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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative case study examined the perspectives, opportunities, barriers and 

practices of high school assistant principals as instructional leaders in a shared leadership 

school environment.  Since the principal can no longer be the only person to facilitate 

improvement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011), assistant principals must be involved to 

manufacture an instructional influence in the school. Through the lenses of the 

Instructional Management Framework and Shared Leadership Theory, it was found that 

the APs’ experiences, educational background, and teaching experience were 

fundamental to the number of instructional tasks provided such as working with teacher 

teams, curriculum alignment, instructional programming, and teacher evaluations. 

Opportunities for APs’ instructional leadership practice centered on providing 

professional development activities within the district, leading professional learning 

communities, overseeing instructional walkthroughs, establishing new learning programs, 

and building relationships with staff, teachers, and students. Multiple barriers emerged as 

a result of shared instructional leadership. These barriers included student disciple 

management, time management, relationship building, change resistance, and balancing 

extracurricular instructional activities with family-related responsibilities. APs practiced 

shared instructional leadership by managing student discipline, attendance, and 

academics, supervising various extra-curricular events and activities, and attending 

district level and regional meetings for professional development. APs demonstrated their 

untapped instructional leadership capacity that deserves additional attention as 

educational reforms continue to increase at the state and local levels. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Recent educational reforms create new challenges for schools as they continue to prepare 

students for the 21st century. Specifically, the Missouri State Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (MO-DESE) has included three strategic key priorities to preparing 

students to be college and career ready. These key priorities are divided into three themes and 

include the following: (a) access, equity, and opportunity, (b) efficiency and effectiveness, (c) 

and teachers and leaders (Missouri State Department of Education, 2017, p. 18). The first theme 

provides students access to a broad range of educational opportunities ranging from early 

learning to post-high school. The second theme creates an internal environment for continuous 

improvement, effective programming, and effective business operations. The final theme 

addresses the preparation, development, and support of educators to ensure an effective teacher 

and leader in every school.  

 Instructional leadership is at the top of the effective evidence-based practices and 

educational agenda to foster continuous academic achievement at the district, school, and 

classroom levels (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). Instructional leadership is the key to continuous 

improvement of the school (DuFour & Marzano, 2011), to teacher-school leader-student 

collaboration, promoting a shared vision, independent decision-making, and professional 

development and training of all teachers and staff (Hallinger, 2005). With school environments 

transitioning from individual to shared (collective) leadership, instructional leaders become 

especially essential for student success (Reeves, 2008a) 

While the principal is often identified as the school’s main instructional leader (Horng & 

Loeb, 2010), the assistant principal (AP) can also play an important role in providing assistance 

conducive to promoting student learning (Kantor, 2015). For instance, as an instructional leader, 
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the AP can focus on creating a learning environment capable of supporting the principal as an 

evaluator, teacher-coach, communicate the vision of the school, and assist with managing the 

instructional program for teaching and learning (Johnson-Taylor & Martin, 2007; Kaplan & 

Owings, 1999; Pounder & Crow, 2005). As a result, the AP is ready to step in as an instructional 

resource rather than a manager of school discipline to provide behind the scenes leadership 

experience (Oleszewski et al., 2012).  As such, the AP may provide assistance with the following 

instructional practices as outlined by Hallinger (2005) as these broader activities are the result of 

instructional practices from the past 25 years of research.  The AP along with other building 

leaders can create a shared sense of purpose that includes clear goals on student learning, 

organize and monitor a wide range of activities aimed at staff development, provide a visible 

presence to monitor or improve school culture, provide support to coordinating the curriculum 

and monitoring student learning, and assist with developing a climate of high expectations.  This 

engagement provides a face-to-face interaction with teachers to support a coaching relationship 

to share, collaborate, and distribute instructional practices across the school (Printy et al., 2009). 

Research Problem 

Student achievement is a major focus of current educational reforms as various 

educational stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, and instructional coaches, play a 

specific role in charting the course to address student achievement (Militello et al., 2015). With 

the increasing accountability expectations and new curriculum requirements (Salazar, 2013), 

successful development and implementation of instructional leadership practices are especially 

important to improving student learning and achievement. Furthermore, instructional leadership 

is now a necessary precondition as schools and society continue to transform (Fullan, 2018).  As 

a result, principals create a school culture aimed at innovation for the improvement of teaching 
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and learning (Marzano & Warrick, 2011). While this is a precondition to school improvement 

that emphasizes shared purpose, ownership among staff, and increased motivation, these basic 

educational practices are not a guarantee to improve instructional practices for student 

achievement (Robinson et al., 2008).  Other components of instructional leadership may also 

include orienting instructional practices to address growing diversity in classrooms and 

communities, use data to inform and improve classroom practices, continued work with and 

through instructional leadership teams, and work with the school environment as a resource and 

not as a barrier for instructional improvement (Shoho et al., 2012).  

The shift from individual to collective thinking emphasizes that “groups learn best as the 

greatest asset of a school is its collective intelligence” (Sergiovanni, 1987, p. xiii).  This shift 

maximizes the importance of instructional leadership and cannot be left to chance as effective 

schools keep a high focus on teaching and learning for all learners (Lashway, 2002). Because 

instructional leadership is essential for student success, every available resource should be used 

to develop the instructional leadership talent within the school (Reeves, 2008a). This places the 

AP into the mix of leadership for holding everyone accountable for student success and is a step 

toward ensuring high performance (Reeves, 2008a). 

Additionally, achievement of educational excellence is hardly possible without a shared 

team leadership approach (Gorton, 1987).  The process of shared leadership is a set of functions 

or activities that are carried out by a group rather than the traits or characteristics of the leader 

within the organization.  Shared leadership invests into planned and systematic investment in 

building relational skills and creates a greater engagement of staff to address the improvement of 

teaching and learning (Bolden et al., 2015).  Educational organizations needing to collaborate 

across academic boundaries to fulfill a desired outcome or goal understand the function of a 
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group is preferred to the heroic approaches of a few individuals.  Drawing on the talents of one 

individual or principal limits the group’s ability to develop a sense of collegiality to facilitate 

positive change to achieve academic success.  In addition, this offers a systematic framework to 

develop and sustain a shared leadership approach while removing the power and control out of 

the hands of a select few within the organization (Bolden et al., 2015). 

Since the principal can no longer be the only person to facilitate improvement (DuFour & 

Marzano, 2011; Lambert, 2002), other school members must involve in creating instructional 

influence in the school. Due to recent educational changes, the AP is now being recognized as an 

untapped resource to assist with the instructional capacity of the school (Bartholomew et al., 

2005; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).  Over the years, the role of the assistant principal expanded as 

a co-leader to assist with closing the achievement gap in the area of curriculum and instruction. 

The AP is also a valuable cadre in filling a leadership void and creating a coherent system for 

continuous improvement (Fullan, 2008; Salazar, 2013). 

Despite the emerging need for APs to fulfil the role of an instructional leader, the duties 

of the AP are still limited to monitoring discipline and attendance (Marshall & Hooley, 2006; 

Weller & Weller, 2002). In a modern shared leadership school environment, every educational 

stakeholder (i.e., school administration, educators, staff, etc.) is viewed as a leader and 

contributor to school improvement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011).  Therefore, the AP can and 

should support the enhancement of the school’s academic environment as a co-instructional 

leader. Furthermore, with the increasing duties of the principal, the AP has the capacity to 

positively influence learning redesign and effective implementation of school reform efforts 

(Oliver, 2003). 
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While extensive research has explored the role of principal’s instructional leadership in 

student success and AP’s instructional responsibilities (Hutton, 2014), little is known about how 

APs experience instructional leadership responsibilities.  With the increasing expectations for the 

AP to share instructional leadership responsibilities, it is important to understand the 

opportunities and challenges the AP faces when fulfilling this role. Furthermore, little empirical 

evidence exists to illustrate how the AP can contribute to improving instruction and student 

learning, as well as creating a collaborative learning and teaching process. Therefore, in this 

dissertation study I seek to explore APs’ experiences, practices, opportunities, and challenges 

when exercising instructional leadership in a shared leadership school environment.  

Examination of their perspectives can generate important insights for leaders aiming to create a 

safe, engaging, and collaborative school environment to utilize its workforce resources to 

improve student learning, teaching, and morale. 

Theoretical Framework  

This study is guided by two theoretical frameworks: Hallinger and Murphy’s 

Instructional Management Theoretical Framework (1985) and the Shared Leadership theory 

(Pearce & Conger, 2002).  Hallinger and Murphy’s framework provides a lens through which 

to examine the AP’s perceptions on the nature of instructional leadership in high schools.  

Specifically, this lens will inform the examination of roles, responsibilities, and expectations of 

APs as instructional leaders, as well as the barriers hindering/promoting the practice of 

instructional leadership at the AP organizational level. 

In addition, as schools continue to transition away from traditional top-down organization 

to collaborative team-based approach, the Shared Leadership theory by Pearce and Conger 

(2002) provides a lens to explore shared instructional leadership tasks and practices as recounted 
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by AP.  As such, the Shared Leadership theory will provide an aspect of how much influence the 

AP may have in supporting instructional leadership functions.  This offers an alternative to the 

traditional leadership styles that mainly emanate from one leader or person (Pearce & Conger, 

2002).  Additional perspectives from the APs may provide insight to leadership responsibilities 

and opportunities among various team members, as well as inform the instructional leadership 

practices of the APs and how they develop, sustain, and contribute as an instructional leader 

within the school organization.  

