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Instructional Coaches’ Perceptions of Principal Support in a K-12 Public School Division 

Angela Lyn Stewart 

ABSTRACT 

Administrative support of the instructional coach is critical to the success of instructional 

coaches in each building (Hall & Simeral, 2008; Knight, 2011; Sweeney, 2018).  Effective 

instructional coaches support the transfer of new skills into practice to positively impact student 

learning outcomes (Costa & Garmston, 1994; Desimone & Pak, 2017; Knight & Cornett, 2007; 

Kraft, Blazar, & Hogan, 2019; Showers & Joyce, 1996).  The purpose of this study was to 

identify instructional coaches' perceptions of principal support and the factors that contribute to 

those perceptions. The study aimed to address the following research questions: 1) What do 

instructional coaches perceive as principals’ knowledge of the role of the instructional coach?  2) 

How do instructional coaches perceive the actions of principals in support of their work? 

This descriptive study examined instructional coaches’ perceptions of principal support given to 

instructional coaches in one large, suburban school division in Virginia.  Data were collected 

through an online survey and optional participation in focus groups.  

Findings included a misalignment between the instructional coaches’ knowledge of the 

role of an instructional coach and that of the principal.  Findings indicated the instructional 

coaches perceived support from the principal as including a shared knowledge of the role of the 

instructional coach, including the instructional coach in the vision for the school, maintaining 

regular communication and meetings, following up with teachers after a professional 

development led by the coach, providing professional development opportunities for the 

instructional coach, providing access to instructional resources, providing feedback on the work 

of the instructional coach, and building a relationship with the instructional coach. Implications 

outlined in the study identify specific actions principals can take to positively impact the 

instructional coaching in schools.   
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Angela Lyn Stewart 

GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

Instructional coaching is a growing method for building the capacity of teachers in 

schools. Administrative knowledge of the role of an instructional coach and principal support of 

the work of the instructional coach is critical to the success of the role of the instructional coach.  

Actions taken by the principal directly impact the perception of support for the work of the 

instructional coach and either negatively or positively impact the potential for the instructional 

coach to build capacity in the school. The work of instructional coaches is often interrupted by 

task assignments by the principal that engage instructional coaches in activities that detract from 

the instructional coach’s role as instructional support. The purpose of this study was to identify 

instructional coaches' perceptions of principal support and the factors that contribute to those 

perceptions. Instructional coaches from one school division in Virginia participated in the study. 

The study yielded eight findings and eight implications for principal actions that improve 

the instructional coaches’ perception of principal support for the role of the instructional coach. 

Findings from the study indicated the instructional coaches perceived support from the principal 

as including a shared knowledge of the role of the instructional coach, including the instructional 

coach in the vision for the school, maintaining regular communication and meetings, following 

up with teachers after a professional development led by the coach, providing professional 

development opportunities for the instructional coach, providing access to instructional 

resources, providing feedback on the work of the instructional coach, and building a relationship 

with the instructional coach. Implications outlined in the study identify specific actions 

principals can take to positively impact the instructional coaching in schools.  Future researchers 

may want to consider completing this study with instructional coaches from various school 

divisions.  Additionally, future researchers may also want to compare instructional coaches’ 

perception of principal support with principals’ perception of the actions of support given to the 

instructional coaches.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

According to the Performance Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) building level 

principals have a multitude of responsibilities in the school building (2015). These 

responsibilities require that principals set the tone for everything from safety and culture of the 

school to instructional practice, including the attitudes and practices around professional learning 

(Aas, 2017; Dempster, Lovett, & Fluckiger, 2011; Hall & Simeral, 2008; Johnson, 2016; Knight, 

2011). Seminal work focused on effective professional development identifies instructional 

coaching as an opportunity to provide targeted and job-embedded professional development with 

meaningful support of the application of learning in the classroom (Costa & Garmston, 1994; 

Guiney, 2001; Neufeld & Roper, 2003).  Instructional coaches support teachers in transferring 

new skills and practices in praxis (Costa & Garmston, 1994; Desimone & Pak, 2017; Knight & 

Cornett, 2007; Showers & Joyce, 1996). Recent research including work from Kraft, Blazer, and 

Hogan (2019), Knight (2019), Knight and Knight (2021), support instructional coaching as a tool 

for principals to support teachers with meaningful professional development of teachers that 

applies learning to classroom practices. In addition to supporting the learning of teachers within 

the school building, the work of instructional coaches positively impacts student learning 

outcomes (Kraft et al., 2019). 

The roles and outcomes of coaches within school buildings focus on improving the use of 

instructional practices to ensure that students participate in optimal learning experiences. Killion 

and Harrison (2018) identify ten roles that instructional coaches should perform at both the 

school and district level.  These roles of instructional coaches include resource provider, data 

coach, instructional specialist, curriculum specialist, classroom supporter, learning facilitator, 

mentor, school leader, catalyst for change, and learner (Killion & Harrison, 2018).  A study 

completed by Kurz, Reddy, and Glover (2017) examined the roles of coaches and the actions 

utilized by coaches across various career paths including such arenas as business, sports, and 

education.  Kurz et al. (2017) found the outcomes of the work of coaching to focus on 

performance enhancement, environmental improvements, promotion of autonomy, enhancement 

of cognition, and community development (p.74). In addition to coaching, coaches also support 

the implementation of curriculum and related programs in classrooms, serve as mentors for new 

and experienced teachers, support the sharpening and refinement of instructional skills and 



 

2 

delivery techniques, and lead professional learning (Costa & Garmston, 2002; Lyons & Pinnell, 

2001; Poglinco et al., 2003; Walpole & McKenna, 2004). 

Due to the multiple roles held by instructional coaches, it is imperative that coaches and 

principals maximize the impact of coaching through careful and intentional partnership (Ippolito 

& Bean, 2019; Knight, 2011; Sweeney & Mausbach, 2018; Thomas, Knight, Harris, & Hoffman, 

2022). Within the principal and instructional coach partnership, principals are responsible for 

partnering with instructional coaches to develop a focused plan for professional development, 

establishing the guidelines for the work of the coach and providing feedback regarding the 

progress of the work of the instructional coach (Hall & Simeral, 2008). Principals are critical to 

ensuring that everyone in the school building clearly understands the role of the coach (Foltos, 

2015; Ippolito & Bean, 2019; Knight, 2011; Sweeney, 2018).  Principals set the tone for the 

culture of learning in the building.  Principals must have clear knowledge of the roles of a coach, 

set the expectations regarding teachers’ work with the instructional coach, preserve the time of 

the instructional coach, protect confidentiality of teachers who work with the instructional coach, 

and support the work of the coach by observing in classrooms (Heineke & Polnick, 2013; 

Ippolito & Bean, 2019; Knight, 2018). This clarity increases the potential for coaches to 

maximize the impact on instructional practice and promotes job satisfaction among coaches. 

Statement of the Problem  

Challenges uncovered through virtual instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic have 

revealed needs for improvement in areas of instructional best practices not in focus prior to the 

shift toward online education (Arnett, 2021; Klein, 2021). Instructional coaching is effective in 

improving teaching and learning and could address instructional challenges in any environment, 

yet many coaches find themselves serving in quasi-administrative roles, communicating 

compliance expectations, technology supports, and curriculum writing positions rather than 

working with teachers in coaching cycles and other supports focused on instructional practice 

(DeWitt, 2015; Knight, 2020). This shift to roles outside of the normal roles and responsibilities 

of a coach prompted coaches to wonder about the support from the principals who supervise 

them and the ability to be effective.   

Despite clearly defined roles, principals often assign instructional coaches to roles and 

activities that restrict the coaches’ time and ability to work with teachers in a coaching capacity 

(Knight, 2011; Thomas et al., 2022). Due to the constraints of the recent COVID-19 pandemic, 
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coaches have increasingly found themselves serving in capacities outside of the realm of 

instructional coaching.  Knight and Knight (2020) distributed a survey via Twitter at the height 

of the COVID-19 pandemic to determine where instructional coaches were spending most of 

their time. The survey was completed by 177 instructional coaches from around the world. 

Results of the survey indicated that nearly 40% of the respondents’ time was spent in curriculum 

planning and meetings, while only 6% of their time was spent in coaching cycles (Knight & 

Knight, 2020). Prior to the recent pandemic, instructional coaches indicated that their time was 

largely spent on activities outside of coaching cycles (Knight, 2020).  An earlier study of 190 

instructional coaches working with teachers in grades K-3 under the Reading First initiative 

across five states found that “on average, coaches spent 26% of their workweek actually 

coaching K–3 teachers: observing K–3 teachers, providing feedback, demonstrating lessons, or 

training groups of teachers” (Deussen, Coksi, Robinson, & Autio, 2007). While the span of time 

between these two studies is significant, the decreased percentage of time instructional coaches 

spent in coaching cycles with teachers is dramatic. The results of the study conducted by 

Deussen, Coksi, Robinson, and Autio (2007), and those of the study conducted by Knight and 

Knight (2020) do not align to the recommendation that instructional coaches spend 60-70% of 

their time engaged in coaching cycles with teachers (Knight, 2020).  The fundamental roles of 

instructional coaches remain the same whether in-person or in a virtual environment; however, 

instructional coaches have struggled to maintain any momentum they may have had with 

teachers prior to school closures one year ago (Knight & Knight, 2020).  

Administrative support of the instructional coach as professional development, both in 

the building and at the division level, is critical to the success of instructional coaches in each 

building (Hall & Simeral, 2008; Knight, 2011; Sweeney, 2018).  Even when partnerships are 

established between the principal and the instructional coach, administrators “often lack 

experience or background on how to utilize this professional development model effectively” 

(Johnson, 2016, p.39).  When building level principals engage coaches in roles that compromise 

time with teachers, instructional coaches are prevented from focusing on impacting teacher and 

student performance in a school (Hall & Simeral, 2008; Johnson, 2016; Knight 2020). While 

research indicates the importance of principal support in the work of an instructional coach, there 

is little or no research that examines the instructional coaches’ perception of principal support 

and the actions of the principal that precipitate instructional coaches’ perception of support. 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to examine instructional coaches' perceptions of principal 

support and the principal actions that contribute to those perceptions. The researcher sought to 

determine the extent to which instructional coaches perceived support from the building level 

principal in the responsibilities of their role.  Additionally, this researcher aimed to determine the 

factors impacting the coach’s perception of administrative support.  Findings from the study 

identified actionable practices that principals can employ to ensure that instructional coaches 

perceive that their work is supported within school buildings. 

Research Questions 

The study aimed to address the following questions: 

1) What do instructional coaches perceive as principals’ knowledge of the role of the 

instructional coach? 

2) How do instructional coaches perceive the actions of principals in support of their 

work? 

Overview of the Study 

Through a qualitative approach in a nonexperimental phenomenological design, this 

descriptive study sought to determine the support instructional coaches perceive from the 

building principal (McMillan & Wergin, 2010). Additionally, the study examined the 

contributing factors that impact the instructional coaches’ perception of principals’ support.   

To measure the perceptions of principal support held by instructional coaches, a qualitative 

survey was used to gather the instructional coaches’ perceptions of support for their role 

provided by principals in the building in which they work. The survey included an option for 

respondents to voluntarily participate in a focus group to further investigate the factors that 

influence the instructional coaches’ perceptions of principal support.  The surveys and focus 

groups focused on instructional coaches from 72 schools within a large suburban school division 

located in central Virginia.  The school division was selected because each school in the school 

division has at least one instructional coach assigned to work with teachers in the school building 

on a weekly basis. Additionally, the division has implemented a consistent coaching model of 

over the last three years. 
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Conceptual Framework 

While instructional coaches have defined roles and activities that support the professional 

development of teachers within a school building, if the principal is not visibly supportive of the 

work of the instructional coach, teachers will respond accordingly (Johnson, 2016).  The 

researcher sought to describe how instructional coaches experience and perceive administrative 

support. A visual of this relationship is shown in Figure 1. 

As described in the literature review, the role and activities of the instructional coach are 

specific to engaging with the professional development of teachers within the school building 

(Deussen et al., 2007; Hall & Simeral, 2008; Johnson, 2016; Knight, 2000; Kho, Saeed, & 

Mohamed, 2019; Showers & Joyce, 1996; Sweeney & Mausbach, 2018). The building principal 

is responsible for establishing the culture of learning within the building as well as the 

expectations for teachers in working with an instructional coach (Foltos, 2015; Hall & Simeral, 

2008; Ippolito & Bean, 2019; Knight, 2020; Sweeney & Mausbach, 2018). The framework 

shows that the perception of principal support from the perspective of the instructional coach 

impacts the role of the instructional coach. As shown in Figure 1, when the instructional coach 

perceives high amounts of support from the principal, the instructional coach is more effective 

has an impact on teachers and students in the building. Conversely, when the instructional coach 

perceives low amounts of support from the principal, the instructional coach is less effective and 

has lower impact on the teachers and students in the building. In addition to determining how 

instructional coaches perceive the support from the principal, the researcher also aimed to 

identify the actions of the principal that contribute to the instructional coaches’ perception of 

principal support. 
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Figure 1 

Perceptions of Building Principal Support that Impact the Role of an Instructional Coach 

 

  

Definition of Terms  

Throughout this study, specific terms are utilized in relation to the professional growth of 

teachers and instructional coaching.  The following terms and definitions have been included 

below to provide clarity of knowledge.  

Andragogy. The study of adult learning theory, characterized as learning opportunities 

that provide adults with 1) an understanding of the reason for learning something, 2) the ability 

to relate learning to previous experience, 3) the chance for adults to identify their readiness to 

learn, 4) acknowledgement of orientation to learning, 5) motivation for learning, and 6) self-

concept (Knowles, 1973).  This term is also used synonymously with adult learning (Kearsley, 

2010). 

Autonomy. The defining characteristic of effective learning experiences that afford 

adults some level of control over the learning experience in which they are participating and 

central to motivation for learning in adults (Davenport, 2005; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Knight, 2019, 

Pink, 2009, Sweeney & Mausbach, 2018). 
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Coaching Cycles. The process that instructional coaches engage in with teachers for 

professional learning. Coaching cycles include analyzing the current reality in their classroom, 

identifying a challenge and possible solution, naming a goal of implementation, implementing 

the solution, monitoring the effectiveness of the solution, and reflecting on whether the goal was 

achieved (Aguilar, 2013; Knight, 2007, 2017, 2019; Moen & Norman, 2010; Sweeney, 2018; 

Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2020). 

Instructional Coaching. A vehicle for professional learning that improves culture within 

a school building, supports the professional practice of teachers, and positively impacts student 

achievement (Costa & Garmston, 1994; Guiney, 2001; Knight, 2009; Kraft et al., 2019; Neufeld 

& Roper, 2003). 

Plan Do Study Act (PDSA). A model for monitoring on-going progress of improvement 

outcomes. Developed initially for the area of engineering, this model includes identifying a 

problem, planning for intervention to address the problem, implementing the plan, determining 

the effectiveness of the intervention in addressing the problem, and identifying changes that need 

to be made before engaging in the cycle again (Deming, 1986; Marion & Gonzales, 2014; Moen 

& Norman, 2010; Shewhart, 1939). 

Professional Development. Learning opportunities that are largely passive in nature and 

occur intermittently. These learning opportunities depend on teachers to implement presented 

concepts in instructional practice without support (Knight, 2000; Sawyer & Stuckey, 2019; 

Stewart, 2014).  

Professional Learning. High-quality learning opportunities that are collaborative and 

active in nature, allow teachers to target specific needs within their classrooms, and offer 

opportunities for continued support during implementation (Fraser et al., 2007; Knight, 2020; 

Stewart, 2014; Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). 

Reflection. Critical to learning, reflection is the cyclical process of revisiting decisions 

made, actions taken, outcomes of decisions or actions, and the impact on the situation at hand 

that has a high effects size on learning (Dempster et al., 2011; Fullan, 2011; Grimmett & 

Erickson, 1988; Hattie, 2009; Knight, 2017; Lipton, 1993; Schon, 1983).  Reflection can occur 

before, during, and after the decisions are made and actions are taken in the process of 

implementing new learning (Killion & Todnem, 1991; Knight, 2011; Reagan, 1993).  

Self-Determination Theory (SDT). A theory of motivation stating that the innate 
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human needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness must be met for individuals to be 

motivated to engage in learning (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dyer & Fontaine, 1995) 

Limitations/Delimitations 

Limitations, factors over which the researcher has no control, exist in the completion of 

every study. During this study, the researcher could not directly influence the number of 

instructional coaches that will complete the surveys or participate in the voluntary interviews, the 

number of instructional coaches assigned to the same school who will participate, or how the 

respondents will interpret the survey and focus group questions during the study. Additionally, 

the study took place during the opening of a school year following 18-months of virtual 

instruction resulting from school building closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Distribution 

of the study at the beginning of such an unprecedented school year may have impacted the 

number of responses gathered through the online survey and the number of participants in the 

focus group interviews. 

The delimitations, factors controlled by the researcher that placed boundaries on the 

study, also influence the outcomes of the study. Delimitations for this study include the focus on 

schools in one school division, and the wording of the questions presented in the surveys may 

limit the responses.  

Organization of the Study 

In chapter one, an overview of the study was provided, including the purpose statement, 

research questions, and the specific concept framework that undergirds the study. Chapter two 

includes a literature review of prior empirical data focused on the role of a principal in 

supporting professional development, the role of an instructional coach in the professional 

development of teachers, and how instructional coaches should be supported by principles to 

maximize the impact on student learning. Chapter three shares the methodology, the design of 

the study, the intended sample selection, and includes specific components of data collection 

throughout the study.  Chapter four describes the results of the online survey and focus group 

interview.  Chapter five discusses the findings, and associated implication of the results, as well 

as the summary of the study and the researcher’s reflections.  
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Chapter 2 

Review of Literature 

Across the country, teachers and administrators are bound to national and state-level 

performance standards that outline the responsibilities of each role and serve as a starting point 

for personal professional learning paths (Arnold et al., 2011; National Policy Board for 

Education Administration, 2015). Each year, educators and school leaders participate in 

professional learning experiences as part of school division expectations or initiatives, self-

identified learning needs, or as part of licensure requirements for recertification of a teaching 

license.  In recent years, traditional forms of professional learning have been scrutinized and 

deemed ineffective due to a lack of evidence that the professional learning impacts student 

achievement (Hattie, 2009).  A study in 2015 estimated that some of the larger school divisions 

in the United States spend nearly eight billion dollars annually providing professional learning 

experiences for educators, particularly those focused on one or more initiatives (Jacob & 

McGovern, 2015).  These learning experiences often produce a low return on investment because 

the structure of the learning experience does not include support in the implementation process 

or time for extended learning.  Frequently, the transition of new knowledge and skills into 

instructional practices is not supported following a professional development experience and 

consequently, does not necessarily impact student achievement (Knight, 2012; Showers & Joyce, 

1996; Wei et al., 2009). 

Search Process 

To investigate the topic of instructional coaching as professional development, articles 

and studies were located through search engines using the keywords identified earlier. Most 

articles read for this literature review were collected from various scholarly journals through the 

Virginia Tech online library collection. Others were located based on suggested readings from 

Mendeley, as well as retrieved from various locations including Google Scholar, periodicals 

from education organizations such as Learning Forward and ASCD, while a few articles were 

received directly from one of the authors. Additional pieces of information were also taken from 

books or collected from interviews. It is important to note that much of the current information 

and research regarding instructional coaching is based on the work of early researchers prior to 

2010.  For this reason, many sources used in the study reference these early researchers of 

instructional coaching. 
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Education in American Schools 

In a commentary on educational policy recently published in Educational Leadership, the 

senior director of advocacy and government relations for the periodical wrote that “America’s 

public schools are central to the vibrancy of the communities in which they reside” (Griffith, 

2020, p. 91).  Acknowledging that communities are ever-changing and that schools are 

constantly trying to accommodate the ever-changing needs of society, Griffith noted the recent 

school closures due to COVID-19 have identified schools as central to “family life and to daily 

life of society at large” (p. 91).  In addition to instructional responsibilities, schools have become 

places where “students are nourished, nurtured, and cared for”, not just prepared for life after 

school (p. 91). This distinction between the previous academic focus of schools and the current 

focus caring for the whole child is an important one.  The ever-changing landscape of public 

education in America perpetuates the need for continuous learning for educators (Klein, 2021).  

As a result, public schools have transitioned from the role of an institution of knowledge to that 

of a learning organization.  

While organizations outside of education have utilized the concept of organizational 

learning for some time, schools are still in the beginning stages of growing in this capacity. 

Leithwood and Aitken (1995) defined a learning organization as 

a group of people pursuing common purposes (individual purposes as well) with a 

collective commitment to regularly weighing the value of those purposes, modifying 

them when that makes sense, and continuously developing more effective and efficient 

ways of accomplishing those purposes. (p. 63)  

This shift from the original intention of public education establishes the need for educational 

leaders to provide the structures and opportunities that support not only the academic and 

emotional needs of the students, but that of professional growth of teachers as well (Griffith, 

2020).  In a study focused on examining the variation of responses to government restructuring 

policies and the status of the conditions related to organizational learning: school vision, culture, 

structure, strategies, and resources, Leithwood, Jantzi, and Steinbach (1995) identified three 

factors as “being likely to influence learning directly and indirectly: history, environment and 

leadership” (p. 235). The findings of their study clearly targeted leadership as playing an 

important role in turning a school into a learning organization. 
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Evolving Role of Educational Leadership  

One key role that educational leaders play in establishing schools as learning 

organizations is through the selection and support of the professional learning experiences of the 

principals and teachers they serve. Often school leaders divide their time between various 

responsibilities including student achievement, instructional practice, community engagement, 

supporting changes in the building, utilizing human capital effectively, discipline, school safety, 

professional learning, and other various tasks or practices daily.  Currently, the role of 

educational leaders hinges heavily on compliance, teacher evaluation, and student achievement 

(Nolan & Hoover, 2011).  With the number of varied responsibilities dependent on educational 

leaders, prioritization of tasks is paramount (Hall & Simeral, 2008).  

