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ABSTRACT 

Low levels of student achievement, high rates of principal turnover, and the pressures of 

the academic accountability challenges seen in urban schools underscored the need to investigate 

the approaches employed by principal supervisors in urban school districts to build principals’ 

instructional leadership capacity and stability.  The purpose of this study was to explore how 

principal supervisors in a large urban public school district in the southern region of the United 

States (Darling School District, or DSD) align their practices to the Model Principal Supervisors 

Professional Standards (MPSPS), and how they are supported in their efforts by district 

structures and practices.  The questions that guided the study addressed how the district’s 

structure develops and supports the role of principal supervisors, what actions principal 

supervisors undertake to promote and support principal development, and how practices and 

approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad reflect the (MPSPS).   

The phenomenological case study involved an interpretive approach with data collection 

occurring through open-ended questionnaires and interviews completed by principal supervisors 

and principals, observations of principal supervisor-principal dyads, and the review of principal 

supervisor time logs.  Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method and qualitative 

data analysis software (Dedoose) for organizing data and identifying patterns and themes that 

answered the research questions.   

Principal supervisors described how the district’s structure developed and supported their 

role as principal supervisors through previously serving as a principal, attending meetings and 

professional development focused on instructional leadership, providing coaching and 

mentoring, and maintaining systems focused organization.  Principal supervisors promoted and 

supported principal development through coaching, conducting learning walks as a team, 

promoting a laser-like focus on instructional practice, and analyzing data along with the 



 

iv 

continuous monitoring of student achievement.  Finally, most actions of principal supervisors 

were strongly coupled to the eight MPSPSs.  The study highlighted the supports necessary for 

success in building the leadership capacity of principals.  The result of implementing effective 

leadership practices added to the coaching relationship that emphasized mutual accountability 

between principal supervisors and principals and the practicality of the MPSPS.  The 

implementation of the principal supervisor structure used in DSD demonstrated potential to 

benefit other districts seeking to create an innovative model for building leadership capacity. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Increasing Pressure and Demands for Response 

All students, regardless of background, must have a solid educational foundation to be 

prepared to enter college and the workforce (Hagleskamp & DiStasi, 2012).  Education is 

expected to be the great equalizer for all students, especially students who face significant 

barriers to academic performance and college readiness (Growe & Montgomery, 2003). The 

purpose of a public education is to help ensure that regardless of culture, ethnicity, gender, and 

race, each student has an equitable opportunity to learn, grow, and thrive in school and to 

become a positive contributing member to society (Growe & Montgomery, 2003).  

Consequently, public schools are under a significant amount of pressure to demonstrate that all 

students can perform at high academic levels. Low achievement has plagued many urban 

districts for several years, prompting strong external pressure for improvement (West, Peck, & 

Reitzug, 2010).   

Given schools are held accountable for academic progress, targeted focus on the 

percentage of students achieving required academic performance by government-sanctioned 

accountability programs continues to create a significant strain on the system nationally (West et 

al., 2010).  Although the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) has sunset, local and 

federal pressures on districts continue with new legislation, such as Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) signed into law December 2015.  ESSA includes accountability mandates; however, one 

of its most significant elements is its shifting of control over accountability measures from the 

federal government back to state governments.  With their newfound control and flexibility, 

states are using various approaches to meet rigorous accountability requirements which, in many 

cases, place great pressure on school principals (Jacob, 2017). 
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Examples of state accountability systems causing increased stress on principals include 

New Jersey’s and North Carolina’s individually published school report cards; the A to F 

accountability grades used by Florida, Texas, and New York based on results from statewide 

academic achievement assessments; and various states’ implementation of state funded vouchers 

provided to parents who opt for school choice, meaning they opt to enroll their children in 

private or charter schools (Knapp, Feldman, & Yeh, 2013; Murray & Howe, 2017).  In many 

cases, federal, state, and local accountability rules run on parallel tracks and challenge principals 

who must understand and navigate through the outcomes of different accountability systems and 

calculations for meeting academic standards (Polikoff, 2017; West et al., 2010).   

Complicating the challenge of navigating multiple accountability metrics, many urban 

areas are often saturated with students representing high concentrations of poverty; a diversified 

mixture of racial, cultural, and language backgrounds; and higher population densities beyond 

those of suburban areas (Murray & Howe, 2017).  Poverty rates in urban school districts magnify 

the intensity of the stakes and accountability pressures on teachers and principals. Poverty is one 

of America’s greatest threats, and researchers have found that income level is a powerful 

predictor of urban students’ poor academic performance (Levin, 2007; Reeves, 2009).   The 

American Association of School Administrators (2008) agreed that poverty is a significant cause 

of the persistent gaps in student achievement among children of poverty.  A sense of urgency to 

improve student achievement is imperative in urban districts seeking to attain accountability 

mandates and overcome numerous external social variables impacting students’ achievement 

ability to perform at desired levels (National Association of Secondary School Principals, 2007; 

Shipps & White, 2009).  



3 

 

When students lack a strong educational foundation, they are likely to earn considerably 

less income than their peers (Lester, Woods & Carlson, 2013). Moreover, students lacking 

foundational education skills have an increased chance of becoming involved with drugs and the 

criminal justice system, for which the percentages of participation are significantly greater for 

non-high school diploma earning adults (Lester et al., 2013).  The sense of urgency to improve 

student achievement places significant pressure on school staff, but in particular, on the 

principals held responsible for the results of students’ test scores (Cushing, Kerrins, & Johnstone, 

2003; Ladd & Zelli, 2002).   

The focus of state accountability metrics on student academic performance has created a 

culture of fear and increased principal turnover rates (McGhee & Nelson, 2005).  The intensity 

of accountability pressures in urban settings causes principals routinely to fear losing their jobs if 

they are unable to turn the trajectory of student achievement around quickly in their schools 

(West et al., 2010).  Principals also fear being labeled as failed leaders, which can impact their 

mental and emotional health (Jerald, 2012).  The School Leaders Network found approximately 

50% of principals resign after 3 years of service due to the insurmountable high-stakes demands 

placed on them that also affect their health (O’Neil, 2015). For example, Perlstein (2008) 

reported that one principal spent the day before the release of test scores vomiting due to the high 

level of stress.   

Given the reality of operating urban districts, the nature of the state and federal 

accountability challenges, and the low levels of performance found in urban schools, school 

districts have more recently emphasized the role of the principal supervisor (Corcoran et al., 

2013; Hall & Simon, 2013; Saltzman, 2016).  The principal supervisor’s main role and function 

involves providing principals with job-embedded coaching, professional development and 
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building principals’ leadership capacity to ensure their students attain acceptable achievement 

levels.   

The Principal as Catalyst for School Improvement 

Compelling evidence suggests that principals can improve student achievement; 

therefore, more districts are focused on boosting their efforts in school leadership (Center for 

Education Leadership, 2013; Goldring, Cravens, Murphy, Porter, & Elliott, 2009; Knapp, 

Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010; Mendels & Mitgang, 2013).  Although poverty is an 

important variable that influences student achievement, Reeves (2004) stressed leadership is also 

a significant variable.  In fact, Leithwood, Anderson, Wahlstrom, and Louis (2014) concluded 

leadership is second to teaching among in-school related influencers on learning.  Findings from 

the MetLife Survey of Challenges for School Leadership (2012) also demonstrated that an 

effective principal can account for 25% of a school’s impact on student performance.  Moreover, 

Ikemoto, Taliaferro, and Fenton (2014) asserted that proficient principals can increase school-

wide academic performance by 20%.  

Saltzman (2016) noted that schools require effective principals to be able to coach 

teachers, provide specific feedback, monitor the system for continuous improvement, and build a 

culture that reflects excellence. Similarly, the Wallace Foundation (2013) defined effective skills 

of a principal as follows: 

• Shaping a vision of academic success for all students 

• Creating a climate hospitable to education 

• Cultivating leadership in others 

• Improving instruction 

• Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement. (p. 4) 
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Leithwood et al. (2004) asserted that leadership is vital to the success of a school and 

outlined three core leadership practices that assist with improving student learning. First, they 

highlighted the development of people for enabling principals and teachers to do their jobs 

effectively, providing coaching to improve work outcomes, and demonstrating models or 

exemplars of practice and support. Second, they described principals as setting organizational 

direction by creating shared goals, monitoring organizational performance, and promoting clear 

lines of communication. Third, they found that principals create a productive school culture by 

building collaborative processes and modifying organizational structures to encourage action and 

success. 

Effective principals are necessary for both turnaround campuses (campuses in need of 

and subject to comprehensive intervention due to low performance) and successful high 

functioning campuses (Leithwood et al., 2004; Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom & Anderson, 

2010).  The urgency of accountability mandates requires principals to demonstrate high levels of 

responsibility and accountability for academic results.  It is no longer sufficient for principals’ 

responsibilities to be limited to managing people and situations because principals must be 

proactive instructional leaders with clear visions for their schools (Corcoran et al., 2013; Mascall 

& Leithwood, 2010; Miller, 2014; Saltzman, 2016).  A growing consensus suggests that effective 

leadership is the glue that holds a schools’ teachers, students, parents, and community members 

together to stay the course in reaching the school’s goals, mission, and vision (e.g., Corcoran et 

al., 2013; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano & Waters, 2009; Horng & Loeb, 2010; Louis et al., 

2010).  Ikemoto et al. (2014) further noted that school leadership helps ensure students can meet 

academic targets.  Additionally, Knapp et al. (2014) and Horng et al. (2010) reported that 
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teachers and principals significantly influence the trajectory of student learning, ultimately 

leading to sustained academic growth.  

The instructional leader represents a key lever for continuous improvement in urban 

schools; therefore, the urban district must support the principal’s efforts to improve instruction 

and build teacher capacity (Honig, Copland, Rainey, Lorton, & Newton, 2010).  Ikemoto et al. 

(2014) suggested that principals can be more successful when their school district leaders align 

schools’ goals with allocations of resources, establish a culture of shared accountability, and 

implement a holistic performance management system.  In sum, the principal’s primary 

responsibility is to ensure quality instruction occurs in each classroom by using robust hiring 

practices, coaching, instructional feedback, and student academic progress data (Blase & Blase, 

1999; Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005; Mascall & Leithwood, 2010).  

Principals who are supported with coaching by principal supervisors may have greater ability to 

ensure their students demonstrate adequate academic achievement. 

Making the Case for Principal Supervisors 

Recent studies showed that principals need support developing a range of skills, 

dispositions, and knowledge to do their jobs well and decrease burn-out (Cushing et al., 2003; 

O’Neil, 2015; Goldring et al., 2009; Knapp et al., 2013; Mitgang, 2013).  Due to the key role 

principals play in transforming student achievement, school districts’ systems should support 

principals’ efforts to improve the quality of instruction for urban campuses (Honig et al., 2010).  

Miller (2014) and Goldring et al. (2009) also emphasized the importance of a system of support 

for principals, especially during their beginning years, to achieve high levels of student learning. 

Without the appropriate support, principals can experience stress and burnout and leave the 

profession (Peters, 2011).  The system of support that districts provide to principals to enhance 
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their instructional leadership capacity may include effective educator preparation, induction, 

coaching, professional learning, and evaluation (Corcoran et al., 2013; Honig, 2012; Youngs & 

King, 2002).  Additionally, the principal support system should be designed to guide principals 

in working to improve instruction and teacher capacity. Preparing principals to implement 

strategies that successfully change the trajectory of student achievement in urban schools will 

require focused professional learning and quality mentoring and coaching (Daresh, 2007; 

Goldring et al., 2009).  In seeking to meet these needs, many districts are turning to the role of 

principal supervisor, a recent addition to the organizational charts of large urban school districts 

as part of their efforts to reduce principal turnover and support campus principals (Gill, 2013b; 

Hall, 2013; Jerald, 2012; Mader, 2016; Maxwell, 2014). Persons in this role typically occupy a 

central office position and are tasked with supervising and evaluating campus principals.  

A growing number of districts have reshaped the position of the principal supervisor to 

focus on guiding and coaching principals toward improving quality of instruction in schools 

(Saltzman, 2016).  Corcoran et al. (2013) posited that the role of the principal supervisor is 

critical to transforming and improving education for all students.  The principal supervisor 

should offer instructionally sound coaching and appropriate professional development to 

principals (Casserly, Lewis, Simon, Uzzell, & Palacios, 2013).  Building trust with principals is 

critical to principal supervisors who seek to establish effective adult learning relationships.  The 

emphasis on coaching is centered on utilizing effective instructional leadership practices and 

ensuring the completion of the next steps of instructional delivery (Markow, Macia, & Lee, 

2013).  Principal supervisors also need to use established routines and follow-up coaching 

sessions to create a mutually accountable adult learning partnership. Essentially, the principal 
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supervisor walks alongside each principal to support effective teaching through models and 

exemplars (Gill, 2013b; Mader, 2016; Saltzman, 2016; Superville, 2015). 

Several organizations such as Council of Great City Schools, Wallace Foundation, 

University of Washington, New Leaders, and New York Company have devoted significant 

resources in studying the principal supervisor and providing guidance and tools to support 

principal supervisors’ work with principals (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; Casserly et al., 2013; 

Corcoran at el., 2013).  Findings from a survey conducted by Council of Great City Schools 

(2013) for principal supervisors revealed that principal supervisors rarely engage in 

instructionally focused training and lack access to quality instructional professional development 

necessary for effective instructional leaders.  Even though team meetings may be a primary 

source of professional learning, the extent to which these meetings focus on instructional 

leadership has not been established (Saltzman, 2016). If districts use principal supervisors as job-

embedded support for principals, principal supervisors should receive training on coaching, 

supervision, and instructional leadership practices (Honig, 2012; Saltzman, 2016).  Additionally, 

principal supervisors need to engage in frequent and ongoing reflection and professional 

development to improve their practices and to ensure they provide quality coaching and guidance 

to their principals (Honig, 2012).  

In response to the need for effective principal guidance, and the emergence of the role of 

principal supervisors, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO, 2015) released 

national standards, known as the Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards (MPSPS), 

to establish consistency, clarity, and coherence for the role of principal supervisor.  In addition, 

the MPSPS delineate what principal supervisors should know and be able to do.  The MPSPS 

offered clear guidance to leaders in school districts’ central offices and affirm a shifting focus for 
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the principal supervisor from a compliance orientation to an instructional coaching orientation.  

The MPSPS can be used as a tool to measure success.  The MPSPS provides structure to the 

conceptual framework and is categorized into the sections of educational leadership, 

organizational coherence, and leadership development.   

Purpose of the Study and Guiding Questions 

Urban school children’s educational experiences are at risk without an organization that 

builds strong and sustained leadership capacity in principals anchored in high expectations for 

learning (Horng & Loeb, 2010).  School district-level administrators provide job-embedded 

support to principals for developing leadership capacity and for ensuring principals can create 

the best conditions for student learning on all campuses (Braun & Carlson, 2008; Corcoran et al., 

2013).  Low levels of student achievement, high rates of principal turnover, and the pressures of 

the academic accountability challenges seen in urban schools underscore the need to investigate 

the approaches employed by principal supervisors in urban school districts to build principals’ 

instructional leadership capacity and stability (CSSO, 2015; Hall & Simon, 2013).  Therefore, 

the purpose of this study was to explore how principal supervisors in a large urban public school 

district in the southern region of the United States align their practices to the MPSPS, and how 

they are supported in their efforts by district structures and practices.  The following questions 

guided the study:  

1. How does the district’s structure develop and support the role of principal supervisors? 

2. What actions do principal supervisors undertake to promote and support principal 

development? 

3. How do practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad reflect the 

Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards? 
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Significance of Study 

The study contributes to the body of research regarding the critical role played by 

principal supervisors in large urban districts and highlights what supports and training are 

necessary for success in coaching principals.  The study underscores the importance of 

leadership on student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004).  Identifying and documenting 

effective instructional leadership practices implemented by the principal supervisor adds to the 

understanding of a coaching relationship that encompasses mutual accountability between each 

dyad of a principal supervisor and principal (CCSSO 2015).  In addition, findings may lead to an 

innovative model for leadership capacity building that could benefit urban districts seeking to 

reduce principal turnover rates, increase principal retention, and advance students’ academic 

achievement levels. 

Consequently, the study contributes to research and practice at the national, state, and 

local levels. At a national level, the identification of effective approaches to supporting 

principals through the central office role of principal supervisor helps substantiate the value of 

the role within urban districts. At a state level, the study contributes knowledge around efforts to 

build leadership capacity among principals working in other large urban districts.  As the issues 

of academic achievement among students of poverty become amplified, understanding how 

districts can systematically provide ongoing job-embedded support to principals throughout the 

state gains relevance.  At the local level, this study identified the strengths and weaknesses of 

systems and structures aimed at improving educational leadership and organizational coherence 

of the principal supervisor role.  Moreover, the findings refine efforts for supporting the 

principals and principal supervisors who seek to obtain greater effectiveness as instructional 

leaders who buttress student achievement. By exploring central office reform in a large urban 
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district through the lens of the principal supervisor, opportunities for systematically developing 

new methods of support to be received by campus and district leaders may also be found. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to explore how principal supervisors in a large urban 

public school district in the southern region of the United States align their practices to the 

MPSPS, and how they are supported in their efforts by district structures and practices. This 

chapter provides context for the study by presenting an overview of the research on the work of 

the principal, highlighting the complexity of the demands of the principalship and how school 

districts can provide job-embedded support and professional development to principals through 

principal supervisors.  An exploration of the MPSPS and research about the role of principal 

supervisor appear before the description of the conceptual framework for this study. 

Challenges to Sustainable, Effective School Leadership 

Urban school districts face systemic challenges when creating an organization rooted in 

sustainable and effective school leadership.  The issues of accountability mandates, principal 

turnover, development of leadership pipelines and building organizations that are highly reliable 

are challenges that urban districts encounter when designing quality and equitable schools for all 

students (Blakenship & Lilley, 2017; Dee & Jacob, 2011; Jacob, 2017).  For years, these 

challenges have plagued schools vis-à-vis the principalship and districts have long depended 

heavily on having a great principal to ensure an increase in student outcomes.  However, the 

education field is discovering that, no matter their level of experience, principals need strong, 

sustainable district support (Honig, 2010).  As central offices transform to an instructional 

platform, the importance of structuring strong systems of support for principals that result in high 

levels of student learning is paramount.  New research suggests the role of the principal 

supervisor can be a substantive influence to help principals navigate and traverse the significant 

challenges they face in urban areas (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; Baker & Bloom, 2017; 

Corcoran et al., 2013; Syed, 2014).   
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Addressing Federal and State Accountability Pressures  

ESSA (2015) shares structural similarities with NCLB (2002) including mandatory state 

intervention for underperforming schools and the submission of state accountability plans to the 

federal government.  However, ESSA departs from NCLB by shifting control over accountability 

systems to the states (Bishop & Jackson, 2015; Jacob, 2017; Polikoff, 2017).  This shift of 

control from the federal to the state level reduces the authority of the United States Department 

of Education and offers states more flexibility to choose performance rubrics and metrics (Jacob, 

2012).  Although states have greater freedom with accountability, they are still required to 

increase student achievement outcomes of their lowest performing campuses (Jacob, 2012).  

With ESSA providing states more autonomy to design accountability systems, Texas 

changed the state academic accountability system to implement an A-F rating system for overall 

school and district performance (Blakenship, 2017; Fennell, 2016; Sharp, 2016;).  At least 17 

states have used some form of an A-F rating system for their schools. Those who support A-F 

ratings have asserted the format makes it easier for the public to understand the academic 

achievement status of every school and school district (Arizona Department of Education, 2012; 

Foundation for Florida’s Future, 2017; West Virginia Department of Education, 2014;). 

However, critics emphasize the ratings can oversimplify a school’s academic quality by 

encouraging scrutiny measured through a single mark (Murray & Howe, 2017; NASSP, 2016).  

Furthermore, Perlstein (2008) noted that the ratings intensify pressures regarding testing 

outcomes and cause intense scrutiny of schools and school districts. Texas Association of School 

Administration (TASA) reported that more than 200 local superintendents in Texas strongly 

advised the legislature to repeal the A to F ratings based on a belief that the ratings are simplistic 

and flawed and create major challenges for urban district leaders. 
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The pressures of federal and state accountability, if unmet, can result in dire 

consequences for chronically low-performing schools (Davis et al., 2005).  Some reform options 

for changing the trajectory of these schools include reconstitution, restructuring or closure (Dee 

& Jacob, 2011).  Reconstitution is used to improve quality of instruction by replacing a 

significant percentage of a school’s staff including its administration, teachers, and support staff 

with employees who have history of successful student results. Restructuring requires schools to 

make major organizational changes rapidly to impact the leadership and instructional delivery 

(Dee & Jacob, 2011).   

Recently, Texas legislators passed House Bill 1842 which increased the intensity of 

sanctions imposed onto multi-year low performing schools. Forty-six Texas school districts were 

identified as meeting the criteria outlined in HB 1842 making them targets for stronger sanctions 

by the state (Texas Educational Agency [TEA], n.d.).  The increased sanctions allow the TEA to 

remove the local governance structure (including the superintendent) and appoint a board of 

managers to lead the district when schools are identified as low performing for five consecutive 

years (TEA, n.d.). The most recent evidence of the Texas Educational Agency flexing its 

authoritative muscle regarding improved achievement is with the state’s largest school district, 

Houston Independent School District (HISD). TEA (2017) informed HISD that they would take 

control of the district if any of the 10 identified low performing schools fail to meet 

accountability measures in either of the next 2 years.   

Fulfilling the Complex Role of Principal 

Horng, Klasick, and Loeb (2010) concluded that multiple factors influence student 

achievement; however, leadership is among the most powerful in-school factors that contribute 

to student learning.  Within the last 15 years, the role of the principal has evolved in complexity 
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given the demands around rigorous achievement standards, as well as state and federal 

accountability (Jacob, 2017).  Corcoran et al. (2013) and Anderson and Turbull (2016) argued 

that a strong principal is one of the most influential school level factors for increasing student 

performance.  The principal’s main job is to ensure quality instruction in each classroom through 

hiring practices, coaching, instructional feedback, and monitoring of student progress (Jacques, 

Clifford, & Hornung, 2012).  High levels of accountability for results requires an increased sense 

of urgency to the organization; especially to those involved with the implementation (Knapp et 

al., 2014).  Mendels and Mitgang (2013) indicated that leadership isn’t owned by one person - it 

requires shared leadership and mutual responsibility for schools and districts.  Principals 

influence student achievement; therefore, districts should be well positioned to support and 

cultivate continued success by redefining and implementing the role of principal supervisor 

(Corcoran et al., 2013; Gill, 2013a; Honig, 2010).  

Louis et al. (2010) and Wahlstrom (2010) recommended that districts move away from 

principals managing the operations of a building and toward leading staff to improve the quality 

of instruction and raise student achievement. Furthermore, Markow, Macia, and Lee (2012) 

found that the role of the principal must have a balance between instructional leadership and 

high-stakes accountability. The pressures of the principalship can be mentally, physically, and 

emotionally exhausting requiring principals to demonstrate their grit, expertise, and perseverance 

to have strong systems of support (Davis et al., 2005).  Without strong leadership, principals are 

challenged to develop teacher capacity and ensure quality teaching in every classroom (Davis et 

al., 2005).  Washington D.C. and Tulsa are examples of districts that have restructured their 

central office by adding the role of principal supervisor to concentrate on strengthening the 

principal capacity to improve instruction and navigate the complexities of the job (Saltzman, 
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2016).  The principal supervisors in these districts work side by side, with mutual accountability, 

from everything from accountability mandates to instruction to personnel issues to determine the 

best decisions for the school as they move forward (Saltzman, 2016). 

Creating High-reliability Schools 

Marzano and Waters (2009) and Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, and MacKay (2014) 

suggested the education field, and in particular urban school districts, strive toward applying the 

concept of a High Reliability Organization (HRO). HRO refers to an organization that 

consistently works to improve safety in high risk businesses such as the flight operations on 

nuclear aircraft carriers. This type of organization has potential to ensure strong leadership that 

guarantees viable instruction of every student in each classroom as well as organizational 

structures that properly prepare students to enter college and/or workforce (Marzano et al., 

2009).  If failure is not an option, student drop-outs, poor grades, and ineffective teachers and 

leaders should be viewed as catastrophic, similar to how the medical field responds swiftly and 

quickly to reviving a patient who has flatlined during surgery (Marzano & Waters, 2009).   

McKinsey and Company (2007) conducted a study to determine why the top ten highest 

performing districts perform better than others.  The findings highlight three important features: 

a) identify the best teachers and leaders; b) support and guide effective instruction equitably in 

each classroom and c) provide the most quality instruction for each student (Marzano & Waters, 

2009). In addition, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

conducted a study about effective schools and theorized classroom instruction and using student 

achievement as the main measure for success are necessary conditions for high reliability 

districts (Marzano & Waters, 2009).  Given the importance of leadership for supporting 

instruction, high reliability educational organizations should design systems of support that 
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ensure principals have ongoing job-embedded coaching, access to resources aligned with the 

identified needs for their schools, and opportunities to promote successful outcomes (Marzano & 

Waters, 2009).  Preventing student failure through developing support systems for the leaders 

who impact student achievement most, may enable urban districts to become high reliability 

organizations.   

Stemming Principal Turnover 

In many districts, principals are left to succeed or fail on their own merits, which has 

contributed to a national increase in principal turnover (Orr, Berg, Shore, & Meir, 2008; Peters, 

2011).  The complexity of the principalship has caused an increase in stress and the percent of 

principals quitting after a short period of time (Jacob, 2017).  High turnover rates suggest that the 

overwhelming nature of the demands of the job are not sustainable without robust support 

mechanisms (Davis et al., 2005).  With the ongoing focus on high-stakes accountability, even in 

the ESSA era, the longevity of school leaders has decreased significantly (Jacob, 2017; Klein, 

2015).   

Finding a solution to reduce principal turnover as well as increase principal quality, 

endurance, and retention, especially for schools in urban settings, is critical among districts 

working to meet the achievement goals set by the state and federal government (Grissom, 2011; 

O’Neil, 2015).  Ikemoto et al. (2014) reported that principals require ongoing learning 

opportunities that are supported with appropriate supervision.  As a result of the complexity of 

the principalship and the expectations for high achievement, now, more than ever, districts must 

establish support structures, such as the role principal supervisor to build principal capacity (Orr 

et al., 2008; Peters, 2011).  
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Crafting Leadership Preparation Pipelines  

As school districts grow larger and become more complex and accountable, districts need 

to invest in the people who are responsible for supporting the services provided through the 

district (Peters, 2008). While leadership pipelines and succession planning are systemic in 

corporate environments, such structures or processes are not as prevalent and established in the 

pre-kindergarten-12 educational system (Davis et al., 2005). Without an effective infrastructure 

in place, large urban districts focus annually on searching and hiring leaders instead of 

developing and supporting quality leaders (Turnbull, Riley, Arcaira, Anderson, MacFarlane, 

2013).  Since approximately 85% of a school district’s budget is allocated for investing in people 

and developing skilled leaders must be of high concern; especially within large urban districts 

(Davis et al., 2005).  Pipeline and succession planning provide districts the benefit of thoughtful 

and deliberate planning for leadership development to ensure organizational stability (Turnbull et 

al., 2013). 

One approach to designing a resourceful leadership pipeline is through existing assistant 

principals and principals.  Many districts use specific criteria to recruit quality assistant 

principals and principals to participate in a leadership development cohort that focuses on the 

main tenets of executive leadership (Turnbull et al., 2013).  This method builds a cohort of 

skilled candidates while proactively anticipating the needs of the district prior to becoming 

urgent (Bottoms et al., 2001).  Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson, Orphanos (2009) 

conducted a study of comprehensive induction programs and found three “common features that 

lead to high performance: (1) Highly structured induction support; (2) Focused induction support 

on structured learning and development; and (3) Induction that is centered around collaborative 

practices and community building” (p. 59).  Although Wei et al. (2009) focused on teacher 



19 

 

induction programs, the tenets can transfer to executive level induction. Peters (2011) also noted 

the importance of leadership preparation programs ensuring leaders are fully knowledgeable and 

skilled in all aspects of instructional leadership.   

Two examples of urban districts engaged in pipeline work are Gwinnett County Public 

Schools (GCPS) and Charlotte-Mecklenburg Public Schools (CMPS). GCPS focused on 

strengthening school leadership in two major ways.  The district created a program for a cohort 

of leaders for the purposes of developing a pipeline of future principals specifically for 

underperforming schools.  Additionally, the district fully supports their novice principals through 

the coaching and mentoring by principal supervisors (Mendels & Mitgang, 2013).  CMPS 

partnered with a national non-profit organization and designed a program specifically for 

preparing new leaders for the principalship in high-need schools.  Charlotte-Mecklenburg also 

partnered with a local university to develop a master level program for future leaders that 

requires the future leader to participate in three different internships in the district, so they have 

“on the ground” training in schools with diverse learners (Corcoran et al., 2013).  Each of the 

initiatives involves support and coordination of district principal supervisors. 

Recruiting, hiring, developing and retaining quality leaders require districts to have 

viable internal processes. Assessing the current talent and resources “simultaneously focuses on 

forecasting the organization’s future leadership needs, sustaining those school leaders who are 

already in place and planning for future leadership succession within the organization” (Peters, 

2011, p. 65).  The combination of strategic forecasting, sustaining, and planning provides the 

foundation of the district’s infrastructure for supporting and developing district leaders.  

