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ABSTRACT

This final composite explores the challenges that principals in public schools face. The
first scholarly deliverable is a case study that can be used in college for candidates
seeking a master’s in education with a focus on being a principal. The case, “Cultures
Colliding,” explores issues faced by a middle school principal that is associated with
integrating new students from a low socioeconomic, low-performing campus into an
upper middle-class high-achieving campus. This case study illustrates the trials and
tribulations that this principal faced, from parents and staff not wanting the new students,
to the students’ struggle over whose school this is and who will run it. The final empirical
article, “A Principals’ Perception on Instructional Coaching,” is a qualitative study
examining elementary and secondary principals who have experienced various levels of
instructional coaching. These principals speak of how the coaching relationship impacted
student learning and teacher development on various campuses in a mid-sized Texas

school district.
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Abstract
Principals have to navigate many different scenarios to run a school. Principals are
charged with being instructional leaders in conjunction with being a building manger.
This case study follows the journey of a new principal as he tries to unite a campus that
has been consolidated with another campus. The principal has problems with students'
culture, parent culture, and staff culture. There are discipline issues that lead to parent
and staff complaints. The student achievement data is falling as the new principal tries to
turn the school around where student learning is at the center.

Keywords: principal coaching, culture, instructional leader



Cultures Colliding

The role of the principal has evolved over the years from one of a building
manager to more of an instructional leader. According to Leithwood et al. (2008), they
cannot find a single documented case where student achievement rises in the absence of
talented leadership, which serves as a catalyst for unleashing potential organizational
capacities. Davis et al. (2005) defined the role of a principal as follows:

Principals need to be educational visionaries, instructional and curriculum leaders,

assessment experts, budget analysts, facility managers, special program

administrators, and expert overseers of legal, contractual, and policy mandates

and initiatives. They are expected to broker the often-conflicting interests of

parents, teachers, students, district office officials, unions, state and federal

agencies, and they need to be sensitive to the widening range of student needs.

(p.1)
School leaders today are constantly tasked with solving complex problems. Yet, the
workload and rise in accountability have reduced the time available for principals for
careful thinking, planning, building relationships, and maintaining focus on their goals
(Wise & Jacobo, 2010).

The problem is that principals are not given a clear roadmap for how to become
an instructional leader due to the many competing priorities and demands of the
job. “Guidance around exactly what principals should do as they visit classrooms, how
they should supervise instruction, or how to establish the most effective visible presence
is largely nonexistent” (National Institute for Excellence in Teaching, 2020, para.

1). Principals struggle to be instructional leaders. They are “pulled in many different



directions, making it difficult to focus significant time and energy on leading learning”
(McQueen, 2021, para.l). It is becoming more apparent that school districts expect
principals to improve their teachers’ performance through observations, feedback, and
other forms of instructional leadership (Neumerski et al., 2018).

This case study focuses on principal coaching. The problem is that inexperienced
principals are faced with many challenging tasks that are critical to the success of a
school. These leaders need coaching tailored to the specific problem or issue they are
facing. This case study will illustrate the need for a coach to guide this inexperienced
principal through these demanding and critical problems so that all students will learn in
a safe environment. The study focuses on a new principal of a large middle school that
has recently consolidated with a low- performing middle school. The principal faces
many challenges, including merging two different demographics of students, their
parents, and a faculty. This once confident new leader soon realizes he is in over his head
and needs help.

Case Study
Setting

Welcome to Cooke City, Texas, which has a population of 310,000 people in
Cooke County, and 240,000 in the city limits. Cooke City is the largest city in the
western region of Texas. Most of the people from the smaller surrounding communities
come here for their shopping and entertainment. The town was founded on agriculture
and oil, but now has an urban feel to it. The city has experienced a population surge in the
last 20 years because of the boom in manufacturing plants and agriculture-related

businesses and services. The cost of living and tax rate was low, so many companies



from other states moved their companies here. There is a large university that is a leader
in the medical field, which draws many workers as well. The city’s growth is stretching
to the south and west at a rapid pace.

There are three main school districts in the county of Cooke City. Cooke City
ISD, Friendly ISD, and Billings ISD. Cooke City ISD serves approximately 28,000
students, Friendly ISD serves approximately 8,000 and Billings ISD serves around 7,200
students. Friendly and Billings have doubled in size during the past 10 years. They are
two of the fastest growing districts in the state, constantly building brand new schools to
keep up with the growth. Cooke City ISD is a declining district, losing around 300
students a year for the last 10 years. Cooke City ISD has 52 schools, with four of them
being comprehensive high schools. The facilities in Cooke City ISD are old and in need
of renovation. The district has passed two major bonds in the past several years to build
some new schools and consolidate some smaller neighborhood schools. The district is
landlocked and does not benefit from the population increase the county is experiencing.
Friendly ISD and Billings ISD have increased revenue from the home and business
growth in their districts, while Cooke City ISD has reduced staff to offset the revenue
loss from the declining enrollment.

Lenox Middle School (LMS) is located in southwest Cooke City. LMS has a
population of around 920 students, making it the largest middle in the district. LMS
serves a diverse population of students. It has increased from 42% low socio-economic
students to 78% low socio-economic in the past two years. The large spike in diversity
came from the consolidation of one of the habitually low-performing schools in the

district, Spartan Middle School (SMS). The district closed SMS and re-zoned all of the



students. LMS took on around 300 of these students, who were low-socioeconomic and
Hispanic and African American. The previous students were predominately white and
affluent. With this population shift, also came a growth in students receiving specialized
services. LMS serves students with emotional disturbances, intellectual disabilities, deaf
education students, and students with learning disabilities. Many of the teachers that were
at SMS came to LMS during the transition. In addition to the shift in students at the
school, the COVID pandemic hit. Cooke City ISD went to virtual learning for a year, and
then when school reopened, the student could choose between face-to-face instruction,
and virtual learning for a year. Many of the teachers were shifted to virtual teachers and
some remained face to face teachers. The principal, who had been at the school for the
past 5 years quit. The district hired a new principal to replace him as the school
transitioned to face-to-face learning since the consolidation of the two middle schools.
Main Characters

The district hired Johnny Rodriguez as the new principal of LMS. Mr. Rodriguez
has been with the district for 21 years, serving in many different roles. He started as a
coach at SMS before moving into administration in a middle school and a high school.
Mr. Rodriguez was the associate principal of Spanish River High School for the last 4
years prior to being named the principal of LMS. Mr. Rodriguez has three assistant
principals with varying levels of experience.

Tyler Crum was an elementary principal for five years and a middle school
principal for two years before that. He was moved to Lennox as an assistant after his
elementary was reconstituted instead of sanctioned by the state for low performance.

Suzanne Garcia worked in the central office with the gifted students prior to coming to



Lennox, where she has been the assistant principal for 4 years. Karen Bayer is the third
assistant principal, in her third year. Karen was an excellenr teacher who got accepted
into an intern program at Lennox that fast-tracked her into administration.

Mr. Rodriguez also has three counselors, one instructional coach, and one social-
emotional learning (SEL) coach. Lennox has 47 certified teachers and 24 para-
professionals, for a total of 71 staff members.

The Case

Lennox Middle School was underperforming academically for several years prior
to the consolidation. The school was ranked as a C-rated campus by the Texas Education
Agency’s accountability rating. The district felt like LMS should have been an A or B-
rated campus with the students they served. Many of the teachers had been there for a
long time and had a “fixed-mindset” that their job was to deliver content, and the
student’s job was to learn it. The staff had a culture in which that the adult was the
authority, and students must respect them because of their position. The student
population before the consolidation was compliant and there were no major discipline
problems. The students followed the directions of the teachers and the school did not
require strict procedures and routines. LMS was not a top priority of the district because
of its C-rating, but SMS was because of its F-rating over the past 3 years. The district had
to make a bold decision and close SMS and reopen the school under a new name, with
new students and as a magnet school, with no attendance zone. When it came time to
close SMS, the geographic boundaries meant that the students would be split between

LMS and another middle school in CCISD.



