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On behalf of Elevate 215, Embold Research 

surveyed Philadelphia School District principals 

to better understand the key motivators and 

challenges within the role. This research also 

seeks to better understand the school 

leadership pipeline and where leaders see the 

future of their role.

METHODOLOGY

Survey n=135 Philadelphia district 
and charter school principals from 
May 1-22, 2026

Respondents were recruited via 
email outreach by Elevate 215 and 
other coalition partners 

The margin of error is 6.6%*

*Based on a population of 341 total district and charter 
school principals, with a 95% confidence level



SAMPLE OVERVIEW

67% Women

32% Men

1% Non-binary

0% Other

1% 18-34

56% 35-49

39% 50-64

3% 65+

79% Kindergarten-5th grade

64% 6th-8th grade

33% 9th-12th grade

58% SDP Public School

42% Philadelphia Charter School

49% Black

39% White

7% Hispanic

4% AAPI

1% Other

Years of Education 

Experience in Philadelphia

1% 0-2 years

1% 3-5 years

7% 6-10 years

17% 11-15 years

75% 16 years or more

All graphs show % unless explicitly noted otherwise



KEY FINDINGS
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Principals are 

dedicated and 

experienced leaders, 

not only in education 

but in Philadelphia 

specifically

There is optimism and 

satisfaction across 

many aspects of the 

role, although 

experiences vary 

across principal groups

Most principals feel 

they could be better 

supported in efforts to 

recruit or retain 

effective and diverse 

teaching staff

Principals enter school 

leadership through 

diverse pathways but 

share common 

motivations for taking 

on the role

03
Principals face a wide 

range of challenges, 

including staff 

shortages, workload 

demands, and limited 

access to funding

06
Most principals have 

considered leaving, and 

they generally agree on 

the incentives to keep 

them in the role



Key Finding #1:
Principals are dedicated and experienced leaders, 

not only in education but in Philadelphia specifically



Of the principals 
surveyed, the vast 
majority report 
extended experience in 
teaching, leadership, 
and the Philadelphia 
education space 
Virtually all principals (92%) have spent at least 11 years 
in Philadelphia public education, and large majorities 
have 6 or more years in either teaching or acting as 
principal.



Key Finding #2:
There is optimism and satisfaction across many 

aspects of the role, although experiences 
vary across principal groups



Nearly two-thirds of principals say Philadelphia 
schools are moving in the right direction.
There is a notable difference in the intensity of this belief across district and charter school principals. Additionally, 
newer principals are more optimistic than their experienced colleagues.



A strong majority of principals are generally 
satisfied with their current leadership role.



While 
satisfaction is 
generally high, 
there is notable 
dissatisfaction 
with sufficient 
resources and 
workload



There exists a 
prominent 
satisfaction gap 
between district 
and charter 
leaders.
These gaps in satisfaction are the 
widest when it comes to adequate 
facilities and resources; however, 
this gap persists in key areas such as 
perceived autonomy, workload, and 
future paths in the profession.



When testing 
varying 
statements 
related to work 
quality, 
majorities of 
Philadelphia 
principals report 
positive work 
environments 
for them to lead 
effectively.



Most notably, less than a third of 
district principals feel that their 
opinion matters when it comes to 
organization/district-wide decision-
making.

District principals 
are much less 
likely to feel heard, 
recognized, and 
appreciated as 
leaders.



Key Finding #3:
Principals face a wide range of challenges, including 

staff shortages, workload demands, 
and limited access to funding



There is consensus that staff shortages, workload, available 
funding, and inadequately prepared teachers are significant 
top challenges.

Write-in answers largely 
focus on 
truancy/attendance

Write-in answers 
largely focus on 

truancy/attendance



In their own words, the most significant challenges 
principals face center on staffing, resources, and 
workload.

1. Staff Quality and Pipeline “Access to high quality and certified teachers and staff 
equipped to serve our population.” 