Decisions made by educational leaders at the division level regarding everything from 

instruction to safety measures and report deadlines also designate the workflow of principals and 

ultimately the teachers and students.  In a study examining the role of school principals, 

Leithwood et al (1995) found that “school principals are significantly influenced by district-level 

decision making” (p. 250).  In an article outlining the role of principals in supporting a school 

culture, Senge et al (2000) quoted a former superintendent who suggested that the ‘most critical 

role’ of leaders at the division level “is to support learning about learning, especially among 

principals-- who will then do the same among teachers in their schools” (p. 431).  Additionally, a 

related study of the impact of a statewide professional learning initiative across three school 

districts in the state of New Jersey, completed by Firestone, Mangin, Martinez, and Polovsky 

(2005), revealed that the decisions and actions of district leaders had a profound impact on 

professional learning offerings for teachers within each district.  The researchers clearly stated in 

their findings “districts are the primary designers and deliverers of formal learning opportunities 

for teachers” (Firestone et al., 2005, p. 416).  

Ultimately, division-level decisions of educational leaders greatly impact the “day-to-day 

cultures of schools, districts, and the larger system,” especially when it comes to the professional 

learning (Fullan, Hord, & von Frank, 2015, p. 5). In short, principals will follow the lead of the 

educational leaders at the central office level to guide decision-making in the school buildings 

they serve.  For expectations to be clear and understood, division leaders must model them.  

“What we expect of principals as they supervise the teachers in their schools should be our 
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expectation for all district leaders - they supportively and positively guide and monitor 

everyone’s progress toward accomplishing the goals…” (Knight, 2011, p. 12). 

Role of the Principal 

In a recent article, Aas (2017) maintained that it is the responsibility of school building 

leaders to lead and help teachers to translate professional learning in practice.  This is a difficult 

task because many traditional principals’ training programs were not developed to include 

learning around supporting professional development, but rather a managerial approach to 

building leadership.  As ‘learning leaders’ (Dempster et al., 2011) or ‘first learners’ (Knight, 

2011, p. 75), principals set the tone for everything from instructional practice to the culture of the 

school, including the attitudes and practices around professional learning.  As mentioned earlier, 

schools have been shifting toward organizational learning, which, according to Fiol and Lyles 

(1985), requires ‘four contextual factors’ that impact the likelihood that learning can occur 

within the organization: “...culture conducive to learning, strategy that allows flexibility, an 

organizational structure that allow both innovativeness and new insights, and the environment” 

(p. 804).  To this end, Dempster et al. (2011) suggested that being a learning leader is not about 

gathering knowledge; instead, to work toward metacognition and the practice of making sense of 

what is known.  In accordance with this type of leadership, Price (2012) indicated that 

“principals are central figures in schools whose actions directly shape their school’s climate” and 

punctuates the responsibility of principals to build a learning culture within their school (p. 40). 

In one study by Leithwood et al. (1995), culture, structure, and strategy were all frequently cited 

by teachers as having the highest impact on outcomes of organizational learning. The authors 

summarized a portion of their study with the finding that “among school conditions, culture 

appears to be the dominant influence in collective learning” (1995, p. 243).   

In recent years, principals have grappled with an increase in pressure around facilitating 

change management and managing the building, while simultaneously pushing to increase 

student performance and keeping instruction at the forefront of their day (Abrahamsen & Aas, 

2015; Fredericks & Brown, 1993; Hallinger, 2011; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood & 

Seashore-Louis, 2011; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinback, 2006). In fact, according to several 

researchers, building leaders are an ‘important resource’ for learning communities (Stoll, Bolam, 

McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006) and should focus on improving student outcomes while 

acting as leaders of learning or at least participating in learning experiences alongside their 
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teachers (Bush, 2009; Robinson, Hohepa, & Lloyd, 2009).  On a national level, the Professional 

Standards for Educational Leaders (PSELs), which outline the role and responsibilities of 

building principals, include building the “professional capacity of school personnel” and 

fostering a “professional community for teachers and staff” (2015, p. 14-15). Each of these 

standards support the establishment and maintenance of a positive culture in a school building 

and provide the backbone for the evaluation standards of building level principals (National 

Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015).  

The role of the building principal is multidimensional and requires the ability to create a 

balance within the dynamics of the school.  Sergiovanni (2007) described the main role of the 

principal as “transforming the school from being an organization of technical functions in pursuit 

of objective outcomes into an institution” (p. 21).  He later defined institutions as “adaptive 

enterprises that exist not only to get a particular job done but as entities in and of themselves” (p 

21). He noted, “the art of balancing the four competing sources of authority [bureaucratic, 

personal, professional, and moral] in such a way that moral and professional authority flourish 

without neglecting bureaucratic and personal authority” (p. 27).  Balancing these sources of 

authority in a school building is central to the role of the principal. Malone and Caddell (2000) 

recognized the demands on the building principal, acknowledging that the principal is “expected 

to be a manager, instructional leader, motivator, lay psychologist, and public relations expert” (p. 

162).  Principals should serve in the role of providing the direction for the school and 

coordinating the support for the professional learning that happens within their school. As noted 

by Lipton (1993) “a crucial function of school leaders who hope to bring about significant school 

reform is to improve and support group problem solving” (p. 13).  In addition, a more recently 

published review of research completed by Higgins, Cordingley, Greany, and Coe (2014) 

indicated that ‘effective leaders’ are deeply involved in the learning alongside the teachers with 

whom they work.  To lead in such a way  

requires flexibility of thinking which brings a broader range of perspectives to problem 

interpretation. Flexible school administrators will be most effective in promoting 

collaborative problem-solving opportunities if they actively seek varied interpretations, 

while being explicit in their own interpretations; and by placing specific problems within 

the larger context of the whole school and its overall direction (Lipton, 1993, p. 13).   

This emphasis on principals as lead learners is echoed by Knight (2011). Put simply, “if we want 

students to be learners, then teachers need to be learners...if we want teachers to be learners, then 
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principals need to be learners” (Knight, 2011, p. 76). The role of principals includes modeling an 

openness to and an emphasis on learning. 

Professional Development and Professional Learning 

The practice of continuous learning is critical to maintain effectiveness in the ever-

changing climate of education. In a study of more than 300 teachers examining experiences with 

professional development, interviews with teachers regarding their experience of traditional 

professional development uncovered that teachers: (a) had low expectations for professional 

development; (b) did not find that professional development met their needs; (c) complained that 

professional developers often failed to recognize the expertise that teachers already had; and (d) 

rarely implemented what they heard about in workshops (Knight, 2019, p. 4). Furthermore, 

Showers and Joyce (2002) found that fewer than 5% of teachers understand or implement new 

strategies or skills presented to them during professional development sessions, even when given 

the opportunity to practice the skill (Johnson, 2016; Joyce and Showers, 2002). 

Though these results may not be surprising to those employed by school divisions across 

America, it is important to note that “the distinction between professional learning and 

professional development is more than semantics” (Sawyer & Stukey, 2019). Traditional 

professional development is defined by Stewart (2014) as passive, intermittent and dependent on 

individual teachers to implement into their practices. In contrast to the tenets of professional 

development, Stewart (2014) defined professional learning as “active learning that allows for 

teachers to focus on specific needs within their classroom” and noted that these types of learning 

experiences have been found to improve teaching practices (p. 28). Along the same lines, Fraser, 

Kennedy, Reid, and Mckinney (2007) defined professional learning as a collaborative process 

“that, whether intuitive or deliberate, individual or social, result in specific changes in the 

professional knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs or actions of teachers” (p. 157). Additionally, 

Knight suggested that there is a specific difference between professional development and 

professional learning, explaining in a recent conversation that professional development can be 

delineated as a transfer of knowledge or information whereas professional learning involves the 

practice of the skills learned, or praxis (J. Knight, personal communication, June 23, 2020). In 

essence, the movement from professional development to professional learning is imperative in 

developing and delivering effective learning experiences for teachers (Fraser et al., 2007; 

Stewart, 2014). As acknowledged by Knight (2019),  
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supporting teachers in their implementation of evidence-based practices is much more 

complex than simply holding a workshop and expecting teachers to implement certain 

practices…. professional development has to position teachers as partners, and be job-

embedded, explicit, and adaptive (p. 115).  

Though there are established nuances between professional development and professional 

learning, there are also levels of quality in professional learning to decipher as well. Wei, 

Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, and Orphanos (2009) “define ‘high quality’ or 

‘effective’ professional development as that which results in improvements in teachers’ 

knowledge and instructional practice, as well as improved student learning outcomes” (p. 3).  As 

outlined previously in this paper, principals are responsible for the professional development as 

well as the professional learning of teachers, which directly impacts the perception of support 

and the retention of teachers, and ultimately, student achievement.  Noted by Urick (2016), 

“teachers who view principals as building a positive climate for them through core leadership 

behaviors, communication of a mission, shared decisions, supportive professional development, 

a sense of teacher community, and public relations with the broader community, feel more 

empowered and committed in their position” (p. 435).  

When it comes to improving student achievement through professional development, 

Knight (2019) wrote in a recent article, “When teachers start with a student-focused goal, based 

on a clear picture of reality, they are often more motivated to hit the goal, and the goal provides 

an objective standard for assessing effective implementation” (p. 111). One critical action of 

principals in advancing the growth of instructional practice is supporting the implementation of 

skills and practices acquired through professional development experiences, or “translating 

research into practice” (Knight, 2019, p. 101). This is the precursor to professional learning.  To 

circumvent this challenge, “learning opportunities should be aligned to broader initiatives and 

goals within programs and states that allow connections from research to practice with feedback 

and reflection” (Stewart, 2014, p. 31). To achieve the tenets of professional learning described by 

Knight and ensure that the learning impacts student achievement, follow up support should be 

embedded in the learning plan for teachers and scaffolded implementation of the targeted 

knowledge and skills. 
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Andragogy 

To provide learning experiences around instructional practices that support 

implementation in the classroom, school leaders should align professional learning with the 

tenants of adult learning theory, or andragogy. Andragogy supports the needs of adults to have 

such things as 1) an understanding of why they are learning something, 2) the ability to build on 

previous experience, 3) an opportunity to identify their readiness to learn, 4) an 

acknowledgement of their orientation to learning, 5) motivation for learning, and 6) self-concept 

(Knowles, 1973). Recent studies echoed the importance of considering the needs of adult 

learners in planning effective professional learning. These studies postulate that in order for 

professional learning to be impactful, it must:  1) be focused on a specific content or practice, 2) 

include active learning, 3) employ job-embedded collaboration, 4) align to the participants’ 

professional goals, 5) incorporate coaching expert support, 6) include iterative opportunities for 

feedback and reflection, and 7) be sustained in duration (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & Gardner, 

2017; Desimone & Pak, 2017; Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, & Birman, 2002; Sawyer & 

Stukey, 2019).  

Reflective Practice 

One interesting component of adult learning is the presence of intentional reflection 

opportunities. This brings forth the consideration that for effective learning to occur, the skill of 

reflection must be developed (Dempster et al., 2011). When discussing the importance of 

reflection in effective professional learning, it is critical to understand what reflection is and how 

it is defined.  In her study of structured reflection, Lipton (1993) defined reflection “as the 

reconstruction of experience which involves recasting the situation as a result of clarifying 

questions, reconsidering assumptions, and generating a wider range of alternative responses or 

actions” (p. 2). Another study of reflective practice completed by Michael Fullan (2011) 

acknowledged the fact that reflective practice ensures job-embedded professional learning.  In 

the article, he explained that leaders begin with examining what is working in practice and turn 

to theory or research to improve the practice or other factors (Fullan, 2011).  This supports the 

idea of Dempster et al. (2011) in which reflection is defined as being more than learning new 

information or skills, but spending time considering the information and how it relates to existing 

knowledge.  
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Killion and Todnem (1991) first noted three types of reflection: reflection-in-action, 

reflection-on-action, and reflection-for-action (p. 15).  Reagan (1993) defined the three, 

explaining 

As the terms suggest, reflection-in-action takes place during an activity, such as 

instructing a lesson, and reflection-on-action occurs following a given event. Reflection-

for-action, though, is when "[w]e undertake reflection, not so much to revisit the past or 

to become aware of the metacognitive process one is experiencing (both noble reasons in 

themselves), but to guide future action (the more practical purpose)" (p.190). 

Knight (2011) adhered to a similar understanding of reflection but referred to the three types of 

reflection as: “looking back, looking at, and looking ahead” (p. 37). The practice of reflection is 

described as an interactive, cyclical process that requires educators to identify challenges, utilize 

previous experiences to draw determine a course of action, test the course of action, and examine 

the outcomes of the action steps to determine if the action was successful (Grimmett & Erickson, 

1988; Knight, 2017; Schon, 1983).  This cyclical process of reflection aligns to the Plan Do 

Study Act (PDSA) cycle and model of improvement developed by Walter Shewhart (1939) and 

Edward Deming (1986), shown in Figure 1 (Moen & Norman, 2010, p. 27).   

Figure 2 

PDSA Cycle and Model for Improvement 1991, 19941 

 

 
1 From “Circling Back: Clearing up myths about the Deming cycle and seeing how it keeps evolving,” by R. Moen and C. Norman, 

2010, Quality Progress, 43(11), p.22-28. 2010 by ASQ. Reprinted with permission. 
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Originally designed as means of quality control in business, specifically in the field of 

engineering, the Deming Model was initially the process introduced through the leadership 

practice of total quality management (TQM) developed by Deming (Marion & Gonzales, 2014). 

The purpose for the Deming Model was to ensure continuous improvement, even if systems were 

working effectively (Marion & Gonzales, 2014).  The iterative processes of this model outlined 

by Moen and Norman (2009) indicate the practice of reflection as an ongoing component of 

improvement.   

In his meta-analysis of more than 800 studies on effective instructional practices, Hattie 

(2009) identified goal setting and reflection as an integral component of learning that has a high 

effect size for learning.  In conjunction with the effectiveness of reflective practice in 

professional learning, Aras (2017) also emphasized the value of metacognition in professional 

growth. Bullough and Gitlin (as cited in Durcharme & Durcharme) found that a “good teacher” 

utilizes reflection as a tool for exploring his or her own thinking and practice with the goal of 

improving his or her craft (1996, p. 83).  

While reflection and goal setting have been shown to increase learning experiences in the 

studies discussed earlier, Roberts (2013) noted that all too often, taking time to reflect on 

learning is seen as something outside of learning and an act to initiate outside of practice, only if 

time permits.  The common link among this and previously mentioned studies emphasizes the 

critical need for reflection opportunities to be embedded within professional learning 

experiences. By the accounts of Aras, (2017), Bullough and Gitlin (1996), Hattie (2009), and 

Roberts (2013), reflection is a critical component to professional growth and is frequently 

missing in traditional forms of professional development.  

Autonomy 

In addition to practicing reflection as a means of continued professional growth, another 

key component to professional learning is autonomy (Davenport, 2005; Knight, 2019). The 

concept of adult learning theory that focused on affording adults to the opportunity to have a 

degree of control over what and how they are learning builds on what Deci and Ryan (2000) 

termed, self-determination theory, which they frame as people having 3 innate human needs: 1) 

competence, 2) autonomy, and 3) relatedness.  Self-determination theory (SDT) ascribes to the 

concept that people are most motivated when they feel competent, have control over their lives, 

and are engaged in positive relationships.  Dyer and Fontaine (1995) supported the concept of 
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autonomy as crucial to professional learning along with “independence, self-determinism, 

collaboration, and mutual trust” (p. 29).  The authors stated that “personal professional growth is 

not defined, imposed, demanded or actualized through external authority" (Dyer & Fontaine, 

1995, p. 29). Aligned to Malcom Knowles’ (1984) adult learning theory and the work of Darling-

Hammond et al. (2017) which postulated that adults are learners who are self-directed and 

motivated to learn based on the relevance of the learning to their own experiences and current 

needs, Knight’s definition of autonomy does not suggest that teachers have ‘wild free choice’ 

about professional learning. Rather, he suggested that autonomy is the opportunity for 

empowering teachers to analyze their own practice, set their own goals, adapt their own teaching 

strategies, monitor their own progress, and determine whether the learning goal has been met 

(Knight, 2019). 

The concept of autonomy is not a concept solely belonging to education.  Daniel Pink 

(2009) acknowledged that in any situation having a “sense of autonomy has a powerful effect on 

individual performance and attitude” (p. 88). Pink notes that “according to a cluster of recent 

behavioral science studies, autonomous motivation promotes greater conceptual understanding, 

better grades, enhanced persistence at school and in sporting activities, higher productivity, less 

burnout, and greater levels of psychological well-being” (p. 89). Intentional inclusion of 

autonomy within professional learning supports teachers by ensuring that learning is relevant to 

their individual needs and has proven to be critical to motivating professionals (Knight, 2019).   

Instructional Coaching 

One vehicle of professional learning that assists in the improvement of school culture and 

the support of growth in instructional practices is instructional coaching (Guiney, 2001; Neufeld 

& Roper, 2003).  "Coaching develops positive interpersonal relationships which are the energy 

sources for adaptive school cultures and productive organizations" (Costa & Garmston, 1994, 

p.8). In addition to embedding reflection and a consistent practice of goal setting into job-

embedded professional development, instructional coaching simultaneously supports "cohesive 

school cultures where norms of experimentation and open, honest communication enable 

everyone to work together in healthy, respectful ways" (p. 8). Costa and Garmston (1994) noted 

that "human beings operate with a rich variety of cultural, personal, and cognitive style 

differences, which can be resources for learning" (p.8).  The adaptability of instructional 

coaching and its fundamental focus on building relationships with teachers and meeting 
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professional growth needs on an individual basis, also contributes to the development of school 

culture. Costa and Garmston described skilled instructional coach as being able to 

understand the diverse stages [of intellectual, social, moral, and ego] in which each staff 

member is currently operating; to assist people in understanding their own and others' 

differences and stages of development; to accept staff members at their present moral, 

social, cognitive and ego state; and to act in a nonjudgmental manner" (p. 7).  

The ability to meet individuals at their level of readiness for learning is at the heart of 

instructional coaching (p. 21). Well-trained and experienced instructional coaches can “...convey 

a valued colleague from where he or she is where he or she wants to be” (p. 2).  This ability 

combined with empowering teachers to choose their learning path provides the autonomy 

required for learning to occur within adults.  Seeking to understand the experiences and needs of 

teachers allows the coach to tailor support to the individuals with whom he or she works. When 

implemented appropriately by a skilled coach, instructional coaching is helpful in celebrating 

diversity within a school building. "Coaching develops positive interpersonal relationships which 

are the energy sources for adaptive school cultures and productive organizations" (Costa & 

Garmston, 2002, p. 25). 

Not only does coaching build culture, facilitate the improvement of instructional practice, 

and support, value, and honor the diversity within a school by nature, it can positively impact the 

likelihood that learning will become praxis when included in professional learning. One study by 

Costa and Garmston (1994) focused on the impact of instructional coaching in professional 

learning, included a portion of professional development in which teachers were taught to use 

instructional practice and then provided instructional coaching to support the implementation of 

the practice. The findings of the study indicated that “when staff development includes coaching 

in the training design, the level of application increases to 90 percent. With periodic review of 

both the teaching model and the coaching skills and with continued coaching classroom 

application of innovations remains at the 90 percent level" (p. 7).  

Another study by Knight and Cornett (2017) found that teachers were more likely to 

utilize strategies introduced during the workshop when participating in follow up support from 

an instructional coach when compared to teachers who did not work with a coach.  The teachers 

in the study who worked with an instructional coach following the professional development 

were observed by the researchers and were described as teaching the strategy with greater 

fidelity.  The teachers interviewed reported that they were more likely to continue to use the unit 
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organizer and indicated that they were likely to use the unit organizer in the future, as compared 

to teachers in the same study who did not work with an instructional coach.  Though stated 

differently, results of the study completed by Knight and Cornett align with the findings of an 

earlier study conducted by Showers and Joyce (1996).  Showers and Joyce conducted a similar 

study in which they found that because of the structure of traditional professional development, 

“as few as 10 percent of the participants implemented what they had learned” during teacher 

observations following professional learning around strategies for teaching and curriculum 

resources (p. 12).  After the study, the researchers noted in the results that "coaching helped 

nearly all the teachers implement new teaching strategies” and that “teachers introduced to the 

new models could coach one another, provided that the teachers continue to receive periodic 

follow-up in training settings” (p. 14). When initiating professional development, Desimone and 

Pak (2017) maintained that “one of the great strengths of instructional coaching is that it reflects 

foundational ideas about what makes teacher learning effective” (p. 4). This closes the gap 

between professional development and professional learning as defined earlier. 