The parents of LMS were not happy with the consolidation. They did not want the
new students coming to LMS because they had heard rumors of the gangs, drugs, and
weapons that these students supposedly brought to school. The district held community
meetings and the Lennox parents showed up to protest against the consolidation. They
spoke publicly in an open forum meeting condemning the district’s decision to
consolidate SMS students into their school. The SMS parents were in the same meeting
and listened to the predominately white population make racist accusations towards their
children. The superintendent was in a tough position because of the pressure from the
state education agency to fix SMS and from trying to make the parents of LMS happy.
The superintendent tried to reassure the parents of both communities. He told the LMS
parents that their children would be safe and would have a good learning environment
with the consolidation. He also reassured the parents of the SMS that their children would
be safe and that the district would not tolerate racism.

Mr. Rodriguez was hired in late June to run LMS. He was confident and
energetic. He felt that his background as an assistant principal had more than prepared
him to run what he knew LMS should be, a well-performing school with well-behaved
students. He knew the parent-teacher organization would be vibrant and supportive of the
school. He knew that the staff had been in place for many years and that they had the
tools and expertise needed to teach the students at LMS. What Mr. Rodriguez
encountered was something different than what he was expecting.

As Principal Rodriguez walked into LMS on his first day, he was met with seven
empty teaching positions. This was around the first of July, and he needed to fill seven

teaching positions immediately. This was not uncommon for new principals to face; the



issue came when he tried to look for people, but was told that he had to take teachers on
the district’s surplus list. These teachers were not picked up from any other school and
many were from SMS. He did what all new principals would do; he accepted these
teachers into the building. The reality he was facing was that he inherited a staff with no
expertise in dealing with diversity and students who had learning gaps. Now, he also had
a new group of teachers that were part of the reason that SMS closed.

Mr. Rodriguez had July to get acquainted with his staff. He had to build his
leadership team, which was comprised of teachers and administration. He just received a
new position on the campus, a social-emotional learning coordinator. This person was to
help with classroom management and help struggling students, something LMS had
never dealt with before the consolidation. He also had a new community in-school liaison
that he needed to help acclimate into the building. This person was a social worker
designed to help families and students with food, appointments, and paying bills. Again,
this is something LMS had never needed before. He had to develop a plan with his
assistant principals on what professional development they would roll out at the
beginning of the year. Who would teach the different components and when? His
assistants were also off the month of July as he was trying to bring them into this
planning. His excitement and confidence began to fade as he was trying to unite the
school while people were gone.

When his teachers returned from their summer break, he was met with many
teachers who were unsure of the school. He thought they would be united and excited
about the new school year, but in reality, they were not. They wanted a plan for those

kids and what to do when they did not behave and follow orders. How would he



discipline them and show them how to act in the LMS way? He was attacked at every
meeting of the staff, demanding answers. Two of his assistants, Karen and Suzanne,
fueled the apprehension in the teachers by telling the teachers that they would have to
deal with it. His other assistant, Tyler, was new and stayed quiet. Mr. Rodriguez was
feeling a great deal of anxiety as he was trying to reassure the staff that he would cope
with the students’ problems and that the teachers would be fine. He was also wondering if
his administrative team was dysfunctional. They did not appear to be operating as one
unit; all united towards a common goal with a plan in place.

On the first day of school, Mr. Rodriguez showed up early and was filled with
anticipation and excitement about meeting his students. As the over 900 students filed
into the school, he was at the front door welcoming them. He was smiling, greeting them
and the parents that showed up as well. Assistant Tyler came over the radio and said,
“We need help in the 600 hall, we have a fight.” The school had not even started, and
there was a fight. All the administrators ran to the hall and dispersed the students. Mr.
Rodriguez could sense the tension in the air among the students. As soon as he got the
students to class, his secretary called him to the office because he had a parent who
needed to see him immediately. When he arrived, he found a lady waiting for him. They
went to his office, and he asked what he could do for her. She said, “This is my third
child to attend LMS, and the other two were fine here. | am worried about Sally because
of all of the Black and Mexican kids that are in the school.” She continued, “I have heard
that they have guns, drugs and are in gangs. I fear for her safety.” She wanted Mr.
Rodriguez to tell her how he was going to deal with those kids so that her child could

learn. She also stated that she was the president of the parent-teacher association and that
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she spoke for all of the LMS parents, and they wanted answers! Mr. Rodriguez was
speechless. He was not sure what to say. As a Hispanic man in charge of securing a non-
discriminating environment for his students, he had to answer to what appeared to be an
apparent racist. Finally, he simply stood up and said, “Thank you for bringing your
concerns to me.” She obviously wanted a stronger answer as she stormed out the door.

As Mr. Rodriguez moved through the day, he noticed that his school looked
different than what he thought it would look like. The cafeteria was chaotic; kids were
yelling and screaming and running around the building. The halls were loud, and there
were no adults supervising the students. When the bell rang, 40 to 50 students never went
to class and the teachers never counted them absent. Teachers were sending students to
the office just as quickly as they walked into the classroom. As the days went on, the
chaos became worse. There were routine fights in classrooms and the halls. Discipline
was out of control. Teachers were mad and wanted to quit. Parents were complaining on
social media, to the superintendent, and the school board.

Mr. Rodriguez went to the superintendent and asked for help. The superintendent
said that she would look for conferences to send him to and that he could call other
principals and talk to them, but she did not offer any other help. She just stated that he
was hired to run the school, and he better fix it! All that Mr. Rodriguez could think of
was that he wished he had someone to ask for help, someone to give him advice,
someone to help him solve these issues. He needed a coach and needed one now! He

knew things needed to change. He just did not know how to change them.
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Teacher Notes

Coaching is defined as continual support to principals that allows them to operate
in a safe and confidential environment, providing support in personal, professional, and
instructional areas (Bloom et al., 2005). The primary purpose of a leadership coach is to
accelerate the principal's learning so that the students do not face learning deficits (Shoho
et al., 2010). All principals need support, but it is critical to help shape new principals as
they learn to manage their leadership skills. (Shoho et al., 2010). In modern schools, ones
that must promote learning for all, schools require courageous leaders with a compelling
vision and a drive and passion for all students to reach their fullest potential (Wise &
Jacobo, 2010).

Current research on coaching indicates improvement in productivity, better
relationships with staff, improved teamwork, and greater job satisfaction (Wise & Jacobo,
2010). Time with a coach allows the leader to spend more time reflecting on decisions
and systems in the school. The coaching relationship provides a shared problem-solving
setting, where they work together to construct meaning from situations and develop new
action plans (Wise & Jacobo, 2010).

The most widely used coaching model is blended coaching. This model focuses
on the intellectual needs of the principal through building a trusting relationship
(Lochmiller, 2013). The specific actions of the coach include listening, observation,
structured questioning, and feedback (Lochmiller, 2013). The coach imparts their wisdom
regarding situations to allow for new actions. While changing a person is very complex,

guantitative data support coaching. Bossi (2008) stated, that 40 of the 50 participants
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schools that implemented blended coaching experienced a 26-point increase on their
growth index in the first year of coaching.
Case Study Questions
1. Mr. Rodriguez has administrative experience, but none as the principal of a
school. He is tasked with uniting two diverse schools into one and raising the
academic achievement of all students. Explain the district-level supports that Mr.
Rodriguez will need in order to do what the district asks of him.
2. What are the steps Mr. Rodriguez will have to take to learn the previous
culture of the building before planning to shape the new culture?
3. The school has 920 students with a broad range of learning gaps. What
systems will Mr. Rodriguez have to put in place to monitor learning and ensure
there are equitable learning opportunities for all students?
4. How should Mr. Rodriguez share his philosophy about teaching and learning
with his staff?
5. Considering the diverse student population that makes up the school, what
kind of professional development will the staff need in order to learn how to teach
the students?
6. What steps does the district need to take to promote the school and Mr.
Rodriguez to the community?
7. Parent support is critical to the success of schools. What steps does Mr.
Rodriguez need to take to unite the parents around his mission and vision for the

school?
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8. Teachers are the number one factor in student success, with administration
being second. What steps does Mr. Rodriguez need to take to recruit, retain, and
train his staff?