Moreover, creating a district leadership pipeline makes a significant impact on how leadership 
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capacity is grown and on strengthening instructional practice through ongoing coaching and 

feedback (Knapp et al., 2014). 

Supporting Instructional Leadership 

The expanding focus on school leadership arises at a time when research emphasizes the 

substantial contribution that leadership has on student learning (Horng & Loeb, 2010; 

Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  DeBevoise (1984) defined instructional 

leadership as actions (such as classroom observations, coaching and feedback) that leaders take 

to promote growth in student learning. The revised leadership standards for school leaders 

created by the Interstate School Leadership Licensure Consortium (2008) highlight behaviors 

identified as key to instructional leadership:  

(a) developing and facilitating a school vision of learning,  

(b) advocating and nurturing a school culture conducive to student learning,  

(c) managing the organization for an effective learning environment,  

(d) collaborating with families and community members and responding to needs and 

mobilizing resources,  

(e) acting with integrity and fairness, and  

(f) understanding and influencing the larger sociopolitical context (p. 319). 

Broadly, principals must demonstrate instructional leadership and vision (Marzano & 

Waters, 2005). Successful principals establish a shared vision of success and articulate the vision 

in a way that provides meaning and illustrates what excellence looks like in each classroom 

(May & Supovitz, 201; Neumerski, 2012). The vision reflects a picture of excellence with 

measurable goals, clear indicators of success and congruence between the school’s priorities and 

what the staff embraces as the priorities (Senge, 2006).  



21 

 

According to the Markow et al. (2013), principals report the following skills and 

experiences as most important for their roles and responsibilities: 

• Utilizing student performance data to improve instruction 

• Leading the development of strong instructional potential throughout the school 

• Evaluating teachers for effectiveness with multiple measures 

• Demonstrating past experience as a classroom teacher 

• Sharing responsibility for leadership with teachers and other staff 

Wahlstrom et al. (2010) specified that during the school day “leadership is only second to 

classroom instruction” (p. 6) in terms of influence on academic outcomes; consequently, every 

school benefits when led by an effective principal. Senge (2006) noted that leaders must be able 

to look beyond the present and take steps to ensure long-term success in their organizations. 

Effective principals engage the staff in developing measurable goals that are clear, prioritized, 

and focused as well as in reinforcing their schools’ visions (Louis et al., 2010). As the leader of a 

campus, the principal must provide a convincing rationale for all actions and practice sense-

making enabling stakeholders to understand the policies and practices of the school and the 

school district (Ingle, Rutledge & Bishop, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2004).  

Due to the challenges principals encounter in becoming successful leaders, many central 

offices have made the accountability cycle into a reciprocal partnership for ensuring the 

responsibility of meeting academic standards for school performance.  Because districts are 

making teaching and learning the primary focus for the work of principals, more central offices 

are providing added support services for principals to ensure reciprocity in the accountability 

system (Corcoran, 2013).  For example, Hillsborough County Public School District restructured 

their organization to have principal supervisors coaching 10-12 principals, promoting mutual 
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accountability and helped develop principals’ leadership through ongoing professional 

development and instructional support (Corcoran et al., 2013; Gates Foundation, 2013).  

Corcoran et al. (2013) reported that a principal from Hillsborough County Public Schools stated, 

“I never had a meeting with my coach that did not result in an ‘aha’ moment that has directly 

improved my practice” (p. 45).  To be effective instructional leaders, principal supervisors and 

principals must engage in a wide range of leadership actions and behaviors that directly connect 

and enhance student learning. 

Transforming Central Office Supports 

Given the complex nature of the work of educational leaders and the expectations for 

students, it is now more than ever imperative that districts establish strong and sustainable 

support systems (Marzano & Waters, 2009).  Also needed is an organizational culture that builds 

the capacity of principals and the ability to replicate the results to scale (Honig et al., 2010; 

Horng & Loeb, 2010). Finding a solution to increase principal quality and endurance, especially 

for schools in urban settings, is vital if districts want to reach the achievement goals set by the 

state and federal government (Neumerski, 2012).  

Terosky (2013) explained that central offices have historically focused on managerial and 

operational functions, opposed to building principals’ instructional leadership.  Corcoran et al. 

(2013) recently noted that districts have shifted their focus to instruction and are now placing 

emphasis on clearly defining success, consistently monitoring, and providing support for 

principals to become more effective instructional leaders.  Interestingly, an online education 

television series called (MCPS Super) aired a storyline that was anchored around bridging adult 

learning experiences between central office and the schools through the use of professional 

learning communities and Jerald (2012) explained the basis for the change in this manner: 
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It rests on a pretty simple idea, we don’t have a student learning problem; we have an 

adult learning problem. If we’re going to help our kids grow and learn and get better at 

what they do, we as adults have to be actively engaged with each other in learning. We 

have to learn in order to help our kids learn. (p. 48) 

Honig et al. (2010) studied how three urban school districts transformed their 

organizations into a teaching and learning support system.  One of the key findings support the 

creation of an adult learning partnership between the principal and principal supervisor.  (Honig 

et al. (2010) presented this partnership as focused on developing the instructional leadership of 

the principal and found the following areas as essential to support the instructional leadership of 

principal supervisors: 

• Developing training that provides regular opportunities for rigorous dialogue about 

the quality of their work and best practices used to improve their work. 

• Removing operational demands from their workload which allows for increased time 

to work with principals on their instructional leadership. 

• Leading through the principal supervisor and not around the principal supervisor to 

empower their leadership and funnel communications through one source limiting 

confusion and duplication of efforts. 

• Establishing and implementing an accountability system where both schools and 

central office are held responsible for student achievement.  

Given that instructional leadership is the primary job of principals, central offices are 

transforming to ensure they deliver quality integrated services by adding to the organizational 

structure a layer of support through the role of principal supervisors (Honig et al., 2010). This 

new layer has potential to increase principals’ ability to lead their school successfully; however, 
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districts must establish role clarity, leadership development and strategic deployment to ensure a 

successful transition (Corcoran, 2015).  

Literature on the Work of Principal Supervisors 

 Honig’s six-category model of leadership practices (Honig, 2012; Honig et al., 2010) 

predate the Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards (MPSPS; CCSSO, 2015).  

Honig’s work provided a foundation for the CCSSO’s (2015) design of the MPSPS.  This 

influence, however, is not explicit in all aspects of the MPSPS.  MPSPS includes a complex 

design of eight standards that do not directly parallel Honig’s six categories for instructional 

leadership practices.  The six categories of joint work, modeling, brokering, developing and 

using tools, differentiation, and peer networks (Honig, 2012; Honig et al., 2010) appear to form a 

foundation for the MPSPS’s three broad categories, eight specific standards, and nine 

dispositions (CCSSO, 2015); however, the lack of an explicit connection between the Honig’s 

six practices and the MPSPS necessitates separating the description of Honig’s six practices from 

the explication of the MPSPS.  Moreover, case studies (e.g., Saltzman, 2016; Corcoran et al., 

2013) involving application of the MPSPS have begun to emerge as influential to the work of 

principal supervisors.  Therefore, descriptions of Honig’s (2012) six instructional leadership 

practices appear first, and applications of the CCSSO’s MPSPS appear within each standard’s 

presentation.  Accordingly, Honig’s categories that can be applied within the discussion of a 

standard are explicated.   

Instructional Leadership Practices Promoted by Honig: An Overview 

Honig et al. (2012) posited six categories of instructional leadership practices that build 

principal supervisors’ core competencies for supporting principals. They are: (a) joint work, (b) 

modeling, (c) brokering, (d) developing and using tools, (e) differentiation, and (f) peer networks 
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(Honig, 2012). Each of those practices are discussed in turn in this section as a preface to the 

discussion of the MPSPS. 

Joint work. The practice of joint work focuses on principals’ authentic problems within 

instructional leadership practice.  Supervisors work collaboratively and alongside principals by 

promoting mutual accountability for improving instruction and achievement (Honig, 2012).  The 

primary goal for both supervisors and principals is to improve principals’ instructional leadership 

while working together.    

Modeling. Modeling focuses on how instructional leaders think and act.  Effective 

modeling includes metacognition, a process designed to help principals think about how they are 

cognitively processing information to deepen their conceptual understanding (Honig, 2012).  

Principal supervisors who use metacognitive strategies rather than directives can enable 

principals to learn successfully and gain empowerment from information (Honig, 2012; Honig et 

al., 2010).  As principals become mindful of how they learn, they use these metacognitive 

processes to gain new information and become able to act independently.  

Brokering. Brokering involves the principal supervisor leveraging resources to support 

the academic and operational needs of their schools.  When district departments are unable to 

assist, the principal supervisor appropriately elevates the issue and engages in creative thinking 

to support principals in solving problems and getting the resources needed.  Principal supervisors 

act as brokers of information by connecting or bridging principals with useful resources or by 

buffering them from demands that distract from instructional leadership.   

Tools. Another support used in the principal supervisor – principal partnership is the use 

of tools that reinforce good instructional leadership practice.  Learning research defines tools as 

the materials that support principals in their thinking and execution about their day-to-day 
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instructional practice (Honig, 2012).  Honig et al. (2010) outlined both conceptual and practical 

tools as important for improving instructional leadership.  Conceptual tools include ideas and 

frameworks that can be used for forming decisions around broad topics.  Practical tools 

encompass resources and strategies that are developed around specific topics.  Both conceptual 

and practical tools push principals in their thinking and in establishing new ways to respond.  

Differentiation. Differentiated support is determined both by principal need and school 

context.  It is important that principal supervisors are adept and skilled enough to identify and 

differentiate their supports based on the needs of each principal and their school.  Principal 

supervisors implement this approach in a consistent manner throughout the school year to meet 

principals where they are on their instructional leadership journey and move them along the 

knowledge-application continuum as quickly as possible in each school’s given context.  

Differentiated attention promotes a structured and targeted approach to coaching principals, and 

the level of support is varied based on task complexity, principal experience, interest, and 

knowledge (Honig, 2012).   

Peer networks. The implementation of peer networks is a promising strategy for 

improving instructional leadership capacity, because networks offer opportunities for leaders to 

learn from and with peers (Honig et al., 2010).  The peer network serves as an additional 

resource for leaders who can use them to come together, share best practices, and learn from one 

another.  The peer network is a venue in which any leader, no matter the level of experience or 

the performance rating, can share a practice with peers.   

Development and Applications of the MPSPS   

As the rigor of the principalship intensifies, many central offices are transforming their 

approach of principal supervision by infusing job-embedded coaching and support with a keen 
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focus on instructional leadership (CCSSO, 2015).  Although many districts nationwide are 

making this shift in the role of principal supervisors, there is little consistency in titles and how 

the work is defined to improve the quality and effectiveness of the principals they supervise 

(CCSSO, 2015).  School districts have grappled with shifting the focus of the principal 

supervisor from an operational to a purely instructional focus.  Conflicting messages and 

mandates cause misalignment between the primary roles and responsibilities for principal 

supervisors and the actions promoted and endorsed by their school districts.  Although school 

districts envision principal supervisors spending significant time in the schools developing 

principals, principal supervisors continue to find themselves saddled with administrative and 

operational responsibilities. (Corcoran et al., 2013). 

Corcoran et al. (2013) were commissioned by the Wallace Foundation to investigate the 

roles and responsibilities of the principal supervisor position found in six large urban districts in 

the United States.  Findings across the six districts contributed to recommendations regarding 

principal supervisory systems.  Corcoran et al. (2013) recommended that districts clearly 

communicate the role and the core competencies of a principal supervisor.  When districts 

establish a set of well-defined core competencies for their principal supervisors and align them to 

district vision and strategic priorities, the organization at all levels may find clarity and gain 

understanding of the newly articulated responsibilities of the principal supervisor.  Baker and 

Bloom (2017) recommended that districts changing to a new structure for principal supervision 

clarify the position’s roles and responsibilities and identify the required competencies before 

communicating the rationale for the change throughout the organization.  School districts such as 

Tulsa, OK, Washington, DC, Denver, CO, and New York City, NY, recently revised their 

principal supervisor job descriptions and responsibilities to provide a consistent message and an 
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organizational culture that clearly communicated the shift in workload and responsibilities 

(Corcoran et al., 2013; Saltzman, 2016).  

Because of the recommendations from the case studies included in Corcoran et al., the 

CCSSO developed the MPSPS (2015) which is the first document with definitions of the roles 

and responsibilities of the principal supervisor as a coach and supervisor as opposed to a 

compliance officer.  The MPSPS clearly reflect the shift in focus from operational functionality 

to improving instructional practice and from a compliance and monitoring supervision model 

that is purely directive to a coaching and supporting supervision model with mutual 

accountability.  In addition, the MPSPS help gauge the work of principal supervisors and 

propose criteria to measure success.  The MPSPS offer promise for strengthening the support 

that campus principals receive on a frequent and ongoing basis (CCSSO, 2015).   

Furthermore, Casserly et al. (2013) conducted a principal supervisor survey that was 

supported by the Wallace Foundation and the findings identified a gap in knowledge regarding 

the impact of the principal supervisor on principal effectiveness if the emphasis of the role was 

placed on instructional leadership instead of compliance and operational tasks.  The MPSPS are 

grounded by the following theory of action: 

If principal supervisors shift from focusing on compliance to shaping principals’ 

instructional leadership capabilities, and if they are provided with the right training, 

support and number of principals to supervise, then the instructional leadership capacity 

of the principals with whom they work will improve and result in effective instruction 

and the highest levels of student learning and achievement. (CCSSO, 2015, p. 3)  

As a result of the findings, a committee was convened for the purposes of identifying 

principal supervisor competencies and ensuring principal supervisors obtained the dispositions 
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and abilities necessary to provide effective instructional leadership support to their principals. 

The MPSPS are specifically related to those actions that support instructional leadership and 

offer targeted support and guidance to principals to improve their skills as instructional leaders 

(CCSSO, 2015). 

Mapping the Evidence for the MPSPS 

The MPSPS include eight standards organized into three broad categories: educational 

leadership, organizational coherence, and leadership development (CCSSO, 2015).  Educational 

leadership represents the core work and primary focus of the role of principal supervisor and 

centers on strengthening the instructional leadership capacity of the principal.  Organizational 

coherence refers to alignment in instructional leadership practices between a school district’s 

central office and the principals of individual schools.  Leadership development refers to the 

school district’s central office personnel promoting principal supervisors’ engagement in 

continuous development as district leaders.  Although the MPSPS are presented in separate 

categories, the implementation is integrated to ensure a comprehensive approach in supporting 

principals.  Additionally, the dispositions from the Professional Standards for Educational 

Leaders 2015 are embedded through each category and emphasized in specific standards 

(National Policy Board for Educational Administration [NPBEA], 2015).  The dispositions 

include: growth-oriented, collaborative, innovative, analytical, ethical, perseverant, reflective, 

equity-minded, and systems-focused.  

MPSPS dispositions and actions in a standard considered dominant appear in this 

discussion according to the category (i.e., educational leadership, organizational coherence or 

leadership development) and specific standard.  In each of the eight subsections, the evidence to 

support the actions and effectiveness of each standard is examined.  Also, research that applies to 
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the MPSPS for principal supervisors is discussed as relevant to a specific standard’s dispositions 

and actions. 

Educational leadership. This category includes a total of four standards and serve as the 

anchor for the MPSPS because the key focus of the principal supervisor’s role is to improve the 

instructional leadership capacity of the principal.  The core work of the principal supervisor is 

dedicated to: (a) dedicating time to principals, (b) focusing on instructional leadership, (c) 

evidence of principal effectiveness, and (d) engage in formal evaluation process (CCSSO, 2015).  

The standards for this category are discussed in this subsection. 

Dedicating time to developing principals. This first standard in the MPSPS is: “Principal 

supervisors dedicate their time to helping principal grow as instructional leader” (CCSSO, 2015, 

p. 14). The standard reflects a significant shift from how principal supervisors historically 

focused their time.  In the past, principal supervisors spent a significant amount of time in central 

office conducting compliance and operational tasks (Knapp et al. 2010; Syed, 2014).  Baker and 

Bloom (2017) found that wide spans of control often led to performance processes that did not 

allow the principal supervisor to reflect and lacked resources to improve principal instructional 

leadership.  In an effort to ensure principals receive appropriate coaching and guidance, 

Corcoran et al. (2013) suggested districts restructure their organizations by narrowing the span of 

control to allow principal supervisors to spend more time coaching and supervising principals.  

By reducing the number of schools that principal supervisors oversee and the scope of principal 

supervisors’ operational responsibilities, the principal supervisor allocates significant time on 

each campus partnering with every principal to make decisions in the best interest of students 

(Braun & Carlson, 2008; Corcoran et al., 2013; Syed, 2014).   
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Therefore, this standard reflects the need for principal supervisors to spend more than 

half of their working hours in schools guiding principals via coaching (Baker & Bloom, 2017; 

Saltzman, 2017).  To ensure that at least 50% of a principal supervisor’s time is spent with 

principals, principal supervisors design efficient systems and leverage central office support roles 

so principals do not conduct activities that are not related to developing their instructional 

leadership abilities (Corcoran et al., 2013).  This shift of dedicating more focused time with 

principals on instruction supports the development of effective relationships between the dyad 

and enhance opportunities for building leadership capacity (Knapp et al., 2010).   

Dispositions. The dispositions highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS are 

innovative and systems-focused.  The principal supervisor demonstrates innovation by looking 

beyond the current status and bringing new ideas and approaches to the work that improve 

outcomes.  (Jackson & Kelley, 2002; USDOE, 2004).  Innovation is understood as “the 

successful introduction of a new thing or method” and can surface in many ways ranging from 

new pedagogical approaches, teaching strategies, instructional tools, or learning techniques 

(Brewer & Tierney, 2012, p. 15). Therefore, when innovation is implemented the results yield a 

substantial change in leadership, teaching and student learning (USDOE, 2004).  Innovative 

principal supervisors have the potential to improve the quality of learning and improve 

productivity with principals.   

Additionally, principal supervisors are systems-focused which helps to achieve goals 

within their immediate sphere of control as well as the broader organization (Zuieback & 

Dalmou, 2016)).  Understanding how the smaller parts of the system interact and influence the 

larger system, positions the principal supervisor to clearly identify problems, patterns and cycles 

within the organization (Vornberg, 2013).  Being systems-focused is critical in education 
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because it helps explain why the district as a system operates the way is does and why it changes 

(e.g., Senge, 2006). 

Actions and effectiveness. Honig (2012), stated that an effective principal supervisors’ 

time is spent in schools developing their cohort of principals’ instructional leadership capacity 

through joint work.  Joint work enables the principal supervisor to work alongside the principal 

and prioritize the relationship as essential for school improvement (Honig, 2014). In addition, 

joint work requires time, if an authentic approach to building shared responsibility by exercising 

instructional leadership with the team of principals and the principal supervisor is to be attained 

(Bloom & Baker, 2017; Honig, 2012).   

Examples of the time required for effective joint work include classroom observations, 

communities of practice, and data meetings (Honig, 2012; Honig & Copland, 2008; Honig et al., 

2010).  Communities of practice provide the time and structure for the partners (i.e., the principal 

supervisor and the group of principals) to learn with and from each other.  The design helps each 

individual principal and the principal group, as a whole, make meaning of new knowledge, skills, 

and practices as well as build collective capacity within the group and across the district (Honig, 

2012; Honig et al., 2010; Printy, 2008).  Communities of practice are also safe spaces in which 

failures provide opportunities to grow and gain greater proficiency (Garet, Porter, Desimore, 

Birman, & Yoon, 2001).  Structured classroom observations enable the principal supervisor and 

principal to build a common definition of effective instructional leadership, collect evidence of 

practice, and calibrate school progress more efficiently when engaging in joint work (Honig, 

2012).  Data meetings offer dedicated time for the principal supervisor and principal to analyze 

school- and district-level data (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom, 2004; Orr et al., 2008).  Taking time for these meetings provides a method for 
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harnessing the power of partners who work collaboratively to improve instruction and student 

achievement (Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006)).  In each of these examples, the 

principal supervisor and principal work hand-in-hand and share time and a collective 

responsibility for the results (Braun & Carlson, 2008; Honig, 2012). 

Principal supervisors buffer principals from demands that distract them from instructional 

leadership. For example, principal supervisors providing data from a recent common assessment 

in a prepared and compiled format ready for analysis during joint work demonstrates a support 

that Honig (2010) refer to as buffering.  Buffering allows principals to have time to focus on 

identifying the patterns and trends of the data and begin the planning stages for the next 

professional development (CCSSO, 2015).  The principal supervisor’s effort also reduces the 

amount of time principals spend on the technical aspects of pulling and formatting data resulting 

in their time being used fully for increasing the instructional value of data (CCSSO, 2015).   

Baker and Bloom (2017) agreed that districts contemplating building an infrastructure to 

better support principals should strongly consider narrowing the span of control by reducing the 

number of schools that principal supervisors oversee and clarifying the roles and responsibilities 

of the principal supervisor.  The Washington, D.C. public school system increased the number of 

principal supervisors to decrease each principal supervisors’ school caseload.  Each principal 

supervisor in the DC school system oversees an average of 12 school principals to offer 

principals more face-to-face coaching and guidance time (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016).  The 

Tulsa school district also increased the number of principal supervisors, so each principal 

supervisor would supervise no more than 12 principals.  Superintendent Tom Boasberg of 

Denver’s public schools stated that reducing the scope of the principal supervisor role “allows 

more time for coaching and feedback in an extraordinarily difficult and complex job” 
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(Superville, 2016, p. 3).  Denver Public School principal supervisors’ work with no more than 

nine principals, and the principal supervisors of the lowest performing schools coach only four 

principals.  In each of these districts, principal supervisors spend no less than 50% of their time 

each week on their assigned campuses and collaborate with each principal to ensure decisions 

serve the best interests of students (Corcoran et al., 2013; Superville, 2016).  To meet the 

expectation of this standard, the supervisor designs innovative approaches to learning and uses 

sustainable systems that are effective and result in improved student and school outcomes 

(CCSSO, 2015). 

Focusing on instructional leadership. This second standard appears in the MPSPS as: 

“Principal supervisors coach and support individual principals and engage in effective 

professional learning strategies to help principals grow as instructional leaders” (CCSSO, 2015, 

p. 16). This standard focuses on the principal supervisor coaching and modeling effective 

leadership practices, behaviors and expectations for principals (CCSSO, 2015).  Having the 

principal visualize, discuss and practice the supervisors’ expectations helps the principal 

internalize and own the desired behavior (Peters, 2008).  Corcoran et al. (2013) propose that 

quality professional development rooted in instructional leadership better equips principal 

supervisors in coaching, guiding and convening principals to engage in rich discourse around 

effective instructional practices.  Adult learning suggests that principal supervisors’ work reflect 

the same work effective principals engage in with their teachers (Merriam & Bierema, 2014; 

Vitcov and Bloom, 2008).  Ongoing support and coaching not only supports principal growth but 

align them with the overarching vision of the district. 

Dispositions. MPSPS dispositions highlighted as important to this standard are ethical 

and reflective.  As a leader of leaders, ethical leadership is imperative to the health and 
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advancement of the district (Hallinger, 2005). Principal supervisors maintain the highest standard 

of professionalism and adhere to laws and policies at all times (CCSSO, 2015).  Leading by 

example and setting the bar with high expectations is critical given those in the organization look 

to their leaders for guidance (Sun & Leithwood, 2012).  The culture of the district is built upon 

the actions and behaviors exhibited throughout the organization starting with leadership (Louis, 

Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).  As an ethical leader, decisions are made in the best 

interest of the district opposed to any one individual or group of people (CCSSO, 2015).  This 

disposition underscores the importance of the leader having a strong ethical foundation and 

working with integrity, justice and fairness (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Additionally, 

reflection is highlighted in this standard because principal supervisors consistently examine and 

refine their practices for continuous development and improvement of outcomes.  Knapp, 

Copland, and Talbert (2003) suggested that reflective practice benefits the principal supervisor 

by increasing self-awareness and better understanding of those around them.  Moreover, 

reflective practitioners examine the experiences, actions and responses of themselves and others, 

then use the information to build on existing knowledge to advance their understanding of 

concepts (Supovitz, 2002).  More importantly, reflection improves the principal supervisors’ 

ability to make knowledgeable and informed instructional and leadership decisions (CCSSO, 

2015). 

 Actions and effectiveness. Explicit modeling from the principal supervisor helps the 

principal understand what is expected through a clear example, or demonstration of a skill, 

practice, or concept (Honig, 2012).  When a supervisor provides an easy-to-follow procedure, 

principals have a mental model to use for approaching a problem on their own.  A principal 

supervisor from Prince George’s County Public Schools modeled good instructional practices to 
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show her principals a clear representation of what good instruction looks and sounds like in the 

classroom.  She stated, “There is nothing that I ask them to learn how to do that I am not willing 

to show them myself” (Jerald, 2012, p. 27).  In this example, modeling helps the principal see 

explicitly how the concept or skill is fully applied in the classroom and gain a mental model that 

becomes part of the instructional tool kit (Honig, 2012).  Additionally, a principal supervisor 

from Houston Independent School District said, “I often participate in the professional learning 

community meetings where teachers are engaged in discourse around their practice, and I will 

model how to ask teachers questions that support their learning, so the principal can see and hear 

how it’s done” (Jerald, 2012, p. 28).  The HISD principals have gained a specific method that 

can guide their future conversations with teachers and support the practice of reflection about 

classroom instruction.  Modeling allows principals to monitor and reflect consciously about what 

they are learning.  They can follow their supervisors’ thinking processes to gain the footing 

required for creating their own strategies for understanding and applying concepts. As adult 

learners, principals learn through different techniques and styles, so only offering knowledge 

through directives limits the professional growth of principals (Shute, 2008).  Therefore, Honig 

(2012) recommended the most effective way for principals to learn is through seeing, hearing, 

and doing.  Modeling and demonstrations provide a simulated venue in which principals can 

engage with their learning and improve their ability to transfer the new knowledge from 

themselves to their teachers (Grow, 1991). 

When coaching principals, differentiated support is offered to tailor learning and develop 

the principal’s instructional leadership (Honig & Rainey, 2014; Corcoran, 2013). The one-size- 

fits-all approach is not effective in developing and growing principals because each principal has 

specific and unique needs; therefore, coaching should be designed and focused to develop the 
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specific identified areas (Superville, 2015). The context of each school is unique and requires 

tailored support for improved results. Understanding the needs and challenges of each principal 

helps principal supervisors determine how to build a support plan directed to target any specific 

need (e.g., Knowles, 1975).   

Since the principal supervisor is accountable for developing principal instructional 

leadership and increasing student achievement, the selection of principal supervisors should align 

with core competencies of the role (Corcoran, 2013; Syed, 2014; Superville, 2016). The 

misalignment of principal supervisor skills and assigned schools can lead to a lack of coherence 

district-wide for principals.  Matching the skill and expertise of the principal supervisor with the 

need of the school provides purposeful and meaningful support for the principals they supervise 

(Corcoran et al., 2013).  Some districts are moving in this direction by grouping schools by grade 

level, program, or performance level to equip principal supervisors to address the specific needs 

of each school (Jerald, 2012). 

A differentiated approach to addressing the needs of a wide variety of leaders promotes 

equity and excellence and allows for a simultaneous focus on instructional leadership within the 

cohort group of principals (Honig et al., 2010).  Positive change in practice is more likely when 

the principal supervisor designs support specifically based on each individual principal’s needs 

and each school’s context opposed to providing the same treatment to the full cohort. Offering 

the same treatment to all principals in the cohort could prohibit differentiating between 

principals’ strengths and opportunities.  Therefore, effective principal supervisors instead tailor 

their coaching and guidance according to factors including principals’ experience levels, 

instructional knowledge and ability, schools’ context, and request (Honig, 2012).  
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Understanding the difference between coaching and supervision for the principal 

supervisor can be challenging (Saltzman, 2016).  These opposing roles have potential to hinder 

the process of building strong relationships between the dyad (Baker & Bloom, 2017).  Many 

principal supervisors receive preparation and practice supervising teachers but have not 

participated in dialogue anchored in a systematic and organized approach to the supervision of 

principals (Corcoran et al., 2013).  However, in time and with intentionality, principals build 

trust in being vulnerable and authentic with their supervisor (Baker & Bloom, 2017).  One of the 

participating principal supervisors from Hillsborough County Schools (Jerald, 2012) explained 

how he moved from evaluator to coach: 

I went around my desk and sat down beside her, which changed the dynamics of our 

conversation. Then,” [……] says, “I took myself out of that role of being her supervisor, 

and I put myself in a position of coaching her. I think she noticed the change, that I was 

no longer here just to direct her and evaluate her, but to assist her. If she failed, I failed. 

And I had to share with her that I don’t always have the answers myself, but through both 

of our inputs, we will come up with a good solution together. (p. 37) 

Essential to the principal supervisor-principal partnership is trust because it is the foundation for 

building a strong relationship and provides the launching space for continuous development and 

improvement (Baker & Bloom, 2017; Neumerski, 2012). 