When teachers grow professionally, student performance follows suit.  Instructional 

coaching is important to student achievement as indicated by Kraft et al. (2018). In a recent 

meta-analysis of research regarding instructional coaching, Kraft et al. (2018) found that ‘critical 

features’ of effective professional learning programs including “job-embedded practice, intense 

and sustained durations, a focus on discrete skill sets, and active-learning” are foundational to 

instructional coaching practices and associated with “improvements in both teachers’ 

instructional practice and students’ academic achievement” (p. 3).  These findings impress the 

value of implementing new learning while engaging in professional practice.  

When studying the impact of instructional coaches, Knight (1999) identified the approach 

of the traditional professional developers as a potential ‘barrier’ to implementation which 

indicated that the format of the traditional professional development was not conducive to 

classroom impact. The participants in the study were members of two professional workshops 

focused on the appropriate use of a specific instructional strategy.  One workshop was structured 

around the partnership principles that guide instructional coaching: equality, choice, voice, 

reflection, praxis, and reciprocity.  The other was organized around a traditional approach to 

implementing the instructional strategy with fidelity. The findings indicated that participants 

were more engaged in the workshop utilizing instructional coaching.  Participants in the 

workshop that utilized instructional coaching support acknowledged that they were more likely 
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to implement the instructional strategy than the participants of the traditional professional 

development focused on implementation fidelity. In fact, the teachers in this workshop indicated 

that they would likely implement new instructional practices in the future (Knight, 1999). 

Summarizing the study in a later article, Knight (2009) suggested that “teachers will implement 

proven practices with a high degree of quality if skilled instructional coaches support teachers 

following the one-time workshop” (p. 16). This is supported by additional authors and studies 

indicating that trained instructional coaches’ partner with teachers to build capacity through 

reflection, and support professional growth in the moment (Knight, 2019; Teemant, 2013).   

Instructional Coaches and Professional Learning  

Knight (2004) submitted that “an instructional coach’s main task is to help teachers see 

how research-validated practices offer useful solutions to the problems teachers face” (p. 33).  In 

tandem with this claim, Coburn and Woulfin (2012) outlined the role of instructional coaches 

proposing that “coaches…provide on-site professional development to assist teachers in making 

changes in their practice in the direction of the policy” (p. 5).  Additionally, Thomas, Knight, 

Harris, and Hoffman (2022) describe instructional coaches as “the key improvement specialists 

in the building” (p. 19).  Working with a highly trained instructional coach includes a process of 

goal-setting that begins with the analysis of the needs of students, setting goals for students to 

achieve, putting effective instructional practices in play, and reflecting to see if the goal has been 

met, while receiving support from the coach throughout the process until the goal is met (Costa 

& Garmston, 2002; Knight, 2019; Sweeney & Mausback, 2018).  One researcher, Moody (2019), 

simplified the role by explaining that for instructional coaching to be effective, it must be 

“individualized, intensive, sustained, context-specific, and focused” (p. 31).  

The responsiveness of skilled coaches is directly connected to the growth of teaching 

practices through professional learning - largely in part due to the alignment of instructional 

coaching to the needs of adult learners.  Through coaching experiences, teachers receive the 

targeted support they need to implement their learning into the classroom.  While coaching is 

different from mentoring in that mentors are associated with early career teachers (Fessler & 

Christensen, 1992; Hargreaves, 2005; Huberman, 1993), instructional coaching provides support 

in professional growth that is aligned to learning experiences that experienced teachers prefer.  

Unlike mentoring, instructional coaching flexibly supports teachers at any stage of their 
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professional career cycle (Fessler & Christensen, 1992). In a study examining the self-identified 

needs of experienced teachers, Bressman, Winter, and Efron (2018), wrote that 

teachers, specifically experienced teachers, were interested in professional learning 

experiences in which they were able to: continuously learn and grow under a mentor’s 

guidance, experiment with creative solutions to problems within a safe and supportive 

environment and become stronger and more intentional in their teaching (p.164).  

To maximize the impact of instructional coaching as a vehicle for professional learning, 

instructional coaches’ function in a non-evaluative relationship. "Eliminating appraisal of 

performance allows both the instructional coach and teacher to have open dialogue and 

reflection regarding instructional practices." (Johnson, 2016). 

Reinforcing the value of instructional coaching in the practice of professional 

development, Uzat (1998) acknowledged coaching as it relates to professional development.  She 

claimed, “coaching is viewed as having a positive impact on the implementation of skills 

acquired in training settings and general, continuous professional development” (Abstract, para 

1).  The value of instructional coaching is worth considering as billions of dollars are spent on 

professional development each year (Jacob & McGovern, 2015; Knight, 2012). Often 

professional development sessions scheduled by educational leaders and principal focus on 

training for the fidelity of the implementation of an instructional practice or program, not 

necessarily the implementation of the learning into the classroom (Knight, 2020).   

An article written by David Knight (2012) suggested that effective methods of 

professional development, such as instructional coaching, are often cost prohibitive and are 

eliminated from professional development options for teachers in schools.  The author also stated 

that ‘few studies’ have examined or compared the cost of various approaches to professional 

development (p. 53).  With respect to the effectiveness of traditional professional development as 

compared to instructional coaching, Knight determined that instructional coaching would need to 

be at least 6.5 to 12.5 times as effective as professional development to be considered cost 

effective. According to studies quoted by Knight, instructional coaching was found to be 

upwards of 9.5 times more effective than traditional professional development in small scale 

studies (p. 75). He notes that even though the initial years of utilizing instructional coaches were 

more costly than subsequent years due to front-end training of the coaching staff, instructional 

coaching can be a cost-effective, long-term solution for professional learning (2012). 
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Coaching Cycles 

Coaches partner with teachers in reflective practice through iterative coaching cycles 

(Aguilar, 2013; Knight, 2007, 2019; Sweeney, 2018; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 

2020).  While there are nuances and variations in the structure of these cycles outlined by each of 

the authors studied, all cycles researched for this review included a similar process to the 

Shewhart Cycle (Shewhart, 1939), later known as the Deming Model or as it more recently been 

named, Plan Do Study Act (PDSA) discussed earlier (Deming, 1986; Moen & Norman, 2010). 

The iterative coaching cycles used by instructional coaches are intent on the same purpose of the 

Deming Model and the PDSA Model with the goal of continual improvement (Moen & Norman, 

2010).  

When partnering with teachers, instructional coaches guide teachers through a process of 

analyzing their current reality, focusing on an existing challenge, identifying a possible solution 

to the challenge identified, planning for the implementation of the solution selected, monitoring 

the plan, and reflecting on whether the initial goal was met (Aguilar, 2013; Knight, 2007, 2017, 

2019; Sweeney, 2018; Tschannen-Moran & Tschannen-Moran, 2020).  Throughout this process, 

instructional coaches employ conversation skills and reflective practice strategies that guide 

practitioners to determine their own areas of growth, personal learning needs, and in turn learn 

alongside the teachers they support Aguilar, 2013; Blase & Blase, 1999; Desimone & Pak, 2017; 

Drago-Severson, 2012; Latham, 2014).  Though there is a partnership established in a coaching 

relationship, the teacher is viewed as the ‘reflective decision maker’ (Colton & Sparks-Langer, 

1993, p. 45). Trained coaches also have skills that enable them to “respond to the context in 

which coaching occurs, shaping what they do based on students’ needs, teachers’ insights, and 

other important factors” (Knight, 2019, p. 108).  An important responsibility of instructional 

coaches is possessing the ability to individualize professional learning for teachers because the 

learning that a coach support is “co-constructed by each coach and teacher” (Knight, 2019, p. 

108).   

Instructional coaches dedicate large amounts of time working directly with teachers in 

coaching cycles and other types of coaching support. To determine how instructional coaches 

were spending their time and to examine the impact instructional coaching had on student 

achievement, Deussen, Coksi, Robinson, and Autio (2007) distributed a survey and interviewed 

instructional coaches working in Reading First schools within Alaska, Arizona, Montana, 
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Washington, and Wyoming in the spring of 2006. In the study of 190 instructional coaches 

across the country, Deussen et al. (2007) examined how instructional coaches were used and 

found that of the instructional coaches responding to the survey, only 26 percent of their time 

was spent coaching teachers (p. 10). Deussen et al. determined that at least one state held 

expectations that “coaches should spend 60-80 percent of their time working directly with 

teachers” (p. 3).  As far as coaching cycles are concerned, recent studies investigating the impact 

of instructional coaching conducted by Knight (2020) implied that instructional coaches should 

spend 60-70 percent of their time working with teachers in coaching cycles to have an impact on 

students. 

Roles of the Instructional Coach 

As explained by Desimone and Pak (2017), “coaching is a multifaceted endeavor that has 

taken hold in schools across the country as a mechanism for new teacher induction, ongoing 

teacher learning, assisting in implementation of new initiatives, and most recently, in helping 

teachers understand and adapt their instruction to new state content standards” (p. 4).  Mentioned 

earlier, flexibility is found to be fundamental in the practice of an instructional coach.  In a study 

examining the roles and considerations of instructional coaches in Malaysian schools, 

researchers found that coaches essentially served in the roles of implementer, educator, and 

advocate throughout the coaching cycles, and would often ‘role-shift’ according to perceived or 

voiced needs of the teacher(s) with whom they worked (Kho et al., 2019).  This concept of role 

shifting aligned to the three basic tiers of coaching practice: 1) directive coaching, which 

positions the coach as the ‘expert’ responding to a felt need for training or implementation 

support focused on fidelity to skills and/or practices, 2) collaborative or dialogical coaching, 

positioning the coach as learning partner who collaborates with the teacher to find learning 

something new, and 3) facilitative coaching in which the coach functions as a reflective partner, 

guiding the teacher(s) through metacognitive conversations (Aguilar, 2013; Knight, 2107, 2020; 

Moody, 2019).   

Across these three tiers of coaching, instructional coaches participate in, or guide 

activities driven by a goal set by the teacher(s) with whom they partner (Knight, 2007, 2019, 

2020).  Activities completed while working in these tiers included, but are not limited to: 

modeling, observations, giving feedback using specifically designed tools, elbow teaching, 

lesson and unit planning support, on-the-spot coaching, field trips to see practice in action, 
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sharing research, looking at student and teacher data, visualization and guided imagery, role-

playing, reflection on recorded lessons, surveys, positive self-talk using positive psychology, 

writing and journaling, exploring metaphors, and storytelling to gain perspective (Van 

Nieuwerburgh & Love, 2019; see also Aguilar, 2013).  Depending on the needs of the teachers 

with whom a coach is working, he or she may need to flexibly shift between these tiers. As one 

study of 190 instructional coaches completed by Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest 

concluded, "In practice, the same coach often used both directive and reflective approaches, 

depending on the situation" (Deussen et al., 2017, p. 20). 

A conceptual explanation of how coaching actions, outcomes, and activities support 

improvement in the areas of skills, processes, development is illustrated in Figure 3, which 

shows a Multidisciplinary Framework of Instructional Coaching developed by Kurz et al. (2017).  

Figure 3 

Multidisciplinary Framework of Instructional Coaching2  

 

Within each of these actions, outcomes, and scopes, district-level and school-based instructional 

coaches can assume any combination of ten different lenses within a coaching relationship.  

 
2 From “A Multidisciplinary Framework of Instructional Coaching ,” by A. Kurz, L. Reddy, and T. Glover, 2017, Theory into Practice, 

56(1), p.66-77. 2010 by ASQ. Reprinted with permission. 
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These lenses include resource provider, data coach, instructional specialist, curriculum specialist, 

classroom supporter, learning facilitator, mentor, school leader, catalyst for change, and learner 

(Killion & Harrison, 2018).  

Due to the collaborative nature of instructional coaching, professional growth, strong 

professional relationships, and increased student performance are common outcomes of 

instructional coaching. Highly trained instructional coaches afford teachers the ability to have 

control over their professional learning experiences, have their competence valued, and find 

connections to their work. According to Knight (2019), a critical component to successful 

instructional coaching is autonomy, which leads to the empowerment of teachers to develop 

professionally in their instructional practice. This notion of autonomy feeds into the motivation 

of adult learners (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dyer & Fontaine, 1995).  In addition to supporting student 

growth within a school, instructional coaches have also been found to have a correlation to 

teacher retention. In one instance, De Jong and Campoli (2018) studied curricular coaches across 

several urban schools to determine their impact on the retention of early-career elementary 

teachers.  The study found that “the presence of a curricular coach was associated with 

substantial reduction in early-career teacher turnover” (De Jong & Campoli, 2018). It is 

important to note that in addition to strong relationships with teachers, successful coaches also 

harbor a strong, positive relationship with the building principal (Aguilar, 2013; Hall & Simeral, 

2008; Knight, 2011; Sweeney, 2018). 

Approaches to Coaching  

When implementing instructional coaching in a school building, there are several 

approaches that may be employed: peer coaching, cognitive coaching, technical coaching, 

problem-solving coaching, and reform coaching (American Institutes of Research, 2005; Denton 

& Hasbrouck, 2009; Deussen et al., 2007; Kurz et al., 2017; Marsh et al., 2008; Neufield & 

Roper, 2003).  These coaching approaches can be categorized or grouped based on the ultimate 

outcomes and fall into two main branches.  Technical coaching, and peer coaching or team 

coaching, comprise the first branch of coaching approaches which are described as being focused 

“on innovations in curriculum and instruction” and are “designed to improve teacher’s skills and 

increase the fidelity of implementation” (Kurz et al., 2017, p. 67).  The second branch which 

encompasses the approaches of cognitive coaching and problem-solving coaching with the 

intended outcome of promoting self-directed reflection on and thus improvement in instructional 
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practice (Kurz et al., 2017; Showers & Joyce, 1996).  The remaining coaching approach, reform 

coaching, intended to “bring about schoolwide improvement” pulls from both branches in that it 

develops skills and problem-solving abilities in instructional practice (Kurz et al., 2017, p. 68).  

Each approach to coaching identified in the work of Costa and Garmston (2002), Glover et al. 

(2015), Denton and Hasbrouck (2009), Kurz et al., (2017), and Poglinco et al. (2003) is further 

described and in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Five Typical Coaching Approaches 

Coaching Approach Purpose  Key Elements 

Technical Coaching  improve teachers’ skills and 

increase the fidelity of 

implementation of 

instructional programs or 

interventions 

modeling, teacher practice, 

and observation with 

feedback; guidance of 

teachers through the process 

Peer Coaching  enhance staff development 

and offer support for teachers 

in implementing strategies 

schoolwide 

collective ownership of the 

change process; mutual 

support and development of 

goals, plans and materials; 

exchange of roles; provision 

of opportunities to learn in 

collaboration with peers 

Cognitive Coaching promote reflective, self-

directed teacher practice 

mediating teachers’ 

metacognition; conversations 

to prepare; reflection on 

experiences; problem-solving 

to find forward direction  

Problem-solving Coaching  identify and address concerns 

with student performance; 

apply a collaborative 

problem-solving approach 

support for data-based 

identification of students’ 

needs, goal setting, 

instructional planning, and 

progress monitoring 

Reform Coaching  bring about schoolwide 

improvement 

support for teacher and 

principal participation in 

school leadership; shared 

decision making, time 

management, and classroom 

observations with feedback 

Adapted from Costa, A.L., and Garmston, R.J. (2002). Cognitive Coaching: A foundation for renaissance schools, 

2nd Edition.  Norwood, Mass.: Christopher Gordon Publishing. Glover, T. A., Ihlo, T., Martin, S.D., Howell Smith, 

M.C., Wu, C., McCormick, C. & Bovaird, J. A. (2015, February). Professional development with coaching in RTI 

reading: A randomized study. Paper presented at the meeting of the National Association of School Psychologists, 

Orlando, FL. Denton, C., and Hasbrouck, J. (2009). A description of instructional coaching and its relationship to 

consultation. Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 19, 150-190. Kurz, A., Reddy, L. A., & 

Glover, T.A. (2017) A Multidisciplinary Framework of Instructional Coaching, Theory into Practice, 56:1, 66-77, 

doi: 10.1080/00405841.2016.1260404; Poglinco, S.M, Bach, A.J., Hovde, K., Rosenblum, S., Saunders, M., & 

Supovitz, J.A. (2003). The heart of the matter: The coaching model in America’s Choice Schools. Philadelphia, PA: 

University of Pennsylvania, Consortium for Policy Research in Education. Retrieved from 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED498335.pdf 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED498335.pdf
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Skills and Practices of an Instructional Coach 

Regardless of the role of the coach or the approach to instructional coaching that is 

utilized, successful coaches have specific characteristics and skills that enable them to effectively 

impact the professional growth of teachers.  Instructional coaches need to be “disciplined, 

organized, and professional” and must also “be flexible, likeable, good listeners with great 

people skills, and committed to learning” (Knight, 2004, p. 35).  Gavriel and Keynes (2014) 

insisted that effective coaches “need to be skilled listeners and questioners” and that “they must 

be empathetic, understanding and open-minded without becoming overly emotionally involved” 

(p. 168). Kurz et al. (2017) added that “coaches utilize communication skills such as 

paraphrasing, probing for specificity, and open-ended inquiry to guide their interaction with 

teachers” (p. 67). Though they acknowledged that coaching is “a complex craft”, Van 

Nieuwerburgh and Love (2019) suggested that “at its core, coaching is based on a set of 

relatively straightforward and easily learned skills” (p. 1).   

One of the most important skills is that coaches must be able to quickly build trust with 

the teachers they coach, as this is the basis of any successful relationship. Results from “The 

Great Coach Study”, which examined the traits and practices of effective coaches, indicated that 

“the best coaching happens when teachers trust coaches” (Knight, 2016, p.188).  According to 

Knight (2016, p.189), Megan Tschannen-Moran (2014) defined trust as having ‘five facets’: (a) 

benevolence, “the confidence that one’s well-being or something one cares about will not be 

harmed by the person in whom one has placed one’s trust” (p. 21-22); (b) honesty, the belief that 

”the statements [someone] makes are truthful and conform to ‘what really happened’” (p. 25); (c) 

openness, the “process by which people make themselves vulnerable to others by sharing 

information, influence, and control” (p. 28); (d) reliability, “the sense that one can depend on 

another consistently” (p. 33); and (e) competence, “the ability to perform a task as expected, 

according to appropriate standards” (p. 35). 

While reflection has been identified as important in the professional growth of teachers, it 

is also a skill used by instructional coaches to hone their coaching practice. Howley, Dudek, 

Rittenberg, and Larson (2014) focused a study on the development of a self-reflection instrument 

to measure comfort with ‘intrusive’ and ‘non-intrusive’ instructional coaching skills (p. 795).  

Initially, the research team narrowed their study on the utilized coaching skills and practices 

identified across the body of coaching research. The instrument they developed hinged on 
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coaches self-evaluating in the areas of providing directive and non-directive feedback to improve 

capacity, the ability to facilitate others’ learning, “developing collegial relationships”, modeling 

practices, determining learning gaps for others, facilitating meetings, demonstrating flexibility 

“in the face of ambiguity”, and “translating the concerns of teachers to administrators and vice 

versa” (p. 788).  The study consisted of three pilots including responses from 102, 242, and 160 

volunteers respectively (p. 789, 791 & 793). The reflective statements used in the instrument are 

included in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Self-Reflection Statements 

Background 

I feel comfortable developing collegial relationships with new people 

I feel comfortable structuring time in meetings for both agenda items and relationship-building 

I feel comfortable playing a leadership role in team meetings 

I feel comfortable taking responsibility for modeling new instructional practices 

I feel comfortable approaching an administrator with a team concern that may involve conflict 

or require negotiation 

I feel comfortable providing non-directive feedback to colleagues 

I feel comfortable helping colleagues identify gaps in their knowledge, and develop plans for 

addressing gaps in knowledge or practice 

I feel comfortable providing directive feedback to colleagues 

Adapted from Howley, A.A, Dudek, M.H., Rittenberg, R., and Larson, W. (2014) The development of a valid  

and reliable instrument for measuring instructional coaching skills, Professional Development in Education, 40 (5), 

779-801, doi: 10.1080/19415257.2014.919342 

 

While the authors acknowledged that respondents' answers skewed high, they determined 

that the skills and practices identified on the instrument were aligned to the basic skills and 

practices of instructional coaches (p. 795).  Howley et al. (2014) acknowledged that more studies 

would clarify the reliability of the instrument, the practices identified on the instrument.  

Utilizing instruments such as this provide instructional coaches the ability to model the cyclical 

process of reflective practice that leads to effective professional learning. 
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Principal and Coach Partnerships 

A partnership between the principal and the instructional coach ensures the alignment of 

the work of the instructional coach to the goals and expectations set established by the principal 

(Hall & Simeral, 2008; Thomas et al., 2022). Though the effectiveness of instructional coaches is 

directly related to the characteristics and skills possessed by instructional coaches as discussed 

earlier in this chapter, the school-wide impact of a highly skilled instructional coach is largely 

dependent on the support of the building principal (Heineke & Polnick, 2013; Knight, 2020; 

Thomas et al., 2022).  As evidenced in the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, 

principals are responsible for establishing a culture of learning within their school (National 

Policy Board for Education Administration, 2015).  Eisenberg, Eisenberg, Medrick, and Charner 

(2017) agreed and described the culture of a school as needing to have a “habit of mind and 

practice” in order to “achieve the mindset that supports coaching” (p. 59). In accordance with 

this position, Hall and Simeral (2008) focused the responsibility of effective instructional 

coaching on the principal.  They maintained that principals have the responsibility for partnering 

with coaches to determine a plan for the professional development of teachers and for 

coordinating logistics and monitoring progress (Hall & Simeral, 2008). 