Case Study Activities
1. Plan your first speech to the staff about the new school year. How will you
share your vision for the schools, set your expectations for the staff, and unite the
staff into one school? Be prepared to share this speech with the class.
2. Get into groups of four. Your assignment will be to create the systems for how
you will enter the building, walk in the hallways, go to lunch, and exit the
building for pickup. Your goal is to make sure that the school operates efficiently
and safely. You may use all of the staff you need, but you can only use them for
one duty a day.
3. You and a partner will design the data protocols for teachers. How will they
track student learning on formative assessments and district assessments to ensure
that all students are learning and that they will be ready for the state-mandated
test, STAAR? When and how will they look at this data, and what will they do

with the data? Who will collaborate with the teachers on their data?
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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to explore principals' perceptions of the effectiveness of
instructional coaching on student learning and data analysis. Research Method: An
exploratory case study was used in this research to develop an understanding of the
principals’ perceived efficacy associated with instructional coaching and the impact it has
on student achievement. This research examined the perceptions of multiple principals
from fluctuating school settings. Findings: The overarching research question was “What
are the principals’ perceptions of instructional coaching?” The study answered this
question by exploring the principals' perception of instructional coaching on student
learning, analyzing student data, and teacher performance. The following themes were
discovered: student growth, teacher growth, data-driven instruction, and culture.
Conclusion: In response to the research question, the principals all agreed that having an
instructional coach gave them the tools they needed to accelerate student growth and
improve teacher practices on their campuses. The results of this study will help inform all
school stakeholders on the best practices in the implementation of instructional coaches.

Key Words: principal, instructional coach, transformational leadership, student

learning, collaboration
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Principal’s Perspective on a Having a Coach

The role of the principal has evolved over the years from one of a building
manager to more of an instructional leader. According to Leithwood et al. (2008), they
could not find a single documented case where student achievement rises in the absence
of talented leadership, which serves as a catalyst for unleashing potential organizational
capacities. Davis et al. (2005) defined the role of a principal as:

Principals are responsible for being educational visionaries, instructional and

curriculum leaders, assessment experts, budget analysts, facility managers, special

program administrators, and expert overseers of legal, contractual, and policy
mandates and initiatives. They are expected to broker the often-conflicting
interests of parents, teachers, students, district office officials, unions, and state
and federal agencies. They need to be sensitive to the widening range of student

needs. (p.1)

School leaders are constantly tasked with solving complex problems. However, the
workload and rise in accountability have reduced the time for principals to think
carefully, make plans, build relationships, and focus on their goals (Wise & Jacobo,
2010).

Principals need to be given a clear roadmap for becoming instructional leaders
due to the job's many competing priorities and demands. "Guidance around exactly what
principals should do as they visit classrooms, how they should supervise instruction, or
how to establish the most effective visible presence is largely nonexistent™ (Hudgens et

al., 2020, para. 1). Principals struggle to be instructional leaders. They are “pulled in
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many different directions, making it difficult to focus significant time and energy on
leading learning” (McQueen, 2021, p. 1). School districts expect principals to improve
their teachers’ performance through observations, feedback, and other forms of
instructional leadership (Neumerski et al., 2018).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of principals on the
effectiveness that instructional coaching had on student learning and data analysis on
them and their campuses. This study also investigated the most effective activities for
improving teacher performance. The overarching research question for this study was
“What are the perceptions of the effectiveness of instructional coaching?” The study also
addressed three sub-research questions:
e What are principals' perceptions regarding the impact of instructional
coaching on student learning?
e What are principals' perceptions regarding the effectiveness of instructional
coaching in helping teachers analyze student data?
e What are principals' perceptions regarding what coaching activities are the
most effective in improving teacher performance?
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that guided this study was transformational leadership.
The study was guided by the direct link that connects the transformational leadership
theory to the behaviors and practices of the instructional leader. The research that led to
this framework concluded that an instructional leader exhibits behavior closely related to

the transformational leadership theory. Hallinger and Leithwood (1998) stated,
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"Predominant notions of the principal's role have evolved from a manager, to street-level
bureaucrat, to change agent, to an instructional manager, to the instructional leader, to
transformational leader" (p. 137).

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership theory depicts the leader as an instrument that brings
about substantial organizational change by creating a shared vision and instilling a
passion and purpose (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Leithwood, 1994). According to Roberts
(1985), a transformational leader facilitates the mission of others by helping them commit
to attaining their goals that align with the school's vision. One of the guiding practices
behind the transformational leadership theory is adult learning, which focuses on learning
processes stemming from problem-solving and critical thinking (Wells, 2014).
Transformational leaders integrate energy, creativity, persistence, and sensitivity to
cultivate strategies to change the culture of their buildings to fulfill their school’s vision
(Bass & Avolio, 1993). Hallinger (2010) reviewed 30 years of empirical research on
school leadership and found that leaders can positively affect student achievement
through structures and cultures, collaboration among staff, and the development of staff
by leadership.

Ronald Reagan (1975) stated, "The greatest leader is not necessarily the one who
does the greatest things. He is the one who gets people to do the greatest things.” The
definition of leadership is very complex and continually evolving as new theories and
approaches arise. Leadership is a process it involves influencing other people to achieve
the organization's goals; it occurs in groups moving toward common goals (Northouse,

2019). Transformational leaders exhibit many common behaviors. Essential behaviors
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include a relentless drive, motivation, honesty and integrity, self-confidence, cognitive
ability, and business knowledge (Kirkpatrick et al., 1991). The most successful
organizations have great leaders, and the most successful schools have great principals. In
the field of educational leadership, the leader's behaviors towards decision-making are a
result of what he or she values and believes, the mindscapes of how the world works, and
the decision, actions, and behaviors of the leader and the influence they have on their
team (Sergiovanni, 1992).

Transformational leadership theory is the fastest-growing theory linked to
instructional leadership because of the complexity of the modern-day school.
Transformational leadership focuses on developing the leader to solve complex problems
using innovative solutions, collaboration, and teamwork to achieve lasting organizational
change (Cox et al., 2018). The attributes most associated with transformational leadership
in principals are shared leadership, systems and protocols, and vulnerability (White,
2022). Many principals leave the profession because they are not equipped to lead a
school (Herfurth, 2017), are paid low salaries, lack autonomy and politics, and have poor
professional development (Levin & Bradley, 2019). Others, however, choose to leave the
profession because of a lack of feedback that helps them grow in their role, causing them
not to be fully aware of their everyday practices and lack the confidence they need to
influence and develop their teachers (Gilley et al., 2007; Milner et al., 2018).

One of the guiding practices behind the transformational leadership theory is adult
learning, which focuses on learning processes stemming from problem-solving and
critical thinking (Wells, 2014). Adults learn the best when they can draw from their own

experiences, (Cox, 2015) by connections made through observations, feedback, and
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reflection. Mezirow (2003) argued that everyone has unique beliefs, assumptions, and
perceptions of the world in which they live, which causes people to be reluctant to
change. For adults to change their beliefs, they must trust that the information they
receive is accurate and true. They should believe in the vision and know that the plan that
is in place will work.
Connecting Transformational and Instructional Leadership

Transformational leadership theory depicts the leader as an instrument that brings
about substantial organizational change by creating a shared vision and instilling a
passion and purpose (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Leithwood, 1994). Roberts (1985) indicated
that a transformational leader facilitates the mission of others by helping them commit to
attaining their goals that align with the school's vision. Instructional leadership directly
relates to the transformational leadership theory in that the principal increases the
teacher's awareness of values, focuses on the organization's overall vision, and improves
everyone's ability to perform their duties related to student achievement (Smith et al.,
2017). The principal does not have to do all these tasks, but they must oversee the process
of making sure they happen. The key to transforming a culture is to share or distribute the
leadership duties while ensuring everyone is moving towards the goals and fulfilling the
school's vision. Fullan (2007) perfectly stated, "We need leaders who can create a
fundamental transformation in the learning cultures of schools and the teaching
profession itself" (p.17).