Hallinger and Murphy’s Instructional Management Model  

Instructional leadership is crucial to school effectiveness, as the overall goal is the improvement 

of student achievement. The model proposed by Hallinger and Murphy (1985) suggests that 

instructional leaders should be culture builders in order to create an academic press that fosters 

high expectations for students and teachers. This also includes the instructional leader to be “hip-

deep” in the curriculum and instruction while addressing the three dimensions of instructional 

leadership.  As shown in the Figure 1 below, these dimensions include the following: defining 

the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive school 

learning climate. These dimensions are defined by ten instructional functions and assist in 

controlling, coordinating, and developing instruction in response to the effective school research 

(Hallinger & Murphy, 1986). 
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Figure 1 

 

Instructional Management Framework 

According to this model, the preponderance of evidence indicates that leadership 

practices contribute to the school effectiveness and student achievement. These practices 

advocate the principal to distribute collaborative leadership to other team members such as APs, 

teachers, and department heads (Hallinger, 2010). The rationale behind instructional leadership is 

grounded in providing sustainable change to create a collaborative effort with teachers who are 

responsible for the implementation in the classroom (Fullan, 2001). As mentioned by various 

researchers, the increased work activities of the school leadership are increasing.  Instructional 

leadership is no longer a solo act as schools continue to grow in complexity.  School 

improvements supported and shared among stakeholders provide a sustainable process for 

student and school success (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2001; Hallinger & Heck, 2010). 
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The framework consists of three main dimensions and includes defining the school mission, 

managing the instructional program, and creating a positive culture. 

The School Mission 

A common theme among effective instructional leaders is the shared sense of direction.  

The development of common goals and building consensus is extremely important in motivating 

staff and is a major task for an instructional leader (Weber, 1989). Research clearly identifies the 

principal as the articulator of the mission of the school who communicates the mission to the 

parents, students, and most importantly the staff.  Peters et al. (1982) concluded that schools are 

similar to other complex organizations and suffer from drift regarding core values or mission.  

Therefore, it is the responsibility of the leader to make sure that everyone has a shared sense of 

the purpose and understanding with regards to the mission and core values of the school (Lezotte 

& Mckee, 2002).  This leadership function is of critical importance and includes framing clear 

school goals and communicating clear school goals.  

In an effective school, there is a climate of high expectations as staff are committed to a 

learning for all mission.  Shared and clear goals are the result of developing human and social 

capital over a period of time.  This provides an organized focus on a small number of shared 

goals to align professional development for the purpose of providing a collective enterprise to 

better student achievement (Fullan, 2018).  Schools with common themes or goals create a 

systematic process of interventions and enrichment to ensure a commitment to help all students 

learn at high levels. This change contributes to a collective professional practice that adds to their 

existing structure and school organization (Mattos & Buffum, 2014). Understanding and 

capitalizing on framing school goals provides a solid focus to improving the process of 

facilitating leadership at its cutting edge. Similarly, the communication of school’s goals 
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supports student success at the core level to sustain passion in a worthwhile endeavor and 

prevent leaders from compromising on the essentials of its intended purpose and goals (Reeves, 

2016). 

Schools that have a clear mission often focus on improving student achievement.  This 

emphasis involves the work of teachers around concentrated areas for student improvement as 

this coordinated effort seems to work best.  The coordination of the school's goals relies on 

obtaining staff input on goal development to ensure they are easily transferred into classroom 

objectives (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986).  As teacher teams begin the process of prioritizing their 

building goals, developing the mission and vision, they begin to develop and implement 

systematic plans to ensure student success.  This critical step ensures priorities are not left behind 

or left to chance but are carefully and systematically addressed as an organization (Lezotte & 

Mckee, 2002). This, according to Dufour (2013), is the importance of clarity and the one thing 

every leader of any organization must know to be effective.  Communicating school goals with 

clarity provides a continuum of practices to establish a solid foundation of shared knowledge. 

When schools begin to address their individual educational challenges, schools can move closer 

to their intended vision and become effective schools in closing the achievement gap. 

Managing the Instructional Program 

The instructional leader aligns the educational activities and goals of the school with the 

academic mission.  This includes coordinating, controlling, supervising and developing 

curriculum and instruction.  The focus is on the improvement of teaching and learning while 

working with teachers to solve complex problems to enhance student learning.  According to 

Hallinger (2005), these instructional leaders are not afraid to work side by side with teachers and 

are “hip-deep” (p. 4) into the curriculum and instruction. Additional components or dimensions 
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under the umbrella of managing the instructional program include supervising and evaluating 

instruction, coordinating the curriculum, and monitoring student progress. 

Supervision of instruction is critical as instructional leaders act to improve the quality of 

instruction and learning in schools. This process is conducted with teachers to improve 

instruction through the monitoring and supervising of instructional practices and is a key element 

in achieving school success.  In order to be effective, supervision of instruction should be 

grounded in providing continuous feedback and follow-up, goal setting, mentoring, and creating 

opportunities for professional development.  Instructional leaders commit the time to establish a 

supervision process that continually evaluates the instructional practice to improve student 

achievement (Salazar, 2013). 

In addition, researchers agree the engine that drives student achievement is teacher teams 

working together towards common curriculum expectations with the building principal 

facilitating the process. Without this process, an instructional vacuum is created which could 

negatively impact the synergy of collaboration and time-sensitive opportunities for instructional 

intervention.  Therefore, teacher supervision and instruction must occur in a timely manner to 

empower better teaching and learning, especially for students who are struggling academically 

(Marshall, 2005). 

Teachers working in collaborative teams review data to determine and identify students 

in need of extra support and time to master essential standards (Buffum et al., 2018).  As teachers 

practice shared decision making, they review and prescribe academic interventions to assist 

students in mastering those standards.  This essential student monitoring is how schools respond 

to student needs to demonstrate mastery before proceeding to the next identified standard.  

Because schools want to quickly understand if students are responding to interventions, this 
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allows teacher teams to intervene more effectively and to determine the types of instruction that 

works with each student (DuFour & DuFour, 2013). 

Promoting a Positive School Environment 

Successful learning begins with effective classroom management.  Mastering academic 

and social behaviors is not only required at school but is also critical for success in the 21st 

century.  As schools busy themselves with establishing the culture and systematic approach for 

academic and social behaviors, these processes are needed for schools to be effective learning 

environments for students (Buffum et al., 2018; DuFour & Marzano, 2011).  As synthesized by 

Lezotte and McKee (2002), “schools that operate in an orderly, purposeful, business-like 

atmosphere and free from threat of physical harm create an environment that is conducive to 

teaching and learning” (p. 17).  This enhances student learning and provides a positive school 

environment as teachers engage students in a learning process that maximizes excellence and 

equity (Salazar, 2013). 

Time is a valuable resource for supporting student achievement and enhancing the 

productivity of the school.  Opportunities regarding the school day may include reducing public 

announcements to limit interruptions to instruction, not pulling students from class unless it is an 

extreme emergency and providing additional time within the school day to provide additional 

support.  Teachers also contribute to the culture of time as they provide input to adjust and 

collaborate through teacher-leader groups, develop common planning time, and learn together to 

develop changes to the school setting (DuFour & DuFour, 2013; Salazar, 2013). 

It is important for school leaders to review the instructional strategies in enhancing 

student learning.  Teacher leaders, coaches, and principals need to provide feedback that is 

supportive rather than assume an implied form of criticism (Danielson, 2006).  The important 
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aspect of this approach is a vehicle for enhanced reflection and professional conversation in 

providing a nonjudgmental manner to improve teaching. In this environment, teachers and 

administrators work collaboratively in search for the best approach to instructional development 

and professional conversation while aiding the teacher (Salazar, 2013).  This form of collective 

conversation provides an opportunity to help students achieve at higher levels while creating an 

avenue for teachers to collaborate and focus on the work for improving teaching and learning 

(DuFour & DuFour, 2013). 

Instructional leaders who forget to take the time to influence decision-making soon 

become insensitive to the needs of the individuals on the team.  This management land trap 

hinders the coherent sense of vision for the school while undermining the whole-staff consensus 

in establishing school priorities (Marzano et al., 2005).  Principals who take the time to involve 

teachers in the design and implementation of important decisions find themselves as capable 

change leaders within the organization.  Fullan (2001) describes this in terms of “knowledge 

building, knowledge sharing, knowledge creation, and knowledge management” (p.77) linking it 

to deep learning that leaders must build into the everyday fabric of the school to keep current on 

effective schooling.  As a result, school administrators that provide time for collaboration, listen 

to input from teacher leaders, and are involved with the implementation of curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment activities are considered instructional leaders (Lashway, 2001). 

Effective leadership also recognizes the importance of celebration as a tool to provide 

feedback and appreciation of the work of individuals and groups (Eaker & Keating, 2011). 

Principals can provide public recognition to ideas that are initiated by a teacher and share this 

idea at a faculty meeting. This creates an environment where their ideas are valued and improves 

the overall instructional practices within the school (Danielson, 2006). 
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As schools review the structural factors within their organization, building administrators 

may reflect on how the school is organized to create opportunities for staff members to improve 

their instructional toolbox.  Districts can also provide additional time within the school calendar 

as schools schedule an early release or late start for teacher teams’ collaboration (Danielson, 

2006).  This allows teachers to engage in joint planning while reviewing differentiated 

instructional strategies to enhance student learning.  Staff members understand that the 

instructional leadership does not rely on the principal alone but use a leadership style of shared 

learning to build consensus, solve problems through collaboration, and share teaching techniques 

to improve the educational environment of the school (Sergiovanni, 1987). 

Pearce and Conger’s Shared Leadership Theory  

In the past decade, instructional leadership has become the linchpin to improving 

organizational performance.  The AP is an untapped resource, a forgotten participant in the 

educational literature and next in line for the principalship (Hartzell, 1993; Marshall & Hooley, 

2006).  This position seems to be evolving to assist the principal as a co-instructional leader and 

is dependent upon the challenges, experiences, and opportunities provided the AP as an 

instructional leader (Gorton & Kattman, 1985; Kaplan & Owings, 1999; Oleszewski et al., 

2012).  With the emphasis on accountability and the ever-growing demands placed upon the 

school, schools need to utilize its resources as the impact of leadership has a positive change on 

the academic achievement of students.  Some researchers suggest that the AP can be utilized in 

more meaningful ways than performing day to day managerial tasks as the role and 

responsibilities of the school continue to increase (Calabrese & Tucker-Ladd, 1991). 