In establishing a school culture in which the impact of instructional coaching can be 

maximized, principals must structure the culture and coaching program intentionally and nurture 

a “nonthreatening environment” (Jaquith, 2005; Johnson, 2016).  To lay the foundation for such 

a learning culture, principals must ensure there is a strong focus on best practices of teaching and 

learning (Eisenberg et al., 2017; Johnson, 2016; National Policy Board for Education 

Administration, 2015;).  

Supporting Instructional Coaches 

Principals must have knowledge of the role of the instructional coach because principals 

play a critical role in ensuring that everyone in the school building clearly understands the role of 

the coach (Heineke & Polnick, 2013; Johnson, 2016; Knight, 2011; Sweeney, 2018).  This clarity 

increases the potential for coaches to maximize the impact on instructional practice and promotes 

job satisfaction among coaches (Knight, 2011).  When the principal assigns tasks outside of the 

role of the instructional coach, such as those perceived by teachers as administrative or 

evaluative in nature, the effectiveness of the instructional coach is compromised (DeWitt, 2005; 

Hall & Simeral, 2008; Johnson, 2016; Knight, 2007; Knight, 2011; Knight, 2020). In these 
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situations, the impact of instructional coaches is greatly reduced and “a sea of negativity 

surrounds the coach” (DeWitt, 2005, para 1).  DeWitt described how principals often mistakenly 

utilize instructional coaches as “compliance managers”, focusing the role of the coach toward 

functioning as a district initiative monitor (2005, para 9).   

Additionally, principals with successful coaching programs, work in tandem with the 

instructional coach to achieve the goals for the school.  As described by Foltos (2015), 

"Successful coaching is a result of an interdependent relationship between the principal and 

coaches" (p. 48).  In the summary of a 2019 study completed by Ippolito & Bean, the researchers 

wrote:  

What is evident, whether we are working with a small cadre of coaches in a single district 

or involved in evaluating a large coaching initiative, is that coaches view the principal as 

critical to supporting coaching success and fostering a wider culture of coaching (p. 73). 

Some principal supports that help to ensure successful instructional coaching were described by 

Shanklin (2007) and Ippolito and Bean (2019).  The supports that instructional coaches need 

from principals include clarity of role and job description, development and communication of a 

shared vision for learning, protected time to meet with teachers, assistance planning professional 

development for teachers, focus on student learning, holding regularly scheduled meetings with 

instructional coaches, access to instructional resources, opportunities for professional 

development in coaching, and feedback on their work (Ippolito & Bean, 2019; Shanklin, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Professional learning is a challenging component to the work of educational leaders and 

building level principals.  For professional learning to be effective, "administrators must support 

conditions in their schools that enable teachers to learn from others in a nonthreatening 

environment" quoted (Jaquith, 2013; Johnson, 2016). Implemented and scaffold appropriately, 

professional learning plays a critical role in retaining teachers across various levels of experience 

as well as motivating them to grow professionally in an established learning environment.  

When teachers partner with highly trained instructional coaches in professional learning 

focused on goals for students to achieve, teachers become more engaged with the learning 

experience and more likely to implement what they have learned (Knight, 2007), thus improving 

instructional practices and the learning experiences of students.  Johnson (2016) stated, “For 

administrators to effectively implement and hire instructional coaches, they must first have a 
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deep understanding of instruction coaching” (p. 37).  In contrast, Johnson also noted of 

instructional coaching that “administrators often lack experience or background on how to utilize 

this professional development model effectively” (p. 39). Though instructional coaching is not 

the only solution to challenges in professional learning, the growing body of research presents it 

as a viable option for educational leaders and building level principals to consider in supporting 

the professional growth of the teachers they serve.   

The key for maximizing the impact of a highly trained instructional coach is the 

intentional support and partnership provided by the principal. As noted earlier, principals are 

increasingly assigning responsibilities to instructional coaches that are outside of their role and 

which take time away from the instructional coaches’ work with teachers and ultimately decrease 

the instructional coaches’ impact on student achievement (Knight, 2020). With little research 

focused on how principals can best support to the role of the instructional coach, this study is 

needed identify specific actions of principals that provide support to the work of instructional 

coaches and maximize the instructional coaches’ impact on teachers and students. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

In this chapter, the purpose of the study is presented, followed by the research questions, 

the research design and methodology, a description of the population and sampling used in the 

study, data collection procedures, data gathering procedures, instrument design and validation, 

data treatment and management, a description of data analysis, and a timeline for the study. 

Chapter 4 addresses the procedures for data analysis while findings of the study as well as 

conclusions based on the data analysis is discussed in Chapter 5. 

Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of the study was to identify instructional coaches' perceptions of principal 

support and the actions of principals that contribute to those perceptions. The researcher sought to 

determine the extent to which instructional coaches indicate they are supported by building level 

principals in the responsibilities of their role. Findings from the study were intended to help principals 

identify actionable ways to ensure that instructional coaches perceive that their work is supported within 

the instructional coaches’ school buildings. 

Research Questions 

The study aimed to address the following questions: 

1) What do instructional coaches perceive as principals’ knowledge of the role of the 

instructional coach? 

2) How do instructional coaches perceive the actions of principals in support of their 

work? 

Research Design - Methodology  

The study was completed using a qualitative approach in a nonexperimental 

phenomenological design (McMillan & Wergin, 2010).  “Qualitative research is based on the 

belief that knowledge is constructed by people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make 

meaning of an activity, experience, or phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 23).  As such, 

qualitative research provides information that is largely focused on the past or current 

experiences of participants and is subject to change depending on the manner in which the 

studied situation changes.  Phenomenology design, as defined by McMillan and Wergin (2010), 

describes and interprets “the experience of people in order to understand the essence of the 
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experience as perceived by those studied” (p. 90).  The design of this study is intended to 

examine the instructional coaches’ perceptions of support provided by principals. The study was 

nonexperimental in nature as the study is void of interventions over which the researcher has 

control or influence over the types of responses collected from participants (McMillan & 

Wergin, 2010).   

In this study, the researcher aimed to examine the support and determine the factors that 

contribute to that support for instructional coaches.  Qualitative data were gathered largely 

through an online survey including open-ended questions as described later in this chapter.  

Open-ended questions were included in the survey to gauge the perceptions of instructional 

coaches and determine the factors that influence those perceptions of support from instructional 

coaches and extract specific influences on how principal support is perceived by instructional 

coaches (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Responses to the open-ended questions as well as responses 

collected during focus group interviews in which respondents opted to participate were analyzed 

and coded to identify themes to explain the reasons for the perceptions of support in a descriptive 

manner.  These qualitative data were collected through open-ended questions included in the 

survey.  In this study, the researcher sought to determine what perceptions exist and identify 

themes across the factors that contribute to the perceptions of instructional coaches as far as 

administrator support is concerned. Online survey responses were used to describe the findings.  

Instrument Design 

The researcher utilized a survey and focus groups to gather information regarding 

instructional coaches’ perceptions of administrative support and factors that influence those 

perceptions. Open-ended questions included on the survey were created by the researcher based 

on the expectations of instructional coaching within the school division included in the study.  

The questions were shared with three instructional coaches prior to initiating the study to ensure 

that the researcher extrapolated responses from participants that aligned to the purpose of the 

study.  The instructional coaches who responded to the survey questions during the instrument 

design phase were members of a small advisory group that represent all departments with 

instructional coaches in the division.  The instructional coaches also served within the school 

division in which the study was held. Responses from the small group of instructional coaches 

indicated a need for clarity in the phrasing of the questions to ensure that the questions allowed 

for responses aligned to the research questions.  The researcher modified the questions prior to 
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the completion of the IRB and before submitting the study approval request to the school 

division.  Questions used in the focus groups were the same as those included in the survey.  

Based on the questions from the online survey that had fewer responses or ambiguous responses, 

the research modified the focus group questions from the series of questions used in the survey 

depending on the need to clarify data collected from the qualitative survey.  

Instrument Validation (and Reliability) 

Qualitative research assumes that "reality is holistic, multidimensional, and ever-

changing" (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 242).  Due to the nature of qualitative research, the 

researcher completing this study had full responsibility for establishing credibility or internal 

validity of findings of the study. To do this, the researcher established a triangulation of data 

collected.  Triangulation of data requires the use of "two or three measurement points" to 

establish credible outcomes of a qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 244).  In this 

study, triangulation was addressed through the collection of data through a survey with open-

ended questions, responses shared during focus group interviews, and the research collected to 

inform the study.  The large number of participants assigned to various departments and school 

populations provided a wide variety of perspectives from instructional coaches across the school 

division.  This varied group of participants increased validity as it increased “the appropriateness 

of the inferences made from the data collected” (McMillian & Wergin, 2010, p. 10).  The use of 

triangulation contributed to the reliability of the findings of the study, as well as a journal of the 

study kept by the researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

The researcher was trained to design and conduct qualitative research interviews through 

the completion of a course focused on qualitative research offered by Virginia Tech as part of the 

researcher’s doctoral program.  As described in the Population and Sampling section, some of 

the participating instructional coaches were asked to respond to questions about their immediate 

supervisor. This could lead the participants to provide socially appropriate answers that may or 

may not describe the reality of the instructional coaches’ perceptions of support from the 

principal.  

Population and Sampling 

The population of the study included a purposive sampling of 154 instructional coaches 

from a large school division in Virginia.  Instructional coaches from this school division were 

selected purposefully because the division has implemented an instructional coaching model 
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with consistent expectations for the use of an instructional coaching model over the last three 

years.  Additionally, each of the 73 schools and specialty centers in the large school division is 

assigned at least one instructional coach.   

According to the list of contracted instructional coaches for the 2020-2021 school year, a 

total of 154 instructional coaches were employed by the school division.  The instructional 

coaches were supported by three different departments at the central office level, with two 

school-based coaches, and specialize in five different areas of focus: instructional technology, 

math, reading, Title I math and reading, and the support of new teachers in high turnover 

schools.  Of the 154 instructional coaches, 115 were assigned to work in one school each, while 

38 of the instructional coaches were each assigned to multiple schools. Sixty-nine of the 73 

schools in the division have more than one coach assigned to work with the teachers in the 

building.  Twenty-six of the schools had five or more instructional coaches as instructional 

support.  Two schools have one instructional coach employed through a full FTE, one of which 

was responsible for one prep. 43 instructional coaches were assigned the school principal as their 

immediate supervisor, while the remaining 111 instructional coaches were supervised by 

specialists and directors as the division level.  This variance in assignment provided a wide 

variety of perspectives and perceptions of principal support.  The survey was sent to all 154 

instructional coaches.  Table 3 outlines the sampling information for instructional coaches 

surveyed. 
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Table 3 

Breakdown of Instructional Coaches Surveyed 

Department Focus Area # Instructional 

Coaches in 

Focus Area 

Level  

Served 

# Instructional 

Coaches by 

Level 

 

Teaching and 

Learning  

 

(105 

instructional 

coaches) 

 

 

 

 

 

Early Learning 4 PreK 4 

 

Instructional 

Technology 

 

101 

Elementary 44 

Middle  12 

High  10 

 

 

Math 

 

 

15 

Elementary 6 

Middle  6 

High  3 

 

Reading  

 

18 

Elementary  12 

Middle 6 

 

Science 

 

2 

Elementary  1 

Middle 1 

 

Title I  

(39 instructional 

coaches) 

Lead 2 Elementary 2 

Math 11 Elementary 11 

Reading 26 Elementary 26 

 

School Quality 

 

(8 instructional 

coaches) 

 

Exceptional 

Education 

 

4 

Elementary 2 

Middle/High 2 

General 

Education 

4 
 

4 

Elementary 2 

Middle 2 

School-based  

(2 instructional 

coaches) 

General 

Education 

2 High 2 

Total: 154 instructional coaches 
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Data Collection Procedures 

To collect the data required for the completion of the study, the researcher utilized an 

online survey to collect perceptions of principal support and the influential factors from 

instructional coaches. Survey questions shown in Table 4 were presented in an open-ended 

format to collect responses to determine the factors that influence the perceptions of instructional 

coaches (see Appendix A - Survey Protocol).  As part of the survey, participants volunteered to 

participate in focus group interviews in groups of no more than five members to elaborate on 

perceptions of principal support (see Appendix B - Focus Group Protocol).  Questions for the 

focus groups were largely taken from the survey protocol, though specific questions were be 

pulled based on information missing from the surveys. Focus groups were held virtually and 

recorded using Zoom.  Additionally, the researcher recorded the focus groups as a backup if the 

Zoom meeting did not record properly.  The researcher was responsible for developing the 

transcript of the focus groups for analysis and ensuring that participants utilize pseudonyms 

during the focus group to further protect responses from being connected to any participant. 
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Table 4 

Survey Questions 

Indicate the gender with which you identify.  Male   Female   Non-binary/Gender Fluid 

How long have you worked in education? 0-5 yrs    5-10 yrs   11-15 yrs    16-20 yrs   20+ yrs 

In which level do you currently work? Elementary    Middle   High School    Other 

How long have you worked as an instructional coach? 0-5 yrs   5-10 yrs   11-15 yrs    16-20 yrs 

How many schools do you currently serve? 1    2     3    4   5+ 

Are you assigned to a Title I School?  Yes     No 

What is the title of your immediate supervisor? Principal     Specialist     Director     Other 

How would you describe the role of the instructional coach in your building to others? 

 

How would your principal describe the job to others? 

To what extent are you asked, by the principal, to contribute to the vision for learning in the 

building?   

How often do you meet with the principal?  

 

What is discussed? 

Describe how you spend your day as an instructional coach.   

To what extent are you asked to provide professional development for teachers? 

 

What type of follow-up is expected by the building principal? 

What types of professional development are you offered by the principal? 

Describe your access to instructional resources. 

What type of feedback do you receive from the principal regarding your work? 

Is there anything that you would like to add regarding how you feel you are supported by 

building principal? 

If you are interested in participating in a brief focus group, please include the email address 

through which you prefer to be contacted. 

Developed using principal supports needed by instructional coaches as identified by Shanklin (2015) and Ippolito & 

Bean (2019). 
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Prior to conducting the study, the researcher sought approval to conduct the research 

study from the school division in Virginia and the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Virginia 

Polytechnic Institute and State University (see Appendix C - CITI Certificate of Completion, 

Appendix D - School Division Request for Research, & Appendix E - IRB).  Once the researcher 

received permission to conduct the study within the school division, the IRB request was 

submitted to the university via electronic submission.  Upon approval, the researcher utilized the 

instructional coach roster for the school division to invite 154 instructional coaches employed by 

the division to participate in the survey.  An email was sent with an introductory letter explaining 

the study and inviting instructional coaches to participate in the study (see Appendix F - 

Introductory Email to Participants).  The link to access the electronic survey was included in the 

introductory email.  Informed consent information was provided to participants upon accessing 

the survey through the link included in the introductory email.  Directions included in the survey 

informed participants that informed consent is obtained upon participation in the survey. 

Approximately one week after the introductory email is delivered, the researcher asked the 

research and planning department to send the introductory email to all instructional coaches 

again as a reminder to encourage instructional coaches to complete the survey.  After the second 

week has passed, the researcher contacted the instructional coaches who indicated interest in 

participating in the focus group to schedule a focus group with several dates and times. Once a 

date and time was identified, the researcher sent an invitation to the participants through Zoom. 

Data Gathering Procedures 

An online survey was used to collect responses regarding perceptions of administrative 

support and factors that influence those perceptions from instructional coaches.  A link to the 

survey tool was provided to participants in the introductory email.  As part of the survey, 

participants volunteered to participate in a focus group interview.  The focus group interview 

included three participants to elaborate on perceptions of principal support (see Appendix B - 

Focus Group Protocol).  If more participants elected to be part of the focus group interviews 

than needed, the researcher planned to select participants through maximized variation sampling 

to ensure that instructional coaches from a wide range of schools are represented. The researcher 

planned to include no more than five participants in each focus group and to schedule a 

maximum of five focus group interviews.  At the request of the school division, the focus group 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1SLUXnL4GEWp97QlhOUHsm8bbK697bW0XoFXIQsUOc0A/edit?usp=sharing
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interviews were facilitated by an individual not employed by the school division and who had 

completed the Human Subjects Research Determination.  Focus group interviews were scheduled 

according to the availability of the facilitator.  After participants in the focus group interviews 

were identified, the researcher contacted potential participants to schedule the focus group 

interviews via a Doodle Poll. Once responses to the interview questions were collected, the 

researcher coded the responses to identify themes and describe the findings of the open-ended 

questions included in the online survey and the focus group interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).   

The researcher reviewed responses from the online survey and the transcript from the 

focus group interview to address the research questions. To analyze the responses on the online 

survey, the researcher downloaded the responses to a spreadsheet, counted responses to multiple 

choice questions, and color-coded responses from participants to highlight related responses.  

Finally, the researcher developed categories for related responses and identify themes emerging 

from those responses.  The responses collected in the transcript of the focus group interviews 

were also color-coded and related responses were categorized to highlight common responses to 

the questions.  Responses from both the online survey and the focus group interview were 

combined to clarify the responses collected from participating instructional coaches. These 

themes were used to illuminate findings and guide implications for the findings across all data 

collected during the study. 

Data Treatment 

Participants in the study were kept confidential as well as the responses. Fields on the 

survey did ask for the name of the instructional coach responding to the questions on the online 

survey or participation in the focus group.  Respondents were required to identify the school to 

which the respondent is assigned. Access to responses collected through the survey were 

accessible to the researcher and the chairs of the study committee.  Focus group participants were 

asked to select pseudonyms as they begin the Zoom based focus group interview, so that the 

transcript reflected the coded names. Names of participants were not included as part of the focus 

group data.   

Data Management 

Electronic data were stored within the Google Drive provided to the researcher by 

Virginia Tech.  Responses on the survey tool as well as recorded focus group interviews were 
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maintained in a Google Drive account provided through Virginia Tech and accessed through a 

password-protected computer. Any files created during the analysis of the data, including 

informed consent forms, collected through the survey were saved on a password-protected 

computer.  All data were destroyed following a successful defense of the dissertation. 

Data Analysis Techniques 

Throughout the course of this study, the researcher gathered qualitative data from the free 

responses to be addressed in the open-ended questions included in the survey and focus groups.  

Responses gathered through the open-ended questions as part of the survey were coded and 

thematically analyzed to identify the instructional coaches’ perceptions of principal support and 

factors that influence the perceptions of support provided (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Questions 

utilized in the focus groups were developed based on the themes and patterns uncovered by the 

researcher through analysis of the survey responses during the vetting process. Analysis of all 

data collected including the varied assignments and experiences of the participating instructional 

coaches were triangulated to draw conclusions about perceptions of principal support and the 

factors that contribute to those perceptions.  

Timeline 

Following a successful defense of prospectus in Spring 2021, the IRB process was 

initiated.  Upon approval, the online survey was distributed to potential participants in September 

2021, followed by data analysis in October 2021. Pending committee approval, a completed 

analysis of the findings and a discussion of implications for the results of the study was included 

in the final defense given by the researcher in Fall 2021.  

Methodology Summary 

This study was completed through a qualitative, phenomenological approach in a 

nonexperimental design that relies largely on qualitative data to describe the perceptions of 

principal support from the perspective of instructional coaches. Open-ended survey questions 

and focus groups were analyzed to describe the perceptions and determine the principal actions 

that influenced the perceptions of instructional coaches.  Chapter 4 presents the data collected 

and discuss an analysis of the findings of the study. 
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Chapter 4 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

This chapter describes the results of the data collected in this study. The method of data 

collection in this study included the completion of an online survey and a focus group interview. 

The researcher utilized a qualitative approach to the analysis of the data and a descriptive design 

to explain the findings. The purpose of the study was to examine instructional coaches' 

perceptions of principal support and the principal actions that contribute to those perceptions. 

The researcher aimed to determine the factors that impacted the coach’s perception of administrative 

support. An overview of the demographics of the instructional coaches who participated in the 

study is included in this chapter as well as the responses provided by participants in the online 

survey and focus group interviews. 

Population 

The population of the study included a purposive sampling of 154 instructional coaches 

from a large school division in Virginia. Of the 154 instructional coaches invited to participate in 

the study, 33 (21%) participated in the online survey. Of the 33 responses registered on 

Qualtrics, only 30 answered questions on the survey. Of those, two (6%) identified as Male, 27 

(90%) identified as Female, and one (3%) identified as Non-Binary/Gender Neutral.  