Research by Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) linked seven principal practices to the
transformational leadership theory: (a) vision; (b) intellectual stimulation; (c) clear and

explicit expectations; (d) modeling; (e) shared leadership; (f) relationship building; and
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(g) motivation. The leader should clearly articulate the process he or she used to create
and communicate the vision to all key stakeholders. The principal must also be able to
provide innovative ways to grow the staff intellectually. The leader must clearly state
explicit expectations and provide individual support to help the teachers meet these
expectations. The principal must model their thoughts and actions through conversations
and collaboration with teachers, thus, teaching them ways to improve as a teacher. The
principal constantly tries to inspire and motivate the staff by helping them feel valued and
that their effort translates into student learning. The leader builds trusting relationships
and shares leadership with the teachers to build a solid connection to the work.
Literature Review
Instructional Leadership and the Principal
The role of the principal has been under scrutiny for many years. Are principals

building managers, instructional leaders, or mid-level managers from the central office?
The answer is yes. The effective principal is a building manager who runs a tight ship,
fosters trusting, positive parental relationships, manages discipline, and is a good steward
of the budget. Being a mid-management central office employee refers to carrying out the
mandates from the district level without resistance. What does the role of an instructional
leader look like? Rutherford (1985) described an effective instructional leader as:

Having clear, informed visions of what they want their schools to become—visions

that align with the students and their needs; translating these visions into goals for

schools and clearly stated expectations for their teachers, students, and

administrators; continuously monitoring progress and intervene in a supportive or

corrective manner when this seems necessary. (p.32)
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Current research on instructional leadership describes it as the integration of tasks with
direct assistance to teachers through staff development, curriculum assistance, and
actions based on reflections of teaching. Blasé and Blase (2004) stated that influential
instructional leaders are skilled at supervising instruction, while ineffective leaders are
not.

One of the primary purposes of an instructional leader is to create situations in
which teachers excel and grow in their instructional capacities. Principals can accomplish
this through various practices and systems they implement in their schools. In their
research, Kraft and Gilmour (2016) concluded that designing schedules with standard
planning periods, which created systems and times for teacher collaboration and to
observe one another, and setting goals and high expectations for all stakeholders are
factors that contribute to student learning. Teacher-led collaboration meetings are
influential in improving practices. However, the most effectively run meetings have the
principal ensuring that their formal authority is present and that the meetings are
organized and aligned to instructional practices and student needs (DeMathews, 2014). In
addition to teacher collaboration, focusing on the critical input (curriculum) and key
output (examining student learning) are two key components of instructional leadership
(Peterson, 1987).

Teachers perform better when they perceive that their principal is an instructional
leader. Teachers gauge instructional leadership as the principal's ability to get the needed
resources, communicate clear expectations to all key stakeholders, and have a visible
presence in classrooms and teacher collaboration meetings. Smith and Andrews (1989)

found that solid instructional leaders spend more time on instruction than they do student
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discipline; however, they conclude that there is little difference in the amount of time
spent on managerial tasks and instructional leadership. According to the research, a
principal can continue being a building manager and an effective instructional leader
without a predetermined amount of time allocated, but what they do as an instructional
leader translates into student achievement.

The principal needs to be the instructional resource provider for the teachers. In
order to do this, the principal must understand and be knowledgeable about good
instruction. Sapone (1985) explained that any school could increase the effectiveness of
teaching and learning if the principal is knowledgeable about curriculum and instruction.
In addition to being a resource provider, the instructional leader becomes a resource to
facilitate teachers' growth through reflection. Blasé and Blasé (1999) concluded in their
research that effective principals valued dialogue that encouraged teachers to reflect on
the impact of their instruction on students, by making suggestions, giving feedback,
modeling, and praising the teachers.

The modern-day instructional leader does more than observe and give feedback to
teachers; he or she coaches and models’ innovative practices related to teacher outcomes
and behaviors (Goff et al., 2014). Evidently, the expectations for the principal are
evolving to be more specific in their instructional practices; however, there needs to be
more focus and research on how they can achieve this (Thessin & Louis, 2019). There is
a push to strengthen principals through systematic training targeted at the individual
needs of the principal as it relates to their school. Such targeted and systematic support
focuses on developing instructional leaders who will reduce disparities among schools

(Robinson et al., 2008).
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Instructional Coaching

Meaningful change does not just happen by chance; there needs to be clearly
defined systems, procedures and routines. The principals need someone to guide them
through developing a data-driven culture, designing systems and frameworks for
implementation, and continuous support routinely monitoring the implementation of
these systems.

Coaching is continual support to principals that allows them to operate in a safe
and confidential environment, providing support in personal, professional, and
instructional areas (Bloom et al., 2005). The primary purpose of a leadership coach is to
accelerate the principal's learning so that the students do not face learning deficits (Shoho
& Barnett, 2010). All principals need support, but it is critical to help shape new
principals as they learn to manage their leadership skills (Shoho & Barnett, 2010).
Modern schools that must promote learning for all require courageous leaders with a
compelling vision, drive, and passion for all students to reach their fullest potential (Wise
& Jacobo, 2010).

Current research on coaching shows improvement in productivity, better
relationships with staff, improved teamwork, and greater job satisfaction (Wise & Jacobo,
2010). Time with a coach allows the leader to spend more time reflecting on decisions
and systems in the school. The coaching relationship provides a shared problem-solving
setting where they work together to construct meaning from situations and develop new
action plans (Wise & Jacobo, 2010). The coach works with the principal to reflect on the
current practice of data-driven instruction and what they want it to look like, and they

analyze and allocate resources needed to support the change (Neufeld & Donaldson,

27



2012). Due to the complex working environments principals navigate daily, principal
coaching is becoming one of the most influential and popular approaches to professional
leadership (Grissom & Harrington, 2010). Coaching allows principals to differentiate,
work on real-life situations, and use the central office supervisor as the coach. It allows
the work to align with the principal's evaluation and professional growth (Weathers &
White, 2015).

Browne-Ferrigno et al. (2008) concluded that increasing the principal's capacity to
be an instructional leader is achieved by the principal learning how to build and lead
schools revolving around quality instruction and student achievement. Leading a building
is described by Smith et al. (2017) as the principal "not just supervising teachers, but
being a lead teacher and a lead learner and a steward of the learning process as a whole™
(p. 20). Stronge and Xianxuan (2008) concluded in research that by increasing principals'
abilities to lead instructional meetings, teachers' self-effacing in instructing their students
increases, increasing student achievement.

Research indicates that principal supervisors who coach and mentor principals
have the highest impact on instructional leadership development practices by principals
(Honig, 2012; Jerald, 2012). Relationships between central office supervisors (coaches)
that focus on strengthening instructional leadership capacity are critical for transforming
campus teaching and learning (Honig et al., 2010). This partnership has potent effects in
shifting the mindsets of principals as well as increasing their knowledge as it relates to
curriculum and instructional practices (Honig et al., 2010). Research indicates that the
most impact occurs when principal supervisors/coaches focus 100% of their time on

instructional leadership (Rainey & Honig, 2020).
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Research by Goldring et al. (2018) indicated that engaging in instructional
activities with the principal is one of the best methods for developing instructional
leadership. By engaging in the activities with the principal, the coach can provide
feedback to the principal on the conversations they will have with the teachers (Rainey &
Honig, 2020). The critical component of the research indicates that for actual change to
happen, the principal supervisor/coach must be on campus with the principal (Goldring et
al., 2018). The supervisor/coach must be the liaison between the central office and the
campus to help influence decisions that will impact the campus the most. Rainey and
Honig (2020) concluded that the most effective supervisors/ coaches had 8-12 principals.
If they have 13 or more, there needs to be more time to develop them fully. True campus
transformation cannot happen without a transformed central office; the supervisor's role
will not evolve into that of a coach without direct support from the superintendent
(Corcoran et al., 2013).