Evidence of principal effectiveness. This third standard in the MPSPS reads: “Principal 

supervisors use evidence of principals’ effectiveness to determine necessary improvements in 

principals’ practice to foster a positive educational environment that supports the diverse cultural 

and learning needs of the students” (CCSSO, 2015, p. 17).  In this standard, principal supervisors 

study and analyze evidence from multiple data sources and make inferences about the principals’ 
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knowledge and professional development options. To ensure an educational environment is 

conducive to the diverse learning needs of the school, targeted and actionable feedback is 

provided by the principal supervisor regarding the work of individual principals as well as 

feedback based on trend data for the collective group of principals (Shute, 2008).   

Dispositions. The three dispositions highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS 

are growth-oriented, analytical, and equity-minded. The educational landscape consistently 

evolves and changes; therefore, leaders are required to stay current with learning trends to 

provide students with the most cutting-edge opportunities and experiences.   To experience 

success in performance, ongoing and continuous adult learning is embraced by both the principal 

supervisor and principal (CCSSO, 2015). Principal supervisors who are growth oriented see 

improvement as a standing professional goal and draw upon adult learning theory to understand 

how adults respond to different learning opportunities (Gill, 2013a).  Growth opportunities are 

not designed and conducted in silos, rather they are directly connected to the school and district’s 

vision for academic excellence.  Principal supervisors shape the professional culture and 

celebrate growth-mindedness (Peters, 2011).   Furthermore, principal supervisors are analytical 

given they consistently engage in rigorous discourse around data and evidence which helps 

identify new effective approaches to learning and leading.  They also ensure quality instructional 

tools and programs are accessible and used fairly in making decisions that are in the best interest 

of each student (Corcoran et al., 2013).  

Actions and effectiveness.  Principal supervisors collect various data points, such as: 

academic achievement, anecdotal information from stakeholders (e.g., student work and personal 

reflections) during weekly campus visits as evidence to help determine the next steps for 

coaching opportunities and professional development.  Perception data from stakeholders is 
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helpful to understand how they perceive and value the principal’s efforts in leading the school in 

the right direction (Goddard, Neumerski, Goddard, Salloum & Berebitsky, 2010).  Analysis of 

data identifies areas in need of improvement and those perceived as working.  Data points also 

aid in assessing the progress the principal is making on school and professional goals which 

guides the principal supervisor in developing differentiated and targeted support for the principal 

and school.  Formative approaches are used consistently throughout the year to monitor and 

assess the principals’ instructional leadership practices.  Hattie (1992) concluded that actionable 

feedback is a robust and powerful tool for leaders.  Furthermore, principals should be provided 

regular and consistent instructional feedback in multiple ways (Anderson & Turnball, 2016; 

Bambrick-Santoyo (2012).  Effective written feedback includes validation of good practices, 

invitation reflection, and specific suggestions for refinement (Shute, 2008).  The feedback 

generates important conversations around instruction and fosters development and improvement 

of the principal’s practices.   

 Engaging in formal evaluation processes. This fourth standard appears in the MPSPS as 

follows: “Principal supervisors engage principals in the formal district principal evaluation 

process in ways that help them grow as instructional leaders” (CCSSO, 2015, p. 18). This 

standard is centered around using the formal evaluation process to build leadership capacity.  

Through a collaborative performance management process, the principal’s strengths and 

opportunities for growth are identified and a plan of action is outlined.  The principal supervisor 

and principal are mutually accountable to ensure improvement in the principals’ practice and 

advancement in student outcomes. DePree (1989) suggested when performance reviews are done 

well, they represent a strong leverage point for the organization.  Moreover, Markle (1993) 
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explained that in the most effective schools, the norm for the culture is constant and ongoing 

evaluation. 

Dispositions. A critical disposition identified as important to this standard by MPSPS is 

collaborative.  To develop a successful principal supervisor–principal relationship, mutual 

accountability for the work is embraced and a shared vision is developed collaboratively for 

improving student outcomes.  Collaboration moves beyond congeniality and looks deeply into 

learning.  It involves disciplined inquiry for the purposes of raising the bar and closing the gap of 

student learning and achievement (Fullan, 2004).   

Actions and effectiveness. The principal supervisor has influence over the success of 

schools and over the improvement of principal effectiveness (Braun & Carlson, 2008; Corcoran 

et al., 2013; Syed, 2014).  They are the leaders of learning and facilitate the individual 

development of each principal.  As adult learners, principals need ongoing coaching and support 

from their supervisor, just as their teachers do from their principal and students from their 

teacher (Mendels & Mitgang, 2013).  If improved quality instruction and student achievement is 

to become pervasive throughout the organization, principals and principal supervisors must be 

effective and accountable for results.  The formal evaluation process provides formative and 

summative feedback to the principal which helps identify gaps between current practices and 

desired outcomes and offer guidance regarding areas of improvement and professional 

development (Garet et al., 2001).  Throughout the year the principal supervisor gathers evidence, 

accurately assesses principal performance and maintains high standards for principal 

effectiveness. 

Corcoran et al. (2013) illustrated there is a wide gap in the use of evaluation systems that 

gauge the progress in student achievement between school districts. Anderson and Turnbull 
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(2016) noted that some principals receive comprehensive evaluations that were helpful in 

advancing their instructional leadership; however, others underwent evaluations that seemed to 

be meaningless exercises focused on compliance. The research findings suggest principal 

supervisor evaluations are often not tied to the progress of their schools and were independent 

from their principals’ and teachers’ evaluations (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; Corcoran et al., 

2013).  Corcoran et al. recommended that principal supervisors should be held accountable for 

their schools’ academic performance because they are instructional leaders.  If mutual 

accountability is practiced as recommended, principal supervisors should be assessed on the 

similar measures as principals and should reflect their progress toward meeting the district’s 

goals and objectives (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016).  

 Through principal interviews, Corcoran et al. (2013) reported that principal supervisors 

do not routinely provide clear, timely, and actionable evaluation data to principals throughout the 

year which can reduce the value and meaning of the evaluation process.  Anderson and Turnbull 

(2016) suggested that principal supervisors provide formative and summative feedback to 

principals and work closely to improve their areas of weakness through targeted professional 

development.  For example, in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district, principal supervisors 

meet with principals throughout the year to set and discuss professional development goals and 

assess progress (Corcoran et al., 2013).  Moreover, the performance evaluation process for 

principals should not be compliance driven but should be authentic by measuring progress and 

offering principals with an opportunity for reflection on how to improve their practices. 

 Organizational coherence. This category includes two standards and is focused on 

ensuring the organization functions with coherence.  Principal supervisors work as the liaison 

between central office and the individual schools; therefore, their position offers the opportunity 
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to align and inform district efforts as well as leverage services, so the organization operates in 

the most effective and efficient manner. 

Ensuring coherent vision, policies, and strategies. This fifth standard appears in the 

MPSPS as follows: “Principal supervisors advocate for and inform the coherence of 

organizational vision, policies, and strategies to support schools and student learning” (CCSSO, 

2015, p. 19).  Through this standard, the principal supervisor ensures alignment between the goal 

and vision of the district and the goals and vision of each school.  Principal supervisors help the 

district function as one comprehensive unit opposed to a district of independent schools.  As a 

district liaison between central office and the schools, the principal supervisor communicates 

important data points about student learning to inform curricular, programmatic, political, 

achievement and alignment & operational decisions (CCSSO, 2015).   

Dispositions. The dispositions highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS are 

analytical and systems focused.  Principal supervisors are expected to gather evidence and 

participate in deep analysis of data to refine approaches that increase instructional effectiveness. 

Principal supervisors use clear, logical steps and good judgment to fully understand all 

perspectives of an issue before acting on the resolution (CCSSO, 2015).  Solutions are concluded 

by using either methodical or creative approaches contingent on the goal.  Skillful leaders are 

systems focused and understand how subsystems are connected and interact to help guide 

thoughtful and sound decision making (Center for Educational Leadership, 2013; NPBEA, 2015; 

Senge, 2006). Principal supervisors apply their understanding of the larger system to align the 

subsystems.  For example, student learning is not only contingent upon the instructional 

program, but also on other subsystems such as staffing, transportation, budgeting and master 

scheduling are contributors to student learning (CCSSO, 2015). 
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 Actions and effectiveness. Two-way communication between each principal and central 

office is managed through the principal supervisor. Principal supervisors act as brokers of 

information by connecting or bridging principals with useful central office resources (Honig, 

2012).  Resources provided to principals can include planning a specific professional 

development or training event, providing instructional materials and or professional literature, 

offering expert speakers, and/or teaming with other schools to provide a way to shift focus to the 

school’s priorities (Honig et al., 2010). In Jerald’s (2012) study, the principal supervisor from 

Prince George’s County Public Schools helped her principals manage the demands from central 

office by brokering through the actions of bridging and buffering and said, “When things are 

due, they’re due, but we try to prep them in advance. You try to make the pill the smallest pill to 

swallow” (p. 35).  

Honig et al. (2010) identified the following four categories as representative of the tools 

principal supervisors use when supporting principals: (a) teaching and learning frameworks used 

to define common conceptual understanding of quality instruction; (b) school walk-throughs 

used to demonstrate how to conduct classroom observations; (c) cycle of inquiry protocols used 

to generate solutions for problems through tasks that include questioning, data analysis, and 

reflection; (d) data-driven procedures used to target and achieve the goals of instruction (p. 37).  

Additionally, these instructional tools help principals reflect on their own practices.  By principal 

supervisors leveraging tools and resources, provide principals with necessary supports so they 

are working at their optimum.  These tools may also be delivered by the principal supervisor as 

one-on-one coaching or facilitated peer learning-oriented group activities. Jerald (2012) reported 

Rudy Trevino, principal supervisor, describing the use of tools: 
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Normally, I use a protocol, whether I’m doing a walkthrough with a principal or we’re 

visiting another school, because that leads to more focused conversations.  I use a lot of 

those kinds of tools, particularly if I’m having one of those challenging conversations 

where I’m asking them to reflect critically on their own practice and analyze how their 

behaviors contribute to certain responses from teachers. (p. 28) 

Thus, the use of tools is key in supporting principals because tools enable principals to integrate 

and transfer the new knowledge to practice.  Tools serve as guardrails or road maps that guide 

principals and principal supervisors on their paths to working collaboratively and improving the 

quality of teaching and learning in each school (Honig, 2012).  

Kaya Henderson, former chancellor of schools in Washington, DC, explained that the 

principal supervisor is “one of the most important positions in the district, sitting at the nexus 

between schools and the central office strategy for educating young people” (Saltzman, 2016, p. 

3).  Thus, investing and building a pipeline of leaders is critical for district sustainability (Center 

of Educational Leadership, 2013).  Corcoran et al. (2013) recommended that districts commit 

resources and engage internal and “external partners in the process of developing future school 

and district leaders” (p. 7).  External partners help prepare future leaders in urban school settings; 

however, processes should be put in place to ensure alignment between outcomes and district-

level needs and expectations (Baker & Bloom, 2017; O’Neil, 2015). Additionally, Corcoran et al. 

(2013) noted that districts have developed programs used for advancing the leadership skills of 

assistant principals and principals. In these homegrown programs, assistant principals and 

principals gain hands-on experiential learning they can use as they advance toward higher level 

leadership positions (Knapp, Copland, Honig, Plecki, & Portin, 2010).  The programs are used to 

identify quality candidates for leadership positions as they become available.  Examples of 
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districts actively engaged in such leadership development programs are Charlotte-Mecklenburg, 

Gwinnett County, and Denver (Corcoran et al., 2013).  

 Ensuring cultural and social responsiveness and equitable access to resources. This 

sixth standard appears in the MPSPS as follows: “Principal supervisors assist the district in 

ensuring the community of schools with which they engage are culturally/socially responsive and 

have equitable access to resources necessary for the success of each student” (CCSSO, 2015, p. 

20). This standard underscores the importance of the principal supervisors’ work in guiding 

principals’ in understanding and appreciating cultural, intellectual, political and linguistic 

diversity.  Additionally, the standard emphasizes that leaders not operate with a deficit mind-set, 

but with an asset based perspective, so students are safeguarded against being subjected to 

marginalization based on gender, class, disability or sexual orientation (CCSSO, 2015).     

Dispositions. The dispositions highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS are 

perseverant and equity-minded.  Ensuring that schools operate as equitable organizations and 

students are treated fairly and celebrated for who they are and represent is critical for cultivating 

and a safe and positive environment. Given the number of challenges leaders face in urban 

education, they must always exhibit perseverance (Drago-Severson, 2004). Principal supervisors 

exercise an ongoing persistence in developing principals and ensuring they have the resources 

needed to change the trajectory of student learning in a positive direction. The intensity of their 

perseverance continues in spite of the number of barriers, obstacles or discouragement that 

confront them (CCSSO, 2015). They are not quick to give in when faced with difficulties that 

present a threat as they move forward in reaching the goal. The perseverant disposition is seen in 

situations that are not only tangible such as finding additional resources, but intangible issues 
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such as working through low morale in the school. Without perseverance, the principal 

supervisor’s ability to confront challenges diminishes the likelihood of accomplishing the goal. 

Actions and effectiveness. Brown (2010) asserts that equitable practice is an ongoing 

challenge and continues to have a high profile within urban education.  Given that equity is 

critical to student achievement, Mitgang (2013) suggest that it requires the work of courageous 

and skilled leaders to improve the system by raising the bar for all student groups. This work 

begins with the principal supervisor and principal working side by side with the staff and 

community to develop a shared vision for the school, aligned to the district vision and goals 

(Licata & Harper, 2001).  Furthermore, principal supervisors guide principals in identifying 

assumptions and beliefs about student learning and create a culture where students are held to 

high standards and the school community is committed to ensure all students meet those 

expectations (CCSSO, 2015).  Principal supervisors also guide principals in ensuring teachers are 

treated equitably and fairly and have work spaces that are positive and collaborative (Brown, 

2010).  The principal supervisor and principal are persistently focused on equitable teaching, 

learning and instructional quality and improvement for all student groups (Knapp et al., 2010). 

 Leadership development. The third broad category of the MPSPS includes two 

standards and is centered around increasing the capacity and quality of the principal supervisor 

as a leader in the district.  Casserly et al. (2010) indicated a great principal doesn’t automatically 

make a great supervisor.  The skill set for a principal supervisor has added complexities beyond 

the skills needed for a principal.  Principal supervisors require additional formalized training, 

practice and reflection to attain success in this role (Corcoran et al., 2013). 

Personal and continuous development. This seventh standard reads: “Principal 

Supervisors engage in their own development and continuous improvement to help principals 
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grow as instructional leaders” (CCSSO, 2015, p. 21).  As members of a learning community, 

principal supervisors strive to continuously improve their practice.  Principal supervisors require 

expertise to improve principals’ instructional leadership practices; therefore, they must have deep 

knowledge of instructional practices and an effective skill set for assisting adult learners develop 

(Honig, et al. 2010).  Targeted comprehensive training leverages the belief that effective 

leadership practices have a direct impact on academic performance creating stronger school 

systems that can grow and sustain talent (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Louis et al., 2010; Honig & 

Rainey, 2014).  Engaging and valuing reflective practices and feedback are key to improving 

one’s instructional leadership practices (CCSSO, 2015). 

Dispositions. The disposition highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS is 

growth-minded.  When principal supervisors are growth-minded they build their instructional 

knowledge and approach to leadership development, which leads to an effective performance 

management process and system for the development of principals (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016). 

Actions and effectiveness. Principal supervisors’ responsibilities in this standard involve 

two separate actions. First, principal supervisors participate in opportunities to learn from each 

other and share practices in a professional learning community (PLC), regardless of their 

experience, school performance, or leadership performance.  The PLC represents a professional 

peer network in which principal supervisors arrive with a passionate commitment to their own 

learning and engage with each other to enhance their own skills and knowledge in a meaningful 

and shared manner (Baker & Bloom, 2017).  Anderson and Turnbull (2016) suggested embedded 

peer learning is a best practice.  During the peer network, the principal supervisors adhere to 

their norms and expectations, engage in community of practice exercises, ensure coherence and 
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calibration of coaching and processes, and align feedback and performance to the district rubric 

(Bloom & Baker, 2017; Supovitz, 2002).   

Braun and Carlson (2008) agreed that peer networks offer authentic experiences and 

provide structures for leaders to best learn from one another.  Moreover, the networks prompt 

principal supervisors to reflect about their work and build the courage and perseverance to 

improve performance outcomes (Baker & Bloom, 2008; Printy, 2008; Supovitz, Sinindes, & 

May, 2010).  The frequency of the networks’ meetings is not as important as targeting 

instructional leadership and student learning during the meetings (Honig, 2012).  The networks 

offer another option for differentiation and enable principal supervisors to engage in learning at 

their pace and according to level of mastery (Honig, 2014).  

The second action involves principal supervisors engaging in professional development 

for the role of coaching principals. Corcoran et al. (2013) found principal supervisor training is, 

at best, informal and not part of a planned and systemic approach to professional learning.  In 

many instances, principal supervisors have described their training as self-selected but offered 

limited indication of undergoing a vetting method to ensure they received training that was 

aligned with their districts’ visions or theories of action regarding school improvement 

(Saltzman, 2016).  Little evidence was found that the continuous growth of principal supervisors 

was both supported strategically and aligned with district needs and priorities (Corcoran et al., 

2013).  Additionally, Casserly et al. (2013) and Corcoran et al. (2013) found a lack of evidence 

that districts regularly evaluated professional development activities for effectiveness in 

advancing principal supervisors’ knowledge of quality instruction.   

Corcoran et al. (2013) noted significant opportunity exists for offering training that 

develops in-depth understanding of the best practices for supporting principal supervisors.  
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According to Goldring et al. (2009), when principal supervisors build their instructional 

knowledge, they gain capacity to lead performance management and development among 

principals with effectiveness.  Professional development should leverage the belief that effective 

leadership practices have a direct impact on academic performance and creating stronger school 

systems that are able to grow and sustain talent (Saltzman, 2016). This direct impact occurs 

when professional development centered on classroom observation and student work yields 

principal supervisors more equipped to coach, guide, and convene principals to discuss effective 

instructional practices (Corcoran et al., 2013). 

Chicago Public Schools (CPS) serves as an exception to districts that lack a focused 

system that develop the skills of principal supervisors. CPS requires principal supervisors to 

participate in professional learning communities (PLC) that targets principal supervision and 

instructional leadership (Saltzman, 2016).  In the PLC meetings, principal supervisors discuss 

concrete approaches to the application of effective principal performance.  Beneath these 

practices is a vision of their roles as professional educators (Vitcov & Bloom, 2010).  Hord 

(2009) reported the context that best supports the learning of professionals is the PLC: 

• Professionals: Those individuals who are responsible and accountable for delivering an 

effective instructional program for students. Professionals show up with a passionate 

commitment to their own learning and that of students, and share responsibility to this 

purpose. 

• Learning: The activity in which professionals engage in order to enhance their knowledge 

and skills. 
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• Community: Individuals coming together in a group in order to interact in meaningful 

activities to learn deeply with colleagues about an identified topic, to develop shared 

meaning and identify shared purpose related to the topic. (p. 41) 

The network of supervisors in the Washington, DC school district participate in weekly 

professional development events that are focused on coaching and instructional topics (CCSSO, 

2015).  One of the monthly activities they have with the district’s deputy chief is school 

walkthroughs.  The team observes student learning; engages in discourse around lesson design, 

alignment, and rigor; and ends each discussion by offering high-leverage, actionable feedback 

for the principal supervisor of the walkthrough site (Saltzman, 2016).  Protheroe (2009) reported 

that walkthroughs offer leaders the best chance for knowing how to improve the quality of 

instruction and student outcomes.  Saltzman (2015) asserted that teachers focus their professional 

development on student growth; principals focus their professional development on building the 

capacity of teachers; and principal supervisors grow their principals by focusing their 

professional development on methods for strengthening the capacity of principals.  

Leading for strategic change and high-quality education. This eighth and final standard 

appears in the MPSPS as follows: “Principal supervisors lead strategic change that continuously 

elevates the performance of schools and sustains high quality educational programs and 

opportunities across the district” (CCSSO, 2015, p. 22).  This standard highlights the principal 

supervisors’ responsibility for improving academic and performance outcomes.  They work 

jointly with the principal to determine needs, strategy and necessary change rooted in data that 

yield improved results (Honig, 2012).  Principal supervisors also act as a conduit between the 

central office and school by providing feedback and data that assist in shaping district policies 

and vision to best support continuous improvement (CCSSO, 2015).   
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Dispositions. The dispositions highlighted as important to this standard by MPSPS are 

collaborative, innovative, and perseverant.  The nature of a collaborative principal supervisor 

nurtures the opportunity to share knowledge, expertise and experience as well as provide 

guidance and support to principals on an ongoing basis.  They invest the time in building 

relationships, handling conflict constructively and sharing control (Goddard, Goddard & 

Tschannen-Moran, 2007).  In leading strategic change, collaborative leadership is critical to 

ensure authentic, effective and efficient results across the organization (Goddard et al., 2007). In 

light of the flight from public education in large urban areas, districts are no longer a monopoly 

and must be competitive; therefore, innovation is critical.  Principal supervisors can support 

innovation by promoting and creating spaces where new ideas and out of the box designs can be 

experienced and evaluated (Jackson & Kelley, 2002).  System change in urban schools is 

difficult, so demonstrating perseverance and personal conviction toward accomplishing goals 

and reaching successful outcomes is a key disposition for the principal supervisor.   

Actions and effectiveness. The principal supervisor and principal work in tandem to 

identify school needs, determine strategy and employ change that leads to improved student and 

school outcomes.  When the central office and schools engages in joint work, the result is 

reciprocal or mutual accountability (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012).  The role of principal supervisor 

serves both central office and schools; therefore, well positioned to provide central office with 

information concerning better methods or approaches to support schools, improve student 

learning, and make scalable refinements if necessary. When principal supervisors are aligned and 

well supported, they provide effective coaching and guidance culminating in district-wide 

approach to impacting student achievement and overall district performance (Saltzman, 2016).  
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The leadership practices principal supervisors use with their principals enable the principals to 

design and sustain high quality educational programs across the district. 

Conceptual Framework 

To inform this study, I drew on concepts from the MPSPS (2015), Honig et al.’s (2010) 

core instructional leadership practices, and adult learning theory (Grow, 1991; Mezirow,2000; 

Knowles, 1975).  The MPSPS distilled the roles and responsibilities of a principal supervisor into 

three broad categories: educational leadership, organizational coherence, and leadership 

development (CCSSO, 2015). The MPSPS are specifically related to the actions of the principal 

supervisor in supporting principals’ improvement of their instructional leadership skills.  

Furthermore, the MPSPS provide clear guidance about engaging a supervision model grounded 

in ongoing coaching, mutual accountability and established criteria to measure success.   

The core competency of the principal supervisor’s work is supporting principals in 

strengthening instructional capacity (Honig et al., 2010).  Principal supervisors demonstrate 

quality work by engaging in six core practices for supporting instructional leadership capacity 

among principals: (a) joint work, (b) modeling, (c) brokering, (d) developing and using tools, (e) 

differentiation, and (f) peer networks (Honig, 2012; Honig et al., 2010).  These practices help 

distinguish roles and expectations for how central office personnel guide principals toward 

improving as instructional leaders and building teacher capacity.  The core practices work as a 

vehicle to deepen principal and principal supervisors’ engagement in the challenging work of 

instructional leadership. Together, the core instructional practices and MPSPS enable the most 

effective principal supervisors to design frameworks for supporting principals and use the 

strategies shown by research to facilitate adult learning most effectively (Alford, 2013; 
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Mezerow, 2000; Merriam & Cafferalla, 1991).  In addition, applying this conceptual framework 

help highlight the strengths of extant literature around the role of principal supervisor. 

Synthesizing MPSPS, Core Instructional Leadership Practices, and Adult Learning Theory 

I view the MPSPS and the six core practices through a lens informed by adult learning 

theory (Alford, 2013; Alfred, Cherrstrom, Robinson, & Friday, 2013; Knowles, 1975; Merriam 

& Bierema, 2014). Adult learning theory asserts that for optimal learning, adults must be 

afforded opportunities for reflection, immediate feedback, collaboration, and experiences tailored 

to the learner, such as in the case of the principal (Knowles, 1975; Mezirow, 2000; Alfred et al., 

2013).  Adults learn through experiences that are processed during reflection and lead to 

intellectual growth (Baumgartner, Lee, Birden, & Flowers, 2003).  Principal supervisors must be 

expert learners themselves to develop their knowledge base and lead the collaborative inquiry 

needed to improve teaching and learning.  Adult learners bring significant experiences, 

perceptions and knowledge to the learning environment.  Alford (2013) explained when adults 

have guidance for identifying and understanding what they learn and receive rationales for the 

importance of the lessons, their thinking about such lessons advances their capacity.  During the 

learning process, adults’ perspectives about issues, situations, or concepts change, causing 

adjustments to how they process and receive information (Merriam, 2001).  The learning process 

for both the principal and principal supervisor is enhanced when there is an understanding of 

how adults learn best as well as the conditions they learn under most effectively.   

Concepts from Honig et al. (2010), MPSPS (2015), and adult learning theory can be 

integrated to assess how the principal supervisor provides instructional leadership support to 

principals and improve as a leader.  Together, the framework enriches and deepens professional 

practice in an authentic work setting.  Furthermore, the practices demonstrate how principal 
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supervisors facilitate adult learning. The MPSPS and core instructional leadership practices are 

complementary and aligned.  The concepts offer an interwoven approach to building the 

instructional leadership of the campus principal.  Thus, the conceptual framework is designed to 

enable the identification of the distinct practices and actions that help build, enhance, and 

develop leadership capacity among principals and principal supervisors so they can perform their 

everyday work as instructional leaders with fidelity.  Figure 1 demonstrates how the role of the 

principal supervisor is defined in this study and displays the key instructional leadership 

practices and approaches to learning that principal supervisors have been shown in the literature 

to use when supporting and strengthening both principals’ and their own leadership skills.   

 

Figure 1. Applying adult learning theory under the contexts of MPSPS and Honig’s instructional 

leadership practices to the study of principal supervisors. 

Adult Learning Theory 

Literature often refers to adult learning theory as one consistent body of knowledge that 

establishes the foundational tenets for effective practices when working with adults (Alford, 

2013; Alfred et al., 2013).  Merriam (2001) explained that a single theory does not describe the 

process of learning, instead she depicts adult learning as a mosaic of theories, assumptions, and 
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models.  The theories of andragogy, transformational learning, and self-directed learning guide 

and offer insight into how adults learn best.   

Andragogy. Malcolm Knowles (1975) used the term andragogy to describe the theory of 

adult learning and applied four principles: (a) relevance and impact to the learners; (b) problem 

centered learning; (c) value of adult learner experiences; and (d) learners are involved in 

planning their learning.  Knowles further defined andragogy as the art and science of helping 

adults learn based on six assumptions about the differences between children and adults as 

learners: (a) Self-concept is the first assumption.  With maturity, comes a person’s understanding 

of responsibility for their decisions, moving from dependency to becoming more independent 

and self-directed in their thinking (Alford, 2013).  This assumption includes taking ownership of 

learning by making decisions about what and how to learn.   

Self-direction includes self-management, motivations and monitoring.  In many cases, 

self-concept is context dependent and varies between different learning situations (Merriam, 

2001).  The second assumption of andragogy is the diverse range of experiences adult learners 

have for developing a meaningful advantage during the learning process.  The totality of 

accumulated experiences affords many reference points for new application and exploration.  

The third assumption is readiness to learn.  Adults require learning to be timely, relevant, and 

useful, and they value new knowledge as a means of development (Alford, 2013; Bondy, 2007).  

The fourth assumption is an orientation to learning focused on tasks and problems rather than on 

the content of subjects.  The learning is contextualized and experiential.  Motivation to learn is 

the fifth assumption and intrinsic in nature and results in self-satisfaction, enjoyment, and a sense 

of being worthwhile.  The sixth assumption is the need or desire to know the purpose of learning.  

Adult learners are goal oriented, value what they learn, and build on new information to progress 
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forward (Merriam & Cafferalla, 1991).  Evidence suggests when adults identify and understand 

what learning will occur and why the learning is important, they respond more positively to their 

learning experiences (Merriam & Cafferalla, 1991).   

Transformational learning. Transformational learning was introduced by Jack Mezirow 

in 1978 as a cognitive and rational method of making meaning of one’s own experience (Alfred, 

et al., 2013).  Transformational learning occurs when our beliefs are changed, causing our 

perspective about an issue or situation to also change. Merriam and Bierema (2014) suggests that 

transformational learning is the most studied adult learning theory since andragogy was 

introduced.  Mezirow (2000) posits that the transformational learning theory is “a process by 

which we transform our taken for granted frames of reference to make them more inclusive, 

discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate 

belief and opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide actions” (p. 8).   

Four tenets (experiences, critical reflection, reflective discourse and action) build the 

foundation for the transformational learning theory (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  Learning 

occurs through experiences and is processed as critical reflections which lead to intellectual 

growth and ultimately, transformational learning.  This cognitive process allows the examination 

of underlying assumptions that impact how an individual makes sense of the experience.  

Mezirow (2000) argues that critical reflection searches for meaning shaped by our frames of 

reference and are used to understand experiences, define expectations and shape perceptions.  