Years of Experience. All participants in the online survey indicated working in 

education for five years or more. Four (13%) participants claimed 6-10 years of working in 

education, seven (23%) claimed 11-15 years of working in education, seven (23%) claimed 16-

20 years of working in education, and 12 (40%) participants claimed to have been working in 

education for 20 or more years. In contrast to experience in education, 22 (73%) of respondents 

indicated having worked as an instructional coach for 0-5 years at the time this survey was 

completed. Seven (23%) participants indicated having worked as an instructional coach for 6-10 

years, and only one (3%) indicated working as an instructional coach for 16-20 years. Table 5 

illustrates the years of experience in education and in instructional coaching indicated by 

participants in the online survey. 
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Table 5 

Years of Experience in Education and Instructional Coaching Indicated by Participants in the 

Online Survey 

Years of Experience of Online 

Survey Respondents 

0-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 20+ 

Education 0 (0%) 4 (13%) 7 (23%) 7 (23%) 12 (40%) 

Role of Instructional Coach 22 (73%) 7 (23%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 0 (0%) 

 

Of the instructional coaches who participated in this study, the majority have been working in 

education for more than 10 years but have been serving as instructional coaches for less than 10 

years.  

School Context. Responses on the online survey were collected from instructional 

coaches working in all three levels: elementary school, middle school, and high school. 14 (47%) 

participants worked at the elementary level, and 11 (37%) worked at the middle school level, 

while five respondents (17%) worked at the high school level. Of the total responses, 11 

instructional coaches (37%) indicated working at a Title I school, while 18 (60%) indicated not 

working in a Title I school. One (3%) participant entered no response. Over half of the 

participants, 16 (53%) instructional coaches, acknowledged working at only one school, while 

the remaining participants in the online survey claimed working between two or more schools. 

10 (33%) instructional coaches indicated working at two schools. One instructional coach (3%) 

claimed to work in three schools, one instructional coach (3%) acknowledged the assignment to 

four schools, and two instructional coaches (7%) indicated the assignment of five or more 

schools. Table 6 highlights the school context identified by online survey participants. 

Table 6 

School Context of Online Survey Respondents 

Level Elementary School 

14 (47%) 

Middle School 

11 (37%) 

High School 

5 (17%) 

Title I Yes 

11 (37%) 

No 

18 (60% 

Schools 

Served 

1 

16 (53%) 

2 

10 (33%) 

3 

1 (3%) 

4 

1 (3%) 

5+ 

2 (7%) 
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Most instructional coaches participating in this study indicated that they were assigned to work at 

the elementary or middle school levels, worked in a non-Title I school, and served two schools or 

less. 

Most instructional coaches, 17 (57%), responding to the online survey identified the 

principal as their immediate supervisor. 10 instructional coaches (33%) identified a specialist in 

the central office of the school division as their immediate supervisor, and two (7%) indicated a 

director in the central office as their immediate supervisor. One instructional coach did not 

respond to the question.  

Three (9%) of the 33 participants on the online survey elected and consented to 

participate in the focus group interviews. Of the three focus group interview participants, one 

(33%) acknowledged working as an instructional coach between 5 and 10 years, while another 

acknowledged working as an instructional coach between 0-5 years. The third participant arrived 

late and was not present to answer this question. 

Data Analysis 

Prior to initiating the study or contacting potential study participants, IRB training and 

study approval were obtained through Virginia Tech. Approval for the completion of the study 

was obtained from the school division in which the study was intended to be conducted. Once 

approved, instructional coaches within the school division were invited to complete the online 

survey. An email was sent to all instructional coaches in the school division including 

information regarding the purpose of the study, the risks involved when participating, and 

consent information. Willing participants completed the online survey and indicated whether 

they were willing to participate in the focus group interviews.  

Online survey data were collected during a two-week window. Once completed, 

participants indicating willingness to participate in the focus group interviews were contacted by 

the researcher to schedule the focus group interviews through the Zoom platform. Prior to 

beginning the focus group interviews, the researcher verbally asked for the participants’ consent 

to be recorded during the focus group interview. Consent was obtained from all participants of 

the focus group interview and the focus group interview was completed. At the conclusion of the 

focus group interview, the interview was transcribed. 
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Responses from all participants on the online survey as well as the focus group interviews 

were reviewed and coded to identify themes. Results from both the online survey and the focus 

group interviews were organized according to the two research questions posed in this study. 

Research Question 1 

What do instructional coaches perceive as principals’ knowledge of the role of the 

instructional coach? One question on the online survey and one question in the focus group 

interview addressed Research Question 1. The questions aimed to identify how instructional 

coaches described their role and how they perceived the building principal described the role of 

the instructional coach.  

Survey Question 8 

How would you describe the role of the instructional coach in your building to 

others? Themes identified through analysis of the responses to Survey Question 3 and Interview 

Question 8 from instructional coaches uncovered more differences between the instructional 

coaches’ knowledge of the role of the instructional coach and the perception of the principal’s 

knowledge of the role.  Table 7 highlights the themes identified and compares the instructional 

coaches’ perceptions of the knowledge of the role to their perceptions of the principals’ 

knowledge of the role.  

Table 7 

Themes of Instructional Coaches Perceptions of their and their Principals’ Knowledge of the 

Role 

Theme Instructional 

Coaches’ 

Knowledge  

Principals’ 

Knowledge 

Providing Instructional Support  (14) 47% (9) 30% 

Providing Professional Development and Professional 

Learning 

(7) 23% (4) 13% 

Building Relationships (1) 6% (0) 0% 

Providing Technology Support (0) 0% (3) 10% 

Supporting School Improvement (0) 0% (1) 3% 

Completing Data Analysis (0) 0% (1) 3% 

Supporting Struggling Teachers (0) 0% (2) 7% 

Supporting Administrative Tasks (0) 0% (2) 3% 

Acting as a Resource (0) 0% (2) 3% 
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Survey Question 11 

Describe how you spend your day as an instructional coach. Instructional coaches 

who participated in the online survey had related responses. Participants largely indicate that 

they engaged in general instructional coaching tasks including lesson planning support (37%), 

modeling lessons (23%), co-teaching (27%), observations (30%), coaching cycles (20%), 

meetings (33%), developing resources (40%), data analysis (10%), technology support (20%), 

professional development (17%), relationship building (3%), mentoring or supporting other 

coaches (7%), remediating students (3%), and assigned duties in the school building (13%). Due 

to recent challenges related to COVID, securing substitute teachers has become extremely 

difficult. As a result, three instructional coaches noted serving in the capacity of a classroom 

teacher at the request of the building principal. Table 8 shows the varied responses by theme 

given by participants in the online survey.  

Table 8 

Themes of Instructional Coaches Descriptions of a Day in the Role 

Theme Percent of Responses  

Lesson Planning Support  (11) 37% 

Modeling Lessons (7) 30% 

Co-teaching  (8) 27% 

Observations (9) 30% 

Coaching Cycles (6) 20% 

Meetings (10) 30% 

Developing Resources (12) 40% 

Data Analysis (3) 30% 

Technology Support (6) 20% 

Professional Development Planning and Delivery (5) 17% 

Relationship Building (1) 3% 

Mentoring and Supporting Other Coaches (2) 7%  

Remediating Students (1) 3% 

 

Table 9 provides examples of instructional coaches’ descriptions of how instructional coaches 

experience a typical day. 
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Table 9 

How Instructional Coaches in the Online Survey Spend their Day 

Code Quote 

IC7 Most days included classroom observations, meeting with teachers 1:1, sharing 

resources, planning mini PLs, attending leadership, team, division meetings, 

analyzing data -looking for trends, preparing resources to share with teachers, 

maintaining coaching log and coaching notes. 

 

IC9  We have block scheduling, so within 2 days and 8 blocks, 1 block is teaching, 1-2 

blocks are teacher-related duties (grading, planning, calling parents, meetings where 

I'm a teacher not an IC, etc.), and 1-2 blocks are for research, PD planning, and so 

forth. 2-3 are talking with teachers in various capacities, from relationship building 

to brainstorming ideas to coaching cycles, and 1-2 blocks are for secretarial duties 

such as organizing my calendar, responding to emails, and so forth. 

 

IC11 Bus duty, co-teaching/modelling lessons, attending various planning meetings for 

grade levels and for [department] related tasks, troubleshooting tech issues as I can, 

and planning for upcoming units/lessons, etc. 

 

IC20 meet with teachers to plan instruction; Join classrooms to model, co-teach, or 

support lessons; pull students for remedial lessons.; planning professional 

development and preparing to meet with teachers for planning meetings 

 

IC28 frequent classrooms providing on-the-spot instructional delivery support; coach 

teachers in a hands-on method, showing them solutions for what they have indicated 

is their area of growth/goal(s) focus; meet with collaborative learning teams (also 

referred to as PLCs) and I keep a tight lens on data, to progress monitor. 

 

IC35 Collaborating with and supporting teachers, creating resources, preparing for, and 

executing model lessons, collaborative planning with teachers, co-teaching 

 

Participants in the focus group interviews indicated engagement in similar daily tasks. 

FGR1 added that there is dedicated time to meet with other coaches to support each other and 

coordinate efforts across the school. One instructional coach specifically noted how the role has 

changed due to the needs of the school resulting from COVID-19. Table 10 highlights the 

responses of the instructional coaches participating in the focus group interview. 
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Table 10 

How Participants in the Focus Group Interview Spend their Day 

Quote Code Transcriptio

n Line 

I kind of plot out my day to try to see different grade levels and 

different teachers; I coordinate that with the site-based coach so that 

we're not you know, spending time in the same room and then we do 

spend part of the day kind of debriefing about what we saw areas 

that we feel like we could be supporting; sometimes it's meeting 

with, um, administration to kind of just look at the school’s 

overarching plan; pretty much like that just kind of scheduling out 

my day, making sure I’m in there for, um, for classes and to see 

instruction to support instruction and to support planning 

 

FGR1 140 - 150 

I do a lot of classroom observation, where I’m literally just 

wandering in and out of classes… check in regularly at least once a 

week with all of my new and second year teachers; having 

conversations with students how they're seeing their instruction how 

they're seeing their school, the climate, they their identity as a 

school; helping out with various tasks anywhere from supporting 

bus ramp stuff through, helping with technology through the team 

meetings; meet with, um, administration, when I can find them and 

have conversations about what they're seeing; I do a lot of 

conversation having and a lot of listening 

 

FGR2 153 - 172 

Pre-COVID… we were talking like about our learner profile, talking 

lessons different strategies like STEAM or computer science 

integration. I'd work with teachers individually - a lot of times when 

they were open to trying to expand how they taught and try 

something new try.  You know, growth mindsets definitely involved 

in how with the work I do as a coach. During COVID it became 

very much tech support and I'm trying to break that…I'm still doing 

a lot of good chunk of tech support and training for teachers… 

maintaining of clerical work… And so it's tasks that really are kind 

of more administrative are kind of falling on our plate 

 

FGR3 

 

188 - 207 

 

During the focus group interview, participants were asked to determine whether the 

expectations for the way the instructional coach spends their day was aligned to the principal’s 

expectations for the daily activities of the instructional coach. As the instructional coach, FGR1 

indicated that alignment in vision for the school was perceived, while uncertainty was noted as 

far as the alignment of goals for the school. FGR2 indicated that alignment between principal 

and instructional coach expectations were unclear due to a lack of conversation around the topic. 

FGR3 acknowledged that while instruction was initially the focus for both the instructional 
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coach and the principal, recent demands resulting from COVID have shifted the focus of the 

principal. The shift has resulted in a perceived lack of communication and backing, as well as an 

uncertainty regarding the alignment of expectations between the principal and the instructional 

coach. 

The participating instructional coaches in the online survey agreed on their role of 

building teacher capacity by serving as instructional support, professional development, and 

professional learning. Many of the descriptions of the role of the instructional coach provided by 

participants specifically mentioned engaging in coaching cycles with teachers, supporting the 

development of lesson planning, co-teaching and modeling, supporting teachers with data 

analysis, and impacting student achievement. Table 11 highlights the online survey responses 

regarding the online survey participants’ description of the role of instructional coach in 

building.  

Table 11 

Instructional Coaches’ Description of Role on Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC7 A collaborative partner to support…professional growth and efforts to increase 

student achievement. sharing resources, assisting teachers…helping teachers align 

instructional methods/practices… assisting with lesson planning, modeling lesson 

delivery, co-teaching and analyzing data to target remediation/instruction. In addition, 

I support the school's School Quality Plan by providing PL and participating in team 

and leadership meetings. 

 

IC11 Offer support to teachers. Co-teach or model various lessons and strategies. Provide 

needed district or school specific PD 

 

IC13 Partnering with teachers in numerous ways including, but not limited to, 

implementation of instructional strategies, development of classroom management 

plans, and any other instructional needs they might have. I develop and lead 

professional learning based on the needs articulated by the teachers. 

 

IC20 Support teachers in planning and implementing effective instruction in whole group, 

small group, and intervention settings 

 

IC25 Work closely with teachers, coaching, co-teaching, training, collaborating, 

communicating, leading, inspiring creativity, and uplifting the quality of pedagogy 

one-to-one, in small groups as well as the faculty at large. 

 

(continued) 
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Table 11 (cont.) 

Code Quote 

IC27 Help teachers and provide resources, feedback, modeling, and professional 

development to help building teacher effectiveness 

 

IC29 Supporting the teachers to explain/model/demonstrate best practices 

 

IC33 Support teachers with instructional goals through planning, modeling, co-teaching, 

reflection, and professional learning. 

 

IC34 Build capacity in teachers which includes guidance on lesson plans, analyzing data, 

and support with new resources 

 

 

Like the participants on the online survey, participants in the focus group interview 

highlighted building teacher capacity through instructional support. Two focus group interview 

participants, FGR1 and FGR2, also described the role as connected to building relationships and 

non-evaluative in nature. Table 12 captures the description of the role of instructional coach as 

described by the instructional coaches participating in the focus group interviews.  

Table 12 

Instructional Coaches’ Description of Role in Focus Group Interviews 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

Someone who builds capacity in teachers…sometimes that comes 

from the teacher…and sometimes that comes from the building level 

principal who feels like there's a teacher that needs help with that. 
 

FGR1 24 - 27 

Non-evaluative support for all things instructional that happened in 

the classroom and sidewalks and all relationships between teachers, 

teachers, teachers, students and teachers and administration 
 

FGR2 31 - 33 

I'd like to amend, something I just said, like I'd like to piggyback on 

what [FGR2] said, with the non-evaluative - I always say that to 

teachers. 

FGR1 35 - 36 

 

The instructional coaches participating in the study provided consistent descriptions of the roles 

of the instructional coach. 
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Survey Question 8 

How would your principal describe your role to others? Following a description of 

the role from the instructional coaches’ perspective, participants were asked to describe the role 

as their principal would describe it. Responses from instructional coaches participating in the 

online survey indicated that their perception of the principal’s knowledge of the role was both 

similar and different in nature. Thirteen (43%) of the 30 participants did not respond to this 

question. Eight (27%) of participants commonly described instructional support, four (13%) 

described the role as including professional learning, and three (10%) included technology 

support as central to the principals’ knowledge of the role of an instructional coach. This is 

directly aligned to many of the descriptions of the role of instructional coaches provided by 

participants. In some instances, one (3%) participant indicated that the principal would describe 

the role as focused on instructional planning, one (3%) as data analysis, and two (7%) as support 

for struggling teachers. In contrast, one (3%) participant acknowledged that the principal would 

describe the instructional coaching role as including administrative tasks. In one (3%) response, 

the instructional coach was unsure how the principal would describe the role of the instructional 

coach. One (3%) participant indicated that the principal would broadly describe the instructional 

coach as a resource (3%).  One (3%) participant indicated that the principal would describe the 

instructional coach as a resource.  Table 13 shows the number of responses from instructional 

coaches by theme.  

Table 13 

Themes of Instructional Coaches Perception of Principals’ Descriptions of the Role of an 

Instructional Coach 

Theme Percent of Responses  

Instructional Support  (8) 27% 

Professional Learning (4) 13% 

Technology Support  (3) 11% 

Struggling Teachers (2) 7% 

Instructional Planning  (1) 3% 

Data Analysis (1) 3% 

Administrative Tasks (1) 3% 

School Improvement (1) 3% 

General Resource (1) 3% 

Unsure (1) 3% 

No Response (13) 43% 
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Table 14 highlights examples of responses from instructional coaches explaining the 

perceived knowledge of how the assigned principal would describe their role to others. 

Table 14 

Description of Perceived Principal’s Knowledge of the Role in the Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC7 Support…teachers with lesson planning and delivery, classroom management 

strategies, data analysis, share resources and providing PL. 

IC9  I don't know how my principal would describe my role outside of supporting me as an 

educator and a professional 

IC11 Mostly say the same, I think. Would also mention my serving on the leadership team 

and working on admin. 

IC19 Work collaboratively with teachers and administrators to implement evidence-based 

instructional practices that promote innovation and the purposeful use of technology 

IC25 Facilitator, trainer, coach, teacher-leader, and supporter of school quality. 

IC27 Works collaboratively with teachers and administrators to improve student 

achievement. 

IC29 Would probably say, ‘whatever needs to be done’ for the department. 

IC33 Support for planning and work with struggling teachers. 

IC35 I believe the principal would describe me as a resource. 

 

Participants in the online survey portion of the study suggested that the principal’s knowledge of 

the role of an instructional included instructional support and professional learning. 

Interview Question 3 

How would you describe the role of the instructional coach in your building to 

others? Participants in the focus group interview specifically described how they perceived the 

principal in the building would describe the role on the instructional coach. Both FGR1 and 

FGR2 mentioned that the principal would describe the role of the instructional coach to include 

planning and delivering professional development to teachers in the building as well as 

supporting data interpretation. FGR1 indicated that supporting instructional delivery and 

planning support would also be included in the principal’s description of the role. FGR2 added 

assessment support, individual teacher support, and support of the school improvement plan as 

being part of the principal’s description of the role of instructional coach.  Table 15 provides 

sample responses to Interview Question 3 of the focus group interview. 
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Table 15 

Description of Perceived Principals’ Knowledge of the Role in the Focus Group Interview 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

I think that [the principal] would describe, you know, that I’m there 

to support teachers in planning… there to support teachers with 

interpreting their data; help them with their instruction; there to kind 

of lead the school's vision with professional development and my 

content area 

 

FGR1 42 - 46 

Yeah, you know, to add to that, I think my principal would describe 

it as a teacher leader; head or be in direct leadership roles within the 

school based on with professional development, with teams, 

specifically with data. Intervention strategies process monitoring, a 

form of assessments and, and the like; be one of the tools of the 

school at large, as part of a larger school Improvement Plan; One as 

one intervention services to teachers to help support guide and 

improve instruction across the board 

FGR2 47 - 53 

 

Instructional coaches participating in the focus group interviews also indicated that the 

principal’s view of the role of an instructional coach included instructional support and 

professional learning. 

Interview Question 3b 

If those descriptions are different, to what do you contribute those differences? The 

second part of Interview Question 3 in the focus group interview focused on whether the 

participants saw the descriptions of the instructional coach role as similar or different. In this 

response the participants had differing experiences and therefore, different perceptions of 

support. FGR1 indicated that the descriptions aligned but noted that though semantics might not 

slightly different. FGR2 indicated that the principal in the building was still learning the role of 

the instructional coach and did not perceive that the principal would describe the role differently 

from the description provided by FGR2. Table 16 shows how instructional coaches in the focus 

group interview perceived the principal’s knowledge of the role of an instructional coach. 
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Table 16 

Description of Perceived Principal’s Knowledge of the Role in the Focus Group Interviews 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

I don't think [the principal] would use the term build capacity I think 

[the principal] would use the word support, but I think that we're, 

we're both in line with what I'm what my job is what my role is 

 

FGR1 56 - 58 

My principal that I work with is relatively...hasn't worked with a lot 

of instructional coaches before, so this year has been about really 

defining boundaries and borders as to what my area of effect is. My 

area of influence, and it is a continual negotiation as to where my role 

is, my effectiveness, and what I can and cannot do as an act of not 

about what of non-reporting not administrative support for 

instruction. 

FGR2 59 - 64 

 

One participant in the focus group interview indicated that the principal’s knowledge of the 

instructional coach’s role was aligned to that of the instructional coach, while the other 

participant indicated that the understandings were not aligned, citing inexperience in working 

with coaches as the main reason for the misalignment. 

Research Question 2 

How do instructional coaches describe the factors they indicate contribute to the 

principal’s support of their work? The remaining questions included in the online survey and 

in the focus group interviews focused on clarification of the factors that supported the 

instructional coaches’ perceptions of support from the building principal. Overall, participants 

indicated the following as factors that led to the participants’ perceived support from the 

principal for the role of instructional coach: shared knowledge of the role, aligned expectations, 

providing time for coaching cycles, providing resources, providing professional growth 

opportunities, providing reflective feedback for professional growth, regular communication, and 

having a common vision or goal. 

Survey Question 9 

To what extent are you asked to contribute to the vision for learning in the school 

building in which you are assigned? Themes emerging from the responses to Survey Question 

9 also varied greatly.  Eleven (37%) of the 30 participants in the online survey did not respond to 

this question. Responses varied greatly from the 19 remaining participants. Five (17%) 
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participants acknowledged being part of the building of the vision for the school, and nine (30%) 

indicated being part of supporting the vision of the school. Six (20%) acknowledged that they 

had no part in contributing to the vision of the school. Two (6%) of the participants 

acknowledged that they were unsure of their contribution. Table 17 illustrates the themes from 

responses to Survey Question 9. 

Table 17 

Themes of Instructional Coaches’ Perceptions of Contributions to the Vision of the School 

Instructional Coaches’ Responses 

Building the 

Vision  

Supporting the 

Vision 

No 

Contributions 

Unsure of 

Contributions 

No Response 

(5)17% (9) 30% (6) 20% (2) 7% (11) 37% 

 

Instructional coaches responding to Survey Question 9 clearly explained their experience with 

contributing to the vision of the school. Table 18 highlights quotes from participants for each of 

the response types described. 