Principal coaching centers on supporting the principal through good
communication, gathering relevant information, motivation, morale-boosting, and
professional feedback, which results in growth (Stone, 1999). The coach keeps the
principal driving for success and sustaining the needed momentum through practical goal
setting, support, and helping them overcome obstacles (Moore, 2020). Research by
Bloom et al. (2003) concluded that principal coaching increases confidence in
administrators, which directly correlates to better classroom instruction and higher
student achievement. According to research, only a few certificate programs train
principals to lead instruction on their campuses (Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009). For

principals to perfect the art of leadership, they require multiple chances to practice this
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type of leadership with feedback along the way (Howard, 2018). This type of work is
often messy because of the real-life situations involved, according to Doornbos et al.
(2004). However, the principal will develop into an instructional leader through a
commitment to continual meetings to discuss growth, development targets aligned with
data-driven practices, and genuine and honest feedback (Joo, 2005).

Instructional Coaching and Student Learning. Federal and state accountability
is very complicated when analyzing student learning. Principals are held accountable for
student learning by ensuring an appropriate number of students in each demographic
group pass tests. Teachers are responsible for ensuring that every student they teach
learns the content they present to them, regardless of the outside factors that students may
carry daily. In order to teach students current grade level content while simultaneously
filling in learning gaps, the teacher must become skillful at differentiating instruction
(DI). Teachers must understand their students' learning history to effectively differentiate
their lessons (Evans & Waring, 2004). The teacher must learn DI strategies to implement
in their classrooms, as most do not know them coming out of school (Evans & Waring,
2004). In order to effectively differentiate instruction for the students in a classroom, the
teacher has to abandon the traditional practice of whole-group instruction and begin to
group students according to the student's needs. Teachers learn effective DI strategies
over time. Moosa and Shareefa (2019) stated that teachers increase the use and
effectiveness of DI when explicitly taught. In a study conducted by Wertheim and Leser
(2002) of 191 teachers surveyed, the results showed that teachers were reluctant to use
new instructional strategies for DI without gaining confidence through teaching and

coaching practices.
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Another way to help student achievement is through response to intervention
(RTI). RTI originated as a screener to help teachers decide if students needed more time
with the curriculum or if the student needed a referral to special education (Lenski, 2012).
RTI has a three-tier approach. Tier 1 is whole classroom instruction. Tier 2 focuses on
some form of formative assessment, and the students work in small groups based on
similar deficits aligned to their content. Tier 3 is the most intensive intervention and
requires a pull-out or after-school approach from the teacher. Wherein Tier 3
intervention, the teacher works on filling learning gaps with the students that are keeping
them from mastering on grade-level content.

Research indicates that student achievement rises when there is a presence of
curricular leadership. Louis et al. (1999) conceptualized curricular leadership as a
combination of interactions with existing structures in the building, such as lesson
planning, instructional methods, data-driven decisions, collaborative structures, and
teacher support. A review of school effectiveness and student achievement research
indicates they are linked to school leadership (Cross, 1994; Louis et al., 1999). The
principal leads these initiatives through a collaborative process. Justice et al. (2002)
concluded that school effectiveness occurs through routinely using student performance
data to drive instructional decisions. These decisions are made collaboratively with
teachers and administrators regarding what instructional decisions the student needs and
how they will be implemented and measured for success (Peterson, 2002). Through this
collaborative approach, teachers can plan and implement an effective intervention.
Foorman and Torgensen (2001) concluded in their research that interventions are

effective if implemented promptly so that the target student can have the appropriate time
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to master the content. The critical factor for the team to determine is the appropriate level
of work to challenge the student, but not so much that they need help to grasp the
concept. In looking at a student's independent level, Knestrick (2012) defined it as the
work a student can handle easily with no assistance. The instructional level is what they
can do with DI, requiring targeted assistance (Powell et al., 2020), and the challenge level
needs to be revised, even with assistance (Knestrick, 2012).

Instructional Coaching and Student Data. Recent reforms to evaluation
systems have shifted the principal's role from an evaluator to an instructional leader,
working individually with teachers to improve classroom practice (Kraft & Gilmour,
2016). The responsibility of improving student achievement is that of the building
administrator and depends on the principal's ability to improve teachers' practice (Alvarez
& Anderson-Ketchmark, 2011). Much of the research to date has focused on teacher
effectiveness more so than the effectiveness of principals (Dhuey & Smith, 2018).
Nevertheless, the primary focus for school principals remains to be instructional leaders,
as it has the most significant impact on the student achievement of the principal
(Robinson et al., 2008). The use of user data has become more prevalent in recent years
because of legislative mandates. Many teachers and administrators collect data but do not
use the data to make instructional decisions (Coburn & Turner, 2011). Data-driven
instruction has to be a part of the school culture, Guskey and Yoon (2009) said that
principals are critical for modeling and creating this data-rich environment. Fullan (2007)
went on to further state that "effective school leaders are key to large-scale sustainable

education reform"” (p. 16).
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Research indicates that using assessment data as part of the decision-making
process to influence instructional decisions is instructional leadership (Marsh & Farrell,
2015). The principal's role in the data-driven decision process is essential for
collaboration and cohesiveness in the school so that the students can meet the benchmark
and state accountability standards (Park et al., 2014). Principals must be able to model
and grow them to transform data into information and use the knowledge gained to make
actionable decisions (Mandinach & Gummer, 2016). Grissom et al. (2021) described the
most effective principals as those who can turn student data into instructional actions.
Principals have the potential to impact learning in their schools by "developing coherent
systems that allow school staff to generate, interpret, and act upon quality formative
information on students and school programs™ (Halverson, 2010, p. 130).

One of the primary responsibilities of an instructional leader is to create situations
in which teachers excel and grow in their instructional capacities. Principals can
accomplish this through various practices and systems they implement in their schools.
Kraft and Gilmour (2016) concluded in their research that designing schedules with
standard planning periods, creating systems and times for teacher collaboration and
observing one another, and setting goals and high expectations for all stakeholders, are
factors that contribute to student learning. Teacher-led collaboration meetings are
influential in improving practices. However, the most effectively run meetings have the
principal ensuring that their formal authority is present and that the meetings are
organized and aligned to instructional practices and student needs (DeMathews, 2014). In

addition to teacher collaboration, focusing on the critical input (curriculum) and key
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output (examining student learning) are two critical components of instructional
leadership (Peterson, 1987).
Instructional Coaching Activities

One of the most widely accepted strategies for improvement in schools, according
to Mandinach and Gummer (2016), is for instructional leaders and teachers to work
together to analyze outcomes and trends in student assessment data and measure the
progress that leads to student growth. The problem is that teachers and administrators
have varying ability levels in looking at data (Datnow & Hubbard, 2016). Accessing
current and relevant data rather than waiting for formal assessments is the key to
impacting daily classroom instruction. Anderson et al. (2010) argued that using student
achievement data alone provides little information on why students are or are not
learning. The teacher should also look at the classroom environment, the student’s
discipline, and absences to help gauge the reason for or lack of learning. Data literacy of
all educators is critical for schools to use data to increase student achievement effectively.
A focus of the instructional leader is to build human capacity around data use in their
school (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013).