Furthermore, Mezirow (2000) suggests when events clash with our frame of reference, the 

process of reflection is initiated, and cause an evaluation of our assumptions to determine if our 

beliefs remain practical.  The tenet of reflective discourse involves the assessment of 

assumptions and lead to clearer understanding by using collective experience to form the best 
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judgement (Mezirow, 2000).  Ideal characteristics to embody include accurate information, bias-

free thinking, and full participation in an environment of care and empathy. Finally, the process 

leads to action where new knowledge is acquired and integrated, creating a new perspective.  

Self-directed learning. Building from Knowles’ (1975) work on andragogy, Tough 

(1971) conducted studies and defined self-directed learning (SDL) as “a process in which people 

take the primary initiative for planning, carrying out, and evaluating their own learning 

experiences” (p. 293).  Moreover, other theorists designed several self-directed models that are 

categorized as sequential, interwoven, and instructional. The sequential models are somewhat 

linear, taking a step by step approach such as Tough’s SDL model (Baumgartner et al., 2003).  

This model uses a series of steps to flesh out all aspects of self-directed learning.  The 

interwoven model is less linear and more interactive where the learner, the context, and the 

nature of learning are taken in consideration during the learning process.  The instructional 

models are used as the structure for integrating self-directed learning into lesson design and 

programs such as Gerald Grow’s (1991) four-staged self-directed learning model which assisted 

educators in guiding adult learners at different readiness levels.  The continuum of learner’s 

ranges from heavy teacher guidance to full autonomy with frequent instructor-learner touch 

points (Baumgartner et al., 2003). 

Assumptions about Adult Learning Theory for Principal Supervision 

There are several viable actions principal supervisors can take to capitalize upon the 

assumptions of andragogy, such as supporting principals in formulating learning objectives and 

goals tied their needs and interests.  Additionally, cultivating a cooperative learning environment 

and a healthy working climate is an important role for the principal supervisor to ensure the 

learning process is not hindered for principals (Licata & Harper, 2001).  Furthermore, principal 
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supervisors provide continuous feedback to principals and reassess their needs and promote 

continued development.  The supervisor’s role as an encourager is also important to this 

continuous learning process.  

As the educational system continues the emphasis on state and federal accountability, 

principals continue to struggle with transitioning from school managers to instructional leaders. 

Principal supervisors can support principals in navigating this transformational learning 

experience by developing a trusting, authentic, and sincere learning partnership with their 

principals.  It is through relationships that people expand their views and adjust or rearrange their 

environment. Additionally, principal supervisors’ ongoing feedback is critical to the process.  

Alfred (2001) contends that transformational learning is applicable to coaching in workplace 

environments which aligns with the role of the principal supervisors.  The principal supervisor 

acts as a coach and through feedback and critical reflection, principals are open to changing the 

way they think about their work and how to best meet the needs of their teachers and students.  

Furthermore, facilitating transformational learning with principals helps them to reach their 

potential for becoming autonomous learners. 

The utility of a self-directed learning model can serve principal supervisors well, given 

principals have various levels of experience and performance.  Strategically aligning the 

principal with the most appropriate stage of Grow’s (1991) model can help define the support of 

the principal supervisor.  With this approach, individuality is stressed while avoiding the 

isolation of the principal during the process. Gradually releasing the supervisor’s support, 

nurtures an environment where the principal attains a sense of independence and autonomy 

(Baumgartner et al., 2003).  
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The learning process is enhanced when there is an understanding of how adults learn as 

well as the conditions they learn under most effectively.  Andragogy, transformational learning, 

and self-directed learning are three influential learning approaches that help build the foundation 

of adult learning theory.  The tenets of adult learning are promising and offer great potential, in 

particular, with principal supervisors who support the continuous learning of principals.  Districts 

are beginning to redesign central office leadership as an adult teaching and learning model that 

focuses on improving principals’ instructional leadership practices. 

Conclusion 

 The role of principal supervisor is an emerging area of study in educational research. 

Most of the existing research on principal support was published in the last 20 years and the 

primary focus was on effective leadership practices of principals and superintendents, not the 

specific work of principal supervisors.  However, there has been a significant awakening to the 

importance of the principal supervisor in supporting principals’ instructional leadership 

(Corcoran et al., 2013).  Districts are transforming to focus the position on guiding and coaching 

principals to improve leadership and the quality in schools (Saltzman, 2016).  To ensure 

principals have the quality support required, principal supervisors must have instructionally 

sound leadership skills, the capacity to coach, and the ability to guide the professional 

development of principals (Honig, 2014).  By developing the individual and collective skills of 

campus and central office leaders, districts have potential to improve students’ academic 

performance system-wide.  With this in mind, I aimed to explore the structure and role of 

principal supervisor to identify practices and actions that help build, enhance, and develop 

leadership capacity among principals and principal supervisors to better perform their everyday 

work as instructional leaders.   
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CHAPTER 3: DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to explore how principal supervisors in a large urban 

school district, in the south region of the United States, align their practices to the MPSPS, and 

how they are supported in their efforts by district structures and practices. Accordingly, the study 

was guided by three main questions:  

1. How does the district’s structure develop and support the role of principal 

supervisors? 

2. What actions do principal supervisors undertake to promote and support principal 

development? 

3. How do practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad reflect 

the Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards? 

In this chapter, I describe the research design and the processes used in this study. 

Research Design 

The research was designed as a phenomenological case study utilizing an interpretive 

approach.  Creswell (2007) stated that a phenomenological study describes the “meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (p. 57).  The 

phenomenon in this study refers to the experiences of principal supervisors who are developing 

the instructional leadership capacity of principals.  Similarly, Merriam (2009) defined 

phenomenology as “a study of people’s conscious experience of their life-world” (p. 25), while 

Van Manen (1990) explained that phenomenology focuses on the participants’ lived experiences.  

A phenomenological study is appropriate to support an in-depth examination of the structure and 

role of the principal supervisor.   

Yin (2011) asserted that “a case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 
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the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). I selected a case study design due 

to the uniqueness of what can be explored and uncovered about the phenomenon, which may not 

be accessible in other types of research.  In addition, a case study provides a holistic description 

and analysis of the phenomenon (Merriam, 2009).  The case study provided the richest data for 

understanding the principal supervisors’ views and perspectives of how they best support and 

develop principals; how districts support their principal supervisors; and how the practices of the 

principal supervisor and principal dyad reflect the MPSPS.  

As part of designing this phenomenological case study, I applied an interpretive 

approach.  “An interpretive approach assumes that reality is socially constructed; that is, there is 

no single, observable reality; rather, there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single 

event” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8).  This approach is intended to describe, understand, and interpret 

the phenomenon, the principal supervisor.  Therefore, I was “the primary instrument for data 

collection and analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 15).  Furthermore, the interpretive approach 

provided an opportunity to understand the principal supervisors’ perspectives of their role.   

Study Context  

Darling School District (DSD) sits in a large urban district in the southern region of the 

United States. DSD serves over 100,000 students in grades Pre-kindergarten through 12.  DSD 

supports over 150 schools including elementary, middle, and high schools.  The student 

enrollment in the schools within the feeder patterns span from small (under 200 students) to large 

(over 2,000 students).  

Students 

The ethnic breakdown of the student population reflects approximately 70% who identify 

as Hispanic, 22% as African American, and 7% as other ethnicities.  Over 80% of students meet 
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the criteria for economic disadvantage, and just under 70% of DSD students are defined as at-

risk for high school dropout.  School day attendance, currently just over 95%, is an important 

metric that is consistently monitored and emphasized with students’ families.  DSD’s 4-year 

graduation rate is just over 86%, and the dropout rate is under 2.5% for Grades 9 through 12 

combined.  The default graduation plan is the state’s recommended graduation plan, which 

almost 90% of high school students complete, and approximately 10% of students complete a 

minimum graduation plan.  The district’s bilingual program serves over 30% of the student 

population, the gifted and talented program serves approximately 13% of students, and special 

education serves approximately 7% of the total student population.   

Student achievement data shows mild to moderate increases on the state’s annual 

elementary reading and mathematics as well as secondary end of course assessments; however, 

an achievement gap persists among African American, Hispanic compared to White students.  

DSD’s students obtain an average ACT score of 16, and approximately 16% of high school 

students obtain the minimum college readiness score of 21 on the ACT.  Students’ average SAT 

score is just above 900, and 17% attain the minimum college readiness benchmark of 1070 on 

the SAT.   

Principal Supervisors 

 DSD employed over 15,000 people in the year this study took place. Professional staff, 

teachers, professional support, campus, and central administrators made up almost 71% of DSD 

employees.  Seventy-four percent of the professional staff were employees of color. Forty-four 

percent of the teaching force had between 0 to 5 years of experience and the teacher turnover rate 

was just under 22% compared to the 16.5% turnover rate reported for state.   
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Because of the turnover rate and lack of targeted support for principals, DSD began 

grouping principal supervisors’ work according to feeder patterns, which are groups of schools 

that feed into the same high school, about six years ago.  Principal supervisors were assigned a 

feeder pattern of no more than 14 schools.  At the time of data collection, each of 19 principal 

supervisors oversaw a feeder pattern comprised of 9 to 14 schools and supervise the principals of 

those schools.  The 19 feeder patterns represented the northern, southern, eastern, and western 

areas of this urban municipality.  The ethnic composition of DSD’s principal supervisors 

included leaders that identified as Caucasian (5), African American (7), and Hispanic (7).  All 

but one of the DSD principal supervisors served as a principal prior to working as a principal 

supervisor, and 17 (85%) of the principal supervisors previously served as principals in DSD.  

Six principal supervisor team members also served in central office positions either inside or 

outside of the district.   

In compiling preliminary data from the district’s personnel reports, I found 149 principal 

changes and 360 assistant principal changes between 2012 and 2016.  Of the original 20 

principal supervisors hired 6 years ago, only three remained in the position with the district, and 

eight had fewer than 2 years of experience in their position.  Five principal supervisors were in 

their first year.  One principal supervisor was in the position for 5 years, eight for 4 years, zero 

for 3 years, and three for 2 years.   

The evaluations of DSD’s principals for the 2015-2016 school year were as follows: 16 

had No Rating (mid-year hires); 3 were rated as Unsatisfactory; 89 were rated as Progressing; 

108 were rated as Proficient; and only 9 were rated as Exemplary.  Additionally, the district 

distributed a principal survey annually to gain principals’ perspectives about the support they 

receive from their principal supervisors and the impact they believe the support has had on their 



65 

 

leadership development.  Overall, 82% of the principals either agreed or strongly agreed that 

their principal supervisors helped them become a stronger instructional leader.   

The district also conducted a climate survey for all professional staff, and one component 

measured perceptions about the district’s culture of feedback and support.  The results showed 

that 71% of the participants believed the campus leadership team help them improve the quality 

of their instruction, and 70% believed they were effective campus leaders.  The results suggested 

the need to understand the perspectives of principal supervisors in order to establish greater focus 

and definition in the current principal supervisor system of support. 

Participants 

To assist in identifying principal supervisors and principals, a district liaison was used to 

invite participation for the open-ended survey, one-on-one interviews and observations.  The 

district liaison distributed invitations to participate in the project to principal supervisors and 

principals; the invitation described the parameters of the study, including an invitation to 

complete an open-ended questionnaire (Appendix A) through Survey Monkey.  Subsequent to 

the invitation and consenting process, 10 of 19 principal supervisors responded to the survey, 

yielding a 53% response rate, and 60 of 228 principals responded, yielding a 26% response rate 

(Fryrear, 2015). 

From all principal supervisors who completed the survey and expressed interest to 

participate further, the district liaison randomly selected three principal supervisors and later six 

principals to participate in the full study. One of the initial three principal supervisors opted out 

due to several projects this person was leading for the district.  The district liaison randomly 

selected another name and provided the name to me as a potential replacement participant.  The 

district liaison conducted the same random selection process for identifying two principals 
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supervised by each identified principal supervisor participating in the full study, totaling six 

principals.  The final study sample was nine, with three principal supervisors and six principals. 

Each of the selected principals were supervised by one of three principal supervisors.  

The 60 principals who completed the questionnaire showed a range of experience in the 

role of principal from 1 year to 26 years.  Table 1 shows the description of the participants 

completing the questionnaire and includes the 10 principal supervisor and 60 principal 

participants who submitted a completed questionnaire.  Table 2 provides the description of the 

six principals and three principals supervisors who participated in interviews. 

Table 1 

Description of the Participants Completing the Questionnaire 

Position 
 Years in 

Current Role 
0-5 6-10 11+ 

Principal  37 13 10 

Principal Supervisor  8 1 1` 

 

Data Collection 

Data collection included the use of one-on-one semi-structured interviews, time logs, 

observations, questionnaires and a review of documents. These methods allowed for 

triangulation of data sources as well as emergent themes. As this research was a 

phenomenological case study, additional data were compiled through anecdotal notes, the 

collection of supplemental materials and documents.  Publicly available artifacts from district 

resources also served as sources of data.  Additionally, participants used examples of work as 

visual aids during observations and interviews that were used as artifacts, and I made copies of 
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the artifacts during data collection. I only copied an artifact if granted permission.  The 

remainder of this chapter contains descriptions of these processes.  

Table 2 

Description of the Principals and Principal Supervisors who Participated in Interviews 

Participant Years in Current Role Gender 

Principal Supervisor   

PS1 6 M 

PS2 4 F 

PS3 6 F 

Principal   

P1A 1 F 

P1B 3 F 

P2A 1 F 

P2B 2 M 

P3A 2 F 

P3B 9 M 

 

Strategies for data gathering in the study were qualitative in nature and concentrated on 

principal supervisors, central office administrators who coach and evaluate principals, and 

principals.  The collection process included five phases. A parallel process of document review 

ran concurrently through the phases of the study (e.g., pilot interviews and questionnaire, open-

ended questionnaire for principal supervisors and principals, principal supervisor and principal 

interviews, observations, and review of time logs).  Apart from document review, the data 

collection process occurred in consecutive order to reduce confusion between receiving and 

analyzing multiple data streams simultaneously. Figure 2 provides a visualization of the phases 

of data collection. 
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Figure 2. Model of the data collection process for this phenomenological study. 

Phase 1: Pilot Interviews and Questionnaire 

In the first (or pilot) phase, a central office official participated in a pilot interview and 

questionnaire before deploying the questionnaire or conducting any actual interviews. Yin (2011) 

explained that pilot interviews help a researcher test and refine the study design and data 

collection instruments (p. 37).  During the pilot, I wrote memos to self and journal entries to 

capture any potential important information that could have impact on the study.  Time was 

allotted to review the instruments following the pilot; however, revisions were unnecessary.  

When patterns were detected during the pilot interview, I asked the participant about having any 

thoughts regarding emerging themes to advance understanding of the strategies for analysis and 

fill in any gaps (Merriam, 2009). 

Phase 2: Open Ended Questionnaire (Principal Supervisors) 

Open-ended questionnaires allowed participants to share their experiences, opinions, and 

knowledge for offering candid information about the topic (Turner, 2010).  Consequently, I used 

an open-ended questionnaire to gather data from the school district’s principal supervisors (n = 

19) regarding the practices they use to promote effective leadership development with their 

principals as well as training they receive and/or would like to receive to hone their practice and 
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ensure quality support for principals.  Additionally, an open-ended questionnaire was used with 

principals (n = 228) to gather their perceptions of the role of principal supervisor.  The open-

ended questionnaire represented a subset of the semi-structured interview questions asked of 

three principal supervisors (Appendix B) and six principals (Appendix B) who participated in the 

full study.  

Phase 3: Interviews (Subset of Principal Supervisors and Principals) 

“The main purpose of an interview is to obtain a special kind of information” (Merriam, 

2009, p. 88).  Interviews can vary from structured, semi-structured to unstructured. 

“Unstructured interviews do not have a predetermined set of questions, and the interview is 

essentially exploratory” (Merriam, 2009, p. 91). The major use of a structured interview is to 

gather demographic data and the order of questions are pre-determined.   

A semi-structured interview format was used for this study.  A semi-structured interview 

is “guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor order 

of the questions is determined ahead of time” (Merriam 2009, p. 90).  I conducted a one-on-one 

interview with each principal supervisor and principal supervisee (n = 9 interviews in total) 

separately using semi-structured interview guides (Appendix B).  Each interview was audio 

recorded and transcribed using Rev.com.   

Two interview guides specific to the role of principal supervisor and principal were used 

(Appendix B).  The interview questions were geared to gather each participant’s perceptions 

about the roles and responsibilities of a principal supervisor as outlined in MPSPS.  Throughout 

this phase of data collection, I continued to journal notes to reflect on emerging patterns and 

themes. 
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Phase 4: Observations 

The emphasis of the fourth phase was on the observations.  Merriam (2009) indicated that 

observations ensue in the setting where the “phenomenon of interest naturally occurs and 

represents a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of interest” (p. 117).  Merriam stated that 

an observation is a research tool when it is organized, responds to a research question, and has 

checks and balances to yield results that are trustworthy.  Observations are often used in tandem 

with interviews and document analysis to triangulate data and identify emerging themes 

(Merriam, 2009). I observed one dyad meeting for each principal and principal supervisor (n = 6 

observations in total).   

Observations occurred in spring 2018.  I used highly descriptive field notes to capture 

data during the observation (Yin, 2011).  The notes included the time, description of location, 

purpose of the observation, and the participants present, as well as granular details of the 

meeting. Participants were referenced using codes, such as PS1, P1A, P1B, PS2, P2A, P2B, etc.  

I used reflective comments in the side margin to indicate any thoughts, speculations, questions, 

or reactions about what was observed (Merriam, 2009).  Using the reflective comments led to an 

integrated approach of collecting and analyzing the data simultaneously.  The observations 

allowed for further exploration of the principal supervisors’ and principals’ views and 

perspectives on the roles and responsibilities of the principal supervisor in an urban district.   

Phase 5: Time Logs (Principal Supervisors) 

Prior to the principal supervisor interviews, I requested printouts of professional 

engagements listed on each of their Outlook Calendar for the months of February and March in 

2018.  The logs were used as a tool for generating reflection about the principal supervisors’ 
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work and how they managed their time. Time logs were a tool for triangulation and enhanced the 

trustworthiness of the findings. 

Parallel Process Phase: Document Analysis 

 I used a parallel process to review relevant documents on an ongoing basis throughout 

each of the identified phases.  Merriam (2009) asserted that documents are a “ready-made source 

of data easily accessible to the imaginative and resourceful investigator” (p. 137).  In addition, 

the “presence of documents do not intrude upon or alter the setting nor are they dependent upon 

the whims of human beings whose cooperation is essential for collecting good data through 

interviews” (Merriam, 2009, p. 139).  Documents can be used to validate or negate the findings 

from data collected through interviews, observations, time logs, or questionnaire.  Documents 

collected and analyzed for this study included the district’s job description for principal 

supervisor, principal and principal supervisor evaluation documents, feeder pattern instructional 

training materials and resources, spot observation forms, data analysis documents, observation 

protocols, instructional rubrics, researcher notes and correspondence with each principal 

supervisor which demonstrated that instructional practice was a priority for the role of principal 

supervisor.   

Throughout the study, the data collected from questionnaires, interviews, observations, 

time logs, and documents were organized, labeled, and recorded according to the dates, names 

and places where the specific data were gathered. To connect principals with principal 

supervisors, I assigned codes to all collected data.  For example, when referring to principal 

supervisors, I used the code of PS followed by a letter or number such as PS1, PS2, PS3.  I coded 

each principal (P) as a P1A, P1B, P2A, P2B, P3A, and P3B to enable the A and B portion of the 

codes to reflect the principals’ status as having the same principal supervisor. I recorded memos 
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to self and produced journal entries throughout each phase of the data collection process.  The 

reflection-oriented writing supported the emerging themes from questionnaires, interviews, 

observations, and document reviews as well as enabled efforts to compare data. 

Data Analysis 

The data for the study came from transcribed and audiotaped interviews, observations, 

questionnaires, logs, notes and examination of documents.  Reflective memos and notes were 

kept in a personal journal through the study. “Data analysis is the process of making sense out of 

the data by consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people say and what I observe and read 

– it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam, 2009, p. 176).  Computer assisted qualitative 

data analysis software (Dedoose) was used to organize data and the three phases illustrated 

Figure 3 facilitated the analysis. 

 
Figure 3. Three phases of data that facilitated analysis. 

Merriam (2009) stated that data preparation involves typing notes, transcribing interviews 

and entering relevant data to create the database.  Data identification “divides the data into 

meaningful and easily retrievable segments of information, making it easy to sort and rearrange 

the segments of information” (Merriam, 2009, p. 194).  After the database was compiled, I used 

a two-step coding method to categorize and interpret the data.   

Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) asserted that “coding is deep reflection about and, 

thus, deep analysis and interpretation of the data’s meaning” (p. 72).  For the first step of the 

coding, I used first cycle coding to assign codes to data chunks and summarize segments of the 

Compile Database
Categorize & 

Consolidate  Data
Interpret Data
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data.  Descriptive coding was used to assign labels to the data chunks (Miles et al., 2014).  These 

codes later assisted in second cycle coding to consolidate the summaries into a smaller number 

of categories or themes (Miles et al., 2014). “Without ongoing analysis, the data can be 

unfocused and repetitious with the volume of material being processed”; therefore, the processes 

of collecting and analyzing data were conducted simultaneously (Merriam, 2009, p. 171). The 

data collected from individual questionnaires, interviews, and observations were coded 

throughout the data collection process. “These codes eventually provided an inventory of topics 

for indexing and categorizing a wide variety of data forms” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74). 

I used codes as pseudonyms to report all findings and quotations from any data.  When 

referring to principal supervisors, the code was PS followed by a number, such as PS1, PS2, or 

PS3.  I coded principals (P) as a P1A, P1B, P2A, P2B, P3A, and P3B to enable the A and B 

portion of the codes to reflect the principals’ status as having the same principal supervisor.  I 

coded principal supervisor questionnaire responses for quotes as PSQ1, PSQ2, … PSQ10 and as 

PQ1, PQ2, … PQ3.  This coding structure allowed for the appropriate attribution of all quoted 

data from both the questionnaire responses and the principal supervisors and principals based on 

the one-on-one interviews or observations of dyad meetings.   

During observations, I remained separated and detached from the participants in order to 

remain as objective and unobtrusive as possible as the primary instrument of the collection of 

data; however, I had interaction with the participants and analyzed data with subjectivity 

(Merriam, 2009). I assumed the role of observer, which meant each dyad was fully aware of my 

presence in any observed meeting.  Any interactions I had with the activities of the principal 

supervisor and principal dyad meetings were secondary to gathering observation-focused data 

(Merriam, 2009).  Furthermore, I referenced the time logs to triangulate data about how principal 
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supervisors spent their time promoting instructional leadership development among their 

principals as well as themselves.  

Data were analyzed using the constant comparative method where “one segment of data 

is compared with another segment to determine similarities and differences and identify patterns 

in the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 204).  To assist with data analysis and interpretation, I examined 

data “to describe, understand, and explain what has happened in the single bounded context of 

the case (Miles et al., 2014, p. 100).  Merriam (2009) explained that during the analysis “data are 

gathered so I can learn as much about the contextual variables as possible that might have a 

bearing on the case” (p. 204).  By compiling, categorizing and interpreting the data, I identified 

emerging patterns and themes that can be applied to the guiding questions while simultaneously 

collecting and analyzing data.  

Trustworthiness & Credibility 

“Building trustworthiness and credibility should be done in a publicly accessible manner 

so that research procedures are transparent” (Yin, 2011, p. 19).  Merriam (2009) asserted that 

trustworthiness is developed when a researcher “carefully designs the study and applies well 

developed standards that are accepted by the scientific community” (p. 210).  “Credibility hinges 

on the congruence of the findings of the study and reality” (Merriam, 2009, p. 213).   

I used three main strategies to ensure trustworthiness and credibility for this study.  First, 

I used data collection from individual interviews, observations, open-ended questionnaires and 

document review to triangulate or cross-check to confirm emerging findings (Merriam, 2009).  

The second strategy I used was member checking.  Member checking involves “soliciting 

feedback on emerging findings from the people being interviewed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 217).  

After typing the transcriptions and notes, I shared emerging themes with the principal 
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supervisors and principals to check accuracy.  Time was provided to adapt and refine themes if 

required.  Finally, to support trustworthiness and credibility of the analysis, I used peer 

examination throughout the analysis process to review the data and assess if the findings were 

credible. 

Merriam (2009) stressed the design of a case study enhances the trustworthiness of the 

findings.  Maximum variation (segments of the city and demographics of schools as well as 

demographics and gender of principal supervisors) in the principal supervisor selection was 

utilized to allow for “greater range of application by potential readers thus increasing possibility 

of transferability” (Merriam, 2009, p. 227).  Although generalization, in a statistical sense, 

cannot occur for qualitative studies, there is potential for transferability because the reader can 

apply the results of the study to other settings (Merriam, 2009, p. 224). To further enhance the 

trustworthiness and credibility, the presentation of a rich and extensive set of details was used to 

improve the potential for transferability.  The rich thick description required a highly detailed 

description of the study’s setting, participants and findings and included quotes from the 

interviews and field notes (Merriam, 2009, p. 227). 

Positionality and Mitigating Researcher Bias 

Merriam (2009) suggested that investigators must explain their biases and assumptions 

regarding the research being undertaken.  “Reflexivity is the process of describing as best as 

possible the interactive effects between researcher and participants, including social roles as they 

evolve in the field, but also covering advocacy positions” (Yin, 2011, p. 43).  Given that I had 

prior experience as a principal supervisor in a large district, I held a great deal of passion for 

leadership development.  I had 19 years of experience as a campus-level or district-level 

administrator, and for most of those years, I served as either a campus principal or a principal 
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supervisor.  Additionally, I worked with this district and held familiarity with the people who 

served in these roles. 

Indeed, I had some preconceptions about the roles of campus leaders and central office 

leadership development.  Throughout the study, I made deliberate efforts to maintain an open 

mind and work toward bracketing my thoughts in order to capture the themes and patterns 

expressed by participants in the data.  I used reflexivity to reflect and recognize the influences 

that could contribute to bias and to disclose them appropriately.  I mitigated bias by member 

checking or asking each interviewee to read the initial analysis of the data’s patterns and themes 

to check for accuracy in the presentation of the findings (Merriam, 2009).  With these 

considerations in mind, I assumed the participants provided information honestly and sincerely. 

Limitations 

The study followed a qualitative research approach, including semi-structured interviews, 

open-ended questionnaire distribution, observations, and artifact review.  While the study design 

created an opportunity for exploring the way principal supervisors experience and perceive this 

role, the findings from one urban district in the southern region of the country might not transfer 

to other districts throughout the nation.  As a central office employee and former principal 

supervisor, I could discover having a bias in the interpretation of data that may limit the findings’ 

credibility.  

Summary 

The study was designed as a qualitative phenomenological case study utilizing an 

interpretive approach to describe the structure and role of principal supervisor, and how principal 

supervisors execute their role to promote instructional leadership practices and mutual 

accountability with their principals.  Using questionnaires, interviews, observations, and 
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document analysis in a large urban district in the southern area of the United States, I explored 

how principal supervisors align their practices to the MPSPS and how they were supported in 

their efforts by district structures and practices.  In the next chapter, the findings relative to the 

guiding questions are presented.  A discussion of results, implications, and recommendations for 

future research appear in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore how principal supervisors in a large urban 

public school district, in a southern area of the United States, aligned their practices to the 

MPSPS, and how they were supported in their efforts by district structures and practices. 

Accordingly, the study was guided by three main questions:  

1. How does the district’s structure develop and support the role of principal supervisors? 

2. What actions do principal supervisors undertake to promote and support principal 

development? 

3. How do practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad reflect the 

Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards? 

In all, 10 principal supervisors and 60 principals participated in completing an open-

ended survey regarding the role of principal supervisor, and further observation and interview 

data were collected from a sample of three principal supervisors and six principals (working in 

dyads). In what follows, I elaborate on themes that emerged from the data, organized by guiding 

question.  

Developing and Supporting the Role of Principal Supervisors 

In response to the question of “How does the district’s structure develop and support the 

role of principal supervisors?” a total of four themes emerged, suggesting that the district worked 

to: (a) hire principal supervisors that have experience as a principal, (b) focus principal 

supervisor meetings and professional development on instructional leadership, (c) provide 

coaching and mentoring, and (d) maintain a systems-focused organization.   
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Principal Supervisors have Experience as a Principal 

Although the principalship was not technically a requirement for the principal-supervisor 

position, 18 of 19 principal supervisors served in the position of campus principal for no fewer 

than 5 years, and all nine principal supervisors and principal participants (in the focus dyads) 

suggested such experience was needed in order for the principal supervisor to be effective.  The 

job description for the position of principal supervisor required potential candidates have “five 

years of directly related experience and an administrator supervisory certification” (DSD 

Principal Supervisor Job Description).  Given 95% of current principal supervisors served as a 

principal for a minimum of 5 years, the district structure recognized experience as an important 

component to the success of the role of principal supervisor.   