Likewise, Pearce and Conger (2002) define shared leadership as a dynamic, interactive 

influence process among individuals in groups for which the objective is to lead one another to 
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the achievement of group or organizational goals. This influence process often involves peer, or 

lateral influence and at other times is based on upward or downward hierarchical influence. The 

key distinction between shared leadership and traditional models of leadership is that the 

influence process is broadly distributed among a set of individuals instead of centralized in the 

hands of a single individual who acts in the role of a superior. 

As such, today’s school leaders are taking a more instructionally focused role in their 

schools and realize they may lack a strong knowledge base about instruction and curriculum 

(Hallinger, 2005).  Instructional approach to shared leadership involves sharing of tasks, 

activities, and relationships while including others in the instructional practice development. As 

this leadership practice takes hold, the lone charismatic hero to save the day is over as the use 

of unitary command and control has transformed to a shared or distributed practice among the 

organization (Pearce & Manz, 2005). 

Within the light of shared leadership, researchers argue that followers should also be 

included in the leadership development efforts to utilize collaboration among its stakeholders. 

Viewing “a leader is someone who can lead others to lead themselves” as leadership becomes 

most successful when facilitated among the organization by unleashing the knowledge, potential, 

and abilities of the people. This type of leadership exists within each individual and is not 

confined or restricted to those individuals in formal leadership (Horner, 1997, p. 18).  According 

to Lambert (2002), “the one-person leadership leaves the talents of teachers untapped…the old 

model has not met the fundamental challenge of providing quality learning for all students” (p.1).  

When all members of the organization contribute to the overall goals of the team, great 

expectations are achieved (DuFour, 2002).  In other words, “the more complex the work that is 



15 

being performed… the less likely a single person can possess all the expertise for high 

performance” (Pearce & Manz, 2005, p. 137). 

Today schools experience numerous changes that center around how to delegate 

responsibilities, develop decision-making and creative problem-solving, establish collaborative 

relationships among all educational stakeholders, and make a long-lasting positive influence 

in students’ lives (Southworth, 2002). In the shared leadership environment, APs as instructional 

leaders should and could be recognized as leaders working towards a common goal (Pearce & 

Manz, 2005).  Examination of APs’ instructional leadership in a shared leadership school 

environment will shed light on perspectives of tasks, practices, and factors contributing and 

hindering the success of APs as instructional leaders. 

Purpose of the Study 

Aiming to bridge the gap between student achievement, school improvement, and 

teaching and learning process, the AP creates an opportunity to develop their instructional skills 

as a co-instructional leader within the school (Celikten, 2001; Kaplan & Owings, 1999).  As a 

co-leader, the focus shifts to instructional tasks rather than management issues that often 

interfere with the role of the AP as a school administrator (Teague, 2001).  In this qualitative 

case study, I examine how APs view and experience instructional leadership in a shared 

leadership school setting.  Through the lenses of Hallinger and Murphy’s Instructional 

Leadership (1985) and Pearce and Conger’s Shared Leadership (2002) theories, I will investigate 

instructional leadership practices, opportunities, and barriers to success as recounted by the 

assistant principals working in a shared leadership school environment.  The research questions 

guiding this study include:  



16 

1. How do assistant principals perceive instructional leadership in a shared leadership 

school environment? 

2. What barriers and opportunities hinder and/or promote the practice of instructional 

leadership when exercised by assistant principals in a shared leadership school 

environment? 

3. What instructional practices are developed as a result of assistant principals’ 

instructional leadership?
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

In this chapter, I address the theory and research associated with APs as instructional 

leaders and how they develop their instructional habits to assist the principal as a co-instructional 

leader.  Included is the literature regarding APs’ roles and responsibilities as a school 

administrator, the nature of instructional leadership and its models, and how instructional 

leadership challenges the role of the AP to create and sustain effective schools.  In addition, the 

concept of shared leadership will include how schools address the challenges of building 

leadership to leverage and empower stakeholders within their school organization.  

Assistant Principal Roles and Duties 

The day-to-day functions of the AP may range from student discipline, attendance, and 

building safety, as researchers and practitioners agree there is no universal definition of the AP 

position (Abebe et al., 2010; Marshall, 1993; Weller & Weller, 2002).  In a study conducted with 

100 hundred assistant principals from rural, suburban, and urban school districts throughout 

Ohio, APs spent an extensive amount of time on discipline and traditional managerial tasks 

(Dowling, 2007). However, in more recent years, the AP’s role has been extended to include 

instructional functions.  These functions include teacher evaluations, review of student data, and 

curriculum work with teacher teams (Howard-Schwind, 2010).  These opportunities materialized 

after the effective school movement of the early 1980’s as the focus on instructional leadership 

was too large for the principal. As such, this provided the AP opportunities to share instructional 

leadership within their school.  

In some research, it is evident that schools are not maximizing the talents and abilities of 

the AP as there is little research regarding how they develop as instructional leaders 
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(Bartholomew et al., 2005; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).  Specifically, scholarship mainly focuses 

on the school principal, leaving the AP an untapped resource capable of supporting a school’s 

instructional processes (Shoho et al., 2012).  As a result, the role of the AP by comparison deals 

with the daily logistical management of the school while providing limited responsibility to 

observe and evaluate classroom instruction.  According to Barnett, Shoho, and Oleszewski 

(2012), the APs strive to be a part of the instructional program even though the position is seen 

as managerial in nature.  The role is open to interpretation and often includes a common 

contractual phrase “performing any and all duties assigned by the principal” (Weller & Weller, 

2002, p. xiii).  Because the role of the AP is open for interpretation by the building principal and 

the district office, the AP is a forgotten asset in providing instructional leadership to the building 

principal (Marshall & Hooley, 2006). 

In addition, many of the APs maintain a managerial responsibility and lack the skills or 

opportunity to support the school as an instructional co-leader.  As argued by Gorton (1987) 

schools fail to maximize the talents of the AP while providing little opportunity for their growth 

and development.  Kwan (2009) indicates the vice-principal is an important part of the school 

leadership as they are often promoted to the ranks of the principalship.  Other researchers, such 

as Harris and Sandra (2004), conclude the “AP faces a unique set of challenges that differ 

markedly from those of the campus principal” (p.ix) and should receive special training in 

preparation for the principalship. 

Although scholars agree that the AP is a “jack of all trades,” others view the position as 

non-instructional (Kaplan & Owings, 1999). The major responsibility of the AP is student 

discipline while most wanted an increased involvement in curriculum and instructional 

opportunities (Oliver, 2003).  Even though the APs are an essential part of the school, they 
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continue to manage the daily disruptions of the school to meet the needs of educational reform 

for improving student achievement.  APs spend most of their time responding to student 

discipline issues that have an impact on the day-to-day operation of the building.  If schools 

cannot manage the minor disruptions during the school day, then the educational setting to 

improve student learning becomes challenging (Weller & Weller, 2002).  APs are traditionally 

charged with maintaining the organizational stability of the school and include routine clerical 

tasks that contribute to the productivity of the school (Celikten, 2001; Greenfield, 1985). 

In addition to student discipline, APs are frequently responsible for communicating with parents 

and community (Fields & Egley, 2005; Shoho et al., 2012). Effective schools take the initiative 

to involve others to solicit input and feedback on school improvement and communicate learning 

objectives to become engaged in student learning (Dean & Hubbell, 2012). Such communication 

includes parents and community members in developing an advisory board. This technique aims 

to improve working relationships and provide external support for schools in their efforts to 

improve the school (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). In this role, APs are responsible for monthly 

newsletters, open houses, local events, and foster community collaboration with the school 

(Salazar, 2013). 

Consequently, Lambert (2002) shares that parents are emerging as important instructional 

leaders as they support the school in setting goals, tutoring students at home, monitoring and 

assessing school programs, and creating partnerships with community resources.  Working 

closely with the AP, this builds a collaboration and sense of collective responsibility among 

parents and develops the leadership capacity of the whole community. As parents, school 

administrators, students, and teachers work together as mutual learners, they create a new shared 

instructional leadership that is vital to the school improvement process (DuFour et al., 2010).  As 
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principals are overwhelmed with duties that prevent them from being instructional leaders, APs 

can play a crucial part in sharing that responsibility (Oleszewski et al., 2012).  This can greatly 

increase the administrative and instructional impact within the school organization and provide 

an additional resource as the principal continues to take up more reform-driven initiatives and 

responsibilities (Kwan & Walker, 2012).  In quality-oriented schools, principals and APs should 

work as a team to provide instructional leadership to develop instructional practices pertaining to 

school improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). 

Instructional Leadership Models 

With a new call for research in educational leadership (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 

2001; Hallinger & Heck, 2010) the scholarly interest in instructional leadership began a new 

reemergence of the school administrators as the school’s instructional leader (DuFour & 

Marzano, 2011; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986).  Early studies indicated the principalship is 

managerial in nature while providing little attention to coordinating, developing, and controlling 

the instruction (Hallinger & Murphy, 1986).  In addition, many researchers have contributed to 

the theory of instructional leadership and provided various components, functions, and structures 

to assist with providing empirical evidence to the field of instructional leadership.  For example, 

Duke (1982) suggested several functions that contribute to effective instructional leadership.  

These functions are a repertoire of leadership skills that can maximize their effectiveness as an 

instructional leader and include staff development, instructional support, resource acquisition and 

allocation, quality control, coordination, and troubleshooting. 

The first leadership function is staff development, as principals play a crucial role by 

actively recruiting individuals, providing in-service education, and staff motivation. Once a 

strong faculty has been built, staff members can acquire the information to make sound decisions 
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about personal and professional improvement.  This provides an opportunity for exercising 

leadership that makes teachers feel indispensable while motivating members of the organization. 