Schools that are good at using data developed a data theory of action, the
interaction between data and people. Depending on the data context, determine the
appropriate action steps to take (Schildkamp & Poortman, 2015). Using data to plan for
upcoming in-class instruction is frequently seen in schools but only occasionally used for
follow-up and intervention. Sun and Leithwood (2014) said that for teachers to
effectively use data to inform them of their instruction's impact on students learning,

principals need to guide and model this process. An essential step to make sure the
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student data adequately displays learning, Leithwood et al. (2020) explained that the
teacher must do these things; "maximize teaching and learning time, create classroom
conditions that allow for an appropriate pace of instruction, and help students take charge
of their learning in age-appropriate ways" (p. 6). Hattie's (2009) work indicated that data-
informed decisions are among the 252 factors influencing student learning. Despite this,
it is rare to find studies that measure this, thus a gap in the research.

Improvement of instructional practices at the building level to improve student
achievement is the key to full-scale education reform (Hord, 1994). A belief must
accompany the change by all in the building, their thought process, and their instructional
strategies (Guskey & Huberman, 1995). The principal ensures ongoing support for the
teachers to implement and sustain the new practices. Guskey and Huberman (1995) stated
this process results in teachers changing their belief systems. This change was most
evident when teachers were culturally, economically, and socially different than their
students (Horne, 2012). The teachers with the most significant impact on their students
through new and innovative instructional practices had a minimum of 80 hours of
sustained professional development around the targeted practice (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2009). It takes work to achieve this level of professional development time. Guskey
and Yoon (2009) stated that substantial student achievement gains are made if the
principal embeds real-time classroom coaching in addition to professional development.
Horne (2012) said that in addition to the coaching feedback loop, teacher collaboration
led to improved practices in the classroom. Schlechty (2001) indicated that "for change to
be sustained, it is essential that a group be established that can be depended on to sustain

and support a course of action™ (p. 141). The principal and their coach are vital to
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ensuring that this professional development, embedded coaching, and teacher
collaboration become a reality, resulting in changing belief systems in their school and
increased student achievement (Knight, 2006).
Summary

Effective teaching is the number one factor in student achievement (Leithwood,
1994). Therefore strong instructional leadership is key to developing teachers (Leithwood
et al., 2020). The literature characterizes transformational leadership as the interrelated
leadership theory with instructional leadership. Transformational leadership theory
requires the leader to bring about substantial organizational change by creating a shared
vision and instilling a passion and purpose for teaching and learning on the campus (Bass
& Avolio, 1993; Leithwood, 1994). There is a gap in the literature encompassing teacher
performance and assessment data to improve student performance acquired from
instructional leadership. This gap in the literature lends this study to an exploratory
design obtained from a qualitative study. This research investigated the perceptions that
public school principals have about the impact that instructional coaching had on their
ability to improve teacher performance in their schools.

Methodology

An exploratory case study was used in this research to develop an understanding
of the principals' perceived efficacy associated with instructional coaching and the impact
it has on student achievement. This research examined the perceptions of multiple
principals from fluctuating school settings, therefore necessitating a qualitative approach.
The data collected were a result of triangulating multiple sources of rich texts gathered

through conversation to answer the research questions, which according to Kozleski
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(2017), called for a qualitative research design. All of these research questions used
language rather than numbers for data collection, which is why qualitative research is the
best approach (Gobo, 2020).

Exploratory case studies are used in research to obtain an empirically based
introduction to a phenomenon, with a focus on the discovery of perceptions or feelings
from participants (Chopard & Przybylski, 2021). This case study sought to understand the
principals’ perception of how instructional coaching affected their ability to lead teachers.
It was not the intent to explain how a coach benefits a principal, but rather to understand
the experiences of these particular principals while implementing the ‘coaching” process.
This research attempted to gain the full picture of the participants’ feelings about
instructional coaching and how it impacted their ability to develop and grow teachers on
their campuses. This exploratory research examined the challenges that these principals
face in improving student outcomes on their campuses and how instructional coaching
helped them overcome the challenges and improve student outcomes (Ravitch & Carl,
2016).

Participant Population

The population for this research was chosen through purposeful and convenience
sampling. This sampling process was chosen because of a specific criterion, as well as the
availability of the participants. The criteria for the participants were active campus
principals who had an experienced instructional coach on their campus. The participants
were also chosen because of their location and their relationship with the researcher. All
the participants were employees of the school district where | work, but | was/am not

their supervisor. | do serve in a supervisor role in the district and have some contact with
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the participants. | do not evaluate any of the participants and they do not directly report to
me.

There were 13 participants in the study. They came from a comprehensive high
school principal, two middle school principals, and 10 elementary principals. The
participants’ school is located in a “large city” area as categorized by the Texas
Education Agency (TEA) and the National Center for Educational Statistics (TEA, 2023).
Each of these principals had varying levels of instructional coaching, resulting in
academic achievements in their schools. Their instructional coaching experience included
data disaggregation, creating a data culture, curriculum and instruction, and response to
intervention.

The principals were recruited via invitation. Once all the consent forms were
signed, the interview process using focus groups was explained. A demographic
questionnaire, consent agreement, and the Zoom link, date and time were sent to each
participant individually. The participants completed the demographic questionnaire and
consent agreement prior to their scheduled meeting. All of the participants had the
opportunity to have a private interview if they preferred; however, no one opted for the
one-on-one interviews. Each focus group was structured according to the level of the
school they supervised, elementary and secondary. The focus groups were arranged
homogeneously in order to facilitate interaction, as they were all equal to one another and
shared similar working environments (Acocella, 2012). The following table represents

the demographic information of the participants.
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Table 1
Participant Information

Participant Name* Gender Number of ~ Number of Years  Have You Ever

(Pseudonyms) Years as in Education Thought of
Principal Quitting as a

Principal

EP1 Female 9 38 Yes

EP2 Male 13 27 Yes

EP3 Female 2 22 Yes

EP4 Female 2 26 Yes

EP5 Female 2 33 No

EP6 Female 1 15 No

EP7 Female 5 16 Yes

EP8 Female 2 31 Yes

EP9 Female 4 22 Yes

EP10 Female 1 26 No

SP1 Male 5 11 No

SP2 Male 1 15 No

SP3 Male 15 29 No

Note: The pseudonyms, EP represents Elementary Principals and the SP represents
Secondary Principals.

Data Collection Procedures

The data were collected using two focus groups. One group was elementary
principals, and the other was composed of secondary principals. As part of the data
collection, the observations of the group interactions and dynamics were based on
predetermined descriptors (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006) that were established
through the review of the literature. The discussion sessions were recorded and
transcribed to secure the reliability and validity of the data.

A pilot study was conducted prior to the focus groups in order to evaluate the
adequacy of the questions to be used in the discussion groups (Lowe, 2019). The pilot
study was implemented with the intent of testing the study design to be used in the larger
discussion groups to make sure that the information gained was useful in answering the
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research questions (Moore et al., 2011). As a result of the pilot study, no revisions were

made in the interview protocol.

Data Analysis

Qualitative studies can produce a tremendous amount of textual data. Comparing

and contrasting this data into patterns shedding light onto a phenomenon that is under

investigation requires the use of a data analysis method. The framework method by Gale

et al. (2013) was used because of the specific stages and steps. Gale et al. (2013)

framework method has the following seven steps:

1.

Transcription: A good quality verbatim recording of the focus group is
needed.

Familiarization with the Interview: Record thoughts and notes during the
discussion, and listen to the recording and add to the notes afterword.
Coding: Read the transcripts line by line, adding a paraphrase/label that
describes the passage.

Develop a Working Analytical Framework: Group the codes into clearly
defined categories, mapping connections between categories to look for causal
relationships.

Applying the Analytical Framework: Indexing the categories by assigning a
number or abbreviation.

Charting Data into the Framework Matrix: Summarize the data into a

spreadsheet matrix.
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7. Interpreting Data: Looking for characteristics of and differences between data
are identified, generating typologies, and mapping theoretical connections and
concepts.

The framework method is best suited for homogeneous thematic research that
incorporates semi-structured interviews (Gale et al., 2013).