2. Financial Resources

“Lack of funding for staff positions to support ever 
increasing student needs is the biggest challenge I face as a 
school leader. The way the funds are distributed and 
allocated to schools DIFFERENTLY based on arbitrary 
measures is the most frustrating aspect of my role.” 

3. Workload and Burnout
“One of the greatest challenges I face as a school leader is 
managing the increasing workload without having enough 
personnel to effectively distribute responsibilities.”



Key Finding #4:
Most principals feel they could be better supported 

in efforts to recruit or retain effective and diverse 
teaching staff



Few principals feel supported in efforts to recruit 
or retain effective and diverse teaching staff.
Principals are slightly more likely to feel they have support in retention efforts than in recruitment efforts.



District principals and white principals are less 
likely to feel supported in staff recruitment efforts.



There exist similar differences in perceived 
support when it comes to retention. 
Additionally, the most experienced principals are the least likely to feel supported in retention efforts.



For principals who don’t feel supported in retention and 
recruitment efforts, insufficient applicant pools and inadequate 
candidate preparation are seen as the most prominent barriers.

Write-in answers largely focus on difficult or extended onboarding processes. Some also mention a lack of funding.



Key Finding #5:
Principals enter school leadership through diverse 

pathways but share common motivations for taking 
on the role



Principals have 
pursued their PA 
certification through a 
variety of institutions, 
with the most 
common being 
Cabrini and Cheyney 
Universities



Pathways to leadership are highly varied.
Leaders are roughly divided among those who found their role through recruitment, promotion, or seeking 
leadership independently.



Principals are highly unified in their motivation to 
seek a leadership role to make a positive impact.

A notable proportion of principals of color and district principal also report being highly motivated by a personal 
connection to the Philadelphia community.



Principals identify a 
range of significant 
barriers to 
becoming a school 
leader, with Charter 
school principals 
more likely to be 
aligned on key 
barriers like cost and 
balancing workload

At the same time, nearly a quarter 
of principals report not 
experiencing any significant 
barriers to leadership.



Key Finding #6:
Most principals have considered leaving, and they 
generally agree on the incentives to keep them in 

the role



Two-thirds of principals have considered leaving 
their role.



Among those who have thought about leaving, there is a 
strong desire to continue working within the broader 
education space.

From the 17% who propose another 
path:

1. Seeking further promotion 
or higher leadership position 

2. Shift to central office role

3. Leadership coaching



Principals are 
aligned on top 
incentive 
priorities, but 
there are key 
differences in 
secondary 
priorities 
across school 
type and years 
of experience.



Primary advice for policymakers: listen, respond to, and 
respect school principals.

Many principals report feeling excluded 
from and undervalued in key policy 
conversations about bettering student 
experiences and outcomes:

Principals also commonly cite inadequate 
resources for school programs and 
leadership pipelines as a priority issue:

“One piece of advice I would give policymakers is to 
listen directly to school leaders who are doing the 
work every day. If Philadelphia wants to attract, 
support, and retain high-quality school leaders, 
policymakers must create conditions where leaders 
feel valued, protected, and supported, not just held 
accountable.”

“Talk with us. Listen to us. Collaborate with us.”

“Allocate funds and resources so students can 
receive appropriate programming and 
interventions.” 

“One piece of advice I would give policymakers is to 
invest intentionally in mentorship, leadership 
pipelines, and professional growth opportunities, 
especially for leaders of color” 



CONCLUSION

Philadelphia's principals are motivated and broadly satisfied, but a persistent district–
charter divide on perceptions of areas, including  autonomy, recognition, and support 
shapes how they experience the role and whether they see a future in it.

Principals are united by purpose but strained by workload and resources—the two 
pressures most tied to thoughts of leaving. With two-thirds of principals thinking about 
leaving their role, retention hinges on relief, not just recognition.

Across school type, experience level, and background, Philadelphia principals 
demonstrate consensus for greater support for recruiting and retaining effective, 
diverse teaching staff.
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Demographic Composition of Sample



School Type Composition of Sample