Teachers feel they are essential and irreplaceable in the organization as building principals are in 

the best position to cultivate this feeling (Duke et al., 1980). The second key leadership function 

is instructional support and are activities intended to maintain environments to enhance teaching 

and learning.  A few examples include classroom control, time management, record keeping, and 

the establishment of an orderly school environment.  Duke contends, students are unable to learn 

effectively if the establishment of an organized environment is absent and can therefore hinder 

teaching and learning opportunities. 

Resource acquisition and allocation, as a third key function, provides adequate learning 

materials, appropriates facilities, and supports personnel in increasing instructional effectiveness. 

Those who receive these resources are principals who have learned to cut through the red tape to 

ensure alternative funds are available to meet the needs of their building. This process may 

include initiating a planning process that relies on faculty input and the projection of future 

needs. 

The fourth instructional function is quality control and includes communicating 

expectations to students and teachers as teachers are evaluated and rewarded when they achieve 

them.  The need to monitor teachers behind the classroom door includes the use of classroom 

observations, test data, grades, and information regarding student success.  As such, others may 

be involved with the process as this feat cannot be accomplished alone. This allows for 

monitoring student progress and providing resources necessary to improve instructional 

effectiveness. In addition, principals can direct their energy to improving public relations as 

academic achievement represents the overall success of the school. 
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The fifth leadership function includes coordination and is not related to instructional 

activities as it deals with the educational objectives.  APs, department chairs, and teachers can be 

recruited to assist with the process of coordinating these programs that may include special 

education, non-English learners, and Title I reading and math programs.  Coordination among 

these programs is essential as communication with teachers is crucial with regard to school 

improvement and supporting staff members (Duke, 1982). 

The last instructional function is troubleshooting, as school problems will occasionally 

arise.  A variety of ways to troubleshoot are available to principals and could include formal 

department meetings, routine meetings with teachers, parents, and community partners to 

provide organizational problem solving.  This mechanism for resolving problems improves the 

instructional effectiveness of the school and provides a course of action when problems arise 

(Duke et al., 1980). 

Improving student achievement and school effectiveness requires school administration 

to build capacity for shared instructional leadership, as it is crucial to the success of schools and 

educational change (Murphy, 1983).  Research during the 1980s asserted the instructional 

leadership role was crucial to school effectiveness while addressing educational reforms 

(Hallinger, 2005).  The early stages of instructional leadership remained a paradigm while 

providing intellectual direction at innovating within the organization and empowering others as 

partners in decision-making.  Instructional leadership, as it was re-conceptualized, replaces a 

hierarchical and procedural notion with a model of “shared instructional leadership.”  In pursuit 

of instructional excellence, these characteristics of instructional leadership and shared leadership 

theories provide a better understanding on how APs assume and fulfill the role of an instructional 

leader in a team-based school environment. 
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Researchers agree that the overall purpose of instructional leadership is the improvement 

of student achievement to meet the educational mandates at the local and state levels (DuFour & 

Marzano, 2011; Fullan, 2018; Lezotte & Mckee, 2002).  Instructional leadership can be carried 

out in different forms as administrators are in “temporal triage” (p.15) addressing the day-to-day 

functions of the school to promote teaching and learning (Shoho et al., 2012). While school 

leaders provide financial and human resources and establish leadership goals, they share in 

shaping the overall performance of the school regarding the reform efforts mandated to the 

schools (Waters et al., 2003).  This change in educational leadership provides a new focus to 

improve and/or maintain conditions that encourage teaching and learning. 

As the existing research provides a comprehensive understanding of the role of AP as an 

educational leader, research on the instructional challenges and opportunities for the APs in a 

shared leadership school setting remains limited.  The role of the AP should extend beyond the 

managerial aspects of their jobs to be prepared for the full roles and responsibilities of being an 

administrator (Marshall, 1993).  This would provide the APs the experience to understand the 

full dynamics associated with being an administrator while acquiring the necessary skills 

associated with creating a successful and supportive instructional culture (Oliver, 2003). 

Changing Role of Educational Leaders 

Through most of the twentieth century, educational leadership relied on top-down models 

as schools envisioned the principal as the charismatic hero to save the day.  Since this time, state 

education departments moved to student accountability as the standard for evaluating schools is 

using student achievement results (Lezotte & Mckee, 2002).  Therefore, to address these 

changes, schools with strong instructional leadership were usually found to be effective in 

continuous improvement with regard to student achievement (Edmonds, 1982).  This is a change 
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in the educational system as in the past public education represented a command-and-control 

model of leadership not capable of needing the needs of today’s schools, teachers, or student 

needs (Dolan, 1994).  Kirtman (2013) also adds that the role of the instructional leader is to 

motivate and to build leadership teams to bring instructional change in the building.  This 

emphasis on instructional leadership is also reinforced by Fullan (2018).  Effective leaders 

should focus on developing and directing their energies to groups so their roles may lead others 

to a process of improving their teaching thus providing a culture of efficacy. 

Furthermore, the role of educational leaders has transformed due to recent educational 

reforms, as instructional leaders must now adapt to a complex and changing environment in 

order to be successful.  Today’s schools require the principal to change to a new instructional 

leadership model (Kaplan & Owings, 1999).  Accordingly, the principal who empowers others to 

share in the decision-making process regarding school improvement cultivates a leadership team 

to accept the challenges regarding school reform.  The days of the lone instructor are over as 

principals need help in handling the overwhelming tasks placed upon them (Lambert, 2002).  As 

the landscape for educational accountability continues to change, common sense and research 

indicates the job of leading a school is too demanding for one person.  According to Elmore 

(2000), “The job of administrative leaders is primarily about enhancing the skills and knowledge 

of people in the organization…holding the pieces of the organization together in a productive 

relationship and holding individuals accountable for their contribution to the collective results” 

(p.15). Building a collective responsibility to improve the academic accomplishments of all 

students will require the whole school community. 

Similarly, Ogden and Germinario (1995) concluded that effective schools are led by 

principals and APs who believe that all students can learn and seek better ways to improve 
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schooling while motivating teachers to provide best instructional practices so that all students 

can reach their potential.  In addition, Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) agreed that when teachers 

are provided with opportunities to lead, they have unlimited potential in making a difference in 

school change.  Even though the principal is the instructional leader of the school, they have the 

potential to enlarge the talent pool to include others within the school organization (Reeves, 

2008b). Sharing multiple tasks requires a balanced approach to leadership (Goleman et al., 

2013).  By sharing and adopting leadership capacity, schools begin to build a leadership 

foundation capable of withstanding the winds of challenge and change. 

The recent call to address the latest accountability standards and the ever-changing need 

to improve student achievement has an influence on how schools are run (Lashway, 2001).  Even 

though the principal is the instructional leader, more evidence is suggesting the principal as 

“direct instructional leader” is not working (Fullan, 2018, p. 6). The capacity to navigate these 

new changes relies on a new kind of instructional leadership to motivate others to work on 

worthwhile goals to transform schools into dynamic learning environments. Hargraves and 

Fullan (2012) suggest that principals center their focus on building the school’s “professional 

capital” (p.13) to maximize learning for scores of students who are not being successful in 

today’s school system.  This kind of leadership empowers educational leaders to create a long-

lasting continuous change as it becomes a system dynamic within the organization. 

When educational leaders share responsibilities with others, they are less subject to 

burnout than principal “heroes” who attempt the challenges and complexities of leadership alone 

(Dufour & Dufour, 2013; Marks & Printy, 2003).  Eliciting high levels of commitment and 

professionalism from teachers and working interactively in a shared instructional capacity, 

schools have the benefit of shared leadership and, as a result can perform at high levels (Marks & 
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Printy, 2003). This provides the schools a network to work in a collaborative effort and fosters 

school improvement to be accountable for student achievement (Leithwood & Poplin, 1992). In 

short, the school’s leadership has a new sense of urgency for student success as past educational 

reforms kept the “school leadership stranded on the shoulder of the high road of school success” 

(Fullan, 2018, p. 25). As principals begin the process of developing a collaborative framework 

where peers begin to influence peers within the school setting, instructional improvement begins 

to address the achievement gap among struggling students. 

As instructional roles of educational leaders continue to expand from leading school 

faculty in data analysis to facilitating teacher professional development (Fink & Resnick, 2001), 

principals may not be prepared to fulfill these changing roles.  The key to success is the ability to 

involve others in the instructional responsibility while building consensus to work with teachers 

(Fullan, 2001).  Too often teachers work in isolation with the traditional school of management, 

as instructional leadership is the empowerment for teachers to work in collaborative groups 

(Hargreaves & Fullan,2012).  This allows others to function in a complex way to make decisions 

that fit the unique issues they face within the school. As a result, understanding the changes and 

potential of instructional leadership brings about an effective practice for student improvement 

(Sergiovanni, 1987).  Likewise, Timperley (2011) suggests that teachers need to know that they 

have the support of the principal as they are hip deep in learning the curriculum with their staff.  

Principals learn to lead teacher learning when they themselves undertake the same process of 

inquiry for learning for leadership development. 

AP as Instructional Leader 

While principals review the needs of the school, the AP is beginning to receive 

recognition as an instructional resource.  The AP should develop as an instructional leader and 
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request opportunities to grow their instructional leadership capacity.  These new opportunities 

will help the AP to remain current of educational trends while improving their skillset if called to 

the next level of instructional leadership (Good, 2008).  

With instructional leadership being critical to the success of school administrators 

(Hoachlander et al., 2001), it should be shared across the school organization to improve student 

learning.  APs can be supportive in providing instructional leadership in the school while serving 

as a resource to the principal. APs could also influence student achievement and assist with 

closing the achievement gap if their duties allowed them more opportunity to serve as an 

instructional leader (Dowling, 2007). 

APs’ readiness and capacity to assume instructional leadership responsibilities have been 

consistently emphasized in the scholarship. For instance, in a survey-based study conducted with 

APs, principals, and teachers from 60 elementary, middle, and high schools in Virginia, 

participants agreed APs were ready and capable of fulfilling instructional leadership roles, yet 

most of their time was dedicated to addressing student discipline issues (Atkinson Jr, 2013). The 

APs were rated the highest by all participants in the area of developing and enforcing academic 

standards, framing the school’s goals, and supervising and evaluating instruction. 