The recording and the transcripts do not capture the looks, body posture, long
silences, and other factors addressing the tone of the interview (Poland, 1995), so notes
were taken during the focus group discussion. Since qualitative data gathered from
discussion groups is often influenced by the interaction among the groups, more notes
were taken to reflect how this interaction could have influenced any of the participants
(Seers, 2012). Finally, the fidelity of the data analysis process was ensured by correlating
all of my observations, assumptions and evidence around the focus group discussion,
while making sure the data analysis was still grounded in the literature (Levitt et al.,
2021) as well as making connections with the theoretical framework of transformational
leadership.

Findings
Principal Perceptions

The overarching research question of this study was, “What are the principals’
perceptions of instructional coaching?" The study answered this question by exploring
the principals' perception of instructional coaching on student learning, analyzing student
data, and teacher performance. The following themes were discovered: student growth,

teacher growth, data-driven instruction, and culture.
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Theme #1: Student Growth

Student growth was one of the central themes mentioned by all of the principals.
The principals wanted all of their work to equate to student learning. Learning is why
they came to school and what teachers do. However, as they all expressed in the focus
group, this task took work. They leaned on instructional coaches to help them ensure that
students were learning on their campuses.

EPS5 stated that "having an instructional coach has genuinely made a difference at
our campus.” Furthermore, EP1 attributed instructional coaching as the critical factor in
student growth. SP2 stated that “focusing on what students need to learn, rather than what
the teachers teach, had shifted the conversations on his campus. This allowed the student
to be the center of discussion and focus on the solution, growing the student.” EP2 said
that the focus of conversation his coaches led him was centered around where the
students are now and where they need to be by the end of the year. This allowed EP2 to
help his teachers identify their students' needs and develop a plan to help them grow. His
instructional coach helped him realize that for his students to get to where they needed to
be by the end of the year, his teachers would need to accelerate the student growth all
year. EP7 and EP9 stated that student growth was achieved by digging deep into the
standards and pinpointing what students need to achieve. They could lead this
conversation with an instructional coach to guide them.

Theme #2: Teacher Growth

The principals in these focus groups believed that their teachers should have a

growth mindset. They believed they should constantly strive to learn new strategies to be

the best teacher possible for their students. The principals took different approaches to
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growing and developing their teachers. The elementary principals directly coached all
teachers in their building, whereas the secondary principals utilized the team approach to
coach and grow teachers. This required them to have collaborative meetings where they
discussed teachers for the principal to monitor the growth of all on their campuses.

EP9 stated that she had minimal turnover on campus and could direct her content
coaches to spend time with high-needs teachers. She stated that "they [content coaches]
plan lessons, model lessons for them, and meet with them frequently.” She felt she could
grow teachers through a "very intentional” approach that could occur over a school year.
EP9 then stated that her leadership team looked at teacher’s data, observations, and
evaluations, and then would decide who would receive intensive coaching the following
year.

All but two of the elementary principals were a part of the Texas Leadership
Initiative, which allowed them to be trained in observation and feedback and to receive
coaching through the year on observation and feedback with their teachers. They all
stated that this coaching was the reason they could grow their teachers. EP3 used this
training to provide immediate feedback to her teachers. She stated that they would do
classroom walks together, and then the coach would help them script the feedback to
teachers. EP8 would video herself giving a teacher feedback, and the coach would
analyze the video and provide feedback. EPS stated that “sometimes we do notice the
way we say things to teachers™ and that she could change her feedback to teachers
through coaching.

SP3 credits his instructional coaches for helping him develop the tools needed to

go into a classroom and observe teaching, then give quality feedback to the teacher. SP1
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stated that through formal coaching, he could use the teaching rubric to give timely and
specific feedback to help his teachers grow. EP2 stated that early in their career, he did
not receive this type of coaching and is now trying to catch up to his younger peers.
However, he finally felt comfortable observing teachers and giving them timely
feedback. He said, "I noticed significant growth on his campus.”

Theme #3: Data-Driven Instruction

Looking at student scores and data have been around for many years. As this
concept of data-driven instruction has evolved, so has the type of data that principals use
to measure student learning. The amount of data available to teachers and administrators
can be overwhelming. An instructional coach has helped these principals filter through
what is essential.

EP2 stated that his coach helped him "identify high priority standards, digging
deep into the standards to identify what the students need to know and how they will
show that they mastered it." The high-priority standards are the ones that yield the most
significant results when it comes to skills needed for the next grade level. SP3 exclaimed,
"I believe in leveraging the essential standards to help students the most, getting a big
bang for your buck, so to speak.” SP1 used data, stating, "We collect data on everything
we can using the rich data that we have to guide teachers through unpacking targeted
standards is key to student mastery."

Elementary principals also used data to guide their instruction. EP3 stated that her
instructional coach taught her how to use data. She stated:

We have our data digs, and being coached on how to dig down to the question

level has helped me work with my teachers in this process, but we even dig down
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to the question types. Which question? What is the stimulus, and how are we

going back and re-teaching that as well?

EP5 said, "We thought we were doing data digs well, but our coach gave us a whole new
perspective on looking at data.” EP9 and EP10 used their professional learning
community time to examine student data. They look at which student missed which skill
and why. They decided if it was a teaching practice, meaning most of the class missed the
skill. They looked for best practices to re-teach the standard to the class if it was a
teaching practice. If it was a "handful of students,"” they looked at why they missed the
skill and then developed an intervention lesson and time to teach it.

Theme #4: Culture

All of the principals alluded to culture being critical to the success of these
initiatives. If the teachers did not believe in what they were doing, then it would not
work. In order for student growth, teacher growth, and data meetings to be effective,
there needed to be routines and procedures developed.

SP1 articulated in the focus group that "to help teachers be very reflective upon
what to focus on, | have a four-page data analysis form that my teachers fill out anytime
they take an assessment.” His teachers followed this straightforward procedure every
time they came to a data meeting; this is culture. SP3 shaped the culture at his sizeable
high school by doing the following:

Being present is also crucial. | need to be in the meetings watching to see what

my people know and what they do not; this helps me keep the pulse on the school

and to be a good role model. My principal job is to ensure the well-oiled machine

is running. How can I tell them the machine is not working if I am absent?
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"Being present in the meetings with the teachers is key to accountability on my part on
their part. This is how to get commitment and buy-in from the staff. They will value what
the leader values," according to SP2.

EP2 stated that he took over a low-performing school. The first thing he noticed
was that the culture was not student-friendly, but was very much adult-centered. He
stated, "l was in charge of getting the building in order, and my assistant was tasked with
instruction.” He further stated that instruction could only happen with order in the
building. He knew how to manage a building, but needed coaching on leading instruction.
Both of these things were critical to the culture of the building.

EP1 changed the culture of her building from a low-performing school to a high-
achieving school through the deliberate act of implementing procedures and routines. She
learned these procedures and routines from her instructional coach. She stated, "Having a
coach come in and work with me and my team has given us the tools to go out and work
with my staff. To see them implement the practices in their classroom is remarkable."”
EP4 shifted the culture on her campus by implementing a new reading curriculum, and
she said that she could have done it successfully with an instructional coach.

Discussion
Summary

This study contributed to the field of educational leadership through the lens of
instructional leadership. There are numerous stories on the news about how education is
failing. The academic standards for students have been rising for years at the state and
national levels. The role of the principal is critical to the operation of a school. Leithwood

et al. (2008) tried to find a case where student performance rose without talented
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leadership. This study examined ten elementary principals, two middle schools, and one
high school principal. The study aimed to see their perceptions of how instructional
coaching increased learning on their campuses. The transformational leadership theory
was the theoretical framework to correlate with instructional leadership. The principals in
this study correlated a direct link to their increased efficacy as instructional leaders and
common traits associated with transformational leadership.

Conclusions

This study aimed to answer the question based on the perceptions of the effects of
instructional coaching of 13 school principals. This study revealed four common themes
among the participants and their perception of how coaching transformed their schools.
The four themes were culture, student growth, teacher effectiveness, and collaboration.
These themes answer the research question.