Table 18 

Instructional Coaches’ Description of Contributions to the Vision of the School 

Code Quote 

Building the Vision 

 

IC13 I feel that I am an important contributor to the vision for learning in our building. I am literally 

"boots on the ground" gathering data and feedback from teachers and students on what is, and is 

not, working in teaching and learning in our building. This data informs our vision and our 

initiatives. 

 

IC28  I am asked often to contribute to the vision for learning in the school building in which I am 

assigned. 

 

Supporting the Vision 

 

IC25 I contribute to the vision for learning by providing professional learning opportunities for staff 

and faculty. 

 

IC16 I am asked often to contribute ideas for our school literacy plan, PLCs, and teaching practices. 

 

(continued) 
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Table 18 (cont.) 
Code Quote 

Not Part of the Vision 

 

IC14 At one point I was part of the discussion and planning for professional learning and vision. Now 

I have to do things on my own. We don't go deep into any of the work my role requires so all 

PD is very superficial, and we move on. I don't feel like I am part of the vision. 

 

IC27 Unfortunately, being placed in more than one school does not allow me to fully be able to 

contribute all my time to the leadership team; therefore, not having the opportunity to contribute 

to the vision as much as the administration or I would like. 

 

IC15 Very little. I am present at Leadership and SQP meetings as part of the leadership team, 

however we are not involved in the planning process. 

 

IC19 Not much 

 

IC 35 I was not asked to help contribute 

 

Unsure 

 

IC35 This varies from school to school and if the principal has confidence and trust in the coach to 

recognize that person as an instructional leader. 

 

IC20 At one school, I foresee being an equal member of the administrative team and will be 

encouraged to contribute to the vision for learning. At my other school, while I know I will be 

asked to contribute to the vision, I am not yet sure to what extent. 

 

 

Instructional coaches participating in the study indicated that they perceived that their work 

contributed to supporting the vision of the building to varying levels.  Some indicated that they 

were part of building the vision, while others noted that they did not feel like they were part of 

the vision or were unsure of their work connecting to the vision of the building. 

Survey Question 10 

How often do you meet with the principal? What is discussed? Themes emerging 

from responses to Survey Question 10 illustrated a variance in the experience of instructional 

coaches’ communication with their principal. Ten (33%) participants on the online survey did 

not respond to this question. Of the instructional coaches who responded, six (20%) indicated 

meetings to have been scheduled weekly, three (10%) bi-weekly, five (17%) monthly, one (3%) 

quarterly, three (10%) not regularly scheduled, and four (13%) indicated that meetings with the 
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principal were held rarely, if ever.  Table 19 shows the percentages of responses that related to 

the themes emerging from Survey Question 10.  

Table 19 

Scheduled Meetings with the Principal 

Responses Percentage of Responses 

Weekly  6 (20%) 

Bi-weekly 3 (10%) 

Monthly 5 (16%) 

Quarterly  1 (3%) 

No regular schedule 3 (10%) 

Rarely, if ever 4 (13%) 

No response 10 (33%) 

 

Of the instructional coaches responding to this question, the majority indicated having a regular 

weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly meeting scheduled with the principal.  Table 20 highlights 

responses from some of the participating instructional coaches. 

Table 20 

Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of the Frequency of Meetings with the Principal on the 

Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC7 I meet weekly with the leadership team and quarterly 1:1. 

IC9 At least once a month for an hour of interrupted conversation. 

IC10 We have formal meetings weekly but touch base frequently in between. 

IC13 I meet with the principal at least once a month, sometimes as frequently as twice a week 

as a member of the Instructional Leadership Team, as the New Teacher Coordinator, 

and to discuss PL. 

IC14 I contact my principal, but she does not respond unless it is her personal project. I try to 

meet with her, but the schedule gets changed often 

IC15  [we meet] When one of us needs to ask a question, not regularly 

IC34 It is not regularly scheduled. I wish it were. 

 

Instructional coaches noted frequently that the meetings with the principal were either held 

regularly, scheduled with regularity but often cancelled, or not scheduled at all. 
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Participants in the focus group interviews acknowledged similar experiences. Both FGR1 

and FGR2 indicated that scheduled meetings with the principal vary in the degree of regularity 

depending on current priorities in the school. In addition, FGR1 and FGR2 noted that though 

standing meetings were often scheduled in advance, the meetings were frequently cancelled or 

postponed for other events or situations.  Table 21 provides details around the instructional 

coaches’ descriptions of the frequency of meetings scheduled between the instructional coach 

and the principal.   

Table 21 

Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of the Frequency of Meetings with the Principal During the 

Focus Group Interview 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

That varies, too. I would agree with [FGR2], not enough; most of it 

would be like at least once a month. But I know some things get, 

when start things start to get hectic those meetings are kind of 

rescheduled pushed aside shortened because of other things. That 

gets put on the back burner, so to speak 

 

FGR1 75 - 79 

Usually that varies. Not enough. I go at the beginning of the year 

and meet with the scheduling secretary who puts me on every month 

for the entire year and I'm usually one of the first ones that gets 

bombed for X, Y or Z 

FGR2 74; 80 - 83 

 

Instructional coaches participating in the focus group interview indicated that while they begin 

the year with regularly scheduled meetings with the principal, the meetings are often cancelled 

when other things take priority. 

During the meetings with the principal, five (17%) instructional coaches indicated that 

they engage in discussions regarding instructional issues in the school, three (10%) 

acknowledged discussing the work of the coach, and four (13%) noted discussions about meeting 

agendas or goals.  Two (7%) instructional coaches noted discussions with the principal focused 

on concerns about specific teachers, two (7%) on general instructional performance, and two 

(7%) administrative tasks. Additionally, one (3%) mentioned discussing upcoming school events 

during meetings with the principal, one (3%), one (3%) described discussing staff 

communications, one (3%) noted that progress was celebrated, and one (3%) mentioned 
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discussions regarding data and planning. Seventeen (57%) of participants did not respond to this 

portion of the question. Table 22 shows the number of responses according to each theme. 

Table 22 

Themes of Topics Discussed During Meetings with the Principal 

Themes Percentage of Responses 

Instructional issues 5 (17%) 

Work of the coach 3 (10%) 

Concerns about specific teachers 1 (3%) 

General instructional performance  2 (7%) 

Meeting agenda and goals 4 (13%) 

Administrative tasks 2 (7%) 

Staff communications 1 (3%) 

Upcoming school events 1 (3%) 

Celebration of progress 1 (3%) 

Data and planning 1 (3%) 

No response 17 (57%) 

 

The open-ended question allowed for instructional coaches to elaborate on the discussions with 

principals. Table 23 provides details of the topics discussed in the meetings.  

  



 

63 

Table 23 

Topics Discussed in Meetings Between the Principal and the Instructional coach on the Online 

Survey 

Code Quote 

IC9 We discuss current instructional trends, plans and goals, and find solutions to 

challenges. We also discuss the principal's current vision of the school and how I can 

keep that vision in mind as I provide support to teachers. 

 

IC11  We would discuss the school as a whole, upcoming events, meetings, PDs. Discuss 

issues and solutions to those issues. 

 

IC15 Usually, we discuss what tasks I am supposed to accomplish. 

IC16 We mainly meet when school quality meetings are coming up, when she has questions 

about instruction, when she is concerned about us meeting our literacy goals, or 

something is needed 

 

IC20 We will discuss general administrative issues as well as updates and concerns regarding 

reading instruction. 

 

IC23 In this meeting all School coaches and admin meet to discuss building goals as well as 

individual teacher needs/goals. 

 

IC27 We discuss goals, best practices, lesson plans, plc agenda, data, intervention, tasks and 

lessons, areas of weaknesses 

 

IC29 Sharing what I am doing and who I am working with 

 

IC33 Planning and data 

 

IC35 [School 1] Joint meeting for multiple coaches, professional learning for coaches and 

teachers, target areas of need, and support. [School 2] Specific concerns. 

 

 

Responses collected in the focus group interviews were like those gathered in the online 

survey.  Focus group interview participants identified the topics discussed in the meetings with 

the building principal as including pacing, data concerns, professional development goals, 

classroom transfer, struggling teachers, and upcoming paperwork. FGR2 noted that the 

discussion does not focus on specific teachers, but rather overarching goals, progress monitoring, 

and progress towards goals. Table 24 shows specific statements made by the instructional 
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coaches who participated in the focus group interview regarding the topics discussed in meetings 

with principals. 

Table 24 

Topics Discussed in Meetings Between the Principal and the Instructional Coach in the Focus 

Group Interview 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

How our teachers doing on pacing, what is the data looking like, are 

there any areas of concern; if there's a teacher that seems to be 

struggling for whatever reason, you know with instruction; We 

discuss PD goals, professional development goals and upcoming 

professional learning how that's transferring in the classroom; 

focusing on like school improvement grant goals, we have a lot of 

like paperwork and things for office of the school quality and just 

making sure all that information is in there correctly and what we 

need, you know that we have what we need so sometimes it's very 

data related 

 

FGR1 92 – 103 

 

I don't really discuss specific or individual teachers; most of our 

conversations usually have to deal with overarching goals on vision 

of the school top-down plans; I'm relatively volun-told to do things; 

conversations about vision of the school what needs to happen, what 

does success look like within particular departments teams. And 

how to continue that process continue monitoring and adjusting as 

we move forward from month to month 

 

FGR2 106 - 116 

 

The instructional coaches participating in the study indicated the topics of the meeting with the 

principal included instructional trends, data analysis, and professional development requests. 

Survey Question 12 

To what extent are you asked by the principal to provide professional development 

for teachers? What type of follow up is expected by the building principal? Themes 

uncovered from the instructional coaches’ responses to Survey Question 12 included a high 

percentage of requests from the principal for professional development with inconsistent 

expectations for follow up. Of the 30 participants in the online survey, 10 (33%) did not respond 

to this question. Eighteen (60%) participants indicated being asked to plan and facilitate 

professional development at the request of the principal. Thirteen (43%) noted that the 

professional development they were asked to facilitate with the teachers in the building was 
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regularly scheduled. Five (17%) of participants indicated acknowledged that there is not a 

regular schedule for facilitating professional development and/or they are not asked to facilitate 

professional development in their building. Table 25 summarizes the themes for Survey Question 

12 which asked instructional coaches to describe the extent to which the principal requests 

professional development. 

Table 25 

Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of the Extent of Principal’s Requests for Professional 

Development 

Theme Percentage 

of Responses 

Asked to plan and facilitate professional development 18 (60%) 

Regular schedule for professional development established by principal 13 (43%) 

No regular schedule/Not asked to plan or facilitate professional development 5 (17%) 

No response 10 (33%) 

 

Table 25 illustrates that most instructional coaches who participated in the study were asked by 

the principal to either engage in planning and facilitating professional development for the 

school or engaged in facilitating professional development on a regular schedule established by 

the principal.  

The themes discussed above were identified by the researcher based on the instructional 

coaches’ descriptions of requests for professional development made by the principal. Table 26 

highlights examples of specific statements from online survey participants regarding the extent 

of professional development facilitated by the instructional coach at the principal’s request.  

Table 26 

Principal Requests for Professional Development According to Instructional Coaches on the 

Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC9 Leading a school-wide, multi-year initiative in which the principal has asked me to 

oversee, as well as various presentations to departments and teams 

 

IC13  I co-lead PL in our building. 

(continued) 
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Table 26 (cont.) 

Code Quote 

IC15 Monthly 15-minute mini sessions for faculty meetings. If I have an idea for a specific 

PL I will ask and seek approval 

 

IC20 I provide professional development on an as needed basis depending on the needs of 

each school. At this time, I do not have a regular schedule for PD. 

 

IC25 I am part of the PD team and work collaboratively with the school's designated PD to 

create purposeful PD learning opportunities for teachers 4 to 5 times during the school 

year. 

 

IC35 Leaders are different. In some schools executing the professional learning, plan is 

embedded in the work with the principal and the expectation, so I am not asked to 

provide PL because there are already plans in place based on needs assessment to 

support the teachers. Other building leaders do not ask coaches to facilitate professional 

learning. 

 

 

Overall, participants in the study indicated that requests from the principal to deliver professional 

development vary greatly in scope and frequency. Some instructional coaches were asked to plan 

and facilitate yearlong professional learning programs, while others were not asked to provide 

professional learning opportunities. 

As stated in Chapter 2, professional development is most effective when followed by 

implementation support and coaching are provided to teachers (Knight, 2004; Sawyer & Stukey, 

2019; Showers & Joyce, 1996;). The researcher identified four themes in the instructional 

coaches’ responses to the principals’ expectations of follow up after a professional development. 

Sixteen (53%) of the instructional coaches participating in the online survey did not respond to 

this question. Five (16%) participants indicated that follow up on professional development was 

expected to be provided by either the principal or the instructional coach in the building. Eight 

(26%) indicated that little or no follow up on implementation was expected following a 

professional development. Table 27 shows the specific breakdown of themes.  
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Table 27 

Themes from Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of the Principals’ Expectations for Follow-up 

Themes Percentage of Responses 

Principal Follow-up 3 (10%) 

Coach Follow-up 2 (6%) 

Little Follow-up 2 (6%) 

No Follow-up 3 (10%) 

Unsure of Follow-up 3 (10%) 

No Response 16 (53%) 

 

Of the instructional coaches who responded to this question, the majority indicated that there was 

either little or no follow up expected by the principal after professional development sessions or 

that they were unsure of the principal’s expectation of follow up. Over 50% of instructional 

coaches participating in this survey did not respond to this question. Table 28 highlights 

examples of responses from instructional coaches to Survey Question 12. 

Table 28 

Principal Expectations for Follow-Up According to Instructional Coaches on the Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC9 No expectations of follow-ups have been indicated (though I still do follow-up to 

build relationships and foster coaching cycles). 
 

IC11  There hasn't really been much discussion about follow up but that may have been a 

product of the insane year. 
 

IC14 For follow-up, there isn't much; I try to help teachers then implement what I've 

covered.; There usually isn't any expectation from above to do what I have trained the 

teachers on 
 

IC16 I am not expected to follow up, but the admin is supposed to check in and follow up 

on progress. Our school quality plan has asked us to be more consistent with follow-

up this year. 
 

IC31 Follow up is based on the VCSIP plan. It is brought up in action teams as well as 

VCSIP meetings. 
 

IC32 No follow up. 
 

IC33 Principals look for evidence in walk-throughs. 
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Instructional coaches indicated inconsistency in principals’ expectations for follow-up to 

professional development. 

Survey Question 13 

What type of professional development are you offered by the school principal? The 

overarching theme to the instructional coaches’ responses to Survey Question 13 indicated that 

principals did not provide instructional coaches with professional development in the skills and 

practices of instructional coaching. Nineteen (63%) participants in the online survey stated that 

the principal did not provide professional development in instructional coaching. One (3%) 

participant indicated that while the principal did not offer professional development in 

instructional coaching practice, the principal provided support in the form of sending the 

instructional coach to a conference. Two (7%) participants indicated that if professional 

development was happening in the school, the instructional coach was likely facilitating it. Seven 

(23%) on online survey participants indicated that the principal encouraged the instructional 

coach to participate in school-wide professional developments alongside teachers. Many 

participants in the online survey acknowledged both the school division and the specialist within 

their content area provided professional development for instructional coaches. Two (6%) 

participants indicated that they were not sure if the principal provided professional development 

for instructional coaches and 11 (37%) did not provide a response.  Table 29 illustrates themes 

from the responses to Survey Question 13. 

Table 29 

Themes from Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of Coaching Professional Development 

Provided by Principals 

Themes Percentage of 

Responses 

Did not Provide Professional Development in Coaching Skills and Practices 19 (63%) 

Sent Instructional Coach to a Conference  1 (3%) 

Invited Instructional Coach to School-wide Professional Development 7 (23%) 

Unsure if Principal Provided Professional Development 2 (6%) 

No Response 11 (37%) 
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Though instructional coaches indicated that they did not receive professional development from 

principals in support of coaching skills and practices, instructional coaches did describe their 

access to general professional development. Table 30 highlights responses from online survey 

participants to Survey Question 13.  

Table 30 

Amount of Principal Provided Professional Development for Instructional Coaching 

Code Quote 

IC16 I am not offered any by the school principal. My PD is offered by the county and my 

specialist. 

IC19  Not as much as I would like. 

IC25 PD by the principal consists of the school's expectations, mission, and vision. 

IC28 N/A. I am offered professional development from my division content specialist.  

IC34 I am not offered professional learning opportunities. I am sure [the principal] would 

not care if I joined  

 

While instructional coaches participating in the online acknowledged receiving professional 

development from outside sources, all noted that the principal did not provide professional 

development to them. 

All three (100%) of the focus group interview participants acknowledged that principals 

did not provide professional development in instructional coaching. All three (100%) also 

indicated that the division provided professional development for instructional coaches. Two 

(66%) of the focus group interview participants stated that the specialist in their content area also 

professional development in instructional coaching. Table 31 illustrates the responses from the 

instructional coaches who participated in the focus group interview. 
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Table 31 

Amount of Principal Provided Professional Development for Instructional Coaching 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

We don't have anything from our principal per se…we do receive 

coaching training with [a division specialist] … but yeah, we do 

have coaching training. And we also have, you know coaching 

training with…my department specialist… 

 

FGR1 330 - 334 

Zero. Outside of like district wide types of things I very rarely have 

coaching conversations specific to my craft if there's professional 

development happening in the school, I'm probably running it 

 

FGR2 349 - 351 

Same for me, too. It's through with the work from the county 

provided like for our work and a specialist… I attend all the PD that 

she offers school wide and so a lot of, that is, you know based off, 

like, social emotional learning or. You know, diversity things like 

that which all the staff are getting so you know I’m kind of a same 

participant as the teachers in that, but nothing really tailored to 

coaching. 

FGR3 338 - 348 

 

All instructional coaches participating in the study noted that the building level principal did not 

provide professional development for the instructional coach. 

Survey Question 14  

Describe your access to instructional resources. Responses to Survey Question 14 

from instructional coaches indicated their access to instructional resources was largely provided 

at the division level.  Fourteen (47%) online survey participants stated that they had access to 

instructional resources provided by the division. Five (17%) acknowledged that the principal 

provided instructional resources. Six (20%) stated that they relied on their own research for 

instructional resources. One (3%) participant indicated that the principal does not include the 

instructional coach when sharing resources. Eleven (37%) did not respond to this question. Table 

32 illustrates themes from the instructional coaches’ descriptions of access to instructional 

resources. 
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Table 32 

Themes Regarding Access to Instructional Resources for Online Survey Participants 

Themes Percentage of Responses 

Division Provided  14 (47%) 

Principal Provided 5 (17%) 

Own Research 6 (20%) 

No Access 1 (3%) 

No Response 11 (37%) 

 
Most instructional coaches participating in this study acknowledged using instructional resources 

provided by the school division. Table 33 includes sample responses from instructional coaches 

regrading access to instructional resources provided by principals. 

Table 33 

Access to Instructional Resources Provided by Principals 

Code Quote 

IC9 Access tends to be limited - I don't have a budget. When books are ordered for the 

admin or instructional team, I am often left out. 
 

IC11  I have access to most of what I need. The [division level] department has done a great 

job of providing us with lots of resources. 
 

IC13 Unlimited. My principal has never failed to fund any request I have made for 

materials or resources. 
 

IC16 I have a lot of access to instructional resources provided to me by the county. 
 

IC27 Instructional resources are in buildings, I can network with other coaches to get 

resources I may need, division curriculum writers and coaches have created and 

shared a division webpage with resources. I also am part of social media groups that 

share resources and best practices. 
 

IC31 I have a plethora of resources in google drive, Schoology, and elsewhere online. I 

would like to get more on the job training on coaching practices--it gets a little lonely 

sometimes. 
 

IC35 I have access to a wealth of instructional resources from my personal professional 

library as well as through connections with Content Specialists. 

 

Focus group participants differed slightly from online survey responses. One (3%) 

indicated that they had access to instructional resources at the division level and another (3%) 
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indicated that there was no access to instructional resources. All three (100%) focus group 

interview participants acknowledged relying on other education professionals, including 

instructional coaches and teachers, as instructional resources. Table 34 shows the focus group 

interview participants responses to describing their access to instructional resources.  

Table 34 

Access to Instructional Resources for Focus Group Interview Participants 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

I have a lot of access to instructional materials with my content 

area. I’m not sure what other instructional resources… certainly 

helps a lot to have site-based coaches to work with 

 

FGR1 354 - 359 

I do not have a budget; I do not have any funding I don't have 

anything in that regard. That said, actually have a wealth of 

instructional strategies routines and things like that simply by 

talking with the other teachers in the school 

 

FGR2 367 - 369 

I found that there's a there is a lot of sharing and so, there usually is 

somebody who's tried something and whether it's, we need to you 

know come together and try working out, you know, whatever the 

need is… But yeah, I mean my department, I think, as a as a whole 

has been good at providing the support and the materials needed to 

be as successful as we can 

FGR3 

 

380 - 399 

 

 

Though the instructional coaches in the focus groups had answers like those of the online survey 

participants, the instructional coaches in the focus group indicated relying on other education 

professionals as sources of instructional resources. 