In a similar study of Texas school principals and APs (Howard-Schwind, 2010), APs 

reported fulfilling instructional leadership responsibilities as frequently as principals. They were 

predominantly engaged in incentivizing learning, while spending less time on supervision and 

teacher evaluation. However, in order to empower the next generation of principals and support 

student achievement, APs should be allowed to participate in the same professional activities as 

the principal and assist the principal in sharing the instructional tasks by influencing the vision, 

mission, and goals of the school to assist in increasing student achievement (Shoho et al., 2012). 
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Although the position of the AP has evolved, few schools utilize the AP’s capacity to 

improve instructional programs (Greenfield, 1985).  This allocation of additional human 

resources for the organization proves to be vital as the principal is in constant “temporal triage” 

(Shoho et al., 2012, p. 15) to complete the daunting educational terrain to improve teaching and 

learning.  The “core work” of instructional leadership involves the work of others to improve 

student learning and is likely to be guided through a combination of collaborative work with 

teacher leaders or coaches (Hallinger, 2005). 

In summary, the AP’s role has changed dramatically over the past years.  They have 

evolved to become shared leaders in the operations of the school to include a focus on effective 

instruction.  This remains constant throughout the literature as researchers have tried to define 

the role of the AP as an instructional leader (Celikten, 2001; Kaplan & Owings, 1999).  As a 

result, school districts need to ensure they are providing a network of support to foster an 

approach to administrator development (Pounder & Crow, 2005).  The challenge to fully prepare 

APs is restrictive as the role is referred to as “narrowing” of the position.  In essence, the AP is 

provided with a limited range of responsibilities and does not experience the full spectrum of 

school leadership that prevents them from fully realizing their instructional leadership capacity 

(Bloom & Krovetz, 2001).   

Shared Leadership and School Success 

Over the last two decades, there has been a growing interest in the benefits of adopting 

shared leadership to enhance team performance as there is a need to collaborate within the 

organization to replace the heroic and individual approaches of leadership (Bolden et al., 2015).  

Since the 1990’s, concepts of shared, distributed, and collective leadership have been widely 

implemented across the public, private, and not-for-profit sectors and is becoming the standard in 
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highly complex networked knowledge-based environments.  This shift in leadership thinking 

brings about a new allocation of resources, responsibility, and influence to help harness the 

creative energies of all who work in these sectors (Davis & Jones, 2014). 

The work of Pearce and Manz (2005) concludes the advantages of shared leadership and 

lends itself to team members as it is difficult for one leader to possess all the knowledge, skills, 

and abilities necessary to lead the organization.  It is nonetheless important to understand the 

perspectives of stakeholders as collaborators as they have a direct interest and impact on student 

achievement.  As such, shared or distributed leadership has a great influence on schools and 

pupils when it is widely distributed to leverage the capabilities of knowledge professionals and to 

help harness the creative energies of all who work within the organization (Spillane & Diamond, 

2007).  As a result, shared leadership is also termed distributed or collective leadership and 

offers a series of role functions that can be shared or performed by members of the group or 

team.  Under the mutual understanding of shared leadership, it is distributed and or mutual 

influence among multiple team members to participate in the decision-making process to help 

achieve group goals (Carson et al., 2007).  

A meta-analysis conducted by D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, and Kukenberger (2016) suggests 

when team members receive influence from others, they generate higher levels of respect and 

trust and therefore exhibit higher levels of performance.  Notably, a collection of 50 published 

and unpublished studies related to shared leadership ranging from team interdependence, task 

complexity, performance measure, number of teams, and field versus lab settings.  It was found 

that shared leadership greatly positively correlated with team performance thus resulting in 

positive benefits.  In comparison, teams from sampled classroom and laboratory settings yielded 
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a lower average effect size as to teams from field settings. Moreover, teams with higher levels of 

complexity did not successfully lead to optimal performance (D’Innocenzo et al., 2016). 

It is further demonstrated through the meta-analysis of Wang, Waldman, and Zhang 

(2014) there is a strong positive relationship between shared leadership and team effectiveness as 

they compared various types of shared leadership.  The new-genre leadership strongly positively 

related with team effectiveness as compared to a shared traditional leadership.  While the 

traditional form of shared leadership relies on maintaining the status quo, the findings indicated 

it was essential for team members to be involved in more shared new-genre leadership functions 

due to the increasing changes in organizations.  In addition, the scholars suggested that attitudes, 

trust, behaviors, and teamwork created roles within the members to guide and challenge each 

other’s behaviors. This allowed for a greater increase in cohesion and cooperation resulting in 

higher levels of team performance. 

Overall, shared leadership involves a wider set of stakeholders as the shift of 

responsibilities, resources, and power brings into question about how to develop cultures that 

prepare them for the future challenges in education.  As a result, the change in leadership is from 

a vertical of top-down influence with researchers concentrating on the actions of the leader.  This 

concept is now being challenged as leadership is an activity that can be shared or distributed 

among an organization or team (Pearce et al., 2008). 

As a construct, shared leadership includes two main components: leadership-plus and 

practice (Spillane & Diamond, 2007).  Leadership-plus recognizes the collective contribution of 

all participants rather than those in formal positions of authority.  Leadership practice is a focus 

on interactions between the stakeholders such as teachers, leaders, and provided situations.  The 

practice of leadership can be shared as a spontaneous collaboration where groups of individuals 
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with different skills, knowledge, and capabilities come together to accomplish a task or project.  

This can lead to intuitive working relations as two or more people develop close working 

relations over a period of time (Conger & Pearce, 2003).  While shared leadership is still 

relatively unknown, it is gaining recognition, as it is no longer a blip on the radar screen of 

organizational science as its time has arrived (Pearce & Conger, 2002). 

The transformative capacity of shared leadership has been recognized by various public 

sectors, including technology, business, healthcare and education (Kocolowski, 2010).  Sharing 

leadership responsibilities can stimulate continuous innovative processes towards peer 

collaboration and improved team performance and provide a participative and innovative culture 

in the organization to address the changing technological development in today’s society (Mehra 

et al., 2006).  Furthermore, shared leadership is critical to improving decision-making and 

defining responsibilities (Konu & Viitanen, 2008).  In healthcare settings, shared leadership 

“provided an ongoing and fluid process to address an ever-changing environment with regards to 

reevaluation and assessment” (Konu & Viitanen, 2008, p. 4) and was especially important to 

empowering leadership among female nurses.  Although physicians were not as favorable in 

participating in the shared leadership, it helped them resolve conflicts by improving 

communication to others within the same medical team.  It also allowed for building trust and a 

safe, collaborative environment, thus, creating a sense of belonging and inclusion. 

When educational change is upon schools, “the hope of transforming schools through the 

actions of individual leaders is quickly fading” (Leithwood et al., 2008, p. 345).  The intense 

changes upon education imply that decisions made by a single leader are insufficient and in turn 

rely on the decision-making process of formal and informal individuals to lead one another to the 

achievement of group goals.  Understanding what is challenging the school and enabling others 
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to facilitate change to address student achievement issues is especially critical for the school's 

success.  Shared leadership grounded in distributing staff to work through complex issues that 

energize rather than deplete the commitment of the organizational members can then enable 

teachers, promote cohesion among staff and a sense of belonging, increase socio-emotional well-

being across the school, and support the purpose and vision of the school (Fullan, 2001; Lindahl, 

2008).  Developing leadership teams to assist with the various demands placed upon the school 

creates a learning environment so every student achieves at the highest level possible (Wilhelm, 

2011). 

As principals set the tone for the building, they need help in transforming or improving 

the school.  Even though they lead the change by carrying out the goals, curriculum, and 

instruction, they can no longer go solo.  School and student success are more likely to occur 

when shared leadership is practiced (Nappi, 2014).  Schools benefit from shared leadership as 

teacher teams benefit from less conflict, more cohesion, and developed trust and is the key to 

school effectiveness (Northouse, 2018).  According to Lindahl (2008), school leadership can be 

shared among many individuals as leadership among an individual or team motivates the 

competitiveness of others in the group.  As such, this is not determined by formal authority or by 

years of experience, but by an individual’s capacity to influence peers and the needs of the team 

in a given moment (Pearce & Conger, 2002). 

Shared leadership can also positively contribute to student achievement (Lindahl, 2008; 

Nappi, 2014).  Specifically, shared leadership can create an atmosphere of collegiality as one of 

the best practices to increase student achievement and develop their intellectual capital 

(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).  As schools continue to strive towards student success through 

shared leadership, principals should be cautious about the resistance within the organization and 
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its culture making the implementation of shared leadership difficult (O'Toole et al., 2002).  

Effective implementation of shared leadership requires an extensive amount of preparatory work 

to overcome traditional leadership frameworks as core values must be agreed upon to develop a 

clear mission (Locke, 2003).  Consequently, shared leadership is an ongoing process and requires 

continual assessment and evaluation to ensure meaningful purpose and team member 

accountability (Scott & Caress, 2005). 

Prompted by educational changes, schools have ushered in a new era for leadership to 

support student learning.  While some schools work in teams, the principal facilitates ongoing 

organizational oversight, teacher learning, and professional development.  Teacher professional 

development also allows the principal to participate as a learner by soliciting teachers’ input and 

help to move the school forward (Fullan, 2018; Printy & Marks, 2006; Robinson, 2011).  This 

opportunity provides information regarding student challenges and student support, teacher 

success strategies, and initiatives to improve the school.  The principal can no longer be the lone 

instructional leader and needs the participation of other educators.  Sharing instructional 

leadership can produce sustainable school improvement, increase leadership capacity, and 

provide collaboration that leads to innovation (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). 