One of the questions from the questionnaire asked principal supervisors to indicate 

strengths they brought to their role, and half of the principal supervisors responded that their 

principal experience was a strength.  Table 3 reflects the responses regarding strength brought to 

the principal supervisor role in support of the theme. 
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Table 3 

PSQ Responses About What Strengths the Principal Supervisor Brings to the Role  

PSQ Response 

1 I have served as a principal at all levels and understand the dynamics of the role. My ability to: 

analyze data, create systems, empathize, stay focused and get sustainable results are strengths. I 

have also been certified as a Coach through a coaching program. 

2 Experience as an instructional coach for principals in other capacities experience in various levels 

of the school system including elementary, middle, high school and central staff; turn-around, low 

performing, high performing schools; Experience with the type of community I am serving, I was 

the principal within a similar community. 

3 Coaching Skills; Principal Experience; Network connections 

4 15 years as a campus principal at the Elementary, Middle and High School levels. Training as a 

Texas Education Agency Professional Service Provider (PSP) for 3 years. 

5 Strong knowledge of curriculum and curriculum alignment; Principal of several high performing 

campuses 

 

The importance of serving as a principal and having a strong instructional lens as a 

principal supervisor emerged as a common theme and was noted as rooted in the district 

structure.  Principal supervisors shared the belief that serving as a principal generated necessary 

experience for performing the role of principal supervisor. PS1 indicated that principal 

supervisors should serve as a principal to understand the roles and responsibilities of leading the 

people within a campus organization.  PS2 expressed the value that the experience as principal 

and a central office administrator helped achieve success as a principal supervisor.  Additionally, 

PS2 said that the district structure supports the principal supervisor by hiring leaders with 

experience and a demonstrated ability to fulfill the scope of the principal supervisor role. PS2 

explained the necessity to “put people in the spots that already have the experience and capacity 

to lead.” Additionally, PS2 said, “the best way the district structure supports us is allowing the 

time to collaborate and share best practices, and also being very focused on identifying [DSD] 

priorities, so that we can thread those through our feeder pattern.” 
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PS3 shared how instrumental the experience of being a principal assisted in successfully 

navigating the various challenges that surface as a principal supervisor: 

I think that everything that I went through [as a principal] is what helped me become a 

good [principal supervisor], because I had to turn around not only the culture, but the 

belief systems with the teachers, build their teaching capacity, and deal with a lot of the 

student discipline issues because we had the kids bussed in from two housing 

developments. And there were always competition or fights between [students living in 

the red-brick apartments versus the students who lived in the white-brick apartments]. I 

think that the lessons that I learned in turning around that campus, helped my 

understanding in how to develop teachers and figure out root causes, and for me failure 

wasn’t an option. Our kids deserve the best. I think also dealing with all of the parent 

issues of violence, the social and emotional needs of kids. To date, other than a gun issue, 

there is not one situation that principals deal with that I haven’t dealt with myself.  

 The six principals corroborated the district’s philosophy that the role of principal 

supervisor should be supported by previous experience serving as a principal.  P2B suggested 

that having principal experience as well as serving in diverse roles such as an instructional coach 

and/or central office administrative positions benefit principal supervisors.  P3B expressed that a 

principal supervisor should have experience serving in the capacity of principal because 

“principal supervisors definitely need to be a principal” as the best method for preparing for the 

principal supervisor role. “If you haven’t done it,” P3B said, “I don’t know how you could 

supervise someone doing it.  You couldn’t coach the principal because you don’t understand all 

that comes with being the principal.  Not because they don’t have the capacity, they just 
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wouldn’t have the experience.”  Given the background of the people who serve in the principal 

supervisor role, principal experience is heavily weighted as a prerequisite in the district. 

Meetings and Professional Development Focus on Instructional Leadership 

All three principal supervisors noted the role of principal supervisor in DSD was deeply 

focused on improving principals’ instructional leadership capacity through coaching and 

professional development to ensure accelerated student performance.  This focus was reflected in 

the DSD Principal Supervisor Job Description in several major responsibilities listed as follows:   

• Direct, support and monitor principals into effective instructional leaders through 

coaching and professional development.  

• Lead and support principals to ensure that the district’s instructional and curricular 

programs, assessments and pedagogical approaches are fully and appropriately 

implemented in all assigned campuses. 

• Organize and support professional learning communities for principals, as well as 

participate directly in such learning; professional learning communities are focused 

on improving teaching and learning. 

• Responsibility for curriculum alignment vertically and horizontally within the feeder 

pattern to foster leadership capacity building for principals and assistant principals, 

accelerated student achievement and instructional capacity building for teachers 

within the feeder pattern. 

Continuous learning surfaced as an area that principal supervisors indicated as critical to 

their growth.  The principal supervisors noted the district created formal structures to build 

instructional leadership capacity and facilitate individual growth.  PS1 explained, principal 

supervisors received external professional development support from various agencies that 
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provide leadership development.  PS1 added that professional development was very helpful in 

strengthening the coaching cycles and the way they approach and develop principals.  PS3 

appreciated that “professional development focused on what we were doing as a whole to expand 

the leadership of the principal, not just one aspect of the principalship.” 

PS2 also noted an emphasis within the district on professional development and the focus 

on instructional leadership.  PS2 indicated that through professional development, a different 

perspective was gained regarding curriculum alignment, instruction, and assessment.  Through 

the professional development, the principal supervisors received new tools that were easily 

applicable to their work as said by PS2, “I think they brought exemplary tools for analyzing, 

breaking down and understanding the curriculum and standards.  Each of the partners used 

protocols and procedures in terms of how to coach principals.” 

The data from the questionnaire also suggested that professional development focused on 

instructional leadership.  Table 4 displays the responses provided by the 10 principal supervisors 

who completed questionnaires. 

The participants indicated the bi-monthly principal supervisor meetings support their 

daily work.  PS2 shared: 

The school leadership meetings support our work because we share best practices and 

collaborate with peers to share [practices] to strengthen and add value to the work we do. 
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Table 4 

PSQ Responses About How the District Supports Principal Supervisors’ Development 

PSQ Response 

1 By providing systems and structures for data analysis as well as meetings and training to receive 

information and best practices. 

2 New [principal supervisor] bi-monthly meetings 

3 Training on instructional systems; Training on coaching principals and following up to get the 

desired action 

4 Professional Development Time to collaborate with colleagues 

5 Our superintendent has allowed me to attend National/State and Regional conferences, which 

allowed me to be exposed to research based proven practices that I have implemented as a principal 

supervisor. 

6 Participated in New Leaders professional development 

7 At one time, provided mentors for [principal supervisors] and ongoing training 

8 Frequent [principal supervisor] meetings and trainings 

9 Leadership trainings throughout my tenure as Executive Director 

10 Year-long principal supervisor training 
 

 

PS2 described the bi-monthly principal supervisor meetings as a structure the district 

offers to support their work and noted improvement over the years: 

I’ve seen a lot of growth in our meetings.  Our bi-monthly meetings are more focused on 

curriculum centered themes, where we share best practices.  The district has done better 

about putting focus on the priorities that are important for the district, to help guide our 

work.  For example, balanced literacy was a big focus for the district so we received 

training on what it should look like; therefore, I made that initiative part of our feeder 

plan, so we are closely aligned with the district. 

Although PS3 agreed principal supervisor meetings were important to ensure they are 

properly informed about new practices and instructional changes and priorities, PS3 noted the 

information conveyed was not always timely and was often given after the fact. 
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Provide Coaching and Mentoring 

All three principal supervisors indicated the principal supervisors’ primary role is 

building each principal’s capacity as an instructional leader.  However, the principal supervisors 

also reported needing strong support from the district to ensure they successfully lead their 

principals.  DSD recognized principal supervisors need expertise, effective instructional 

leadership and a set of skills to support adult development and growth; therefore, the district 

provided principal supervisors one-on-one coaching opportunities with their immediate 

supervisor.  Principal supervisors met with their supervisor on a frequent basis to support their 

growth and development in leadership and to model the type of coaching they, in turn, were 

expected to provide to principals. In addition to the internal coaching principal supervisors 

received, DSD provided various opportunities for principal supervisors to engage in one-on-one 

coaching with external partners. One principal supervisor explained her coaching experience 

with the external partner as an impactful experience: 

I actually had a great experience with coaching, so my particular person assigned to me 

was very knowledgeable, and it was definitely an opportunity for me to have someone 

come in and collaborate with me on what was going on in my feeder pattern, and it 

helped me be more targeted about the strategies and the conversations that we were 

having.  Because my experience was so positive, I would definitely be open to have 

someone come in as a third party and get feedback.  

The experience of principal supervisors in DSD ranged from novice to more than 10 

years; therefore, they required different levels of support as they conducted their work.  PS2 

further described the experience with coaching from an external partner: 
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I’ve been doing this for a long time. I think the best support that I personally can get is 

for it to be differentiated. That’s what I was able to do with the coach, because I was able 

to say, here’s where I am, here’s the questions that I have. Any support that we get, I 

think it needs to be related to the experiences and strengths and weaknesses based on the 

individual and not a blanket. 

The principal supervisors found it important that the coaching received was focused on 

content and tools that were aligned with the work of the district. The coaching was described as 

aligned and complemented their everyday work as stated by PS1: 

They were able to complement the process we have in place in our district. They coached 

us using the tools we already have, like the systems review at the time and the mid-year 

reviews. They used our tools but focused more on the coaching of the work that we do to 

refine [the approach] and make it better, more meaningful for understanding the broader 

perspective of our role in terms of making impact with the principals.  

Coaching from an external partner was positively referenced by all three principal 

supervisors. PS2 said, “I enjoyed the feedback I received from the coach because it was another 

set of eyes that was outside the district with someone that had expertise in curriculum and 

instruction. For me, that was very beneficial.” Another principal supervisor expressed that the 

coaching was personal as presented by PS3: 

I think that coaching opportunity was probably the most support that we've ever gotten 

because it's more personal.  They brought us a different perspective about curriculum and 

assessment and shared a lot of tools.  I appreciated the one on one coaching visits where 

we could talk and know that he was not our evaluator.   
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Although DSD provided coaching through the principal supervisors’ supervisor and via 

external partners, principal supervisors indicated that the coaching they received was inconsistent 

and an area needing further development and focus by the district.  PS1 explained this viewpoint: 

When we were first hired, I came with prior coaching training from my previous district, 

but I recall the superintendent at the time saying, “Your number one role is to coach 

principals.”  But we never received any ongoing training on coaching, so unless the 

[principal supervisors] hired had strong coaching experience, that is a high area of need. 

 Furthermore, data suggested that a significant amount of time is spent on calibration to 

ensure the principal supervisors are consistent across the district on their assessment of 

instruction, however, the participants noted the gap with the coaching that principal supervisors 

receive to improve their practice. PS1 said, “We have a lot of focus on calibration as it pertains 

to observing instruction, but what’s missing is [more time spent on] coaching.”   

Given the range of experience within the principal supervisor sample, seasoned principal 

supervisors indicated that new principal supervisors use them to provide coaching which again 

highlights the need for more consistent coaching opportunities to be provided to all principal 

supervisors. PS3 reported “probably need[ing] more support around coaching because a lot of 

principal supervisors come to me where they don’t really know how to have a conversation with 

the principal” and added that she had “been doing this for a long time, but the newer ones 

struggle with how to develop a positive coaching relationship when a principal is really 

struggling.”   

A Systems-focused Organization 

The principal supervisors were organized systematically according to feeder patterns.  

Each principal supervisor had a group of elementary schools that feed into one or two middle 
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schools then to the high school.  Some principal supervisors had specialty schools, such as 

magnet or choice schools, included in their feeder patterns. Each principal supervisor led and 

coached between 9 and 14 principals.  The district had two deputy chiefs of schools who 

supervised the group of principal supervisors.  The deputy chiefs reported to the chief of schools, 

and the chief reported to the superintendent. 

The span of control was an important structure to ensure principal supervisors could 

effectively develop and grow their principals.  PS3 supported the span of control for each 

principal supervisor resting between 9 to 14 schools and said, “I think the structure that we have 

is very manageable.  I can’t imagine the old one where there was up to 40 schools per principal 

supervisor.  There’s no way that you can have given them personalized attention.” 

The artifact titled Theory of Action for DSD defines and guides every action taken to 

achieve the district’s student outcome goals.  The theory of action is a systematic approach 

rooted in shared philosophy and belief fundamental to the organization’s philosophy about 

scripting the path from sharing vision to achieving associated goals.  The Theory of Action 

includes the School Performance Framework used to measure school performance and identify a 

school’s ranking.  PS1 elaborated on how the district’s instructional coaches provided support to 

the principals and their teachers in addition to the support provided directly by principal 

supervisors: 

The School Performance Framework helps to tier the campuses and determine 

differentiated support for my schools. By tiering the schools, the [district instructional 

coaches] and I can better support the campuses and leverage what we see as needs for the 

campus. 
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The district prioritized student achievement, quality of instruction, and culture and 

climate.  The district’s expectation involved each school having systems in place to measure 

progress on each priority.  A common system involved incorporating data monitoring as part of 

the analysis system.  PS2 shared the feeder’s data monitoring system as “a very clear systematic 

method for monitoring students to track practice in each of the accountability categories--

approaching, meets, and masters.”  PS3 shared: 

With principals, we constantly talk about systems around culture and instruction. I’m 

asking, “Okay, you conducted professional development in this area, but then what? So, 

what is the expectation when the teachers return to their classroom?  How do you 

monitor?  For culture, what is the system for the flow of the building, arrival and 

dismissal? 

The organizational system provides each principal supervisor with two instructional 

coaches to support the principal supervisor’s efforts to increase student achievement at each 

assigned school.  Instructional coaches provided direct instructional leadership support to 

campuses’ administrators and teachers.  Each principal supervisor was expected to hold a feeder 

pattern meeting once a month.  According to the principal supervisors, 80% of these meetings 

should be instructional and no more than 20% should be focused on school operations.  Each 

feeder pattern meeting included learning walks (i.e., walking the halls and observing the classes) 

with the feeder principals and principal supervisor.  The purpose of the learning walks was to 

observe instruction and have discussion about the practices that were strong and those that 

require support.  In addition, a principal supervisor meeting was held twice a month to focus on 

teaching and learning. 
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Given that DSD made student achievement and instructional quality the priority, the 

development of the principal evaluation instrument was critical for the principal supervisors to 

have to help guide principals.  The principal evaluation instrument provided principals and 

principal supervisors with a foundation or structure for defining quality campus and instructional 

leadership.  The evaluation structure provided a road map that helped principal supervisors guide 

and maximize their principals’ instructional leadership capacities. PS2 explained as follows: 

The [principal] evaluation structure has multiple checkpoints, so we can look at growth.  

Are they moving students in all areas and [also] gives me an opportunity at each 

checkpoint to have some critical conversations [with my principal], so it’s not just at the 

end of the year.    

PS1 underscored the importance of the evaluation system and how to use it to ensure 

principal development: 

The [principal] evaluation instrument is a good guide. It’s a systematic process, so I think 

that really helps us be congruent as a district in terms of our work.  There could be 

variances from principal supervisor, but at the end of the day we have a very strong 

evaluation system with specific criteria in terms of what quality looks like.  Because it’s 

supported by student achievement evidence and quality of instruction pieces, we’re able 

to have better conversations with the principals.  We shifted the evaluation process to be 

more reflective where the principal now provides us with evidence throughout the year of 

where they see themselves compared to their original start of the year goals. 

The [principal] evaluation system offered multiple checkpoints throughout the year 

providing the principal supervisors several opportunities to adjust their support based on how the 
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principal is progressing in their development.  PS1 noted systems are reviewed during the 

evaluation checkpoints as follows: 

The checkpoints allow me and the principal to review data, have critical conversations 

based on the data along with coaching and feedback.  During this time, we look at 

continuous alignment toward reaching our goals of quality instruction, improving student 

achievement and strengthening school culture. 

PS3 explained how the district’s system of using data cascades through the feeder pattern 

which help with aligning all levels – elementary, middle and high school. 

So, we really try to tighten up our systems on student achievement and measure how well 

we track not only the school level data, but the teacher level data, down to the student 

level data, down to the standard level data. As a feeder pattern, we've been working on 

our data tracking systems because at the end of the day we should be able to predict how 

well students are doing. We’ve got all these data sources, so we must have a system on 

how we're actually tracking it? And then there's a level of knowing when I go into every 

classroom, what the data's already telling me and then how are we really targeting the 

interventions for the individual students. 

Summary 

For structuring and shaping the role of the principal supervisor in DSD, participants 

believed the principal supervisor needed experience as a principal to effectively coach principals. 

Important supports from the district, included internal coaching as well as opportunities to 

engage in one on one coaching with external partners.  The principals also found the districts’ 

focus on systems supported principal supervisors in getting their work done in an effective and 
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efficient manner.  The following section addresses the themes found to answer the second 

guiding question. 

Promoting and Supporting Principal Development 

The question of “What actions do principal supervisors take to promote and support 

principal development?” provided an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of both 

principal supervisors and principals’ perceptions regarding the actions principal supervisors 

utilized to promote principal development.  In addition, observation data were used as evidence 

to triangulate and extend interview data.  Data revealed principal supervisors engaged in four 

main actions that promote principal development: (a) develop principals through coaching, (b) 

conduct learning walks as a team, (c) maintain laser-like focus on instructional practice, and (d) 

analyze data and continuously monitor student achievement.  Each action is further described in 

this section. 

Develop Principals Through Coaching 

DSD’s organizational structure supported principal supervisors as key agents for 

transforming student achievement.  To this end, principal supervisors were charged with 

focusing on raising student achievement by coaching and supporting principals.  Through 

coaching, principal supervisors developed principals’ abilities to improve the quality of 

instruction and build positive school culture.  PS2 described coaching as a high-leverage action 

in developing principals: 

In terms of my role, I identify the needs of the school and someone that complements 

those needs of the school. My number one responsibility is to coach principals and 

support them in increasing student achievement and raising the quality of instruction 

through the process of sustaining a strong culture at the school. 
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PS1 described coaching as the most impactful action a principal supervisor does to 

promote each principal’s development.  PS1 explained: 

Through coaching principals, the principal supervisor ensures there’s an aligned 

curriculum and instruction plan in place at the school, which would fall under improving 

the quality of instruction. Also, making sure that there’s continuous professional 

development that supports a strong student engagement and rigorous instruction. In terms 

of the strong culture, what processes are in place to make sure that there’s voice and input 

from teachers and the leaders on the campus and the external community. Everyone 

supports the vision and the mission of the school. 

Although the principal supervisors interviewed stated their focus was coaching principals 

on instructional leadership, they admitted competing demands often surface.  Therefore, to avoid 

other duties encroaching on their coaching time, principal supervisors instituted systems to 

ensure their time was directed as intended.  PS1 shared: 

One of the big things that I do is try to maintain systemic coaching cycles because in our 

environment there’s a lot of disruption that comes up—parent issues, other district 

issues—so the sustainability of developing a coaching cycle when other things come up 

is important.  

Another aspect of coaching principals is growing them to the next level by challenging 

them to push their thinking, sharing their successes with others, and ultimately moving them to 

the next level. PS1 added: 

Coaching involves growing principals to the next level. Creating leaders of leaders. 

Making sure that their voice is heard, but also using that voice to strengthen them and 

then put them in positions of risk or vulnerability where they can take the next risk to 
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reach their full potential. Recently two of our principals presented at the principals 

meeting just to showcase the work they’re doing, but in the process of doing so, they’re 

growing as leaders. 

 PS3 provided an example of a coaching session that might occur when the principal has 

been unsuccessful in previous conferences when guiding a teacher to use student achievement 

data to drive instructional decisions.  PS3 described empowering a principal to reach a positive 

outcome with a teacher: 

You can have a teacher that hates you, and you don’t particularly like them either. Who 

cares?  It’s not about liking them.  You still have to create a win-win, because they’re still 

a teacher on your campus. It’s always thinking through win-win solutions. Because I 

think that no matter how dire a situation, or how bad it might be, I sit down with the 

principal and say, “Okay, well what could you do? And what else could you do?” So, that 

then they feel armed with at least two or three different strategies that they could 

implement with the teacher.  Because, if I’m constantly telling them what to do, they’re 

not learning, and so, I try to challenge them: “Okay, so what else could you do? If you 

did that, then what message does that send or what are some implications? What are some 

pros and cons?” And so, I push their thinking. That [pushing] use to drive them nuts, but 

they’re use to it now, and they feel more empowered that it’s their decision.  Now, if a 

principal is struggling and they can’t [solve the problem], then I’ll jump in. 

The data reveals that coaching was referenced 83 times by principals and principal 

supervisors. The information from the principal questionnaire also supported the theme of 

developing principals through coaching.  The principal questionnaire data provided a critical 
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piece of triangulation as well.  Table 5 displays about half the responses regarding coaching as a 

method for principal supervisors to support principal development. 

Table 5 

Ways that Principal Supervisors Support Principal Development Based on Principal 

Questionnaire (PQ) Responses 

PQ Response 

1 As an Instructional Coach, exemplars, schedules 

2 Mentoring, Coaching, Training  

3 Provides instructional coaching on calibration walks, monitoring systems, weekly 

PD visits, implementation of action plans with execution steps, and providing 

opportunities for feeder pattern to collaborate with our colleagues 

4 In the moment coaching; sits side by side when needed 

5 Effective feedback, provided and discussed data, provide coaching sessions 

6 My supervisor provides instructional feedback after campus visits.  

7 My supervisor has given feedback on ways to make me grow  

8 By providing necessary resources, time and serving as a mentor in those areas that 

I am deficient  

9 One on one coaching 

10 Coaching, Feedback, and opportunities to lead and observe her 

11 Coaching, guidance, advise, set clear expectations, gave examples of what is 

expected  
 

 

Conduct Learning Walks as a Team 

Principal supervisors work with principals to routinely monitor and improve instruction 

by conducting learning walks during campus visits and in feeder pattern meetings.  Learning 

walks were referenced 28 times throughout the nine interviews as one of the primary methods 

used to support the instructional leadership of principals.  The feeder pattern meetings offer the 

principals the opportunity to meet at one of feeder’s strongest schools to discuss efforts that are 
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working on their campuses.  PS1 used the feeder pattern meetings to start the learning walk cycle 

and empower principals by showing them best practices within the school environment.  The 

second cycle of learning walks occur at the schools whose principals need the most support.  The 

principal supervisor selects a topic of focus based on feeder pattern priorities and data trends, and 

the host principal identifies the area within the selected topic where support and feedback are 

needed.  PS1 explains the process of conducting a learning walk with a team of feeder pattern 

principals: 

Our first school focused on small group instruction. We want to get feedback from their 

colleagues whether they’re witnessing the same things they are in terms of the quality of 

their small group instruction. Then we’ll come back after we walk the classrooms, 

collaborate, and then the host principal gets to keep all the feedback notes.  So, through 

the process of collaboration and discussion ... it’s a derivative of instructional rounds. 

PS1 added the following about the benefit of collaboration between principals through 

learning walks: 

I think the power of instructional rounds or learning walks is a very powerful tool to help 

[principals] grow as instructional leaders. From there, the topics will vary depending on 

the time of the year. But I would say that one of the most powerful [tools] is the 

collaborative piece of using learning walks to identify an instructional practice that’s 

identified as a priority for the school district.  

PS3 conducted learning walks during each visit with campus principals.  On each visit, 

PS3 and the principal visited approximately three to five classrooms targeting grade levels and 

content areas based on trends and data. After conducting the learning walk, PS3 summarized the 

instructional practices and actions observed to encourage reflection.  PS3 provided feedback to 
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the principals to promote continuous progress.  PS3 noted the principal owned most of the 

decision making and emphasized the importance of distributed leadership giving team leaders the 

opportunity to be more involved and engaged in the decision-making process.  Additional 

feedback PS3 provided to P3A based on the learning walk included asking P3A to “continue to 

look for evidence of student profiles.” PS3 noted that Saturday School teachers needed additional 

support for their instruction and encouraged P3A to reflect on how to monitor the teachers for 

“really targeting their instruction and not doing spray and pray” so that the Saturday “instruction 

for seventh and eighth graders [would] be targeted and strategic.”  

During an observation for this study, PS2 conducted a learning walk.  Prior to beginning 

the learning walk, PS2 spoke to P2A prior to entering the chosen classroom.  PS2 acknowledged 

my presence and explained how learning walks are conducted as a team to ensure alignment of 

practices within all schools of the feeder pattern.  PS2 stated: 

We [conduct learning walks and] go into classrooms, and normally, honestly, I have other 

principals come too because we are really trying to align our feeder pattern so that we 

don’t see gaps between the fifth and sixth grades and eighth and ninth grades. And so 

normally, we would have the other secondary principals here with us during the 

classroom visits. 

I observed how PS2 ended a learning walk with the principal.  PS2 concluded the 

learning walk discussing and summarizing the trends and patterns observed during the visit in 

each Grade 7 classroom. PS2 used this opportunity to identify next steps for the principal.  

During this observation, P2A asked PS2 to provide specific feedback for the three Grade 7 

teachers. An important note about this dyad involves P2A preferring to receive direction in the 
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feedback that is explicit and clear about strategies and behaviors for coaching teachers. PS2 

shared the following feedback with P2A: 

I would have the teachers start scripting their lesson plans, like the questions being asked 

and then what the students should be doing. So, when I say no whole group, let me 

clarify….no standing in front of the classroom talking and only two students listening.  I 

think you’re going to have to get [the instructional coach] on board.  You could meet 

with all three of [the teachers] and say, “We did some walks, and here’s some patterns 

that we saw. We still don’t see the kids engaged, and so I really want you to think about: 

“What can I do differently in order to engage my kids.” And the question I need to ask 

myself is: “How often am I talking?”  

 During each observation of the principal supervisor and principal dyad, all three principal 

supervisors asked their principals prior to visiting classrooms, what they should anticipate seeing 

during the learning walks.  I witnessed a dyad conversation between PS1 and P1B.  PS1 

inquired, “Today, I know we have two math and two reading classrooms to visit. What should 

we expect to see as a result of your leadership and initiatives?”  P1B responded: 

You should see [learning objectives] posted in every classroom and [demonstrations of 

learning] artifacts. We should see more student discussion than at the beginning of the 

year, because that's been evolving. Teacher also have a very good grasp of meets, 

masters, and approaches. They share the data with the [students], so when they’re going 

over [a demonstration of learning], it’s not “can we get 80% passing?”" It’s “can we get 

to meets? Or can we get to masters?” For example, they have friendly competition 

amongst the classes, and saying, “This class got 86% passing. That puts them at meets. 

Can you get masters?” So that kind of language is being shared. 
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Prior to PS1 and P1A conducting their learning walk, P1A explained the focus for the 

observations are “collaborative grouping, student voice, accountable talk, and pushing students 

thinking to the next level.”  During the learning walk, both PS1 and P1A took notes, talked with 

students, and reviewed artifacts.  After completing the learning walk, PS1 asked P1A to share the 

trends observed during the learning walk that demonstrated the areas identified as a focus. P1 

explained: 

Two of the three teachers met the minimum expectation for the collaborative groupings, 

use of accountable talk stems, and pushing students thinking.  I observed [Ms. R] to have 

high expectations for students.  Her students came in on the high side with 95.6% at 

“approaches,” 63.6% at meets and 5% masters and the minimum bar is 56%.  I told [Ms. 

R] that her job is to get her students to “meets” and “masters”, so no STAAR practice, 

she needs to continue to push their thinking.  My praise for [Ms. R.] is the 

implementation of collaborative learning environment, challenging the students with 

rigorous text, and using accountable talk stems.  For my next step, I would like to see 

differentiation with her groups.  The stations should have specific outputs, with scaffold 

learning for the different levels of students. 

PS1 agreed with the trends P1A articulated.  PS1 provided advice about next steps that 

included incorporating “differentiation based on student level,” providing “exemplars for each 

station to help guide students,” and ensuring “students have specific outputs” because “90 

minutes is a long time.” PS1 noted to P1A that “the student task is the driver.  If the task is low, 

the outcome is poor.  It will be important to work with your administrative team so they have a 

sense of urgency and support the goal.” 
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PS3 also explained how learning walks are conducted with principals during campus 

visits. Before going into each classroom, the principal is asked, “What should we be looking 

for?”  If the principal tells the PS3 something they should see during the walk, PS3 holds the 

principal accountable for ensuring the teacher executes the practices and for having the ability to 

articulate how they are tracking progress. 

The data from the principal supervisor questionnaire suggested the theme of learning 

walks focused on instructional leadership were essential principal supervisor actions.  The 

principal supervisor questionnaire data provided a critical piece of triangulation for this theme.  

Table 6 displays about half the principal supervisor survey responses that suggested additional 

evidence for the theme regarding conducting learning walks as a team. 