Survey Question 15 

What type of feedback do you receive from the principal regarding your work? 

Instructional coaches who participated in the online survey described feedback from their 

principal as varied. Themes that emerged from the instructional coaches’ descriptions of the 

feedback received from the principal regarding their work spanned a continuum from regular and 

direct feedback to no feedback. Two (7%) described the feedback as regular. Two (7%) 

described the feedback as direct, while seven (23%) described feedback from their principal as 

praise. Two (7%) described feedback from the principal as delivered verbally, and three (10%) 

described feedback from the principal as being delivered in a written form. Four (13%) indicated 
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that the feedback received from the principal as informal in nature, while two (7%) described the 

feedback as delivered in a formal format. Eight (27%) stated that they received little, if any 

feedback from the principal, and one (3%) admitted to receiving no feedback from the principal. 

Eleven (37%) did not respond to this question. Table 35 shows the themes identified through 

instructional coaches’ descriptions of principal feedback during the online survey. 

Table 35 

Themes of Feedback from Principals Described by Instructional Coaches Participating in the 

Online Survey 

Themes Percentage of Responses 

Regular 2 (7%) 

Direct 2 (7%) 

Praise 7 (23%) 

Verbal 2 (7%) 

Written  3 (10%) 

Informal  4 (13%) 

Formal 2 (7%) 

Little, if any 8 (27%) 

None  1 (3%) 

No Response 11 (37%) 

According to the instructional coaches who responded to this question, only two received regular 

feedback from the principal regarding their work as an instructional coach. Table 36 provide 

sample descriptions from instructional coaches in response to Survey Question 15. 

Table 36 

Themes of Feedback from Principals Described by Instructional Coaches Participating in the 

Online Survey 

Code Quote 

IC9 Very little. 

IC11  Mostly just verbal, thank yous and all that. 

IC15 My principal has been very complimentary about my work to my specialist, but I do 

not receive much direct feedback. 

IC16 I do not receive much feedback until my end-of-year review usually.  

IC25 Although the principal is aware of my work, I haven't reached out to him for feedback. 

However, I plan to provide a convenient way for him to provide feedback. 

IC29 Superficial praise. 
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While most feedback received by instructional coaches by the principal was given directly, the 

feedback was largely focused on appreciative statements or praise, but not constructive or 

specific to the work of the coach. 

Participants in the focus group interviews shared a different perspective, though two 

clearly indicated that they do not get direct feedback from the principal. FGR1 left the focus 

group interview to attend another meeting. Table 37 highlights focus group interview responses 

from instructional coaches regarding the type of feedback received from the principal regarding 

their work. 

Table 37 

Feedback from Principals Described by Focus Group Interview Participants 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

No response FGR1  

I really don't get any…I’m not given a lot of feedback, I have to 

kind of judged based on just comments… that feedback can be 

either tangential or surface and really doesn't do a lot to help me 

develop as an instructional coach, as a teacher leader, as non-

evaluative support. I get a lot of affirmation in a one-on-one meeting 

but it's just not consistent, if that makes sense. And …it doesn't feel, 

sustained. What's the word I’m looking for? Feel helpful. Let's go 

with that as developing as a professional 

FGR2 431 - 455 

 

I feel like I'm respected by [the principal], but I don't necessarily 

hear it. I do hear it through other, you know, admin. In terms of you 

know, knowing if [the principal] even recognizes the work; I mean 

you think [the principal] likes it, but then you don't know so in terms 

of that reflective conversations I can't say I have that with [the 

principal]. …trying to get the principal’s time for that is very 

difficult. So, I think I’m respected.  I think [the principal] likes what 

I’m doing, but you know that's a blip sometimes. 

 

FGR3 

 

 

413 - 430 

 

Both instructional coaches in the focus group interviews noted that they do not receive regular or 

constructive feedback from the principal. 

Survey Question 16 

Is there anything you would like to add regarding how you feel you are supported 

by the building principal? Of the instructional coaches who noted perceived support from the 

building principal, regular meetings, trust, autonomy, support, aligned knowledge of the role, and 
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a relationship with the principal emerged as themes in the instructional coaches’ descriptions of 

perceived support from the principal. Fifteen (50%) of participants in the online survey elected 

not to respond to this question. Table 38 shows the themes that emerged from the instructional 

coaches’ descriptions of principals’ actions that contribute to a perception of support from the 

principal. 

Table 38 

Themes from Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of Principals’ Actions Contributing to a 

Perception of Support 

Theme Percentage of Responses 

Regular meetings and communication 5 (17%) 

Reciprocal trust 5 (17%) 

Autonomy 1 (3%) 

Support with time and resources 7 (23%) 

Aligned understanding of the role 6 (20%) 

No response 15 (50%) 

 

The themes identified in Table 38 contribute to the instructional coaches’ perception of support 

from the principal. Table 39 highlights some of the responses shared by instructional coaches in 

their responses to Survey Question 16. 
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Table 39 

Principals’ Actions that Positively Impact Instructional Coaches’ Perceptions of Support from 

the Principal 

Code Quote 

IC7 With having regular scheduled meetings and participating in leadership team meetings, I 

became a contributing partner to help support the school's vision and growth plan 

 

IC9 I feel trusted by my building principal to enact positive change in the school. …my 

professionalism and need for confidentiality with my clients are respected. 

 

IC13 I can see how it would be more difficult to be a coach who did not have this kind of 

relationship with their direct supervisor. My boss trusts me and does not follow behind 

me looking over my shoulder. This gives me the autonomy needed to do my job free 

from the perception of being an agent of administration. 

 

IC14  I have found if I put together my plans ahead of time and then present them to the 

principal, then I have more success accomplishing tasks for my role. I guess it is good to 

have that autonomy, but sometimes I wish there was a little more interest in what I'm 

doing. 

 

IC15 I am not sure my principal sees the value in coaching partnerships. 

IC23 My current principal really understands the nature of my job and responsibilities. 

 

IC27 My experience has been about building relationships with the administration so that I 

can be trusted and be used to the highest capacity. 

 

Eight (27%) of the online survey participants added that they did not feel supported by the 

principal for the following actions taken by the principal: 1) being left out of conversations, 2) 

lack of interest in the work of the instructional coach, 3) not valuing the principal and 

instructional coach partnership, 4) lack of regular meetings, 5) lack of knowledge of the role of 

the instructional coach, 6) lack of recognition and appreciation for the work of the instructional 

coach; and 7) lack of trust in the instructional coach.  Table 40 highlights some of the responses 

shared by instructional coaches who participated in the online survey regarding actions taken by 

the principal that negatively impact the instructional coach’s perceptions of support. 
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Table 40 

Actions Negatively Impact Perceived Support from the Building Principal 

Code Quote 

IC9 I feel left out of many conversations. I don't need to participate in them, I would like 

to know what the information is sooner so I can better support administrators by 

maintaining message consistency and support teachers by helping them marry 

administrative expectations and teachers' comfort, ability, knowledge, time, capacity, 

and emotional needs. 

 

IC14 I think that the principals in general have the district goals and then their personal 

goals for a school. There is a lot in play so sometimes our visions don't always sync 

up. I have found if I put together my plans ahead of time and then present them to the 

principal, then I have more success accomplishing tasks for my role. I guess it is 

good to have that autonomy, but sometimes I wish there was a little more interest in 

what I'm doing. 

 

IC15 I am not sure my principal sees the value in coaching partnerships. 

IC16 I wish I had more support regarding my role as a support and not someone who is 

there to check up on teachers. I wish we had regular meetings. 

 

IC19 I am not sure that current events are putting me in a very "appreciated" mindset, to be 

completely honest. :( 

 

IC31 I would like the principals to truly understand what is expected of me on a daily 

basis--sometimes the water gets muddy, and I become an extension of administration 

 

IC35 Every school is different and school leaders run things differently as well. Some are 

comfortable and trust the professionals in their buildings while others do not have the 

capacity to use all resources wisely. 

 

Participants in the focus group interviews acknowledged the challenges in the COVID 

school environment and agreed with the online survey participants about the positive impact on 

the perception of support that a principal understands the role and purpose of an instructional 

coach. Focus group interview participants also agreed with one another that increased 

communication between the principal and the instructional coach was an effective step toward 

positively influencing the instructional coach’s perception of support from the principal.  

Additionally, participants indicated the alignment of the goals of the instructional coach and the 

principal as a means of increasing the instructional coach’s perception of support from the 

principal. FGR3 further noted that engaging the instructional coach in tasks outside of the role 

expectations negatively impacted the perception of support from the principal. Table 41 
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highlights the responses from instructional coaches who participated in the focus group 

interview.  

Table 41 

Instructional Coaches’ Descriptions of Principals’ Actions that Impact Perceived Support from 

Principals During the Focus Group Interview 

Quote Code Transcription 

Line 

No response FGR1  

I feel that if opportunities were available, if more information was 

presented, and an understanding of the role of the instructional 

coach could be understood by both administration and coach and 

others involved, I think a much more streamlined understanding 

would allow the coaches… to be utilized in a stronger regard and 

be more effective 

FGR2 461 - 465 

 

I do think [the principal] respects the work, like I said before. But, 

in terms of like a cohesiveness... Sometimes, [the principal]  tries to 

make coaches be evaluative and then we have tried to kind of push 

back a little bit on that because we don't we don't want to be in that 

role; there's a blurring of our jobs with admin sometimes in our 

building, but then on the flip side, sometimes we also I will feel 

like I’m lucky in the fact that my school is not taking our coaches 

and made them subs like and I know that some schools have had 

that issue, especially now with quarantining and COVID and all 

and they kind of view the quote coaches just another extra body, so 

my school has been good about not doing that, and so I feel like 

that does show some respect for our role; in terms of like us all 

having the same vision moving forward, I think that it's bit 

disjointed and it may just be a sign of the times 

 

FGR3 

 

 

491 - 503 

 

Summary 

Though responses from instructional coaches participating in the online survey and the 

focus group interview had varied responses on some of the questions in this study, all 

participants were aligned in the principal actions that contribute to the instructional coach’s 

perception of principal support. Regardless of whether they had experienced these actions by the 

principal, the following themes emerged in responses from instructional coaches participating in 

this study. Instructional coaches perceived the following as positively impacting their 

perceptions of support from the building principal: 1) the principal and instructional coach have a 
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shared knowledge of the role and daily expectations of the instructional coach, 2) the principal 

provides protected time for instructional coaches to engage in coaching cycles with teachers, 3) 

the principal provides or supports the instructional coach with access to instructional resources, 

4) the principal affords the instructional coach access to professional growth opportunities, 5) the 

principal provides the instructional coach with regular reflective feedback for professional 

growth, 6) the principal and instructional coach engage in regular communication, 7) the 

principal should establish the expectations of implementation following a professional 

development led by the instructional coach, and 8) the principal and the instructional coach have 

a common vision or goal. 

Chapter 5 examines the primary as they related to the findings of the study, as well as the 

implications and suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to examine instructional coaches' perceptions of principal 

support and the actions of principals that contribute to those perceptions. The researcher 

collected data to understand instructional coaches’ perceptions related to support in their role 

from the building level principal.  The researcher provided additional insights to the field of 

instructional coaching with applied research focused on building partnerships between principals 

and instructional coaches. The research questions that drove the study were: 1) What do 

instructional coaches perceive as principals’ knowledge of the role of the instructional coach? 2) 

How do instructional coaches perceive the actions of principals in support of their work?  

A qualitative approach was utilized for the study as it provided insight into the 

experiences of instructional coaches working with principals in one K-12 school division. In this 

case study, a descriptive analysis was utilized to examine the findings of the study and thematic 

analysis was used to determine potential implications for building level principals who work 

with instructional coaches.  The study included data gathered through an online survey and a 

focus group interview.  Thirty instructional coaches from various level in one K-12 school 

division participated in the study.  The results of the study were compared to the research 

reviewed in Chapter 2.  The research used findings from the study to identify implications for 

principals in terms of establishing an environment in which the instructional coach perceived 

principal support for the role of the instruction coach. 

Summary of Findings 

The findings from this study were based on responses from individual instructional 

coaches participating in an online survey as well those from instructional coaches who agreed to 

participate in a focus group interview.  Those findings, the related data, and the supporting 

research follow. 

Finding 1 

Instructional coaches identified varied perceptions of the principal’s and instructional 

coach’s knowledge of the role of the instructional coach. Data gathered in both the online 

survey and the focus group interviews indicated that a shared knowledge of the role of the 

instructional coach varied between schools. In some instances, instructional coaches indicated 



 

81 

that the principal’s knowledge of the role of an instructional coach aligned with their own, while 

in others, instructional coaches indicated that the principal did not have enough experience 

working with instructional coaches to have full knowledge of the role.  Survey Question 3 asked 

instructional coaches to describe the role of the instructional coach to others and to describe how 

the principal in their building might describe the role to others. Though 47% of the instructional 

coaches responding to the survey described the role of the instructional coach as providing 

instructional support, only 30% indicated that they thought the principal would describe the role 

in the same way (see Table 7).  Another description of the role provided by instructional coaches 

including providing professional development and professional learning.  While 23% of 

instructional coaches responding to the survey identified providing professional development and 

professional learning as part of the role of the instructional coach, they indicated that only 13% 

of their principals would include it in the role description (see Table 7).  Additionally, 6% of 

instructional coaches participating in the survey described the role as including building 

relationships, while none indicated that their principal would include relationship building as part 

of the role of the instructional coach (see Table 7).  Participating instructional coaches also noted 

that their principal would likely describe the role of the instructional coach as including 

technology support (10%), school improvement (3%), data analysis (3%), supporting struggling 

teachers (7%), administrative tasks (3%), and serving as a resource (3%) (see Table 7).  

Instructional coaches participating in the survey did not indicate any of these as related to their 

role. Still other participants in the study noted that they were unsure of the principal’s knowledge 

of the role of an instructional coach. One instructional coach who participated in the focus group 

interview cited the principal’s inexperience in working with instructional coaches as the main 

reason for the misalignment in the understanding of the role (see Table 16). Table 9 and Table 10 

highlight a sampling of descriptions from instructional coaches regarding how they spend their 

day. Table 11, Table 12, Table 14, and Table 15 provide examples from the online survey and 

the focus group interview of the instructional coaches’ descriptions of the knowledge of their 

role from their perspective as well as the principals’ perspective. 

Results from this study are supported by research reviewed in Chapter 2.  Instructional 

coaches participating in this study described the role of the instructional coach as including 

resource provider, data coach, instructional specialist, curriculum specialist, classroom supporter, 

learning facilitator, mentor, school leader, catalyst for change, and learner.  Killion and Harrison 

(2018) described these roles as central to the work in instructional coaches in earlier research. 
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Research supports the finding that instructional coaches need the principal to have clarity for the 

role and job description of the instructional coach (Heineke & Polnick, 2013; Ippolito & Bean, 

2019; Knight, 2018; Shanklin, 2015). This clarity is important as principal must be able to 

clearly articulate the role of the instructional coach and ensure that everyone in the building also 

understands the role of the coach (Knight, 2011; Johnson, 2016; Sweeney, 2018).  Similar to the 

description of the experiences of some of the instructional coaches in this study, Johnson (2016) 

noted that principals are not equipped with the experience or knowledge to effectively use 

instructional coaching as a model of professional development in the building.  

Finding 2 

Instructional coaches described their contributions to the vision of the school as 

varied across schools. The instructional coaches indicated that the extent to which they are 

asked to contribute to the vision of the school varied greatly between schools. Responses from 

participants in both the online survey and the focus group interview implied that the instructional 

coaches’ opportunity to contribute, or lack thereof, either positively or negatively impacted the 

perception of support from the principal. Instructional coaches in this study indicated their 

involvement as building the vision of the school (17%), supporting the vision of the school 

(30%), not being asked to contribute to the vision of the school (20%), or being unsure of how 

they contribute to the vision of the school (7%) (see Table 17).  For examples of the responses 

provided by instructional coaches, refer to Table 18. 

Earlier research supports the finding that instructional coaches need to have a shared 

vision for learning to feel supported by the principal.  Shanklin (2015) and Ippolito and Bean 

(2019) noted that instructional coaches need development and communication of a shared vision 

for learning from the building principal.  Additionally, a study by Ippolito and Bean (2019) 

found that coaches view the principal as crucial to supporting the success of coaching in a 

building and establishing a culture conducive to coaching. 

Finding 3 

Instructional coaches described meetings with the principal as irregularly 

scheduled. While some instructional coaches in the study indicated meeting and communicating 

with the principal occurred weekly (20%) or bi-weekly (10%), most instructional coaches 

acknowledged frustration when planned meetings between the instructional coach and the 

principal were often the first to be cancelled in the wake of pressing events or situations (see 
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Table 19).  Still other instructional coaches noted that they rarely meet with the principal (13%), 

if ever (see Table 19).  10% of instructional coaches who participated in the study indicated that 

no regular meeting schedule was established between the principal and the instructional coach 

(see Table 19). Table 20 and Table 21 show examples of the instructional coaches’ responses to 

Survey Question 10, which asked coaches to describe the frequency of the meetings scheduled 

between the instructional coach and the principal.  In response to Question 10, instructional 

coaches also indicated the topics discussed during meetings between the instructional coach and 

the principal.  These topics included goals for the school, upcoming events, professional 

development requests, and struggling teachers, among other topics. Tables 23 and Table 24 

highlight specific descriptions of the topics discussed during meetings between the instructional 

coach and the principal. 

Earlier research supports these findings. One study found that instructional coaches 

needed principals to communication during regular meetings between the principal and the 

instructional coach (Ippolito & Bean, 2019; Shanklin, 2015).  Stewart (2014) noted that the 

communication allowed for alignment between the work of the coach and the broader initiatives 

as well as reflection and feedback on the connections between research and practice. Still more 

research noted that “a crucial function of school leaders who hope to bring about significant 

school reform is to improve and support group problem solving” (Lipton, 1993, p. 13). 

Finding 4 

Instructional coaches described a continuum of experiences regarding principal 

requests for professional development and expectations of follow up. Instructional coaches 

participating in this study indicated that varied amounts of professional development were 

requested by the principal and expectations for follow up on professional development concepts 

also varied among principals. In response to Survey Question 12, 18 (60%) of the instructional 

coaches acknowledged being asked by the principal to plan and facilitate professional 

development (see Table 25). 43% indicated that they were asked to facilitate professional 

development on a regular basis (see Table 25), while 17% of instructional coaches participating 

in the study indicated that the principal either did not ask the instructional coach to plan and 

facilitate professional development or the principal did not establish a regular schedule for 

professional development at the school (see Table 25). Examples of instructional coaches’ 
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descriptions of requests for professional development made by principals can be found in Table 

26.   

In response to Survey Question 12, instructional coaches also described varied 

expectations from principals with respect to follow up after professional development. Themes 

that emerged in the descriptions from instructional coaches included expectations of follow-up 

from the principal (10%), follow-up from the instructional coach (6%), little follow-up (10%), 

and no follow-up (10%) (see Table 27).  10% of the instructional coaches indicated that they 

were unsure of the principal’s expectations of follow-up (see Table 27).  53% of instructional 

coaches participating in the survey did not respond to Survey Question 12 (see Table 27).  Some 

instructional coaches described the follow-up actions to include walkthroughs, while others 

indicated that no follow up was expected by the principal. Sample responses from instructional 

coaches describing principals’ expectations for follow-up are highlighted in Table 28. 

Earlier research encouraged principal follow-up to effectively support the work of 

instructional coaches.  Price (2012) described principals as “central figures in schools whose 

actions directly shape their school’s climate” and punctuates the responsibility of principals to 

build a learning culture within their school (p. 40). Knight (2019) noted that the principal is 

critical to advancing the praxis of instructional skills learned through professional development 

experiences. Several studies noted professional development being most effective when followed 

up implementation support or coaching (Showers & Joyce, 1996; Knight, 2004; Sawyer & 

Stukey, 2019). In addition to planned follow up, Shanklin (2017) and Ippolito and Bean (2019) 

found that instructional coaches needed assistance planning professional development for 

teachers.   

Finding 5 

Instructional coaches participating in this study stated that the principal did not 

provide professional development in the skills and practices of instructional coaching.  In 

this study, instructional coaches acknowledged the importance of professional growth in the 

skills and practices of instructional coaching.  While two (7%) instructional coaches noted that 

the principal encouraged them to attend professional development sessions alongside the 

teachers in the building, 19 (63%) instructional coaches in the study indicated that the principal 

did not provide professional development experiences related to the skills and practices of 

instructional coaching (see Table 29). All instructional coaches who participated in the focus 
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group interview indicated they do not receive professional development support from their 

principals in the area of coaching skills and practices.  One instructional coach, FGR2, who 

participated in the focus group interview stated, “Outside of like district wide types of things I 

very rarely have coaching conversations specific to my craft if there's professional development 

happening in the school, I'm probably running it” (see Table 31). Table 30 and Table 31 

highlight instructional coaches’ responses regarding the extent to which principals provide 

professional development supporting the skills and practices of instructional coaches.  

Though instructional coaches in this study indicated that the principal did not provide 

professional development in the skills and practice of coaching, research suggests that principals 

should provide this type of training for instructional coaches.  Shanklin (2015) and Ippolito and 

Bean (2019) found that instructional coaches needed the support of the principal in providing the 

instructional coaches with opportunities for professional development in coaching skills and 

practices.  Additionally, Hall and Simeral (2008) note that principals have the responsibility of 

partnering with instructional coaches to identify targets for professional development as well as 

providing constructive feedback for the instructional coach’s professional growth.  