To summarize, shared leadership has become a critical leadership approach to ensuring 

student success as the complex challenges facing schools continue to increase.  For most schools, 

moving to a shared leadership model requires a significant change that may challenge the current 

culture of the organization.  When cultures are strongly entrenched, they become resistant to 

change and therefore are not a natural transition.  Moving to a shared leadership model requires a 

shift in cultures as teachers are needed in articulating and modeling the vision and to have a 

strong voice as a stakeholder (Lindahl, 2008).  As noted by Leithwood and his colleagues (2004), 
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shared leadership is best implemented when it is in close harmony with the current leadership 

functions of the principal, assistant principal, and teacher leaders as shared leadership is not the 

creation of additional leaders but is the collaboration, building consensus, and displaying 

professionalism that contributes to the success of the school.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Research Design and Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative case study approach to research design to better 

understand the perspectives of APs as instructional leaders on barriers, opportunities, and 

practices in a shared leadership school environment.  In essence, this approach to research design 

allows for gathering participants’ voices as the researcher is able to ask questions, gather data, 

and analyze themes in an unbiased manner (Cresswell, 2015).  In addition, it provides the 

opportunity to “fence in” what was going to be studied.  The case can then be a single person, a 

program, or a group to explain a phenomenon of some sort occurring within a bounded context 

(Smith & Andrews,1989).  Case study design empowers a researcher to delve into the insight of 

the participants to gain, discover, and interpret the information and data rather than produce a 

hypothesis.  According to Merriam (2009), “the researcher is the primary instrument of data 

collection” (p.39) as the researcher aims to uncover the characteristics of the phenomenon. By 

concentrating on the experience of the participants, one can provide a voice in the study to gather 

data to explain the research phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).  As such, I selected a 

qualitative case study to learn more about how APs perceive their role as instructional leaders.  

Their experiences provided an in-depth understanding of instructional leadership opportunities, 

challenges, and practices emerged as a result of their shared instructional leadership 

responsibilities. 

Selection of Study Participants 

 Participants for this study included 8 high school APs from the Southwest Missouri 

region in the Midwest. Purposeful sampling was used to select study participants.  Participants 

were selected on the following criteria (Patton,2002): 
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• formal position. Participants were expected to hold a position of a high school AP for at 

least one year; 

• 9-12 secondary school settings with the student population ranging from 170 to 1400 

students; and 

• exposure to instructional leadership experience while formally serving as APs.  

I used current administrative directories provided by professional organizations to recruit 

participants for the study.  It should also be noted that the participants’ race was assumed by the 

researcher unless the participants provided the information without researcher questioning or 

prompt. Pseudonyms were used to protect participants’ anonymity.  Contact with potential study 

participants was made via email, letter, or by telephone to request participation in the study 

(Appendix A). 

Research Settings 

The study was conducted in the suburban high school settings (9-12) in Missouri. The 

background of the schools where participants were employed is shown in Table 1 below.  These 

schools were located within driving distance to an urban city as per the definition provided by 

the Missouri Census Data Center (Missouri State Department of Census, 2017).  These schools 

varied in size and the number of students with free/reduced lunch (MO-DESE, 2019). The high 

schools were assigned pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants that volunteered in 

this research study. 
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Table 1 

 Research Settings  

Participant School Enrollment 
(N) 

Free/Reduced 
Lunch  

Graduation 
 Rate 

Attendance 
Rate 

Total # of 
APs 

Sam Virgil 599 61.4% 95.2% 90.4% 1 

Robert Neal 1467 28.1% 91.6% 93.3% 3 

Justin Walnut 1119 62.7% 93.1% 85.3% 3 

John Wake 1304 53.3% 83.6% 93.1% 4 

Steve & Stephanie Cornell 1401 32.3% 92.8% 89.9% 4 

Diana Crescent 170 59% 90% 92.7% 1 

Amelia Fall 1242 35.7% 83.6% 93.1% 4 

 

The selected high schools were accredited using the MSIP 5 plan approved through the 

MO-DESE (Missouri State Department of Education, 2018).  The schools selected for this study 

contained one or more APs within their school administrative team.  Schools with one AP 

usually take on additional duties that include responsibilities associated with athletic and 

extracurricular activities.  APs from the above schools provided valuable insights as they 

continuously fulfilled instructional leadership responsibilities in their schools. 

Student Enrollment and Schools 

As indicated in Figure 2, participants worked in a variety of school settings with vast 

differences in student populations.  Student populations in participants’ schools ranged from 170 

to 1467 students.  Two participants, Sam and Diana worked in districts with fewer than 500 

students.  While two participants, Justin and John worked in districts serving 1000-1300 

students.  Four participants, Steve, Robert, Stephanie, and Amelia worked in districts serving 

between 1400-1500 students.  Figure 2 provides the information about the participants and the 
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number of students served in the school district of each participant as the size of the community 

or city in which the school districts are located also varied. 

Figure 2 

 

Student Population 

Participants worked in school districts located in communities ranging from a total population of 

700 to over 14,000.  One participant, Diana, worked in a rural school district with fewer than 

1000 people.  One participant, Justin, worked in a community with a population between 1000 

and 5000 people.  Another participant, Sam, worked in a rural district that has a declining 

enrollment within a community of 5000-10,000 people.  Four participants, John, Amelia, Sam, 

and Stephanie worked in larger school districts with a community of 10,000 and 15,000 people.  

These seven communities represent the eight participants in this study as Sam and Stephanie 

work within the same school district.  Figure 3 provides the information about the participants 

and the population of the community or city where the school is located. 
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Figure 3 

 

Community Population 

Data Collection 

To address the research questions guiding this study, semi-structured interviewing was 

employed as the main data collection method.  It allowed for the use of open-ended questions 

and encouraged the sharing of insights that enabled the participants to describe their experiences 

in meaningful ways (Creswell, 2013).  The qualitative information gathered through interviews 

provided a personal interaction between researcher and participant that fosters a greater gathering 

of data (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).  According to Marshall & Rossman (2010) “the need to 

maintain flexibility when research designers provide best guesses of the locations where data 

will be collected, the duration, and intensity of the study becomes important to collect data 

according to a logical and systematic schema” (p.106).  A total of 8 individual interviews were 

conducted. Each interview was 30-60 minutes in length. Each interview included questions about 

participant’s instructional and shared leadership experiences, perceptions of their role as 

instructional leaders, opportunities and barriers to instructional leadership practice, and effective 

instructional leadership practices.  The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed.  The 
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interviews were initially planned to be conducted in person, in a setting familiar to the 

participant. Due to COVID-19, the interviews were moved to Zoom, a web-based video 

conferencing tool. Each interview was audio-recorded for further transcription, organization, and 

analysis. Prior to interviewing, the researcher made sure each participant was in a private and 

safe location to preclude any potential psychological discomfort and interruption. Open-ended 

questions guided the interview to encourage rich and descriptive insights from the participants 

(Maxwell, 2005).  A copy of the interview questions was provided prior to the interview to allow 

the participants to prepare and reflect on their experiences prior to the meeting (Creswell, 2013). 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The collected data were transcribed as a means to capture the meaning and intent of the    

interview as spoken words are not the same as the written one. The judgements involved in 

transcribing are complex and can alter the interview itself (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).  

Transcribed data were analyzed using two rounds of analysis.  During the first round, I 

preliminary analyzed data during their collection. During the round two analysis, I conducted 

inductive and deductive thematic analyses to generate categories and themes.  Specific codes 

were pre-established from the reviewed literature to assist in organizing the data (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2010).  Additional categories and themes were emergent during the data coding.  As I 

coded the data, I entered occurring themes and categories into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to 

make organizing and sorting manageable.  The identified relationships among the codes and 

categories were used to generate conclusions, discussion, and possible implications for theory, 

practice, scholarship, and future research. 
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Research Quality 

To ensure the quality and accuracy of collected data, I used member-checking and peer-

reviewing.  Member-checking by participants was conducted through sharing the interview 

transcripts to confirm the accuracy of shared insights and affirm the validity of the conclusions 

by reviewing the preliminary findings.  As such, this allowed for strengthening the validity and 

trustworthiness of the study as participants were able to (in)validate the accuracy and 

representation of emerging research findings, as well as their accounts and experiences (Lapan et 

al., 2011).  In addition, peer-reviewing was conducted to evaluate transcribed and coded data to 

minimize researcher’s bias during the data analysis and reporting (Lapan et al., 2011).  The use 

of an outside peer-reviewer served as a means to triangulate the data and ensure that emerging 

themes and categories align with the research questions.  During this process, the researcher 

made arrangements with a knowledgeable colleague to secure reactions to the coding, review the 

definitions for each code, check for consistency, and review emerged meanings and conclusions. 

These strategies assisted to enhance the credibility of the study and to secure the real views and 

behaviors of the participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). 

Research Ethics 

 Collected data were de-identified.  Pseudonyms were used to keep the names of the 

participants confidential to maintain the anonymity of the participants.  Participants were asked 

to read and sign a written consent form as per the Wichita State University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) requirements and review the implications and meaning to the study participants 

prior to data collection.  Participants had the option to skip questions and discontinue the 

interview at any time.  In addition, all gathered data were kept secure in a personal password-

protected laptop and destroyed as per the procedures outlined by the IRB. 
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Researcher Positionality 

As an assistant principal for seventeen years and three years as a principal within a public 

high school in Kansas, I retired and decided to take advantage of the administrative opportunities 

in Missouri at a rural middle school in the Southwest region of the state.  It was during the 

transition from assistant principal to principal that I realized the full extent and experiences of 

being an instructional leader.  While the experiences of the AP position were challenging, my 

responsibilities were managerial in nature as instructional opportunities were limited. 

As a researcher, I wanted to understand the experiences of other APs within the role and 

explore their perspectives on instructional leadership.  I believe APs can assist schools in closing 

the achievement gap as they possess the same licensure requirements as the building principal.  

As a practitioner in the field of education, I made the transition from AP to building principal 

and believe that schools overlook the AP as an instructional resource.  Given this personal 

knowledge, I tried to keep my personal bias separate as my belief in education has made me 

passionate about how to improve the instructional potential of the AP as a leader. 