Table 6 

PSQ Responses About Effective Professional Learning Strategies 

PSQ Response 

1 Classroom observation walks and instructional debrief with principal (lesson planning, 

data, etc.) observation with feedback  

2 Leadership team classroom observations with feedback  

3 Campus Instructional Visits, Monthly Feeder Pattern Meetings, Coaching Walks Quarterly 

Checkpoints for Evaluation Purposes, Data Meetings 

4 Principal Meetings- all feeder Require and co-develop campus admin instructional PLC 

Agendas, New Principal Collaboration Meetings (pre-teach systems, like master schedule, 

staffing, etc.), Principal Partners as needed (similar problem of practice) Principal Mentors 

as needed Selection of out of district PD by principal Conference attendance by principal 

Coaching visits - instruction, progress monitoring, vision setting, leading change, 

identifying highest leverage points Role Play, act as thought partner modeling calibrating 

classroom observations, /co-designing PD for teacher’s feedback on systems; Support and 

encourage research for data driven decisions Tier principals by need  

5 PLCs Training from content experts; Observing strong coaching practices; Instructional 

walks 
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Learning walks also surfaced as a theme for principals during the interviews.  P3B 

described learning walks as follows: 

Walking classrooms, discussing the instructional practices and using the rubric together 

to develop a more concise common understanding of how to apply the rubric, and then 

sitting down and role playing the feedback conference with the teacher, I think is very 

important.   

P2A explained how learning walks with the principal supervisor helped with using 

intentionality when conducting spot observations and using the data to determine next steps: 

We do instructional rounds; that’s really been a focus for me. I found myself before just 

doing spots (classroom observations) out of compliance and not having any intention, 

you know, and saying “Oh, all my spots are done.” But never ... really using instructional 

rounds to drive spots, such by observing all of ELA [English Language Arts] classrooms 

at the same time. So really, time [with my principal supervisor] is either to do 

instructional rounds or to observe me giving feedback based on something we’re working 

on. 

P2B described the focus of an upcoming learning walk, “As I go into classrooms, I am 

looking for evidence of intentional groupings based on data from tiered student monitoring and 

lesson plans with identified SEs [Student Expectation].” In summary, learning walks offered 

empowerment and solutions to the principals that support the next emergent theme. 

Maintain Laser-like Focus on Instructional Practice 

Evidence from interviews, questionnaires, observations, and artifacts indicated that DSD 

principal supervisors have a laser-like focus on instructional practices. The key terms that 

comprised instructional practice were instruction and instructional leadership.  In the interview 
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data, instruction was referenced 28 times, and instructional leadership appeared 53 times.  All 10 

principal supervisor surveys contained data about instruction as a focus for their work with 

principals. Furthermore, principal supervisors prioritized instruction and student achievement by 

understanding, sharing, and promoting a clear definition of high quality instruction based on best 

practice. All three principal supervisors discussed the importance of ensuring the principals 

complete a thorough needs assessment on a yearly basis.  The needs assessment enabled 

principals to identify where the school was last year and where is it going this year. The principal 

supervisors shared that their principals maintain a laser-like focus on instructional practice and 

have continuous and systemic professional development support and collaboration. PS1 

described: 

Strong PLCs (Professional Learning Communities) at the principal level where they are 

constantly collaborating and sharing information is important. Our feeder patterns are 

aligned, and we have the feeder pattern principal meeting with focused PD, then we have 

their campus instructional coaches receive an aligned version of that PD, so that it's the 

same voice coming from all sides in terms of the leadership team. I think alignment of 

professional development is necessary. 

 The principal supervisors all indicated that once the needs are identified from the needs 

assessment, mapping and planning is critical to instruction.  PS1 reflected that “a lot of people 

plan but they don’t map. When you don’t map, it doesn’t get done.” PS1 used the example of the 

common “New Year’s resolution. We all start off great with three New Year’s resolutions, but 

we don’t map them out in our daily life. It doesn’t become a habit and things don’t get done.” As 

a result, PS1 recommended that mapping and planning can be used “really well to make sure that 

we’re following up” with the principals to be sure they are engaging with the plans. 
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DSD operated according to three main priorities that cascaded through the feeder 

patterns. The district priority regarding quality of instruction focused on literacy. PS2 explains 

literacy expectations for the principals in the feeder pattern: 

We have a balanced literacy approach and a very clear systemic way of evaluating that 

[approach] in the feeder. For example, for [Grades] K-2, we expect every teacher to do 

guided reading. For [Grades] 3 through 5, we expect them [teachers] to do literacy circles 

and Socratic seminars, et cetera. Each level has very clear guidance of what balanced 

literacy looks like.  

Furthermore, PS2 shared the importance of engagement and how principals account for 

active student engagement: 

We basically focus on the fact that students need to be engaged in the learning, so we 

require teachers to have specific pieces in their lesson plans, where they show that 

students are owning the learning, engaging in the learning, and the teachers, actually 

write the questions that they use to engage students at higher learning.  

PS3 referenced the district priorities and how they are modeled and communicated across 

the feeder and monitored. PS3 described the priorities as follows: 

Our three priorities haven’t changed. We’re focused on improving the quality of 

instruction, raising student achievement while maintaining a positive school climate and 

culture. So, over the years that’s been the same top priorities, and then as a feeder we 

build and define how each priority looks? What does it sound like? So, if I'm improving 

the quality of teaching, then what does that mean? We’re talking about how we use our 

PLCs. We’re talking about our teacher support system, how we tier teachers, how we 

differentiate what they need, how we use our CICs [Campus Instructional Coaches].  
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Principal supervisors hold principal feeder pattern meetings to share and discuss 

instructional practices.  PS2 described a principal feeder meeting focusing on instructional 

practices by literally talking about “what balance literacy looks like” and asking questions of 

each other that include “How do you evaluate those things effectively in all content areas?” PS2 

said the principals literally talk about “strengths and weaknesses,” backgrounds affecting the 

reality of learning all about a variety of content areas in order to share and receive effective 

feedback. PS2 provided the example of empowering the principals to “reach out” and use the 

“whole curriculum department” of experts in the content area of interest to have them walk the 

principals through learning that content area to gain confidence in it and be able to hire people 

with different strengths than the principals have.  

PS3 incorporated tools and research based practices during the monthly feeder pattern 

principal meetings through article studies. PS3 explained the rationale for bringing articles to 

feeder pattern meetings: 

Well, I try to bring articles so that we can talk about practices and debate the different 

perspectives. I try to bring at least two or three articles that have opposing, or the similar 

perspective, so that we can have some open and honest discussions. Because I think that 

they need some open opportunities in a safe space as principals to really be able to debate 

and challenge each other and challenge their own thinking about certain practices. From 

the research, we talk about, each component of the best practices, and then I always bring 

exemplars and have a reflection piece.  

Principal supervisors used time during feeder pattern meetings to go deep into the layers 

of instructional planning and delivery. Instead of only covering the surface of instructional 

practices, PS2 was actively involved “because my background is curriculum; that’s a huge focus 
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for me. Based on vocal patterns, PS2 seemed to enjoy “teaching them the components on what to 

look for in content areas [and how] to get down to the [essence] by asking the right questions: 

What does good reading instruction look like in elementary? What does good instruction 

look like in middle school? How is that different in high school? How do you build a 

team that has strengths in all areas? I may be different in that sense, that I specifically talk 

about strategies, like guided reading. In [DSD], using the text set, that’s a big push. Why 

do we use those? And what does that look like? What’s the evidence in the lesson plans 

that your teachers are doing that? I think that goes back to modeling and teaching 

principals that instruction is the most important thing, and you’ve got to make sure that, 

that’s your priority in the building, and not let other things take your time that shouldn’t. 

Together, the aforementioned instructional practices reflect strategies that assist principal 

supervisors to best facilitate adult learning. 

Analyze Data and Continuously Monitor Student Achievement 

Principal supervisors monitor the system for continuous improvement and use data to 

target professional development and resources to improve student achievement. All three 

principal supervisor participants expressed that they study and analyze data to understand and 

identify areas of strength and opportunity.  The data from the principal supervisor questionnaire 

provided triangulation for the interview and observation data that supported the theme of data 

analysis and the continuous monitoring of student achievement.  Table 7 displays responses 

provided by the 10 principal supervisors who submitted completed questionnaires that suggest 

additional evidence for the importance of data analysis and monitoring. 
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PS3 shared best practices from other feeder patterns with the feeder principals. The 

principals collaboratively reviewed their data tracking system and provided each other feedback 

for improvement. PS3 shared: 

I brought some data tracking exemplars from other feeder patterns that we’ve seen from 

doing focus school observations. [Principals] brought their data tracking systems and 

based on the criteria we set, the principals had to do a peer review and identify the quality 

of their trackers and where they could potentially improve?  

Following the feeder pattern meeting that focused on data tracking systems, the principals 

shared the enhanced system with their respective teachers.  PS3 summarized with P3A what 

occurred during the last visit and shared the areas of focus for today’s visit: 

Last time I came in, you had just issued the teachers their SE [student expectation] 

trackers and identified the [students] that were moving from one band to the other on the 

achievement targets. You gave me the names of the [students], so I just wanted to see 

where you were on that, and the final product?  

P3A explained the work the team engaged in since the last campus visit by PS3 as 

involving the identification of “the best way to analyze data results for each individual student, 

what they’ve mastered, and what they need help on, so that we are better able to move the 

students from each performance band” to generate the highest achievement outcomes. P3A 

found that when teachers and students used trackers to help with interventions during class and 

after school as part of tutoring, the conferences about student profiles conducted with the 

administrative team were more effective.  P3A said, “The students are telling us what they know 

about the tracker and how to use it.  It’s my expectation that the students can have those 

conversations about their progress” with their teachers.  
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Table 7 

PSQ Responses About Instructional Leadership Practices That Support Principal Effectiveness 

PSQ Response 

1 Coaching for results progress monitoring of data driven instruction Helping them 

prioritize their work and sustain their initiatives Helping them understand how to 

best lead their teams Helping them with prioritizing and remaining focused  

2 Effective decisions; data driven; climate and culture collaboration communication  

3 Coaching, feedback, follow up- cycle; planning, practice, monitoring 

implementation; data analysis, reflection -cycle; goal setting- use evidence to 

monitor growth, and conversations to move practice; Research best practices to 

share with principals; and help principals align their goals, actions to school and 

district vision and teacher actions 

4 Content development data review feedback and support professional development 

PLCs  

5 Quarterly checkpoints for evaluation purposes; data meetings 

6 I use the school improvement framework that consists of the following: 1) 

coaching/professional development 2) collaboration through PLCs 3) data analysis 

with support from evaluation & assessment department 4) a focus on student 

management of their learning (through profiling their performances on district 

common assessments and ACP [assessment for course performance] data)  

7 Coaching modeling aggressive monitoring feedback Data Disaggregation  

8 Curriculum alignment Student task alignment Lesson planning cycle Aligned 

formative assessments, data-driven analysis, and instructional adjustments 

9 Leadership development, instructional priorities, systems/ processes, data 

integration  

10 Leadership team observation with feedback; data review conference with feedback; 

provide instructional and leadership training   
 

 

PS2 explained how principal supervisors help principals put systems in place, so there is 

a method for monitoring individual students. PS2 believed the principal supervisor’s role “is to 

sit down with the principal to ensure the campus is making progress after each assessment.” PS2 

did not disaggregate data into “individual students,” rather PS2 spoke in terms of percentages of 

aggregated students to see among groups of students what was or was not happening with their 

academic growth. Then, PS2 asked the principal to discuss “what you’re doing in order to do 
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that. The principal obviously has to know. They have to know each individual student in order to 

be successful.” 

PS2 expanded on the system she uses with principals to monitor student achievement 

throughout the year as “looking at specific students and monitoring every student on campus and 

the bands that they fall in.”  PS2 noted that the new accountability system required looking at all 

students approaching grade level as well as meeting and mastering grade level to be able to say 

“monitoring student achievement” involves “holding principals accountable for every student, 

where they fall, and where their projection of where they need to be the following year.”  

Principal participants also supported the theme of data analysis and continuous 

monitoring. P3B described what data analysis looks like with the principal supervisor: 

It looks like a couple different things. It’s sitting with the principal one on one, going 

over the data, and trying to get a very clear, concise consensus on where the school is at 

and what the next step should be. I think it also looks like bringing principals together for 

common data meetings on a regular basis so that they can look at data together and 

principals can get feedback from other principals on what they see is going on in the 

school and some recommendations for next steps.  

The use of student data as a practice had been standardized by PS2.  The principals of 

PS2’s feeder pattern used data based on an artifact provided to them as a PowerPoint 

presentation by PS2, “At [M school], we personalize the learning for all of our students by 

monitoring data effectively.  Our data monitoring is done through All in Learning, Achieve 

3000, common assessments and Istation,” referring to software used to assess students’ academic 

growth in the school district. The same artifact also contained guidance as follows: 
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All teachers are able to review and regroup students every week according to student 

progress on academic work.  All teachers know exactly where each student is since they 

are tiered by approaching, meets, and masters [criteria].  In K-2 the teachers can identify 

reading levels which guides instruction during small groups.  This allows the teacher and 

student to set student learning goals.  When students track their own data/progress, it 

motivates them, and they take more ownership of their learning. 

Summary 

Principal supervisors established a coaching relationship with their principals.  Through 

their coaching, they developed each principal’s capacity to lead and improve the quality of 

instruction.  One of the primary methods used by principal supervisors to support the 

instructional leadership of principals was learning walks.  The learning walks provided the 

principal supervisors the opportunity to monitor progress and offer feedback for ensuring the 

continuous growth of the principals.  Principal supervisors placed a laser-like focus on 

instructional practice to help principals understand and learn what good first instruction looks 

like.  

Principal Supervisor-Principal Dyad and the Model Standards for Principal Supervisors 

In response to the question about how practices and approaches of the principal 

supervisor-principal dyad reflect the Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards 

(MPSPS), I mapped the principal supervisor responses on to the MPSPS.  This question provided 

an opportunity to identify actions taken by principal supervisors in DSD that are described in the 

MPSPS by the CCSSO (2015).  Practices from the MPSPS document were coded and referenced 

145 times. Evidence was found for each of the eight MPSPS standards within the artifact, 

interview, questionnaire, and observation data as described in this section.  
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MPSPS 1: Dedicate Time to Helping Principals Grow as Instructional Leaders 

The emphasis of MPSPS 1 is anchored in building the capacity of principals through the 

principal supervisor (CCSSO, 2015).  The principal supervisor monitors the amount of time 

spent on campuses to ensure that efforts are focused on supporting principals improve student 

achievement.  When PS2 was asked about the role and responsibility of a principal supervisor, 

the following response was given: 

What’s not my responsibility? Everything [is my responsibility] which is one of the 

things that I love about this job.  Obviously the most important [aspect] is student 

achievement, so making sure that students are moving through the continuum and 

growing continuously, that's the main priority.  Every aspect is included in our job, as 

[principal supervisors], again with the most important being student achievement. 

Principal supervisors monitor time with principals to ensure most of their time is 

allocated developing principals into instructional leaders.  PS2 explained the criteria used to 

determine how often campus visits occur: 

I think it depends on the principal and the performance of the campus. There are some 

campuses that I see twice a week. Then, there’s others that I see twice a month, honestly 

because they’re doing everything they need to be doing. I might only go the first week of 

the month and the third week of the month to check in and make sure that they don't need 

me. 

 PS1 implemented a strategic approach to scheduling coaching visits ensuring the 

opportunity for focused and ongoing support while assisting principals with instructional and 

leadership capacity. PS1 explained the process for implementing coaching cycles with principals 

and the protocol used during campus visits. 
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I think as we look at the coaching cycles, to maintain a continuum, the practice that I do 

is 10-day windows, and I schedule them side-by-side so the principals are aware of this. I 

plan it out and map it out by semester. If I’m here today then I’ll map it out for 10 days 

from now, and we leave with some agreements that we’ve discussed. What was 

observed? The protocol I use, the principal develops an agenda, I show up, we walk 

[classrooms] either something that I’ve identified or the principal has [identified] 

depending on the level of concern or need of the campus. Then we will walk classrooms. 

then discuss areas of concern with the principal and then we’ll have some next steps. 

P1A corroborated PS1’s 10-day cycle by explaining how time with the principal 

supervisor was routinely spent. P1A noted “at the beginning,” PS1 was coming to campus “a 

little bit more. I think he was coming every 10 days, so [visits] were about twice a month.” P1A 

created an agenda and a problem of practice for each visit and both PS1 and P1A observed a 

classroom together. There was flexibility that allowed the dyad to “start with a problem of 

practice, if “I don’t have a lot of classes going on at that time” of the campus visit. 

All three principal supervisors indicated the frequency and amount of time allocated to 

campus visitations were differentiated based on the level of need.  Some campuses have new or 

struggling principals who require additional support, so principal supervisors schedule visits to 

the campus on a more reoccurring basis.  For schools identified as fragile or improvement 

required due to academic challenges, principals need additional and more frequent support from 

their principal supervisors.  PS3 explained how time allocation is based on a tiered approach and 

unique conditions that necessitate immediate and consistent attention: 

My time is really dedicated to the schools that are in the highest need prior to the STAAR 

testing. At [School T] I have a principal vacancy, so I’m there almost every day just to 
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make sure that everything is ok.  I tier the schools based on need. So, [Principal R] here, 

I’ll see not as frequently as I see everybody else. We [discuss] what we talked about the 

last time [I visited] just to see progress. And then we always visit classrooms.  I also sit in 

on PLCs just to see how effective they are. I observe [principals] coaching feedback 

sessions with the teachers and look at data [to] see what it’s saying about the lowest 

performing teachers. 

Evidence supporting time allocation for campus visits are based on student achievement 

data is further reflected in how PS2 determines the frequency of campus and principal support: 

It’s literally based on data. I spend the majority of my time where student achievement is 

not progressing. On some of my campuses, their data is not great, but I know the gains 

have been made. It’s more those campuses that are not moving, so the data determines 

where I go. If your scores are struggling, I see you on a regular basis. Then, the other part 

of my time is divided between other campuses. Mainly, I dedicate my time working with 

the principal on the work, doing instructional rounds, looking at their systems on whether 

they work or not; walking into classrooms, looking for specific evidence [aligned to our 

priorities], so being with the principal, in the building, looking at the classrooms, and 

then having real honest, open feedback sessions while I'm there.  

PS1 summarized how principal supervisors focused their time and what methods they 

used to ensure they provided principals with targeted support that best yielded improvement in 

student achievement by using “a calendar tracker” to map out instructional services. PS1 chose 

“3 days out of the week where I completely book myself, and I leave some days in between to do 

odds and ends in case things come up.” PS1 emphasized the importance of prioritizing in order 
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to map out a calendar that could allow for “leaving some blocks of time available to carry out the 

other things that are coming up in real time.” 

P2A described the importance of having scheduled intentional time with the principal 

supervisor to learn and gather feedback to improve effectiveness: 

I think building the relationship of communication and being able to, coach and provide 

that crucial feedback, but really calendaring that time to where it’s almost a sacred time 

for a newer principal like me. . . . We’re looking at algebra scores, and we come to our 

meeting, we look at the data, and we know principal supervisors have other principals 

they supervise, who knows a great algebra teacher, or they’re doing something different, 

or resources that could be provided, then we walk away with some action steps of what 

we’re going to meet about the following time to come back to that algebra data that’s 

suffering, and [determine] if we are making growth on the action steps that were 

implemented. 

Principals also described how principal supervisors dedicated time to supporting their 

growth and development as instructional leaders. P3A explained: 

Time is dedicated and gets on the calendar. We will typically walk some classrooms, 

discuss what we see, discuss what the plan of action is, talk about the most relevant data 

points concerning student achievement, and then talk about the most relevant data points 

concerning climate and culture.  

 Principals recognized that principal supervisors differentiated their time on campuses 

based on the level of need for each principal and school.  When P3B was asked about the 

frequency of the principal supervisor’s time on campuses being differentiated, P3B replied, “It 

does seem that [time is differentiated] because I know that she [visits] other schools a lot more 
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often. So, I know that the time gets differentiated greatly depending on our perspective need.”  

P1B described how the focus and amount of time spent with the principal supervisor progressed 

during P1B’s tenure as principal on the campus: 

It’s evolved over time. My first year [the principal supervisor] lived here, and I did too, 

so [visits] were multiple times a week, late phone calls, early phone calls; it was just 

constant. My second year we saw a big jump in our scores, and we did slightly better and 

not just scores, but you can feel it; you can see it, so the school started doing better. Last 

year [my principal supervisor] was here probably half as much, and this year it’s been 

more as needed, or every 6 weeks, or we have checkpoints scheduled for every 6 weeks. 

Before, I mean, that was just one checkpoint out of a lot. Now, it’s more as needed or like 

yesterday [my principal supervisor] was here, and we were working on a project together. 

New principals receive frequent visits to ensure they have the support needed to 

experience success.  P1A explained, “I think ideally for a newer principal like myself, it has to be 

frequent and calendered time, and again, having an agenda and action steps, because it’s so easy 

to get away from what the work is by all of the day to day things.”  

 Another aspect that MPSPS 1 describes is the principal supervisor’s responsibility of 

identifying central office resources and supports for principals (CCSSO, 2015). P2A believed the 

district had improved in assisting principals equitably with their development by reporting to 

“feel very supported, not just from my supervisor, but even from central office. I feel like the 

support is there.” P2A found that “anytime you ask for something, or you say, ‘I want to get 

better at [something].’ It’s ‘oh, well, here’s this; go see this person.’ There’s so many resources 

here that allow [principals] to grow.”  
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MPSPS 2: Coach and Support Principals and Engage in Professional Learning Strategies 

Essential to the principal supervisor’s coaching responsibility is the development of a 

strong relationship that is grounded in trust, authentic communication, mutual accountability and 

continuous improvement (CCSSO, 2015). Each principal supervisor explained how the principal 

supervisor-principal dyad is mutually accountable for the success of student achievement.  PS2 

described the importance of cultivating the dyad’s relationship in order to develop optimal 

results: 

I think that takes a lot of effort and intentionality on the [principal supervisor’s] part. I 

know, I personally spent a lot of time building relationships and understanding the 

principals’ strengths and weaknesses, and the schools’ strengths and weaknesses before I 

started giving specific coaching and direct feedback. I think the relationship plays a huge 

part in coaching because they have to realize that you’re a team. 

PS1 explained one approach that is used to hold both the principal and principal 

supervisor accountable to each other for the common cause is the following: 

The mutual accountability comes because there are some things the principal needs 

support with that I need to follow up and get back to them. I’ll put notes [in the visit 

summary] to make it an accountable way for both of us to say, “Well, we’ve discussed 

these things, principal will agree to increase PLC effectiveness, so I’ll be back in 10 days 

to observe that.” But [the principal] also requested support from teaching and learning 

and getting resources where that would be my area of support.  I think having agreements 

in writing is the best way for both to be accountable. [Mutual accountability] strengthens 

the relationship because principals see that there’s follow-through to the agreements 

[and] commitments that were made when we met. 
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A summary of a mutual accountability agreement was provided by PS1 as an artifact and appears 

in Figure 4. 

Next Steps 

Principal Principal Supervisor (PS) 

By my next follow up visit on March 6th, the 

principal will provide evidence of the following: 

1. The one on one data meeting protocol. 

2. Evidence of effective coaching cycles completed 

and projected calendar for coaching services. 

3. Evidence of the writing plan and use of 

rubrics in 100% of all 4th grade classrooms. 

4. Provide a date and protocol for using data 

room. 

5. Describe method for setting expectations, and 

system for monitoring its use. 

By my next follow up visit on March 6th, the [PS] will provide: 

1. Support, if needed, in developing the data meeting protocol. 

2. [Instructional Coaching Facilitators or ICFs] and 

[PSs] are available in developing effective coaching services. 

3. [ICFs] and [PSs] are available to support in developing 

and deploying a writing expectation. 

4. [ICFs] and [PSs] are available to support in developing 

systems data room. 

5. [ICFs] and [PSs] are available to support in developing 

systems for implementation of leveled library. 

 

Figure 4. Sample artifact of a written agreement between a principal and PS1 as provided by 

PS1. 

MPSPS 2 places emphasis on a relationship based on trust between the principal 

supervisor and principal to effectively facilitate the coaching and support of individual principals 

to help them grow as instructional leaders (CCSSO, 2015).  PS2 noted that the principals are 

“never going to do anything you ask them to do, unless you have established a relationship of 

trust.” PS3 explained how trust established with principals facilitated communication: 

My principals trust me. They know that if they’ve messed up, I’m the first [person] they 

call and that we have a conversation. If I didn’t have a trusting relationship, they 

wouldn’t be as open and honest, and it would be a dog and pony show. I don’t need a dog 

and pony show when I get in there; we need to get in, get out [in classrooms] to see 

what’s going on. 

DSD included student achievement in the evaluation criteria for both the principal 

supervisors and principals. PS2 described this concept as the dyad being “held accountable to the 
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same achievement matrix on our evaluation. So, we have mutual data points on the achievement 

side that we’re both held accountable for. I think the principal success is really a reflection on my 

leadership.” This standard also underscored the importance of effective communication with 

principals and the ability to model key leadership behaviors they expect their principals to 

exhibit (CCSSO, 2015).  P2B validated MPSPS 2 as shown below: 

I think, communication should always be open and risk free. Obviously, there has to be a 

certain level of trust and respect among both parties. But I think, also, what goes a long 

way, is principals have to be receptive to feedback, in order to be successful, and 

progress, so I think [principal supervisors] have to do the same. They need to model that. 

Meaning, just request feedback, or have opportunities for feedback, as well.  

Evidence of trust between the principal and principal supervisor included principals 

recognizing they were not meeting expectations and responding openly when the principal 

supervisor made the difficult decision to make a leadership change.  PS3 shared, “I could be 

really upset with the principal and [have a direct conversation], but before I walk away, [I asked] 

‘What did we talk about? What are you going to do? What else could you do?” PS3 wanted the 

principals to know they were genuinely cared for by their principal supervisor. Therefore, PS3 

often shared with them, “The only way you’re going to fail, is if you choose to fail.” PS3 argued 

the importance and value of genuine care by sharing an example of two principals she had to 

terminate. PS3 stated, “I think it speaks volumes when [a principal] hugs you in the end because 

they understood that it wasn’t personal; it was really about knowing there are specific actions 

that a principal needs to do for results [when] there’s a gap” between principal performance and 

district expectations.  
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Principals corroborated the importance of mutual accountability in their relationships 

with the principal supervisor. P2B stated that teachers cannot be effective when principals are 

not effective, and the principal with principal supervisor dyad is “definitely a partnership in 

growing, you need to be comfortable with that person.” P1B developed a strong partnership with 

PS1 during the first year and the relationship “evolved into me being able to call him at 9:00PM 

and say, ‘Hey I really need your support, what do I do?’ So just having that mutual respect and 

that partnership and common goal is really important.”  

P3B noted several ways the partnership is mutually accountable for student achievement 

and instructional outcomes: 

I think that the principal is definitely accountable, to the principal supervisor, in some 

fairly obvious ways. I mean, I’m responsible for making sure that student achievement is 

consistently improving. I’m responsible for making sure that the systems and procedures 

in the school are effective and efficient. I think the [principal supervisor] is responsible to 

the principal in a couple of different ways. One, setting very clear expectations for what 

the systems and procedures need to look like, as far as how they run. Not necessarily the 

details, but what the outcomes of those should be. Clear expectations regarding student 

achievement. Clear expectations regarding culture and climate, and then a system of 

coaching feedback and professional development that helps the principal improve those 

three areas.  

Additionally, P2A explained why there must be mutual accountability between the 

principal supervisor and principal for successful coaching and support: 

I think as a principal you have to own [the results], and you have to be the day-to-day 

driver for the rest of your staff and for the intense urgency that’s needed to move data.  I 
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think through the conversations with your supervisor about instructional practices and 

next steps make both a player. [The principal supervisors] have some ownership in 

providing the resources, or providing the coaching, or [agreeing to] come cover [the 

principal’s] campus so you’re able to go observe a group of algebra teachers or an 

algebra PLC [at another campus], then come back and implement what you learned. I 

think that begins to develop that dual ownership because as a supervisor, you have to 

ignite the urgency for [achievement] to move in your schools. If the schools aren't 

moving, ultimately the principal supervisor is responsible too. 

P2B described the essence of not only the principal supervisor-principal relationship, but 

the relationship of the feeder pattern principals as a whole and the need for clear communication 

to ensure principals receive the supports they need to develop their instructional leadership. P2A 

stated: 

Other feeder pattern principals have said to us at different meetings, “Well, your 

relationships and your communication [with your principal supervisor] is so good.” 

That’s, I think, a reflection of our principal supervisor, the team that has been built and 

the trust that we have with each other; it’s not always pretty, but we really have trust. . . . 

[The principal supervisor] holds us all accountable as a team and delegates some tasks 

and puts pressure on us to hold the feeder pattern up, instead of just [being] top down. 

MPSPS 3: Evidence Used to Support Positive Learning Environments  

Principal supervisors collect, analyze, and examine multiple data points and sources of 

evidence to measure effectiveness (CCSSO, 2015).  By examining the data, principal supervisors 

can assess principals’ knowledge and understanding of their schools and offer specific guidance, 
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differentiated coaching, and targeted areas for individual and feeder pattern professional growth.  

PS3 shared how principal effectiveness is measured: 

We look at data, specific data. Student achievement data, climate survey data etc. . . Last 

week, I pulled spot [observation] data, and if [principals] weren’t on track, then I sent 

them a list of the teachers that they needed to observe. So, multiple data pieces. The 

amount of parent concerns, discipline data, attendance data . . . we use a lot of data. And 

then, also looking at skill, will, and their quality of implementation.  