Finding 6 

Instructional coaches indicated that access to instructional resources was largely 

provided by sources other than the principal. Twenty (67%) instructional coaches 

participating in the online survey indicated that they receive instructional resources from other 

sources than the principal (see Table 32).  Sources for access to instructional resources cited by 

the instructional coaches included the division (47%) and through research completed on their 

own (20%) (see Table 32).  One (3%) instructional indicated no access to instructional resources 

was available (see Table 32). Participants noted they could access resources from the division, 

other teachers, or their own research. Similarly, 100% of instructional coaching participating in 

the focus group interview indicated that the principal did not provide access to instructional 

resources for instructional coaches.  All the participants in the focus group interview indicated 

utilizing teachers and other instructional coaches for instructional resources.  During the focus 

group interview, one instructional coach, FGR3, said, “I found that there's a there is a lot of 

sharing and so, there usually is somebody who's tried something…” (see Table 34). Table 33 and 

Table 34 highlight specific responses from instructional coaches regarding access to instructional 

resources.  
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The researcher found one study that noted the importance of the instructional coach’s 

access to instructional resources as related to perceptions of support.  In that study, supports 

found to impact the perception of support from the principal included the instructional coach 

having access to instructional resources provided by the principal (Ippolito & Bean, 2019). 

Finding 7 

Instructional coaches indicated they do not receive regular feedback from the 

principal regarding their work. Two (7%) instructional coaches who participated in this study 

indicated receiving regular feedback regarding their work from the building principal (see Table 

35).  Other instructional coaches described the feedback as direct (7%), while 7(23%) described 

feedback as focused on praise (see Table 35). With respect to the structure of the feedback, 2 

(7%) instructional coaches described the feedback as being delivered formally, and 4 (13%) 

described feedback from the principal as being delivered in an informal manner (see Table 35). 

Additionally, 2 (7%) of instructional coaches who responded to Survey Question 15 described 

the feedback from the principal as delivered verbally, and 3 (10%) described the feedback as 

delivered in writing (see Table 35). Nine (30%) of instructional coaches indicated receiving little 

or no feedback from the principal regarding their work. Instructional coaches’ descriptions of the 

type of feedback received from principals are highlighted on Table 36 and Table 37. 

Several researchers framed the importance of receiving feedback as related to 

professional growth.  Fullan (2011) acknowledged the need for reflective practice during job-

embedded professional practice. Likewise, Stewart (2014) noted that for learning opportunities 

to meaningful, they should be planned alongside implementation with feedback and reflection.  

Additionally, Shanklin (2015) and Ippolito and Bean (2019) identified the need for instructional 

coaches to receive feedback on their work from the principal to perceive support. 

Finding 8 

Instructional coaches identified that the relationship between the principal and 

instructional coach contributes to the coach’s perception of support from the principal. 

Instructional coaches who participated in this study described the relationship between 

themselves and the principal very differently. Actions described by instructional coaches as 

contributing to their perception of support from the principal included fundamental needs of 

instructional coaches identified in the research.  Five (17%) of instructional coaches described 

regular meetings and communication between the principal and the instructional coach as 
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contributing to their perceptions of support (see Table 38).  Five (17%) of participating 

instructional coaches indicated that reciprocated trust was a contributing factor to the 

instructional coaches’ perception of support, and one (3%) noted having autonomy in their work 

as a contributing factor (see Table 38). Seven (23%) of instructional coaches described an 

alignment of the knowledge of the role of the instructional coach as contributing to the 

instructional coaches’ perception of support from the principal (see Table 38). Still other 

instructional coaches identified that principal provided time and resources contributed to the 

instructional coaches’ perception of support from the principal (see Table 38). See Table 39 and 

Table 41 for examples of the descriptions provided by instructional coaches regarding the actions 

taken by principals that contribute to a perception of principal support.   

Though some instructional coaches described a close working relationship, others described 

having no relationship with the principal, which negatively impacted the instructional coaches’ 

perception of support. Eight (27%) of the online survey participants added that they did not feel 

supported by the principal. Reasons for a lack of perception of support described by instructional 

coaches included lack of meetings and communication, lack of principals’ interest in the work of 

the instructional coach, principals not valuing the partnership with the instructional coach, 

principals’ lack of knowledge of the role of an instructional coach, principals’ lack of recognition 

of the work of the instructional coach, and the principals’ lack of trust in the instructional coach. 

In response to Survey Question 16, one instructional coach directly stated, “I am not sure my 

principal sees the value in coaching partnerships” (see Table 40). Table 40 includes additional 

examples of the instructional coaches’ descriptions of principals’ actions that negatively impact 

the instructional coaches’ perception of principal support. 

Research suggests that the relationship between the instructional coach and the principal 

has implications for the culture of the entire building. Aguilar (2013), Knight (2011), and 

Sweeney (2018) acknowledge that a positive relationship between the instructional coach and the 

principal harbors positive relationships between teachers.  In a later article, Knight (2020) 

indicates that having the support of the principal is instrumental in the impact of a skilled coach.  

This support includes the principal’s actions to structure the culture and coaching program with 

intention, and develop an environment conducive to learning (Johnson, 2016; Jaquith, 2005). In 

all, successful coaching depends on the relationship between the principal and the instructional 

coaches (Heineke & Polnick, 2013; Foltos, 2015). 
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Implications of Findings 

Following a review of the findings in this research, implications for principals were 

identified to support instructional coaches in the building. The implications are outlined below 

with brief explanations.  

Implication 1 

School division personnel could provide principals and instructional coaches specific 

training on the roles and expectations for the work of the instructional coach.  To 

effectively support the work of the instructional coach, principals must completely internalize the 

roles and expectations of the instructional coaches working in the building. Principals could 

work with the instructional coach(es) in the building to establish clear expectations for the work 

of the instructional coach and principal in supporting the goals for the school.  Clarity regarding 

how the instructional coach and the principal work together to support the instructional practices 

positively impacts the instructional coaches’ perceptions of support from the principal. 

Responses from instructional coaches in this study implied that principals and instructional 

coaches consistently have varied knowledge of the role of the instructional coach. This 

implication is a result of Finding 1. 

Implication 2 

The principal could include the instructional coach in the vision of the school and 

provide clear parameters to guide the instructional coach’s contribution to the vision.  

Participants in this study indicated that they look to the principal to provide the guidelines for 

how the instructional coach contributes to the achieving the vision for the school. Providing a 

structure for instructional coaches to work with teachers in a way that is supported by the 

principal with appropriate expectations for follow up and alignment to the vision for the school 

positively impacts the instructional coach’s perception of support from the principal. This 

implication is a result of Finding 2. 

Implication 3 

The principal and instructional coach could engage in regular meetings to 

communicate needs, exchange feedback, and align their efforts in the building. The data 

gathered during this study implied that regular communication between the principal and the 

instructional coach is critical to the instructional coach’s perceptions of support from the 
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principal. Principals could plan and attend meetings with the instructional coach throughout the 

year to maintain a consistent conversation around the needs of the school and how the 

instructional coach is working to meet the needs. The principal could also work to be responsive 

to requests for meetings from the instructional coach. For instructional coaches in this study, 

consistent communication about how their work is aligned to that of the principal and meeting 

regularly to monitor progress toward the goals of the school positively impacts the instructional 

coach’s perception of support from the principal.  This implication is a result of Finding 3. 

Implication 4 

The principal could establish clear expectations for teachers regarding the 

implementation of the knowledge and skills provided by the instructional coach during 

building level professional development.  Principals are responsible for setting the expectations 

of learning for the teachers in the building. This study indicated that when principals monitor the 

use of the skills provided by the instructional coach during building level professional 

development provided the instructional coach, the instructional coaches’ perception of support 

from the principal could be positively impacted. This implication is a result of Finding 4. 

Implication 5 

The principal could actively support the professional growth of instructional 

coaches in the building and provide time for instructional coaches to attend learning 

experiences outside of the building related to the skills and practices of instructional 

coaching.  This study implied that when professional growth of the instructional coach is 

supported by the principal with time and resources, the instructional coach perceives support as a 

professional in the building. Principals could also work with instructional coaches to examine 

learning following the professional development experience. Providing time to focus on the 

instructional coach’s professional growth could positively impact the coach’s perception of 

support from the principal. This implication is a result of Finding 5. 

Implication 6 

Principals could provide instructional coaches access to the resources they need to 

complete their work with teachers in the building.  School divisions typically provide the 

instructional resources necessary to support the work of the teachers.  Instructional coaches 

utilize the district resources when supporting the teachers.  This study implied that when 
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principals can provide resources to instructional coaches that support the vision of the school and 

their work as instructional coaches, the perception of principal support could be positively 

impacted.  This implication is a result of Finding 6. 

Implication 7 

Principals could provide protected time for reflective conversations about specific 

feedback regarding the work of the instructional coach.  In accordance with Implication 3, 

instructional coaches in this study indicated that they needed more feedback about their work to 

perceive support from the principal. Principals could establish regular, protected time to reflect 

on the work of the instructional coach and provide feedback. Taking the time to provide 

feedback to the instructional coach could positively impact the coach’s perception of support 

from the principal. This implication is a result of Finding 3 and Finding 7. 

Implication 8 

The principal could establish a trusting relationship with the instructional coach(es) 

in the building.  Instructional coaches in the study indicated that a trusting relationship between 

the instructional coach and the principal was central to their perception of support. Principals 

could make intentional efforts toward developing a strong relationship with instructional coach. 

When principals build a trusting relationship with the instructional coach, the instructional 

coach’s perception of support could be positively impacted. This implication results from 

Finding 8 

Suggestions for Future Research 

The purpose of the study was to determine the instructional coaches’ perceptions of 

support from the principal and identify the factors that influence that perception.  This study 

included one K-12 school division in central Virginia. Future researchers may want to consider 

competing a thematic analysis of replicating the study across multiple school divisions in 

Virginia to develop more generalized findings and implications. Though an online survey and a 

focus group interview were utilized to collect data, future researchers may want include more 

participants for the focus group interviews to provide a balance to the online survey responses. 

Future researchers may want to consider comparing how the building principal perceives 

their support of the instructional coach to the perception of the instructional coaches in their 

building.  While this study focused on the instructional coach’s perceptions of support from the 
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principals, teachers’ perceptions of support from the instructional coach would add depth to the 

understanding of the culture of the school.  Additionally, a future study examining the feedback 

provided to instructional coaches by the immediate supervisor would provide a deeper look into 

the feedback and professional growth support provided to the instructional coach. 

Summary 

Chapter 5 provided a summary of the findings in the study, discussed implications 

resulting from the findings, outlined conclusions, and suggested directions for future studies. In 

summary, responses to the online survey and the focus group interviews in this study indicated 

that the perceptions of instructional coaches regarding principal support vary by school. 

Additionally, the study indicated that principals could engage in intentional actions to positively 

impact instructional coach’s perceptions of support. Participants in this study indicated that to 

impact the instructional coach’s perception of principal support for their work, principals could 

clarify knowledge of the role of an instructional coach, provide the instructional coach with time 

and resources to work with teachers, afford access to professional growth opportunities, provides 

the instructional coach with regular reflective feedback for professional growth, engage in 

regular communication and meetings with the instructional coach, establish the expectations of 

implementation following a professional development led by the instructional coach, and include 

the instruction coach in the vision for the school. 

Reflections 

In general, there was not an overall agreement among coaches on responses except for 

the fact that all instructional coaches participating in the study indicated that principals did not 

provide professional development to instructional coaches in coaching skills and practices, nor 

did they provide instructional resources to instructional coaches. While the number of responses 

reached 30 (20%) of those invited to participate, the timeline for the study may have impacted 

the number of responses to the online survey as it was distributed during the week teachers 

returned to school. During this time, instructional coaches were busy supporting teachers in 

preparing for the school year and may not have been as focused on checking email during the 

weeks the survey was open. In addition, the study was completed during the first month 

returning to school following an 18-month closure due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  Again, the 

instructional coaches were less focused on reflection and more focused on supporting teachers as 

they readied to welcome students back to school after a year and a half of virtual learning. 
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Another impact on the data collected included the number of survey respondents who skipped 

several questions, minimizing the experience of those instructional coaches in the data.  

Overall, the study was completed as initially planned. The completion of the study was a 

positive experience and proved helpful to the researcher in identifying actionable steps for 

principals in supporting the work of the instructional coach. In most cases, participants openly 

provided insight into their experiences with principal support.  This enabled the researcher to 

develop manageable action steps in response to each of the findings. Though some responses to 

the online survey and focus group interview questions showed a lack of a perception of support 

from the principal, participating instructional coaches generally framed the response in a 

productive manner. 
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Appendix A 

Survey Questions 

Survey Protocol 

[By completing the survey, participants are confirming informed consent.] 

Introduction: Thanks for making time to complete the survey.  I am interested in understanding 

how instructional coaches perceive support from building principals as well as identifying the 

factors that influence those perceptions.  If at any time you feel uncomfortable with a question 

you are free to skip it.  If you work in more than one school, please select one school to consider 

when answering the survey questions. Responses to the questions on the survey are anonymous - 

please make every effort to omit information about specific people  

Background  

1. How do you identify?  

2. How long have you worked in education?  

 0-5 yrs    5-10 yrs   11-15 yrs    16-20 yrs   20+ yrs 

3. In which level do you currently work? 

Elementary   Middle   High School    Other 

4. How long have you worked as an instructional coach? 

0-5 yrs   5-10 yrs   11-15 yrs    16-20 yrs 

5. How many schools do currently you serve? 

1    2     3    4   5+ 

6. Are you assigned to a Title I school? 

Yes     No 

7. What is the title of your immediate supervisor? 

Principal     Specialist     Director     Other 

Principal Support  

8. How would you describe the role of the instructional coach in your building to others? 

a. How would your principal describe the job to others? 

9. To what extent are you asked to contribute to the vision for learning in the building?   

10. How often do you meet with the principal?  

a. What is discussed? 

11. Describe how you spend your day as an instructional coach.   

12. To what extent are you asked to provide professional development for teachers? 

a. What type of follow-up is expected by the building principal? 

13. What types of professional development are you offered by the principal? 

14. Describe your access to instructional resources. 

15. What type of feedback do you receive from the principal regarding your work? 

16. Is there anything you would like to add regarding how you feel you are supported by the 
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building principal? 

17. If you are interested in participating in a brief focus group, please include the email 

address through which you prefer to be contacted: __________________ 

Thank you for participating in this survey. 
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Appendix B 

Focus Group Protocol 

Focus Group Protocol - Completed via Zoom 

[Take consent form to audio record the session, explain that participants will remain 

anonymous.] 

Introduction: Thanks for making time to talk with me today.  I am interested in understanding 

how the instructional coaches in buildings perceive the support of principals.  During our time 

together, I’d like to discuss your perspective of your role as an instructional coach and in what 

ways you feel supported by the building level principal.  If at any time you feel uncomfortable 

with a question or where our discussion is going, just let me know. We can stop at any time.  

In order to keep your responses confidential, I would like to invite you to create a pseudonym in 

the name box through Zoom.  This will capture your responses but not allow them to be traced 

back to you. If you are unsure of how to do this, please let me know and I will be happy to walk 

you through the process.  Additionally, please refrain from referring to principals by name. 

Do you have any questions before we get started? 

Background 

1. Are you consenting to participating in this focus group interview? 

2. How long have you worked in education? 

0-5 yrs    5-10 yrs   11-15 yrs    16-20 yrs   20+ yrs 

Principal Support  

3. How would you describe the role of the instructional coach in your building to others? 

a. How would your principal describe the job to others? 

b. If those descriptions are different, to what do you contribute those differences? 

4. How often do you meet with the principal?  

a. What types of things are discussed in those meetings? 

b. How do those topics and discussions fit into your role as instructional coach? 

5. Describe how you spend your day as an instructional coach. 

a. How do the principal’s expectations align with your expectations regarding the 

way you spend your day? 

b. How often do you have time to meet with individual teachers or team of teachers 

for coaching cycles? 

6. What types of professional development are you offered by the principal? 

7. Describe your access to instructional resources. 
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8. What type of feedback do you receive from the principal regarding your work? 

9. Is there anything that you would like to add regarding how you feel you are supported 

by building principal? 

 

Thank you for participating in this study.  
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Appendix C 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative Certificate 
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Appendix D 

School Division Approval of Research 
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Appendix E 

Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board Approval of Research 
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Appendix F 

Survey Participant Introduction Email 

SUBJECT LINE: Instructional Coaches: You are invited to participate in a research study. 

 

Dear Instructional Coach,  

 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  You are eligible to participate in this study as 

you are serving in the role of instructional coach within Henrico County Public Schools.  This 

form includes information about the study and contact information if you have any questions. 

 

My name is Angela Stewart and I am a graduate student at Virginia Tech. This research is being 

conducted as part of my course work and in accordance with IRB# 21-529.  The purpose of this 

study is to understand how instructional coaches perceive support from building principals as 

well as to identify factors and actions that influence those perceptions.  

 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will complete a survey and have the opportunity to 

participate in a focus group interview.  You have the option to participate in the survey and opt 

out of the focus group should you so choose.  The survey questions and questions asked in the 

focus group will investigate your experience of support from the building principal while 

working as an instructional coach. Should you elect to participate in the focus group interviews, 

you will do so via Zoom.  These focus group interviews will be recorded. The recording will be 

transcribed for use in analyzing the data.   

 

The survey will take 30 minutes and the focus group will take approximately 30 minutes. If you 

elect to participate in both the online survey and the focus group interviews, the study should 

take approximately 60 minutes of your time. 

 

Please review additional information regarding this study at this link: Consent Information. 

 

If you are willing to participate in the study, please click the link below to begin:  

https://virginiatech.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5u9znB1JNJscflQ 

Password: IC2021 

 

If you would prefer not to participate in the survey, please close this email.  Should you have any 

questions regarding this study, please contact me, Angela Stewart, angelals@vt.edu. 

 

Thank you, in advance, for your time. 

 

Angela Stewart 

 

  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fKHguMW5JewEzDQqk1IUzfRqTprDf66S/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109573342621559769239&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://virginiatech.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5u9znB1JNJscflQ
mailto:angelals@vt.edu
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Appendix G 

Consent Form 

 
Information Sheet for Participation in a Research Study 

 

 

Principal Investigator: Carol Cash 

 

IRB #21-529 and Title of Study: Instructional Coaches’ Perceptions of Principal Support in a K-

12 Public School Division   

 

You are invited to participate in a research study.  This form includes information about the 

study and contact information if you have any questions. 

 

My name is Angela Stewart and I am a graduate student at Virginia Tech. This research is being 

conducted as part of my course work. 

 

WHAT SHOULD I KNOW? 

 

If you decide to participate in this study, you will complete a survey and be provided the option 

to participate in a focus group.  As part of the study, you will respond to open-ended questions 

on the topic and participate in a brief focus group, should you elect to participate in the focus 

group. You are permitted to participate in the survey and opt out of the focus group should you 

so choose.  The survey questions and questions asked in the focus group will focus on your 

experience of support from the building principal while working as an instructional coach. Focus 

groups will be held in a virtual setting and will be recorded in order to be transcribed for use in 

analyzing the data.   

 

The study should take approximately 60 minutes of your time should you opt to participate in 

both the survey and the focus group. The survey will take 30 minutes and the focus group will 

take approximately 30 minutes. 

 

No risks are anticipated from completing this study. 

 

You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 

withdraw at any time without consequence.  You may also refuse to answer any questions you 

don’t want to answer and remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you from this 

research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so.   
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CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

I will do my best to protect the confidentiality of the information gathered from you, though I 

cannot guarantee 100% confidentiality. 

 

Your responses to the online survey are anonymous, so no one can associate your answers back 

to you. Please do not include your name or other identifying information in your responses that 

can identify you. If you opt into participating in the focus group, you will be asked to provide a 

preferred email address in order to be contacted for scheduling. During the focus group 

interview, you will be asked to change your name to a pseudonym on the Zoom platform to 

protect your identity.  All responses will be coded according to the pseudonym used on the Zoom 

platform during the focus group interview. Your name will not be associated with any responses. 

 

Any data collected during this research study will be kept confidential by the researcher. Your 

interview will be audio-recorded in the Zoom platform and then transcribed. The researchers will 

code the transcripts using a pseudonym (false name). The recordings will be uploaded to a secure 

password-protected computer in the researcher’s office. The researcher will maintain a list that 

includes a key to the code. The master key and the recordings will be stored for 3 years after the 

study has been completed and then destroyed.  

  

WHO CAN I TALK TO? 

 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Angela 

Stewart, angelals@vt.edu.  You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of 

your participation in this research study.  If you have questions regarding your rights as a 

research participant, contact the Virginia Tech HRPP Office at 540-231-3732 (irb@vt.edu). 

Please print out a copy of this information sheet for your records. 

 

If you would like to participate in this survey, click here to begin:  

 

https://virginiatech.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5u9znB1JNJscflQ 

Password: IC2021 

 

If you would prefer not to participate in the survey, please close this email.  Thank you for 

your time! 

 

about:blank
https://virginiatech.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_5u9znB1JNJscflQ