Overarching Research Question: What are the perceptions of the effectiveness of
instructional coaching?

The overall response was that instructional coaching was a benefit to the school,
teachers, and students. This research concluded that instructional coaching increased
principals' ability to lead instruction on their campuses. They could change the culture by
implementing structures and routines that promote student learning. The coaching
relationship gave these principals new ways of looking at campus instruction. The
secondary principals were able to get more detailed in their procedures for analyzing
student learning. The elementary principals had a thinking partner to help them process
what was happening around them. They used these coaches to increase their capacity to

lead others on their campuses.
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Instructional coaching is an ongoing job-embedded in support of principals. It
allowed them to operate in a safe environment where they could be vulnerable about what
they know and do not know (Bloom et al., 2005). Current research on coaching
concluded that principals had better job performance, increased happiness, and better
teacher relations (Wise & Jacobo, 2010). In the modern school, all students are expected
to reach their maximum potential. Wise and Jacobo (2010) revealed that a coach provides
a trusting relationship where the principal can create a compelling relationship with
shared problem-solving to create new actions and plans.

What are principals’ perceptions regarding the impact of instructional
coaching on student learning? The participants felt that the students were experiencing
gains because of the instructional coaching process. These principals have been
experiencing success in their accountability ratings because of increased student
performance on tests. They attribute their students' growth to the instructional coach’s
help. They indicated that the coach helped them identify the students’ gaps in their
learning, which helped them differentiate their teaching to meet the students’ needs. They
then showed them how to develop an intervention plan based on differentiated learning
that was directed at student misconceptions regarding the learning objective. These
practices resulted in the students getting more growth in the state assessments than in
previous years. Many principals said the coach was critical to their student’s success.
Principals indicated that the coaches helped them break down learning standards into
what students need to know and how they will display mastery. This, along with DI, was

valuable to the principals in helping their teachers meet the students’ needs.
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Differentiating instruction is something only some teachers or principals learn
how to do in college. According to the participants, in order to grow students, teachers
must become proficient in DI. This starts with looking at what the students know when
they enter the classroom. Moosa and Shareefa (2019) stated that teachers increase the use
and effectiveness of DI when explicitly taught. This is one way in which the instructional
coach helped the principal. In a study conducted by Wertheim and Leser (2002) of 191
teachers surveyed, the results showed that teachers were only willing to use new
instructional strategies for DI if they gained confidence through teaching and coaching
practices. The principal should be proficient in this or lead a team of people who can
teach others how to do this for students to maximize their growth.

What are principals’ perceptions regarding the effectiveness of instructional
coaching in helping teachers analyze student data? All principals engaged in data
analysis with their teachers and leadership teams. Seven of the 10 principals went through
formal coaching and training in data-driven instruction. This professional development
allowed them to learn the process, but the embedded coach allowed them to practice and
receive feedback. They now have confidence in coaching their teachers through this
process.

Data-driven instruction is a cyclical process by the teacher at the classroom level.
Teachers look at the learning objective they are to teach, what the student needs to know
in the objective, and how students will show that they have learned it. They design a
formative assessment to measure learning and then plan a lesson to guide the student in
the learning. They teach, give the assessment, and then look at who learned and who did

not and why.
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Mandinach and Gummer (2013) stated that the data-driven decision-making
process is critical to the teaching and learning cycle. They also declared that teachers
must have a formalized process of examining student data to improve student
achievement. Bambrick-Santoyo (2019) wrote a manual around data-driven instruction,
concluding that it measures student learning to fill in the gaps between what is taught and
what is learned. His research has been instrumental in changing how education looks at
and uses student data.

What are principals’ perceptions regarding what coaching activities are the
most effective in improving teacher performance? The ten elementary principals
viewed collaboration as the tool that most improved campus teaching and learning. They
loved having a thinking partner to bounce ideas off of and someone to collaborate with
when they became stuck or stagnated. They do not have large teams; often, it is them and
their assistant, so the coach gave them someone extra they could trust to talk to. The
secondary principals stated that the coach helped them create systems and routines in the
building that focused on teaching and learning. These routines have changed the culture
on these campuses. Every stakeholder understands their role and responsibility in the
learning process. The coach guided these principals and their leadership teams through
these processes, which resulted in a shift in beliefs.

Bloom et al. (2005) said that coaching is a continual support that allows principals
to operate in a safe and confidential environment. For a school to thrive, the modern-day
principal must be courageous with a compelling drive and vision that centers around
student achievement (Wise & Jacobo, 2010). The coach enables the principal to

accelerate their learning so that students do not face deficits in learning (Shoho, 2010).
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The coaching relationship provides a shared problem-solving setting where the principal
and coach work together (Wise & Jacobo, 2010). Principal coaching is becoming one of
principals’ most widely used professional development tools because it allows for
individualized support, rather than the one-size-fits-all approach of the past (Grissom &
Harrington, 2010).

Implications

This study produced several implications. One implication affects policy. Federal,
state, and local policymakers should mandate an instructional coach to come in and work
with school administrators. Research indicates that instructional coaching is effective in
improving student learning (Grissom & Harrington, 2010; Wise & Jacobo, 2010), so
legislators and state agencies should require a coach to assist struggling principals to
improve student learning. There should be a vetting process that allows the right coach to
be placed with the principal with the hope of creating a congenial and trusting
relationship. This mandate should come with the funding to ease the burden on the
schools. Professional developments to help train schools in this process should also be
included.

This study presents an implication of practice for schools implementing the
instructional coaching process. When implemented correctly, instructional coaching can
change the culture of the school. A culture that promotes collaboration, teacher and
student growth. The instructional coach and the leadership team could develop a
compelling vision for success that drives the rationale behind the systems and routines
that the school puts in place. These systems become the drivers for the professional

development of the staff and eventually become engrained in the school's day-to-day
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operations. The collaboration between the coach and the principal is critical during the
challenging times that all schools face.

Transformational leadership is the framework of this study. It focuses on
developing the leader to solve complex problems using innovative solutions,
collaboration, and teamwork to achieve lasting organizational change (Cox et al., 2018).
Schools require a courageous leader who can motivate the staff to do the hard work
needed to ensure that students learn. Leaders should do more than simply go through the
motions and rely on teachers to fix the problems. Leaders must embrace the art of
teaching and grow and develop the teachers in their schools to use formative assessment
data routinely and systematically to guide their teaching based on student learning. The
transformational leader has a relentless drive, motivation, integrity, self-confidence, and
cognitive ability to tackle the complexities of the principalship and ensure that all
students on their campus learn. It is suggested that schools train their leaders in the
concepts of transformational leadership.

Future research should examine the correlations between the transformational
leadership theory and successful schools nationwide. This study found a qualitative link
between the theory and strong leadership. The coach was the catalyst in this study to help
the principals acquire the skills and behaviors needed. A quantitative study could be
implemented that measures learning when a principal has an instructional coach. The
research could use historical student achievement data and compare it to the new trends
after a coaching relationship has changed the school's culture. It would be interesting to
conduct a qualitative study using ethnography. This method would collect data through

observations and interviews from highly effective schools that use instructional coaching.
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This would help other schools learn about best practices and strategies to use when
implementing instructional coaching.
Strengths and Limitations

There were several strengths of the study. One strength was the use of qualitative
research. Using qualitative research allowed the interviewing of principals to get their
thoughts, which added depth to the study, which a quantitative study would not have
provided. The setting was also a strength of this study. The principals that were
interviewed had been utilizing an instructional coach for 3 years. This allowed them to
give specific details about how the coach helped them grow and acquire new skills. This
gave a needed depth that qualitative studies can provide.

The study also had limitations. One limitation was that all of the principals were
from the same district. Including principals in the study from other districts could have
added new perspectives. Another limitation was that there were only 13 participants. This
is a limitation because only three of the participants were from the secondary level.

Adding more secondary principals could have added more depth to the study.
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