PS2 described the alignment of inputs and outputs: “If instruction is strong, then students’ 

achievement should reflect growth.” PS2 further explained the data and sources of evidence used 

to determine principal effectiveness and the rationale for each data set required being a “stickler” 

about data: 

Which is not always popular, because I tell them all the time, “You might be working 

hard, but you might be working hard on the wrong things.” The bottom line is I use the 

data. If they’re moving kids, then their data will show it. In [DSD], more so than 

anywhere I’ve ever been, you have multiple sources. I use student achievement data to 

determine if they’re instructionally strong. I use their climate data to show if they know 

how to lead change and get people on board. I use their student survey data and their 

parent survey data to know if they’re able to connect with their community. Then, the 

student data to determine if their teachers are really educating students, while also 

fulfilling their social, emotional learning, as well.  

In DSD, the principal supervisors used both qualitative and quantitative evidence to 

evaluate necessary improvements in each principal’s practices.  PS1 said, “I think [the measure 

of effectiveness is] a fine balance of the qualitative from the principal supervisor but also adds 
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the congruence part of using the [quantitative] data to justify the rating of the principal 

effectiveness.” Table 8 offers evidence for MPSPS 3 as provided by the principal supervisors in 

their questionnaire. 

All six principals agreed that multiple data sources were used by their principal 

supervisor to determine principal effectiveness.  When P3B was asked what measures were used 

to determine principal effective, the response was the following: 

Data, for sure, so it’s both qualitative and quantitative. [The principal supervisor] uses 

anecdotal notes, as well. You know, things that we’ve talked about and coaching 

experiences that we’ve engaged in. But I would say, primarily, the focus is on 

instructional and student outcome data and systems. 

Responses from principals regarding principal effectiveness were aligned and congruent 

with the responses of the principal supervisors.  P1B shared the evidence used to reflect 

effectiveness as, “student achievement data as well as climate, parent and student survey data. 

Then, progress monitoring data, we have a system for progress monitoring and tiering our 

students.” 
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Table 8 

PSQ Responses Regarding Evidence Used for Determining Their Principals’ Effectiveness 

PSQ Response 

1 Academic Achievement/Growth results. Culture. Climate. How well they manage and lead change. 

Their ability to hire well and retain good teachers. How they build leadership capacity. Time 

management. 

2 State Accountability Results. Surveys. 

3 [Evaluation] Rubric. Systems and Processes. Parent /community feedback. Student Achievement. 

Climate Surveys (Teacher, Student, Parent). Leadership with peers, change. 

4 Student Achievement Data. Campus Culture Data. Attendance Data. Teacher and Student 

Discipline Data. Other data sources. Effective Communication Practices. Creating an actionable 

vision. Evidence of systems and structures that support learning. Effective management of 

resources and personnel. 

5 Student achievement across multiple sources. Climate survey, parent survey, student survey. 

6 In the [district’s turnaround schools], principal effectiveness is determined by the following: 1) 

Student achievement based on dis-aggregated data, 2) Evidence of teachers’ delivery of rigorous, 

aligned, and engaging lessons on a daily basis, 3) Campus climate and culture, 4) Parent and 

community engagement. 

7 Student achievement data. Climate survey results. Evaluation rubric. Final [principal] evaluation. 

School [accountability] ratings. Evidence of campus systems. Anecdotal evidence (qualitative). 

8 Ongoing data. PLC structures. Spot observations. 

9 Student Achievement. 

10 Through site visits and progress monitoring visits embedded in the district evaluation system. Use 

of data to support the intent/leadership actions is important. 

 

 P3A added the following about the evidence used by the principal supervisor to assess 

principal effectiveness: 

My supervisor uses climate survey data. She uses student achievement data. She will use 

communication data for me, [such as] agendas, sign-in sheets, communication pieces that 

have gone out, to measure the effectiveness of those areas. There is definitely a 

qualitative aspect to the evaluation where we sit down and explain what we’ve been 

working on, the challenges we faced. She’s great at pushing back, as far as diving deeper, 

to really get a very clear understanding of what exactly is happening in the school, and 

how the kids are learning. 
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PS2 also shared the main initiatives for the feeder pattern and how the implementation of 

those initiatives were assessed and measured as part of principal effectiveness. P2B corroborated 

the focus on the initiatives as operating “in terms of systems for the feeder.” Additionally, P2B 

noted they monitor data and “whether we’re implementing [the planned interventions] as [the 

principal supervisor] does learning walks and checks those systems.” This year, DSD added 

more formalized times throughout the year to review key components, called checkpoints. P2B 

indicated, “With more structured checkpoints, that just really provides an opportunity to look at 

… where we are [with our systems] and … what we need to do to improve.” 

MPSPS 4: Formal District Principal Evaluation Process  

Through the formal evaluation process, principal supervisors work in tandem with 

principals to identify strengths and areas in need of leadership development (CCSSO, 2015).  

The formal evaluation incorporates measuring performance, student achievement, and school 

climate. The following DSD artifact (principal evaluation rubric) content aligned with MPSPS 4: 

Follows specific criteria and gathers evidence, assessing performance accurately and 

maintaining high standards for proficiency.  Evaluations are differentiated and 

accurately assess teacher effectiveness. There is strong congruence between summative 

evaluations and performance – especially the quality of instruction and student 

achievement data.  Formal evaluations according to the district guidelines and 

performance evaluation system [include] pre- and post-evaluation conferences.   

In the interviews, principal supervisors described using multiple forms of data to 

determine principals’ performance ratings. Data included state assessments of student 

achievement as well as the schools’ climates and cultures obtained through teacher, parent, and 

student surveys.  PS1 explained the formal evaluation tool and process below: 



124 

 

I think our main tool in the district is actually used in a triangulation process using the 

school data, using the climate survey of the school, and using the community survey. I 

think [achievement and survey data] strengthens the validity of the tool because we’re not 

just looking at that qualitative piece [from the evaluator], but we’re also taking the other 

data points like the parental community feedback through the surveys, the staff surveys, 

and then looking at the achievement data and college readiness indicators as the other 

part of that evidence. 

PS2 described how the district’s formal evaluation instrument “measures many data 

points” as follows: 

It takes into consideration multiple forms of data. Their final evaluation score is based on 

student achievement, the climate survey, and the student survey. The actual instrument 

takes in multiple points of data to determine [principal] effectiveness. I think that piece of 

it does a good job.  

The formal evaluation process is both formative and summative. The principal 

supervisors established checkpoints throughout the year to monitor principals’ progress and 

identify strategies for ensuring principals grew and improved. PS3 described the checkpoints and 

what actions occurred during each checkpoint: 

The first check point was after the first common assessment in October. And then the 

second check point was in January. So, we look at the same multiple pieces of data to 

ensure they are on track, their campus action plan, are they implementing the strategies 

that they said they would, does the data support [principals] reaching their targeted 

outcomes that they set for themselves on the CAP [Campus Action Plan]. So, we’re 
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constantly looking at the campus action plans, strategies, and the data to support 

[principals] being on track and reaching their goals.  

Even though finding opportunities to approach leadership from a very balanced 

perspective was challenging as reported by the participants, P2B corroborated the rationale and 

effectiveness of incorporating checkpoints throughout annual evaluation process because the 

checkpoints offer “more frequent checks in terms of [looking] holistically where you were at this 

point in the year verses setting a goal at the beginning, and then a mid-year check” that leads to 

the “evaluation at the end” of the year. P3B also described “getting opportunities to sit down and 

being forced to stop everything and put that on hold and really reflect on your [principal] 

performance across these [evaluation tool] domains is always very productive.”  

Principals shared the use of the formal evaluation tools rubric for defining excellence in 

leadership and measuring principal performance. P3B explained: 

I believe that the rubric is fairly straightforward in some regards. There are some areas 

where it seems a little nebulous, but I know that we are constantly working to clarify that, 

so that helps me set very clear, concrete goals for how to organize my work, and then 

having opportunities to sit down with my supervisor and discuss my progress along those 

indicators is really helpful especially in this role, because it’s easy ... there are so many 

things to focus on. It’s easy to focus all your attention on this new initiative, or this 

innovation that you’re working on and forget about these other 12 or 15 pieces. 

P2B thought the evaluation tool rubric for principals outlined and clearly presented the 

“areas of focus” and ensured principals knew what each rating and component meant. “If year 

after year, you’re moving the scores, but your climate survey is still not where it needs to be, you 

know things you may need to look at in order to improve [the rating],” P2B explained. 
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Therefore, a principal can follow the rubric to “get to exemplary,” but P2B cautioned that 

principals must be self-aware and honest “that if the data’s not moving, you’re never going be 

exemplary.” 

P1B shared using the evaluation tool rubric to support leadership development and 

growth as providing “a very clear picture of what’s expected of an excellent principal. I think 

having [check-points] multiple times where I can see where I am has pushed me.” Although the 

principals agreed the rubric clearly defined excellence, P3B added that the principal evaluation 

rubric was applied according to how each principal’s supervisor interprets the district’s principal 

evaluation rubric because it “has the different gradients of what an exemplary principal should 

look like.” However, P3B noted that the principal evaluation rubric has a limitation because “the 

challenge is it’s [heavily] a qualitative instrument. It is the interpretation of the principal 

supervisor in terms of determining effectiveness based on the lens of the principal supervisor.”  

With P3B’s admission, PS2’s critique of the evaluation rubric which “doesn’t do” 

specific things became relevant to the presentation of MPSPS 4 in the following statement: 

What [the principal evaluation] doesn’t take into account, which really needs to be 

addressed, is [the assessment process] when a school is failing, and you move a principal 

[from a successful school] and put them at [an unsuccessful] campus to obviously turn 

around the school. The initial scores are not going to be reflective of the work that they’re 

doing. I think there needs to be some consideration when new principals are put on 

failing campuses, so they have some kind of sliding scale that’s more on growth than the 

actual final score.  If the principal has been there 3 to 5 years, I think it’s a great system. I 

just don’t think they take into consideration principals who recently took over an 

underperforming school. I don’t have the answers for how it needs to be fixed. I just 
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know there’s not much incentive for a principal that’s at a very successful school to go to 

a failing school, when that’s not taken into consideration.  

MPSPS 5: Advocate for and Inform the Coherence of Vision, Policies and Strategies 

Principal supervisors assist in communicating the district’s vision, mission, and goals to 

principals to ensure district-wide coherence (CCSSO, 2015). In DSD, the principal supervisors 

serve as a conduit for communication and a broker of services and resources between each of 

DSD’s 228 schools’ principals and the various departments at the district’s central office.  

Responses from interviews and questionnaires reflected DSD’s continuous improvement with 

performance alignment across the district’s schools; however, the data showed inconsistency of 

how this standard presented an area for opportunity for DSD.   

The principal supervisors agreed that coherence was challenging, but critically necessary 

in large districts such as DSD.  PS1 noted seeing “a variation in the alignment between school 

leadership and teaching and learning.” PS1 advocated for the “strong alignment of messaging 

and congruence so that principals see a united front, and they’re receiving the same level of 

support from both sides. I don’t think that, in our district, that [consistency of support] happens 

very well.” When P2A was asked if the level of support that principal supervisors provided was 

calibrated equally across the district, P2A provided the following answer: 

No, [but] I think there’s been an effort. I know principal supervisors have done spot 

[observations together], and then as a feeder pattern, we’ve come back and done those 

same [observations], and calibrated against those same scores, but it’s always interesting 

to hear the differences, but I think there’s an effort being made.  

In three principals’ interviews, the participants indicated the need for refinement of 

district-wide alignment to support principals in implementing the district’s instructional 
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priorities. P2B provided an example that demonstrated the need for more district-wide emphasis 

on coherence: 

Different feeders have a method, or system, for collecting data they’re using, but not 

everyone does it the same way. If we could align, as a district [would help] because 

usually, it’s this one way from school leadership and another way from [a principal 

supervisor], then another method used on the campus, so it would be beneficial to try to 

align and not have to do double the work. 

Another example of the need to further improve congruence between intervention needs 

and tools for intervention was shared by PS1: 

If we’re using Istation or Achieve3000 as reading intervention software, then there 

should be some strong data dashboards that we all are congruent in how we message that 

[use]. Right now, it fluctuates from feeder to feeder and from principal supervisor to 

principal supervisor so there's incongruence.  

P2A also shared an experience that indicated coherence and alignment as an area for the 

district to strengthen: 

Sometimes people will say, “Well, this year our [principal supervisors] gave us this, 

however, other principals in other feeder patterns didn’t receive the same information.” 

And that’s always going happen, but I think just always striving for better alignment, 

even though I would say it’s pretty close. I think it’s just sometimes I hear, “My 

[principal supervisor] did this for me,” and “I didn't know that was happening.” 

MPSPS 5 also focuses on advocating for principals to receive central office resources and 

personnel to support the day to day work of the principal.  The evaluation rubric for principal 

supervisors incorporates the brokering of resources as an expectation for supporting principals.  
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If the district’s support departments do not meet the needs of the principal or school, the 

principal supervisor advocates with the specific department about the issue to ensure the 

principal receives the resources appropriately and to ensure communication between schools and 

the support departments has an open channel. 

P2B noted central office instructional coaches are resources and assist campuses by 

conducting roundtable activities, modeling instructional practices and reviewing student 

achievement data. P1A expressed how services and resources are brokered: 

A lot of times, I’ll ask [my principal supervisor], “Can you share with me [another 

school’s] data,” so that I can compare. Or [the principal supervisor will] introduce me to 

another principal in a meeting so we can connect. That’s been really helpful because I’ve 

had a lot of opportunities to collaborate with [G school].  I think another thing that [my 

principal supervisor] does really well is leveraging our [instructional coaches], who have 

a lot of knowledge and who spend most of their time with instruction.  

MPSPS 6: Ensure Schools are Culturally/Socially Responsive and Have Equitable Access  

The data obtained through interviews and questionnaires did not overtly reflect evidence 

of the district’s practices aligning with MPSPS 6; however, evidence was identified during the 

review of artifacts that illustrate alignment between expectations and this standard.  DSD 

administration had, at the time of the study, recently presented a racial equity resolution and 

policy to the Board of Trustees which the board approved unanimously. The purpose of the racial 

equity resolution along with the newly adopted policy was to establish clear guidelines for 

educational equity and to remove institutional barriers that prevent equitable outcomes for all 

students, regardless of their race, first language, or socioeconomic status. The new equity policy 

recommended that the district thoroughly change a variety of practices in a systemic manner.  
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The district’s equity policy is based on valuing educational equity within society and the local 

community and ensures “all students are treated with fairness while recognizing the 

circumstances that our students face may be different.” The district supports a barrier-free 

environment and “understands providing additional and differentiated resources to support the 

success of all students will be fundamentally necessary to achieve racial and educational equity.”  

Principal supervisors bore the brunt of the responsibility for ensuring the policy was enforced by 

campus leaders. 

MPSPS 7: Engage in Own Development and Continuous Improvement  

The data from the principal supervisor questionnaire suggested that the principal 

supervisors engaged in their own continuous development to strengthen their principals’ 

instructional leadership abilities and effectiveness. Table 9 displays the responses provided by 

the 10 principal supervisors who completed the questionnaire.  

Additionally, the locally developed principal supervisor evaluation rubric artifact showed 

that principal supervisors were expected to engage in personal professional development. The 

rubric’s categories included unsatisfactory, progressing, proficient, and exemplary. The 

evaluation rubric stated that a principal supervisor should model “life-long learning by 

improving his/her knowledge of education and taking advantage of professional development 

opportunities.” The evaluation rubric for principal supervisors also demonstrated the 

expectations for principal supervisors to remain “current in the field, staying abreast of education 

research” and to accept “critical feedback on performance and adjust practice appropriately.”  

Table 9 

PSQ Responses About the Support or Training Needed to Improve Principals’ Effectiveness 

PSQ Principal Supervisors’ Support and Training Needs 

1 Growth focused conversations  
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2 Effective hiring practices  

3 Collaboration activities with others at my level within and out of district. Monthly 

Roadmaps are great. A Handbook for [PSs] would be great--just like the one for 

principals, that would be good for new [PSs] New [PSs] should also receive a mentor 

[PS]. 

4 Ongoing principal coaching training with practice, especially for difficult principals. 

Time management. More Peer collaboration. 

5 Additional content training. Successful systems. 

6 I would suggest that campus principals and assistant principals be given opportunities to 

visit high performing schools with similar demographics throughout the state of Texas. 

7 Structured program to improve effectiveness. Assigned peer mentor to work with 

throughout the year. Specific training on how to support Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 

campuses. Common site with high leverage documents (i.e., growth plans, CIPs, 

instructional feedback on SPOTs, etc.) 

8 Have a long-term PD plan for supporting [PSs] with the role to become more effective. 

9 Additional resources for struggling schools (i.e. personnel). More professional freedom to 

move (release) personnel / principals that are not meeting student achievement standards. 

10 Managing data and the multiple instructional priorities at the schools, in other words, 

leveraging the key priorities and continually developing capacity with the principals. 

 

Each principal supervisor interviewed indicated the bi-weekly principal supervisor 

meetings assisted them in elevating their performance.  They shared that the principal supervisor 

meeting was an avenue to gain insight on instructional strategies, improve leadership practices, 

and learn from their peers.  PS3 explained that time is provided during their principal supervisor 

meetings “to collaborate with fellow [principal supervisors] and share what we’re doing to 

strengthen and add value to our work.” 

All six principals embraced the notion of principal supervisors engaging in continuous 

growth opportunities because a principal supervisor needs, according to P2A, to “be willing to 

push yourself to try to learn what you can and take the good things that you know and then 

incorporate into schools to push leaders to be better.”  P3A shared the need for principal 

supervisors to continue to grow professionally and placed specific emphasis on soft skills: 
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I think that maybe teaching those soft skills and learning about leadership [is important]. 

I’ve seen really great people that are good at all the technical work, and then they get in 

the role, and they’re not as successful. So, I think maybe coaching around those softer 

pieces. So that’s one piece, and the other piece is receiving the same development that we 

as principals receive, so making sure that there’s that alignment. I thought about that 

because I think with my teachers I need to know what PD they’re receiving outside of 

me, so that I can support them and help them grow.  The same is true for principal 

supervisors. 

MPSPS 8: Lead Strategic Change  

Leading and supporting change is an important aspect of the role of the principal 

supervisor in DSD (CCSSO, 2015).  Although leading change did not specifically surface as a 

trend through the interviews and questionnaires, inferences regarding change were made.  An 

example of leading instructional change and belief systems was shared by PS3:  

And, so the job is on us. It’s not about what we do, but how it gets translated to student 

learning. All of the work around the challenges and getting people to believe that they 

can learn the skills to become [the most] effective teachers and leaders and that our kids 

deserve the best, is critical in our role. 

In addition, review of artifacts indicated that both the principal position and principal 

supervisor position evaluation rubrics shared the expectation for each of these roles to serve in 

the capacity of a change agent.  The proficient principal supervisor is expected in the evaluation 

rubric for the principal supervisor role to lead and support change by the following: 

Continuously looking for ways to improve the feeder pattern.  The [principal supervisor] 

is receptive to new ideas and change.  The [principal supervisor] is a responsible change 
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agent, building acceptance to changes in proper stages. The [principal supervisor] 

articulates sound rationale for change and implements change in ways that minimize 

resistance and garners support.  The [principal supervisor] trains and coaches principals 

on change theory and uses a change model.   

Summary 

Evidence reflects that the practices used by DSD principal supervisors were aligned to 

the Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards.  Though some alignment was found for 

each of the standards, significant data points including interviews and observations supported 

substantial alignment to the following: MPSPS 1) Principal supervisors dedicate their time to 

helping principals grow as instructional leaders; MPSPS 2) principal supervisors coach and 

support individual principals and engage in effective professional learning strategies; MPSPS 3) 

principal supervisors use evidence of principals’ effectiveness to determine necessary 

improvements in principals’ practice to foster a positive educational environment that supports 

the diverse cultural and learning needs of students; and MPSPS 4) principal supervisors engage 

principals in the formal district principal evaluation process in ways that help them grow as 

instructional leaders.  

DSD designed a structure and system that leveraged central office support through the 

principal supervisor resulting in an increase of focused and dedicated time with principals.  In 

addition, the increased time spent with principals on campuses enhanced opportunities for 

building leadership capacity at the campus. Given that coaching principals was expressed as a 

key responsibility of principal supervisors, building relationships and mutual accountability was 

a trend that surfaced with both principal supervisors and principals.  Both qualitative and 

quantitative evidence was examined and analyzed to evaluate principal effectiveness.  Principal 
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supervisors and principals worked in tandem to identify strengths and opportunities for 

development. This formal collaborative performance management process represented a strong 

leverage point for DSD.  

Although evidence supports elements of coherence found in MPSPS 5, the evidence is 

inconsistent.  The alignment within a feeder pattern is supported; however, evidence illustrates 

opportunity for strengthening coherence between individual feeder patterns, and central 

departments.  The evidence that reflects MPSPS 6 and 8 was primarily noted from the artifact 

review, but did not surface as trend data through interviews and observations.  MPSPS 7 did 

surface as a trend.  Principal supervisors consistently referenced needing training, practice, and 

time for reflection to attain success in their role.  Principal supervisors were clear about the need 

to continuously improve their practice by deepening their knowledge of instructional leadership 

practices and an effective skill-set for assisting adult learners develop. 

Summary of Findings 

Principal supervisors described how the district structured, developed and supported their 

role as principal supervisor through the following four actions: (a) serving as a principal, (b) 

calendaring meetings and professional development focused on instructional leadership, (c) 

providing coaching and mentoring, and (d) maintaining a systems focused organization.  

Principal supervisors promote and support principal growth by: (a) developing principals through 

coaching, (b) conducting learning walks as a team, (c) promoting a laser-like focus on 

instructional practice, and (d) analyzing data and continuously monitor student achievement.  

Finally, most actions of principal supervisors were strongly coupled to Standards 1 through 4 as 

well as Standards 5 and 7; however, explicit support for MPSPS 6 and MPSPS 8 emerged only in 
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the artifacts.  Conclusions, implications, and gaps to be considered for future research appear in 

Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications 

The purpose of this study was to explore how principal supervisors in a large urban 

public school district in the southern region of the United States align their practices to the 

Model Principal Supervisor Professional Standards (MPSPS), and how they are supported in 

their efforts by district structures and practices.  The questions that guided the study addressed 

how the district’s structure develops and supports the role of principal supervisors, what actions 

principal supervisors undertake to promote and support principal development, and how 

practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad reflect the MPSPS. In this 

chapter, I discuss implications for principal supervisors and school district leaders, as well as 

policy makers and provide recommendations for further research.  

Adult Learning Theory and the Role of Principal Supervisor 

Learning occurs through experiences and is processed through critical reflections which 

leads to intellectual development and when guided carefully can be transformational. Principal 

supervisors, in DSD, facilitated adult learning in many ways, including coaching, immediate 

feedback, collaboration, time for reflection, and creating intentional experiences tailored to the 

principal.  Principal supervisors found when the learning was relevant and useful, principals 

valued the new knowledge as a means of growth and advancement.  During the coaching 

process, perspectives about issues, situations, and concepts changed, causing adjustments to how 

principals processed, received and responded to the information.  To ensure principal 

supervisors’ work is rooted in adult learning, districts must take time to understand how adults 

learn best and the conditions they learn under most effectively.   
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Implications for District Leaders 

This study resulted in several implications, relative to the guiding questions.  In response 

to Research Question 1, which focused on what supports were needed to assist principal 

supervisors in experiencing successful outcomes, there were two implications. The first 

implication is that principal supervisors want and need intentional and focused professional 

development and coaching; therefore, principal supervisors must operate with intentionality and 

provide direction, even if only to ensure goals emerge through collaboration. The second 

implication involves ensuring the organizational structure of the district operates clearly and 

yields support to principals and their supervisors.   

Research Question 2 was focused on high leverage practices principal supervisors use 

with to develop their principals. There were three implications. The first implication for this 

research question involves the importance of principal supervisors developing principals through 

coaching. The second implication involves the need for principal supervisors to conduct learning 

walks with principals as part of building rapport and supporting principals. The third implication 

involves principal supervisors engaging in a laser-like focus on instructional leadership practices 

when guiding their principals toward ensuring academic success.   

Research Question 3 was focused on a framework that principal supervisors can use to 

help guide their work with principals. This research question’s findings produced the final 

implication of the study. The MPSPS provides an ideal framing tool for aligning structures and 

actions, so district leaders should consider ways to more explicitly align structures and supports 

to the MPSPS. Each of the six implications is discussed in turn. 
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Principal Supervisors Need Intentional, Focused Professional Development and Coaching 

Comments from the interviews, surveys, and observations supported the implication 

regarding principal supervisors participating in both a personalized coaching experience and 

continuous professional development. The principal supervisors explained that maintaining 

professional growth helped to ensure they had the needed preparation for building the capacity of 

their principals.  Important district supports shown in the data included principal supervisors 

engaging in professional development and one-on-one coaching.   

The findings fit with conclusions drawn by Kimball, Arrigoni, Clifford, Yoder, and 

Milanowski (2015), who recommended that principal supervisors receive coaching and job 

embedded support to improve principals’ practices and development. DSD principal supervisors 

indicated having access to coaches who focused on their individual development was beneficial 

and improved their opportunities for success when coaching principals.  Each of the three 

principal supervisors interviewed and nine of the 10 principal supervisors surveyed referenced 

professional development and coaching as a support they needed to ensure their continued 

growth and development.  One of the artifacts reviewed included the principal supervisor 

evaluation rubric and reflected emphasis on the principal supervisors’ professional growth.   

Given the findings, districts should consider incorporating a systemic and comprehensive 

approach to professional growth experiences for principal supervisors. As the role of principal 

supervisor evolves toward a focus on instructional leadership, principal supervisors could benefit 

from individualized one-on-one coaching and continuous professional development. Saltzman 

(2017) emphasized that many principal supervisors are versed in pedagogy; however, their 

ability to coach warrants further attention. These experiences may hone and refine the principal 
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supervisors’ ability to coach and guide their principals’ instructional leadership practices through 

one-on-one coaching.  

Saltzman (2017) and Gill (2013a) acknowledged that few principal supervisors enter into 

the role with specific training on how to do the job effectively; therefore, districts should 

incorporate a strong professional development component specifically for the principal 

supervisor that includes coaching. By experiencing a systemic and comprehensive approach to 

professional development and personalized coaching, principal supervisors gain depth of 

knowledge for leading principals toward making significant transformations in their schools 

(CCSSO, 2015; Honig et al., 2010; Orr et al., 2016).  

Data for this study suggest that professional development for principal supervisors should 

be designed to address individualized needs and support continuous improvement and growth.  

This implication fits with the findings of other researchers.  For example, Corcoran et al. (2013) 

stated that principal supervisors should have access to professional development that focuses on 

specific competencies identified for principal supervisors by their district.  If the district expects 

principal supervisors to coach principals, the district should provide ongoing training on 

effective coaching strategies and practices to principal supervisors.  When principal supervisors 

are expected to provide effective instructional leadership, professional learning opportunities 

should focus on continuously developing their instructional skills and knowledge (Corcoran, 

2013).  Similarly, Honig et al. (2010) suggested that for improving their work with principals, 

principal supervisors need to be exposed to professional development and regular opportunities 

for rigorous dialogue about the quality of their work and best practices.  Additionally, CCSSO 

(2015) argued that principal supervisors who receive appropriate professional development and 

support can better assess and evaluate leadership practices that are likely to lead to improved 
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instruction and student achievement.  Standard 7 of the MPSPS supports the need for principal 

supervisors to engage in their own development as they work to help principals grow into 

extremely effective professionals (CCSSO, 2015).  There is significant evidence to support 

districts providing professional learning opportunities and personalized coaching to principal 

supervisors (CCSSO, 2015; Honig & Rainey, 2014; Neumerski, 2012; Superville, 2015). 

The Organizational Structure of the District Matters 

To ensure DSD principal supervisors have the necessary time needed with their 

principals, the district structure allows for no more than 14 schools per principal supervisor.  All 

study participants found the district’s organizational structure supported principal supervisors in 

getting their work done in an effective and efficient manner.  Limiting the span of control for 

principal supervisors to no more than 14 schools was consistent in the district.  This span of 

control was consistently articulated by both the principal supervisors and principals as a critical 

element in the district’s system of supporting principal supervisors in performing their duties 

successfully.  Based on the evidence from the study, principal supervisors expressed their current 

assignments of supervising 9 to 13 schools were manageable.  The narrowed span of control 

ensured the principal supervisors could become acutely familiar and knowledgeable about each 

school and its leader as well as produce an influential supervision footprint.   

Corcoran et al. (2013) recommended districts restructure their organizations by reducing 

the span of control to allow principal supervisors to spend more time coaching and supervising 

principals.  The span of control in DSD provided the foundation for creating feeder patterns or 

groups of schools that enabled principal supervisors to have meaningful impact on their 

principals by providing individualized coaching and oversight.  All principal supervisors 

interviewed expressed the narrowed span of control resulted in improved instructional leadership 
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practices and improved student achievement at the campuses they supervised.  This theme is 

recognized as the second major takeaway for principal supervisors whose primary responsibility 

is building the capacity of principals. 

