solutions that streamline reporting 
requirements, add staffing for distributed leadership, and provide professional learning supports for 
school climate improvements. Specific suggestions include the following:

•	 Explicitly pare back unnecessary and redundant reporting requirements to reduce compliance tasks 
that do not contribute to effective school management and leadership. 

•	 Relax the 5% cap on administrative spending enforced by Proposition 223 and/or the restrictions on 
specific program oversight funding to 1% of revenues, which prevent the addition of funded staff to 
assist with administrative tasks. 

•	 Ensure that principals have support staff, such as assistant principals, counselors, and teacher 
leaders, to address student and school needs.10 

•	 Offer targeted training, professional learning communities, and coaching around how to create 
a positive, collegial school climate that distributes leadership while enhancing engagement and 
belonging for both students and teachers. This is already happening as part of California’s large 
investment in technical assistance for its community schools (about one fourth of the state’s 
schools) and could be expanded via 21CSLA or other support. 
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Adequate Compensation
California principal salaries have largely stagnated in real dollar terms when inflation and cost-of-living 
variations across the state are considered. This trend is concerning given that higher wages predict 
reduced turnover, controlling for school and principal factors. Increased salaries are most consistently 
associated with principal stability when salaries are higher relative to those of individuals in the same 
labor market.11 District and state leaders can consider policy solutions to address compensation, 
including the following:

•	 Strengthen compensation through vehicles such as loan forgiveness, housing supports, or tax 
credits for educators, potentially focused on those working in particular kinds of schools.

•	 Review principals’ salaries to confirm they are competitive with neighboring districts and are 
sufficiently greater than teachers’ salaries. This will ensure that promising teachers who are 
interested in the principalship are not financially discouraged from pursuing and remaining in school 
leadership, given the greater demands on school leaders. 

Productive Accountability Systems
Ensuring that accountability systems support continuous improvement rather than creating additional 
barriers can incentivize the stability of talented principals and reduce principal turnover. Policies that 
threaten, publicly humiliate, and punish schools that fail to meet targeted benchmarks have been 
associated with increased principal mobility.12 These policies tend to disincentivize principals from leading 
in schools with the greatest challenges (i.e., schools with greater student needs and lower performance) 
and ultimately drive even greater difficulties in those schools associated with leadership instability.

Conclusion 
In sum, while implementation of the Local Control Funding Formula appears to have contributed to lower 
rates of principal turnover and greater principal experience than a decade ago, principal turnover remains 
higher than the national average and is a particular concern for rural schools, those with lower salaries, 
and those with more challenging working conditions. Districts that have avoided the effects of widespread 
teacher shortages by recruiting and retaining more experienced, fully prepared teachers appear to be the 
same places where principals are supported to remain in their schools and in the profession. Stronger 
preparation and professional learning contribute to this stability, which supports student attendance and 
achievement. The task for the future is to develop more of those districts by making strategic investments 
in principal learning and supportive conditions for doing this critically important work. 



LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE  |  CALIFORNIA’S PRINCIPAL WORKFORCE  |  BRIEF	 11

Endnotes
1.	 Grissom, J. A., Egalite, A. J., & Lindsay, C. A. (2021). How principals affect students and schools: A systematic 

synthesis of two decades of research. The Wallace Foundation. https://doi.org/10.59656/EL-SB1065.001 

2.	 Darling-Hammond, L., Fitz, J., Giani, M. V., Gordon, M. F., & Wechsler, M. (2026). The principal effect: How investing in 
school leaders is key to solving education’s challenges [Brief]. Learning Policy Institute. https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/
product/prinicipal-effect-investing-school-leaders-brief

3.	 Darling-Hammond, L., Wechsler, M. E., Levin, S., Leung-Gagné, M., & Tozer, S. (2022). Developing effective principals: 
What kind of learning matters? Learning Policy Institute. p. 69. https://doi.org/10.54300/641.201

4.	 Campoli, A. K., & Darling-Hammond, L. (2022). Principal learning opportunities and school outcomes: Evidence from 
California. Learning Policy Institute. https://doi.org/10.54300/438.376 

5.	 Grissom, J. A., Egalite, A. J., & Lindsay, C. A. (2021). How principals affect students and schools: A systematic 
synthesis of two decades of research. The Wallace Foundation. https://doi.org/10.59656/EL-SB1065.001