I also believe the knowledge gained from this study through the lens of the instructional 

and shared leadership lenses is key in helping schools close the achievement gap.  My previous 

experiences as an AP prepared me to be an organizational manager while providing limited 

opportunities to develop as an instructional leader.  It is during this transition that challenged my 

thoughts to study and review the perceptions of APs as an instructional leader within a 9-12th 

grade high school setting.  As an administrator, I have worked with teachers, APs, principals, and 

superintendents and understand the struggles associated with supporting the AP as an 

instructional leader.  I believe this position provides an opportunity to improve teaching and 

learning as the barriers and opportunities are shared through this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of APs as instructional leaders, 

the barriers, opportunities, and practices they employed as instructional leaders in a shared 

leadership environment.  This chapter begins with the description of AP’s educational, teaching 

and professional experiences followed by a description of how the participants perceived their 

role as an instructional leader, including the AP position and duties.  In addition, this chapter 

includes an overview of the barriers and opportunities for instructional leadership.  The chapter 

concludes with the findings related to instructional leadership practices and APs’ contribution to 

the school mission. 

Meet the Assistant Principals 

Study participants provided unique insights on their instructional leadership practice prior 

to transitioning into administration and while in their current roles.  This section provides an 

overview of participants’ teaching experience, areas of academic support, and years of 

experience to understand how their prior experience contributed to the administrative transition 

as an instructional leader. 

John  

 John was a Physical Education teacher for fifteen years at a middle and high school 

setting before transitioning to the AP position.  John’s experience as a coach provided him the 

ability to deal with parents, students, and teachers as he proudly proclaimed the following.  “You 

had to be ready and organized to get coaches and players ready for practice.  This provided me 

an opportunity to work with parents and to know the kids.  No doubt my previous teaching 

helped me as a young AP.” John has been in administration for two years with one year at a 

small school district and one year at a large school district. In addition, John has completed his 
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Specialist degree and commented he has a newfound respect for those who are working on their 

doctoral program. 

Steve 

 Steve was a Mathematics teacher at a middle and high school building for nine years 

before making the transition to administration. Steve admitted, “I really enjoyed coaching at the 

middle and high school level as I developed a great rapport with the students and staff.”  Steve 

found himself enjoying the informal leadership positions within the district and was invited to 

interview for the AP position. “I’m glad I didn’t get the initial position as I needed a few more 

years of experience…I would have only been 24 years of age.”   Steve has nine years of AP 

experience all within a large school district and is completing his doctoral program. 

Robert 

 Robert was a Science teacher for seven years and has teaching experience at the 

elementary, middle, and high school level.  Robert has been an AP for thirteen years with nine 

years at his current position with a large school district.  Robert admitted, “I had a great middle 

school principal that taught me a lot of things…like how to be efficient with student discipline.” 

Robert also admitted he enjoyed working at the high school and can see how kids progressed 

from the elementary to the high school as his past experience provided a clear understanding of 

how students change within each level.  Robert completed his Doctoral program in 2011 and 

volunteered to be a participant in this study. 

Sam 

 Sam was a Physical Education teacher for fifteen years within a high school setting 

before transitioning into the administration arena.  Sam proclaimed the following, “I became an 

AP when I realized I can do the job better and decided to apply for an admin job.”  Sam is an AP 
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at a small district and is also the activity/athletic director.  Sam has worked within the current 

district for three years as all of his experience as an AP is within the same school. Sam is 

currently a doctoral student and is in the beginning stages of his doctoral program. 

Justin 

 Justin is a veteran teacher in the field of Science and taught at the elementary, middle, 

and high school levels. Justin taught for twelve years before transitioning into administration. As 

a science teacher, athletic coach, and AP, Justin has been with the current district for a total of 

twenty-four years.  As an AP for twelve rears, Justin admitted we are not perfect as he explained 

the current situation within their district. “We have six middle schools that transfer into one high 

school and that makes it tough as we have a lot of transitions into our building.”  Justin also 

indicated he was the lead principal at a middle school when the principal was called into active 

duty in the Army.  Justin commented, “I thought I did pretty good while he was gone and was 

able to keep the school going.  Everything I did was with the kids being the main focus, is this 

good for the kids.” Justin completed his master’s degree while in Oklahoma. 

Stephanie 

 Stephanie was an English teacher for eighteen years at a large high school before 

transitioning into her current AP position.  Stephanie has two years of administrative experience 

within the same building and is attending graduate classes to complete her Doctorate program.  

Stephanie provided the following comment as she proclaimed her transition to being an AP was 

easy.  “I really didn’t have a problem when I made the transition into being the AP.  I believe my 

experience as a veteran teacher made that transition an easy one.”  At the time of this study, she 

was taking graduate courses to complete her doctoral program as she desired to be a building 

principal within a large district. 
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Amelia 

 Amelia was a Business teacher with fourteen years of classroom experience and is 

currently an AP at a large district.  Amelia has three years of administrative experience all within 

the same high school.  Amelia has a master’s degree and has a spontaneous leadership style as 

she does not see herself as a planner.  Amelia admitted she enjoyed the constant challenges 

associated with the AP position and agreed her teaching experience provided her a wealth of 

knowledge when working with at-risk students.  Amelia proclaimed “I enjoyed working with the 

SPED kids and kids who are struggling at school.  They need additional help in getting them 

through school.”  Amelia provided numerous professional development activities that ranged in 

providing support with student management and improving instructional strategies. 

Diana 

 Diana, was a 5th grade English teacher and taught at the elementary, middle, and high 

school level before becoming an AP.  As a veteran teacher with twelve years of teaching 

experience, Diana has provided numerous supports to the district.  As an AP with six years of 

administrative experience, Diana made the transition with little difficulty as she has spent her 

entire career within the same district.  Amelia admitted, “they asked me to be the AP at the high 

school and to help out with the instructional duties assigned to the principal.”  Diana has a 

master’s degree and is the only reading specialist within the district. In addition, Diana admitted 

her transition into the AP position was easy as she proclaimed the following. “I really think my 

transition into being an AP was easy as my years of experience within the district made a 

difference. Everyone thinks of me as their mother and didn’t have any problems.”  
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APs’ Educational Background 

Study participants came from diverse educational and professional backgrounds. As 

shown in Table 2 below, assistant principals represented seven public school districts.  The 

majority of interviewees held advanced degrees.  As the APs in this study obtained their Master’s 

degrees and entered the realm of administration, the data suggest APs were busy with graduate 

level classwork as participants were pursuing advanced degrees: 3 APs held a Master’s degree, 3 

were in the process of pursuing a Doctorate, 1 already had a Doctorate, and 1 AP’s highest 

degree was a Specialist.  

Table 2 

 Assistant Principal Demographics 

Participant 
Name 

Gender  Degree 
Earned 

Years 
as AP 

Years at 
Present 

Assignment 

Teaching 
Field 

School Level 
Experience 

Years 
Teaching 

John Male Specialist 2 1 Physical 
Education 

Middle/ High 
School 

15 

Steve Male Doctoral 
Student 

3 3 Math Middle/ 
High School 

9 

Robert Male Ed.D. 13 9 Science Middle/ 
High School 

7 

Sam Male Doctoral 
Student 

3 3 Physical 
Education 

High 
School 

15 

Justin Male Master’s 12 12 Science Elementary 
Middle/ 
High School 

12 

Stephanie Female Doctoral 
Student 

2 2 English High School 18 

Amelia Female Master’s 3 3 Business High School 14 

Diana Female Master’s 6 6 English Elementary 
Middle/ 
High School 

12 
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For these APs, getting an advanced degree was a way to invest in the knowledge and skills that 

open career opportunities in education. As noted by John, Justin, and Steve the degree helped 

them develop skills unique to education and was an incentive to remain in education as APs were 

difficult to find. John stated the following in regard to completing his Specialist's degree.  “As 

far as education is concerned, I started my specialist’s and will complete it in June 2020.  I have 

a tremendous amount of respect for those who are getting their doctorate...no way I thought I 

would be an administrator.”  Likewise, Justin commented his degree extended his longevity in 

education as he provided the following example.  “I knew at some point in time I would go the 

administrative route...I always knew I would walk out of coaching as going the administration 

route made sense.” Steve had a different perspective and understood how his teaching experience 

and degree required patience in securing his first administrative position. 

When I left the master's program in 2012, that was in the summer after my fourth year of 

teaching. I think if I had immediately gone into an administrative role, it would have been 

challenging from an instructional leadership standpoint. Partially, because four years of 

teaching experience is pretty low.  That would be a hard sell to teachers, if you're a young 

administrator, not impossible, but that early in my career, I would have only been 26. I 

feel like that'd be a little more challenging. 

In addition, participants’ educational background and experiences lent themselves well to the 

transition into the field of administration through a variety of educational degrees.  Their 

previous experience and background contributed to their capacity to be patient about educational 

change, as well as understanding how to foster courageous discussions to improve teaching and 

learning.  Participants assisted in tackling the challenges and provided an opportunity for 

continued success in raising student achievement.  Expanding and utilizing their educational 
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background and experience was truly priceless as they supported teachers and staff members 

within the school. 

Teaching and Professional Experience 

While the participants had diverse educational backgrounds, they all began as classroom 

teachers.  Prior to this study, most study participants were experienced teachers and taught 

predominantly core subjects at the high school level. Five participants had teaching experience at 

the middle school level, and only two worked as elementary teachers. Their overall teaching 

experience ranged from 7 to 18 years, with an average of 12.75 years of experience. 

According to APs, being a teacher played a crucial role in their career. Teaching provided 

the foundation for their aspirations to become APs as many felt a strong calling to the position. 