Given this finding, districts are encouraged to restrict the span of control assigned to 

principal supervisors.  Due to the complex nature of ensuring students’ academic achievement, it 

is imperative that districts establish strong and sustainable support systems for their principal 

supervisors (Marzano & Waters, 2009).  Principals play a key role in transforming student 

achievement, especially in urban districts; therefore, the structure of the school district and the 

role of the principal supervisor should be organized to support principals’ efforts in improving 

the quality of instruction (Honig et al., 2010).  The system of support that districts provide 

principals to enhance their instructional leadership capacity include many components, but 

coaching and professional learning are paramount to principals’ success with student 

achievement outcomes (Corcoran et al., 2013; Honig, 2012; Youngs & King, 2002).  Limiting 

the span of control administered by principal supervisors increases the likelihood of success 

among schools and ensures stability among principals who guide schools with appropriate 

support from their supervisors. 

As central offices transform to an instructional platform, the importance of structuring a 

strong coherent and aligned system of support that results in high levels of student achievement 

is critical.  The role of the principal supervisor is within the sphere of influence to help principals 

navigate the challenges of ensuring teaching and learning that reflects excellence in all schools 

(Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; Baker & Bloom, 2017; Corcoran et al., 2013; Syed, 2014).   

To reinforce the instructional role of the principal supervisor, districts have decreased the 

span of control assigned to principal supervisors to enable principal supervisors to provide 
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principals individualized support and oversight for producing maximum instructional impact. 

Minimizing the number of schools that principal supervisors are responsible for reduces the 

number of competing demands on their time and increases their capacity to effectively develop 

and grow principals. The organizational structure of the district matters if principal supervisors 

are expected to build systems for supporting principals who improve instruction and 

achievement. The consideration to value the span of control connects well with current literature 

regarding districts’ organizational structure and the role of principal supervisor (Anderson & 

Turnbull, 2016; Baker & Bloom, 2017; Corcoran et al., 2013; Syed, 2014). 

Principal Supervisors Should Develop Principals through Coaching  

Principal supervisors established a coaching relationship with their principals.  Through 

their coaching, they develop each principal’s capacity to lead and improve the quality of 

instruction.  Coaching principals was expressed in the findings as a key responsibility of 

principal supervisors.  Building relationships and mutual accountability was a critical task for 

principal supervisors.  Principal supervisors and principals described coaching as one of the most 

impactful actions of a principal supervisor in promoting each principal’s development.  In 

addition, DSD’s principal supervisor evaluation instrument incorporated principal coaching as a 

critical component to their work.  The practice of coaching principals is essential as the principal 

supervisor who actively seeks to improve principal practice and utilize high leverage leadership 

routines. 

Given this finding, districts can support the work of principal supervisors by ensuring 

district-wide implementation of an aligned and comprehensive coaching model that embraces 

mutual accountability.  As seen in this study’s findings, this district is among a growing number 

of districts reshaping the position of the principal supervisor to focus on guiding and coaching 
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principals toward improving quality of instruction in schools (Saltzman, 2016).  Corcoran et al. 

(2013) posited that the role of the principal supervisor is critical to transforming and improving 

education for all students.  The principal supervisor should offer instructionally sound coaching 

and appropriate professional development to principals (Casserly et al., 2013).  The MPSPS 

(2015) described coaching as essential and included modeling effective leadership behavior, 

offering timely and actionable feedback, and providing differentiated opportunities to support the 

improvement of principals’ instructional leadership as important elements of coaching.  

As instructional leaders, principal supervisors are charged with supporting principals and 

improving school performance.  Therefore, mutual accountability is a component of the coaching 

relationship (Baker & Bloom, 2017; Knapp et al., 2010).  The literature supported coaching as a 

primary role for the principal supervisor (CCSSO, 2015; Saltzman,2017), and districts should 

strongly consider the development and implementation of district-wide comprehensive coaching 

model that embraces mutual accountability for both the principal supervisors and principals who 

are held responsible for school leadership, instruction, and student achievement. Additionally, 

Syed (2014) emphasized that principals have improved effectiveness when their supervisors 

work in concert with them and share ownership of schools’ successes. 

Principal Supervisors Should Conduct Regular Learning Walks with Principals  

Based on data from the interviews, surveys, and observations, learning walks are vital to 

support the development of instructional leadership. This fits with an emphasis on learning walks 

in the research (Downey, Steffy, English, Frase, & Poston, 2004). Similarly, Black (2007) 

suggested that learning walks are an effective approach to improving teaching and learning.  To 

develop a mental model of quality instruction, each of the participating principal supervisors and 

principals conducted learning walks on each campus.  Additionally, learning walks provided 
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principal supervisors with opportunities to monitor progress and offer feedback for ensuring 

continuous growth of principals (Braun & Vigneau, 2008; Protheroe, 2009; Vitcom & Bloom, 

2011).  Furthermore, the findings illustrated that learning walks gave principal supervisors time 

to gather evidence about each principal’s ability to lead instruction and develop plans to support 

them (Downey et al., 2004; Syed, 2014; Supovitz, 2010). This practice of observing classrooms 

as a dyad was noted in the data as essential to enabling the principal supervisor to develop each 

principal’s instructional leadership capacity. 

Given this finding, principal supervisors are encouraged to use learning walks as a 

consistent instructional practice during their dedicated time with each principal. Engaging in 

learning walks provided an opportunity to gather evidence of each principal’s ability to lead 

instructionally as well as to ensure the dyad could collaboratively develop plans to benefit the 

principal’s efforts toward desired school outcomes (Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood, & Anderson, 

2010).  The dyad worked to identify evidence of instructional priorities as well as trends and 

patterns.  Additionally, the dyad collectively celebrated instructional improvement and continued 

reviewing and refining plans that can systemically lead to better student outcomes.   

Principal supervisors used learning walks to serve as an accountability strategy to start 

dialogue and reflections on instructional practice (Protheroe, 2009). The process of learning 

walks provided opportunities to observe activities in classrooms and then provide feedback to 

teachers and the principals. Allen and Topolka-Jorissen (2014) suggested when leaders 

frequently observe and discuss instruction, they become more equipped for leading 

improvement. The DSD principal supervisors explained that the learning walks provided another 

opportunity to build one-on-one relationships with their principals and focus on meaningful 

student growth around targeted indicators.  
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Furthermore, principal supervisors stated that more of a collaborative culture began to 

develop between each principal supervisor and principal dyad from the reflective dialogue, 

sharing of best practices and observation of instruction. In sum, learning walks enabled each 

dyad to build a common definition of effective leadership, collect evidence of practice, and 

calibrate assessments of school performance.  This study connected with literature encouraging 

principal supervisors to use a collaborative approach to supervisory practice with principals in 

order to increase principals’ leadership capacity and instructional performance as well as student 

achievement (Anderson & Turnbull, 2016; CCSSO, 2015; Corcoran, 2013; Davis et al., 2005). 

Principal Supervisors Should Have Laser-like Focus on Instructional Leadership Practice 

Principal supervisors placed a laser-like focus on instructional leadership practice through 

providing continuous and systemic professional development and collaboration to help principals 

understand and learn the practices of good instruction. The respondents prioritized instruction 

and student achievement by understanding, sharing, and promoting a clear definition of high 

quality instruction based on best practice. The responses from the questionnaire and interviews 

illustrated that principal supervisors spend time with their principals working collaboratively to 

review, analyze, and refine instructional leadership practice consistently. This implication 

emerged from the data provided by the three dyads and the artifact review.  Instructional 

leadership practice is recognized as a major implication for principal supervisors as they provide 

support for developing their principals. 

Given the frequency of this practice as described by principal supervisors, districts are 

encouraged to anchor continuous and systemic supports around identified instructional practices. 

This implication fits with existing research.  For example, Honig et al. (2012) posited that 

instructional leadership practices build principal supervisors’ core competencies for supporting 
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principals. Each DSD principal supervisor worked collaboratively with the principals by 

promoting mutual accountability for improving instructional practice and student achievement 

(Honig, 2012).   

The primary goal for both supervisors and principals is to improve instructional 

leadership practices while working together (CCSSO, 2013; Goldring et al., 2009; Honig et al., 

2010).  DSD principal supervisors were observed engaging principals by modeling behaviors to 

help their principals think through how to process information, deepen conceptual understanding, 

and better enact instructional improvement.  DSD principal supervisors also leveraged resources 

to support the instructional and achievement needs of each campus (Gill, 2013b; Klein, 2015a).  

Through the interviews, principal supervisors shared how they act as brokers of information by 

connecting or bridging principals with useful resources and by buffering them from demands that 

distract from instructional leadership (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Honig, 2012).  Moreover, each 

principal supervisor and principal dyad used tools, such as rubrics, data analysis platforms, and 

professional development templates to reinforce good instructional practice.   

These efforts reflected Honig et al.’s (2010) emphasis on conceptual and practical tools 

as important for improving instructional leadership.  Conceptual tools include ideas and 

frameworks that can be used for forming decisions around broad instructional topics such as 

literacy and early learning.  Practical tools encompass resources and techniques that are 

developed around specific instructional topics such as small group instruction, Socratic seminars, 

and multiple response strategies.  Both conceptual and practical tools pushed principals in their 

thinking and toward establishing new ways to respond to challenges.  

Principal supervisors used a differentiated approach to meet principals where they were 

developmentally and the principals’ respective instructional leadership journeys to move them 
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along the knowledge-application continuum as quickly as possible in each school’s given context 

(Knapp et al., 2010).  Differentiation is another instructional leadership practice that promotes a 

structured and targeted approach to coaching principals (Honig, 2012).  The level of support the 

three principal supervisors provided to their principals varied based on task complexity, principal 

experience, interest, and knowledge (Honig, 2012).  Because principals have the maturity needed 

for understanding their responsibilities and decisions, principal supervisors can apply learning 

theories that allow them to provide appropriate support for the independent and self-directed 

thinking required by principals (Alford, 2013).  Additionally, principal supervisors who 

recognize their principals’ self-management and self-direction may choose to support principals’ 

learning via collaboration that is context dependent.  By doing so, principal supervisors also 

empower principals’ development of a strong self-concept related to guiding a school to 

improved academic achievement (Merriam, 2001).   

Finally, peer networks reflect a promising strategy for improving instructional leadership 

practices because the collaborative efforts provide opportunities for leaders to learn from and 

with peers (Honig et al., 2010).  The peer networks seen in DSD served as an additional resource 

for principal supervisors to share best practices and learn from one another.  This laser-like 

approach to continuous and systemic improvement by reinforcing collaboration, use of tools, 

differentiated support, peer networks, and resource brokering offers benefits not only to this 

district but to principal supervisors in other school districts (Braun & Vigneau Carlson, 2008; 

Hord, 2009; Mitgang, 2013). 

MPSPS Offers an Ideal Framing Tool for Aligning Structures and Actions  

The instructional leadership practices used by DSD principal supervisors fit the framing 

of the MPSPS.  DSD designed a structure and system that leveraged central office support 
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through the principal supervisor that increased the amount of time principal supervisors 

dedicated to their principals.  In addition, the increased time spent with principals on campuses 

was noted because principal supervisors’ presence on their campuses enhanced the opportunities 

they had for building leadership capacity among their principals. Although DSD did not have a 

focused and intentional effort to align practices to the MPSPS, the coherence between the 

practices of DSD principal supervisors and the MPSPS demonstrates potential utility for guiding 

the practices of principal supervisors. 

Due to this alignment with MPSPS, districts should consider intentionally integrating the 

MPSPS in the principal supervisors’ daily work to assist in guiding and better defining their roles 

and responsibilities.  The MPSPS provide clear guidance about engaging a supervision model 

grounded in ongoing coaching, mutual accountability, and established criteria to measure success 

(CCSSO, 2015).  The MPSPS is grounded by the following theory of action: 

If principal supervisors shift from focusing on compliance to shaping principals’ 

instructional leadership capabilities, and if they are provided with the right training, 

support and number of principals to supervise, then the instructional leadership capacity 

of the principals with whom they work will improve and result in effective instruction 

and the highest levels of student learning and achievement. (CCSSO, 2015, p. 3)  

The MPSPS identifies the principal supervisor competencies, dispositions, and abilities 

necessary to provide effective instructional leadership support to principals.  The standards are 

specifically related to actions that support instructional leadership and offer targeted support and 

guidance to principals to improve their skills as instructional leaders (CCSSO, 2015).  Districts 

can use the MPSPS as a vehicle to deepen principal supervisors’ and principal engagement in the 

challenging work of instructional leadership.  However, given that equity did not explicitly 
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surface as a trend through interviews or observations, it should be noted that districts considering 

integrating the MPSPS to guide the work of principal supervisors should incorporate a more 

focused and intentional effort to tightly couple an equity lens to their day-to-day work.  

By applying the MPSPS, principal supervisors are implementing a promising framework 

for supporting principals and using the strategies shown to be effective in research as they 

facilitate adult learning successfully (Alford, 2013; Merriam & Cafferalla, 1991; Mezerow, 

2000).  It is important for the construct of instructional leadership to promote student learning 

that leads to developmental growth as part of the role of principal supervisor (Sun & Leithwood, 

2012; Syed, 2014).  Given that the MPSPS defined the responsibilities of the principal supervisor 

through the broad categories of educational leadership, organizational coherence, and leadership 

development, districts are encouraged to consider integrating the standards as a comprehensive 

approach to supporting principals and ensuring districtwide student achievement. 

Implications for Policymakers 

The findings of the study have implications for policy makers at the local, state, and 

federal levels.  The identification of effective approaches supporting principals through the 

central office role of principal supervisor has potential to increase the value of the role within 

urban districts across the nation.  Moreover, the importance of modeling how leadership capacity 

is developed among principals working in other large urban districts could be impactful to school 

district leaders.  As the issues of academic achievement among students in urban districts 

become amplified, understanding how districts can systematically provide ongoing job-

embedded support to principals throughout the state gains relevance.  Additionally, identifying 

the strengths and weaknesses of central office support has potential to influence the improvement 

of educational leadership and organizational coherence of the principal supervisor role.  
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Policymakers can refine efforts for assisting principals and principal supervisors who seek to 

obtain greater effectiveness as instructional leaders.  By using the lens of the principal supervisor 

to explore school leadership reform at the federal, state, and local levels, the opportunity for 

systematically developing a novel approach to supporting campus principals emerges. 

Prioritize Improving Principal Supervision Practices 

Policy makers ought to first ensure school leadership is a statewide priority with an 

emphasis on improving principal supervisor practices to develop principals as instructional 

leaders. Growing research on school leadership provides compelling reasons why the state 

should consider prioritizing a scalable method for building leadership capacity.  Leithwood et al. 

(2014) concluded leadership is second to teaching among in-school related influencers of 

learning.  Given the research support for principals improving student achievement, more focus 

at the state level should be placed on boosting efforts to provide job-embedded support to 

principals through their principal supervisors (Center for Education Leadership, 2013; Goldring 

et al., 2009; Knapp et al., 2010; Mendels & Mitgang, 2013).  Since the campus instructional 

leader is a critical source of continuous improvement in schools, the state should have a strong 

infrastructure to support principals’ efforts with improving teaching and learning (Honig et al., 

2010).  The lack of a coherent strategy for developing principal supervisors in many states offers 

an opportunity to design a comprehensive plan that both reflects meaningful research and aligns 

to other reforms being implemented.  

A policy lever includes allocating increased state funding focused on leadership 

development, central office transformation, and redefinition of the principal supervisor role. Core 

leadership competencies are guided by research on the practices most likely to improve 

leadership and specific districts’ (i.e., rural, urban, suburban) needs and challenges. Many 
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districts lack clarity about what methods and practices should be used by central office leaders to 

develop campus principals (Baker & Bloom, 2017; Corcoran et al., 2013; Honig et al., 2010).  

Ikemoto et al. (2014) suggested that principals can be more successful when goals are aligned 

with allocation of resources, an established culture of shared accountability, and job embedded 

professional development.  The state department of education working in tandem with educator 

support centers could collaboratively lead the way to effective strategy development. 

Adopt Principal Supervisor Standards and Develop Aligned Training and Resources 

A second consideration for policy makers is to adopt principal supervisor standards at the 

local and state level and develop training and resources aligned to the standards to build 

instructional leadership capacity and further support principal supervisors. Designing a 

sustainable, comprehensive and scalable approach to supporting principal supervisors would 

benefit districts across the state. Adoption of standards, such as those provided in the MPSPS, 

indicate the importance of instructional leadership and high-quality coaching of principals. 

Engaging stakeholders in substantive discourse around the standards can lead to sustained 

organizational growth and clarity on the roles and responsibilities of the principal supervisor. 

Another aspect of this comprehensive plan must include specialized professional development to 

support principal supervisors with coaching principals (CCSSO, 2015; Corcoran et al., 2013; 

Honig, 2014).  Designing systems and processes at the state level unites districts and supports a 

shift from compliance driven to instruction focused systems.  Additionally, the model moves 

from a monitoring model of supervision that is purely directive to a coaching and supporting 

model of supervision that enables mutual accountability.  Furthermore, when principal 

supervisors have deep knowledge of instructional practices such as modeling, coaching, and 

giving focused feedback, they more effectively influence learning and growth in adult learners 
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(Honig, 2010).  Strategically investing in principal supervisors through adopting specific 

standards geared for the role of principal supervisors increases their capacity to help principals 

grow as instructional leaders (CCSSO, 2015).  Additionally, principal supervisors become 

ambassadors for developing strong communities of practice and promote collective capacity 

within their spans of control and across systems. 

Embed Principal Supervisor Focused Continuing Education into Certificate Requirements 

Policymakers should consider the use of continuing education courses aligned with the 

principal supervisor standards into requirements for maintaining administrative certification. The 

state’s Education Code (2012) Chapter 232. General Certification Provisions Subchapter A. 

Certificate Renewal and Continuing Professional Education Requirements requires the 

following: 

All educators should model the philosophy of life-long learning; therefore, participation 

in professional development activities is expected of all educators. Activities must focus 

on the need of each educator to continually update his or her knowledge of current 

content, best practices, research, and technology that is relevant to his or her individual 

role as an educator. The State Board for Educator Certification (SBEC) shall ensure that 

requirements for renewal and continuing professional education are flexible to allow each 

individual educator to identify the activities he or she will complete to satisfy the SBEC’s 

requirements. 

Currently, the renewal categories listed in the state’s Education Code (2012) are teacher, 

principal, and counselor.  Consideration should be given to adding the category of principal 

supervisor to the certification renewal.  The certification parameters include graduate courses 

anchored in the MPSPS and specialized professional development to support principal 
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supervisors who are coaching principals.  The professional development areas for this category 

are analyzing systems and processes to best guide principals in making informed decisions 

related to continuous improvement, strengthening principal instructional skills through coaching, 

modeling the effective use of multiple data sources, and providing clear and focused feedback for 

producing excellence.  This additional category to the certification renewal requirement moves 

past compliance to providing specificity and relevance to the work of the principal supervisor.  

Develop Cross-State Collaboration 

A fourth consideration for policymakers is to develop a sharing and collaboration model 

between states (i.e., cross-state) focused on supporting principal supervisors and their 

professional development. Given the limited state-level principal supervisor models, states 

should consider collaborating to design models that improve principal supervisor practice. Some 

states have made some strides in this space such as Connecticut, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and 

Washington (Riley & Meredith, 2017).  Connecticut established a leadership program to provide 

principal supervisors with executive coaching focused on how to support and develop principals.  

Kentucky created and implemented an evaluation system that includes a framework for principal 

supervisors to follow when supervising and supporting their principals.  Pennsylvania instituted a 

train the trainer model with district principal supervisors focused on utilizing effective strategies 

for identifying and recruiting principals.  Washington provides principal supervisor training to 

advance a shift toward a growth-based principal evaluation process.  Outcomes from this cross-

state collaboration may include gathering and sharing tools and resources, collaboration with 

school districts experts who revise their principal supervision models according to the standards, 

development of a theory of action for improved practices, and/or conducting case studies on 
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different states’ efforts to improve principal supervision. This cross-state model has potential to 

cascade best practices throughout many school districts and the country. 

Limitations of the Study 

The findings of this study represent data collected from one urban district in the southern 

region of the United States and might not transfer to other districts in the state or to school 

districts throughout the nation.  However, the unique characteristics of the district contribute to 

the importance of readers determining the findings’ transferability for their school districts.  

Additionally, the sample size of nine participants was small, included six principal supervisor 

and principal dyads. Each of the six principals who participated reported directly to one of the 

three participating principal supervisors.  A larger sample could have provided more data to 

increase the reliability and transferability of the findings.   

The findings demonstrated the complementary alignment of the MPSPS and core 

instructional leadership practices.  The concepts offered an interwoven approach to building the 

instructional leadership of the campus principal; however, the identification of the distinct 

practices and actions that helped build, enhance, and develop leadership capacity among 

principals and principal supervisors did not provide information pertaining to student 

achievement because student achievement data were not included in the study’s design.  

Therefore, the last limitation involves the need to determine if alignment between the MPSPS 

and core instructional leadership practices does indeed influence student achievement.  With the 

limitations in mind, several areas for further study emerge. 

Areas for Further Study 

Based on the findings, the following areas of study are recommended for further research 

on principal supervisors’ approaches for developing their capacity, and the practices they employ 
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when promoting instructional leadership and mutual accountability with their principals. Those 

five study recommendations are provided in this section. 

The first recommendation is to replicate this study with a larger sample of principal 

supervisor and principal dyads or teams.  Generalizations may present challenges given the small 

sample size and the similar experience level of the principal supervisors in this study. Therefore, 

replicating this study with a larger sample and expansion of principal supervisors’ levels of 

experience would be advantageous.  A larger sample size could be more representative of the 

principal supervisor population to avoid the generation of any misleading information as well as 

reduce the influence of outlier dyads. 

The second recommendation is to conduct the study with multiple districts. Given that 

this study was bound to one school district, extending the research would be beneficial.  A future 

study should include multiple urban districts with similar demographics and organizational 

structures to allow for comparing both the practices and actions used by districts who actively 

develop their principal supervisors and the practices the principal supervisors use to develop and 

promote growth with their principals. Multiple case studies could be conducted in urban school 

districts to more deeply understand the specific top tier leadership practices and actions used to 

develop both principal supervisors and principals. Case studies can be used to connect specific 

leadership practices to principal supervisor performance qualities as well as to identify the top 

leadership practices with the most significant impact on principal growth. 

The third recommendation is to conduct the study in a district in which the principal 

supervisors were trained explicitly according to the MPSPS.  This strategy could highlight those 

school districts making intentional efforts to develop structures and practices that align with the 

MPSPS. The findings might suggest how principal supervisors’ behaviors and practices tightly 
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or loosely align with the standards and how the principal supervisors intentionally work toward 

maintaining alignment. 

The fourth recommendation is to expand on this study by targeting the population of 

principal supervisors and their supervisors as the dyad of interest.  The evidence could lead to 

more closely considering specific actions from the perspectives of the principal supervisor and 

the principal supervisor’s supervisor. The focus on the actions the principal supervisor’s 

supervisor could assist school leaders in strengthening organizational supports for principal 

supervisors by focusing on this upper-level dyad.  

The fifth recommendation is to conduct a study focused on political impact on the work 

of principal supervisors. This study’s findings suggest that principal supervisors sometimes 

undergo the need to navigate the political terrain of a district while focusing on the main priority 

of building the capacity of principals.  During the study, questions related to the intersections of 

political pressure from school board members and the role of principal supervisor were raised. 

Literature illustrates that superintendents often work as intermediaries between school board 

members and the staff (Björk & Gurley, 2005).  However, in large districts, principal supervisors 

may have more interaction with the school board members as suggested by the findings in this 

study. With the principal supervisor role gaining significant influence and authority over 

principals and schools, a new level of leadership has emerged that may be susceptible to the 

same type of political pressures and bridging historically performed by superintendents.  Some 

principal supervisors suggested that school board related political pressures and communications 

could affect the work of the principal supervisor; therefore, it might be important to study how 

often board level politics affect the principal supervisor’s practice and what superintendents and 
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other leaders can do to buffer such pressure and enable principal supervisors to focus on 

developing their cadre of principals.  

The sixth recommendation is to conduct a study of the alignment between student 

achievement and the MPSPS as associated with core instructional leadership practices.  This 

study could be a case study or a causal comparative study; however, the design of a study about 

how practices influence student achievement will depend on whether artifacts from principals 

and principal supervisors can be quantified for using statistics to evaluate their predictive 

abilities on student achievement.  A case study could be more appropriate if principal and 

principal supervisor level data cannot be adequately coded for statistical processes to be used. 

Conclusion  

The stakes for students are high and failure is not an option.  The urgency of the work 

requires a high level of responsibility and accountability for results at all levels.  As the coach 

and supervisor of principals, the principal supervisor has great influence over the success of the 

schools and the improvement of principal effectiveness over time.  If improved quality of 

instruction and student achievement is to become pervasive throughout districts rather than 

sporadically, then principal supervisors must be highly effective and accountable for principals’ 

results. 

The findings described the experiences of principal supervisors in a large urban district 

and the actions they employed when promoting instructional leadership practices and mutual 

accountability with their principals.  The data demonstrated how structure and support benefitted 

DSD’s development of principal supervisors.  The importance of dedicated time needed for the 

principal supervisor and principal dyad to engage in effective instructional leadership practices 

was underscored.  Additionally, the study highlighted the supports necessary for success in 
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building the leadership capacity of principals.  The result of implementing effective leadership 

practices added to the understanding of a coaching relationship that encompassed mutual 

accountability within the dyad.  The study illustrated how the practices of principal supervisors 

and principals in these dyads reflect the practicality of the MPSPS.  The implementation of the 

principal supervisor structure used in DSD showed potential to benefit other districts seeking to 

create an innovative model for building leadership capacity. 
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APPENDIX A 

Principal Supervisor Questionnaire Items 

1. What are the top 5 instructional leadership practices you engage in on a consistent 

basis to support principal effectiveness?  

2. What training or other supports helped you learn how to do the job of a principal 

supervisor? 

3. What strengths did you bring to the role of the principal supervisor? 

4. What learning or skill gaps did you have when you first took on the role of principal 

supervisor? 

5. How has the district supported your development as a principal supervisor? 

6. What additional support or training would you like provided to improve principal 

effectiveness and accelerate your development as a principal supervisor? 

7. Describe effective professional learning strategies you engage in with your principals 

to help them grow as instructional leaders? 

8. What evidence do you use to determine principal effectiveness? 

Principal Questionnaire Items 

1. What level are you principal (elementary, middle, high)? 

 

2. How long have you served as principal? 

 

            3.   What 3 to 5 words describe your relationship with your principal 

      supervisor? 

4.   In what way has your principal supervisor supported your 

                 development as a principal? 

5. What should the role of the principal supervisor involve? 

6. What other support can the role of the principal supervisor offer to 

          principals? 

      7. How might the role of principal supervisor be more useful to you?  
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APPENDIX B 

Principal Supervisor Interview Guide 

Background Questions 

1. What skills and knowledge make you qualified for the position of a principal supervisor? 

2. Tell me about your feeder pattern (demographic, location, achievement, longevity of 

leadership, uniqueness etc.) 

Questions to assess the actions/tasks principal supervisors undertake to promote and support 

principal development 

3. What are your roles and responsibilities as a principal supervisor? 

4. What are the top 5 instructional leadership practices you engage in on a consistent basis 

to support principal effectiveness?  

Questions to assess how the district structures, develops, and supports principal supervisors 

5. How has the district supported your development as a principal supervisor? 

6. What additional support or training would you like provided to improve principal 

effectiveness and accelerate your development as a principal supervisor? 

Questions to assess how the practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad 

reflect the Model Standards for Principal Supervisors 

7. How is the principal supervisor-principal dyad a mutual accountable relationship? (Extra 

prompt: Give a couple specific examples.) 

8. How is your time dedicated on a weekly basis? 

9. Describe effective professional learning strategies you engage in with your principals to 

help them grow as instructional leaders? (Extra prompt: What is an example of a time 

when this strategy happened?) 

10. What evidence do you use to determine principal effectiveness? 
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11. Explain how the district principal evaluation process helps principals grow as 

instructional leaders?  

Principal Questions 

Background Questions 

1. How long have you served as a principal? 

Questions to assess principal perceptions of the actions/tasks principal supervisors should 

undertake to promote and support principal development 

2. What do you perceive are the roles and responsibilities of a principal supervisor? 

3. What are the top five instructional leadership practices that principal supervisors engage 

in on a consistent basis to support your effectiveness?  

Questions to assess principal’s perception of how the district structures, develops, and supports 

principal supervisors 

4. What support or training should principal supervisors receive to help improve principal 

effectiveness and accelerate their development as a principal supervisor? 

Questions to assess how the practices and approaches of the principal supervisor-principal dyad 

reflect the Model Standards for Principal Supervisors? 

5. How is the principal supervisor-principal dyad a mutual accountable relationship?  (Extra 

prompt: Give a couple specific examples.) 

6. How is time dedicated when your supervisor visits with you? How often does your 

supervisor visit with you? 

7. Describe effective professional learning strategies your supervisor engages with you to 

help you grow as an instructional leader? (Extra prompt: What is an example of a time 

when this strategy happened?) 
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8. What evidence does your supervisor use to determine your effectiveness? 

9. Explain how the district principal evaluation process helps you grow as instructional 

leaders? 
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