6.	 National data are taken from the Principal Follow-Up Survey, which reports whether principals are returning to 
their same school and role in 2021–22. To align to our reporting, which details whether principals are retained 
into the following year, we compare these national data to 2020–21. National Center for Education Statistics. 
(2023). Principal attrition and mobility over time: Percentage distribution of public and private school principals, by 
status, school type, and school classification: 2008–09, 2012–13, 2016–17, and 2021–22. U.S. Department of 
Education. https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/estable/table/ntps/pfs2122_fl01_a12n

7.	 Levin, S., Scott, C., Yang, M., Leung, M., & Bradley, K. (2020). Supporting a strong, stable principal workforce: 
What matters and what can be done. Learning Policy Institute. https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/
supporting-strong-stable-principal-workforce-report 

8.	 Lavigne, H. J., Shakman, K., Zweig, J., & Greller, S. L. (2016). Principals’ time, tasks, and professional development: 
An analysis of Schools and Staffing Survey data. U.S. Department of Education. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ 
ED569168.pdf; Sebastian, J., Camburn, E. M., & Spillane, J. P. (2018). Portraits of principal practice: Time allocation 
and school principal work. Educational Administration Quarterly, 54(1), 47–84. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0013161X17720978

9.	 Willis, J., & Loeb, S. (2026). The hidden, guiding hand of compliance in California public schools. Getting Down to 
Facts III. https://gettingdowntofacts.com/reports/hidden-guiding-hand-compliance-california-public-schools  

10.	 Snodgrass Rangel, V. (2018). A review of the literature on principal turnover. Review of Educational Research, 88(1), 
87–124. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654317743197; Tekleselassi, A. A., & Choi, J. (2019). Understanding 
school principal attrition and mobility through hierarchical generalized linear modeling. Educational Policy, 35(7), 
1116–1162. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819857825 

11.	 Baker, B. D., Punswick, E., & Belt, C. (2010). School leadership stability, principal moves, and departures: Evidence 
from Missouri. Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(4), 523–557. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X10383832; 
Pendola, A. (2021). Your pay or someone else’s? Exploring salary dispersion, position, and principal turnover. Education 
Finance and Policy, 17(3), 511–540. https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00338; Pijanowski, J. C., & Brady, K. P. (2009). 
The influence of salary in attracting and retaining school leaders. Education and Urban Society, 42(1), 25–41. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0013124509342952; Tran, H. (2016). The impact of pay satisfaction and school achievement on 
high school principals’ turnover intentions. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 45(4), 621–638.  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216636115 

12.	 Hochbein, C., & Cunningham, B. C. (2013). An exploratory analysis of the longitudinal impact of principal change 
on elementary school achievement. Journal of School Leadership, 23(1), 64–90. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
105268461302300103 

https://doi.org/10.59656/EL-SB1065.001
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/prinicipal-effect-investing-school-leaders-brief
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/prinicipal-effect-investing-school-leaders-brief
https://doi.org/10.54300/641.201
https://doi.org/10.54300/438.376
https://doi.org/10.59656/EL-SB1065.001
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/estable/table/ntps/pfs2122_fl01_a12n
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/supporting-strong-stable-principal-workforce-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/supporting-strong-stable-principal-workforce-report
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED569168.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED569168.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X17720978
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X17720978
https://gettingdowntofacts.com/reports/hidden-guiding-hand-compliance-california-public-schools
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654317743197
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904819857825
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X10383832
https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00338
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124509342952
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124509342952
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216636115
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461302300103
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461302300103


Acknowledgments
The report on which this brief is based benefited from review by Jason Grissom, Patricia and Rodes 
Hart Professor of Public Policy and Education at Vanderbilt University.

Core operating support for the Learning Policy Institute is provided by the Heising-Simons 
Foundation, William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, Raikes Foundation, Sandler Foundation, Skyline 
Foundation, and MacKenzie Scott. We are grateful to them for their generous support. The ideas 
voiced here are those of the authors and not those of our funders.

Suggested citation: Arshan, N., Darling-Hammond, L., & Wei, W. (2026). California’s principal workforce: Trends in 
supply and turnover [Brief]. Learning Policy Institute. https://doi.org/10.54300/528.622 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License. To view a 
copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

Document last revised September 15, 2026

learningpolicyinstitute.org

https://doi.org/10.54300/528.622
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/

	Summary
	Introduction
	Recent Trends in the California Principalship
	Demographic Trends 
	Access to Professional Learning 
	Compensation 

	Distribution of Principals Across California Schools
	Principal Turnover
	Implications for California
	Principal Preparation and Professional Development
	Sustainable Working Conditions
	Adequate Compensation
	Productive Accountability Systems

	Conclusion 
	Endnotes
	Acknowledgments