For example, Amelia, who was a business teacher for fourteen years, stated “I think going into 

classrooms and being an instructional leader with teachers was always there for me. Let me 

know when you're doing something cool, I can come and watch you teach. I think that prepared 

me as an AP.”  Similarly, Stephanie from a large school district summarized her thoughts: “I was 

in the classroom so long, it seemed natural to be constantly thinking about good teaching practice 

and when instruction is happening ... I'm not seeing it, what can I do to help get them there as an 

AP.”  John concluded his previous coaching and teaching experience prepared him to be a 

leader: 

I'll be honest with you, being in the coaching world I think gave me a step up as far as 

being an instructional leader. Being a head football coach, then a head baseball coach 

allowed me to work with other people.  I had to work with those assistants and for every 

single day, I had to make sure I created a clear picture of what I wanted them to 

accomplish on a daily basis. So, I think my 13 years as a head coach and working with 
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those people and leading those kids gave me a little bit of a step up as far as the 

leadership aspect of things. But was I fully prepared to step into the leadership role of an 

assistant principal last year? Probably not. 

While teaching experience was critical to participants’ careers as APs, their professional 

trajectories intersected other various community-related and administrative pathways (see Table 

3).  They participated within a PLC team, provided input or guidance on curriculum alignment, 

assisted with professional development and training, provided guidance on instructional 

programming, or coached at the middle or high school level. 

Table 3 

Participant Career Pathways 

 
Participant 

Name 

Formal Position 

Teacher PLC Leader Instructional 
Leader 

Athletic Coach 

John X   X 

Steve X X X X 

Robert X X  X 

Sam X X X X 

Justin X X  X 

Stephanie X X X  

Amelia X X X  

Diana X X X  

As educational leaders, they became better teachers and provided assistance to the school 

in an effort to improve student achievement.  Their contribution to implement instructional 
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change prompted them into being a school administrator.  Justin, who is a veteran administrator 

within the Walnut school district responded,  

I've been in the Walnut school district for 24 years in every capacity from a junior high 

science teacher to a high school weight coach.  I have been the district athletic director, 

the 3-8th grade assistant principal of two different sites and now the assistant principal at 

Walnut High School. 

Other APs admitted they were groomed or volunteered for committee work by providing 

professional development opportunities to grow as an instructional leader within their building. 

These respondents often agreed this provided the drive to work as an administrator as they were 

asked to apply or encouraged to be an AP.  Steve stated,  

I had been in the district for nine years as I think people trusted me. They knew that I was 

a good teacher and had done well with the roles that I've been assigned. So, I think I built 

a certain level of trust with people that they knew that I had lived their experience as a 

teacher. So, the transition instructionally, was actually one of the smoothest parts because 

I was part of a group called emerging leaders.  That was something where you kind of 

develop leadership skills and talk with other people in the district who are interested in 

leadership positions.  

Diana, an AP from a small district stated, “I've been in education my whole career as growing 

up, I always knew I wanted to be a teacher. I became a full-time curriculum director, then they 

wanted me as an assistant principal at the High School.” Likewise, Robert, who started his career 

as an elementary Science teacher provided his view on transitioning into administration.  “I 

would say my seven years as a teacher provided an opportunity to hone my instruction. So, 
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teachers trust you, they know you've lived their experience. It gives you opportunities to see 

things differently from an instructional standpoint.”  

Many of the APs had similar stories on how they transitioned into their current AP 

position.  Seven of the eight worked on teacher teams known as Professional Learning 

Communities (PLC) to participate in new forms of shared leadership to improve, implement, and 

monitor curriculum and instruction to ensure student success.  Diana, an AP from a small district 

with various administrative duties explained how she transitioned into administration and the 

work she has provided for the PLC team.  

As the curriculum director, I guided the instruction before I took on the role of assistant 

principal.  I was asked to help the principal with PLCs as this was our district’s focus.  

We work as a team on that, he [principal] actually takes a lot of leadership in the PLCs. 

The MTSS [Multi-Tiered System of Support] I pretty much do most of the guidance on 

that. But the PLCs he's in there a lot too and is a partnership on it.   

Prior to assuming their current leadership role, five of the eight APs volunteered and/or provided 

instructional support in the form of professional development during teacher in-services.  

Participants all similarly admitted they enjoyed the experience.  For example, Steve felt it was an 

important transition from teacher to administration, “I would say, my years as a teacher provided 

a foundation to improve my own instruction.  The instructional opportunities build trust among 

the teachers as they know you've lived their experience.” 

Five of the participants served as coaches at the middle or high school level.  They all 

agreed the coaching experience provided an alternative avenue in their teaching that prepared 

them for the role in administration.  John, who was an athletic/activities director at a previous 

district admitted the following, “Working in the coaching world gave me a step up as far as being 
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an Instructional leader.  I had to work with assistant coaches and angry parents on a daily basis. 

That gave me a step up!” 

 Many of the APs provided fond memories of their teaching. For example, Steve admitted 

he was still a Math nerd.  Speaking passionately about his subject, he noted,  

I love to get in classrooms and not just for the purpose of evaluating teachers but getting 

in and seeing what students are learning as I'm still a math nerd at heart. I love walking 

into a Math class and seeing what students are working on and sitting next to a kid that 

might have a question.  It lets students see that I'm not there just to be a disciplinarian or 

just to supervise lunch. I'm there because I love education and I care about kids.  It's my 

little moments during the school day, to step back into the role of the teacher and just 

kind of show students that their education is why I'm there each day.  That's a small piece 

of instructional leadership, but I think it's a good reminder to teachers and students I'm 

still there, when it comes down to it and it's a fun opportunity to just throw yourself back 

into the classroom and be visible with students and staff. 

In a similar situation, Amelia, a former business teacher, compared her experience as a teacher to 

becoming an AP, “I think teaching prepared me to be an instructional leader. Either you're a 

leader or you're not as I don't think having a title of assistant principal matters. Anybody can be 

an instructional leader if your principal provides an opportunity.” Likewise, Justin who was a 

teacher within the same building before becoming an AP admitted that he loves working with 

kids as this was his main drive to becoming an administrator.  He stated, “We all make mistakes; 

as a coach and a teacher, I was blessed to have administrators to help me along the way.  You 

need the right person in place who has empathy for kids as sometimes it's a needed 

conversation.” 
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Prior to their instructional leadership practice as APs, six of the eight participants also 

offered instructional support related to their field of expertise.  The instructional support included 

work with their assigned PLC teams that connected with their main area of academic expertise as 

a teacher. Their expertise and knowledge of the subject matter provided a framework for 

constructive and positive feedback for teacher improvement.  Two APs served as or assisted 

formal instructional leaders by overseeing various instructional programs such as alternative 

schools, working with outside agencies with at-risk students, grants, and other duties assigned by 

the building principal.  

Furthermore, their teaching background benefited their AP position as they dealt with 

various elements such as angry parents, reluctant learners, and colleagues.  Their previous 

experience prepared them to be instructional leaders as one AP, Diana, commented, “I wouldn't 

want somebody to try to do that [AP] without having been a classroom teacher, would you?”  In 

addition, John was thankful for his teaching experience as he described the following: 

I had been in the district for nine years leading up to that. I think people trusted me and 

knew that I was a good teacher and had done well with the roles that I've been assigned 

as a teacher and a coach. So, I think I built a certain level of trust with people that they 

believe that I was not going to come into this role and that I was going to have all these 

ideas to save the world. They knew that I had lived their experience as a teacher. So, the 

transition instructionally was actually one of the smoothest parts. 

Overall, APs’ educational background, teaching experiences, and professional pathways 

provided a foundation to transition into the field of administration even though there was a 

difference in the structure and roles of the APs within each district.  This wide variety of 

foundational knowledge and experiences taps into the strengths of each participant as they began 
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to restructure and support the school in their instructional leadership efforts.  This transition into 

instructional leadership was atypical as they were capable of contributing to the school’s 

educational program. 

As schools continue to change, teachers transitioning into the field of administration can 

bring a broader scope of instructional knowledge and experience.  In essence, the current APs 

were evolving due to their experiences as teachers that provided them a platform to launch their 

support as an instructional leader.  Nevertheless, their educational background, teaching 

experience, and prior involvement in instructional support were providing educational 

opportunities to transition as a successful instructional leader in their current administrative role. 

APs’ Perceptions of Instructional Leadership 

 While the AP position as an instructional leader continues to evolve, it is vital to 

understand how the APs instructional routines supported the school as an instructional leader.  In 

return, this provided insights to understand the interactions that fostered true engagement with 

others to avoid a false hope or bravado within a shared school environment. Participants’ 

perspectives informed the knowledge to assist potential candidates to consider the AP position as 

an instructional leader.  As shown in Table 4 below, study participants assumed an array of 

instructional leadership duties that varied from school to school. As part of their formal position 

as an AP, they supervised discipline and evaluation. Their informal shared instructional duties 

included leading PLCs, instructional mentorship, student interventions, school improvement, and 

curriculum and textbook assignment and coordination. Detailed definition of terms can be found 

in Appendix D. 
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Table 4 

Instructional Leadership Duties of AP 

Name Instructional Duties 

John 
 
 

Discipline 9th/10th grade, Evaluations, PLC- SPED, PLC-Physical 
Education, At Risk-Alternative school, A+ Coordinator, Truancy, 
ELL, Cadet Teaching  

Steve Discipline, Evaluations, PLC-Science, PLC-Social Studies, RTI 
Process, At Risk-Alternative School, ROTC 

Robert Discipline, Evaluations, Handbooks, At Risk-Alternative School, 
State Reporting, Compliance Officer, Juvenile Court, Attendance 

Sam Discipline, Evaluations, Athletic/Activity Director, Student 
Technology, 9th Grade Mentoring Program 

Justin Discipline, Evaluations, PLC-Elective Area, Mentor to Athletic 
Director and Coaches, Student Intervention Team, Bus Duty,  

Stephanie Discipline, Evaluations, PLC-SPED, PLC-English, ACT program, 
School Improvement Plan 

Amelia Discipline, Evaluations, PLC-English/Foreign Language and Drama, 
PLC-SPED, At-Risk-Alternative School, ROTC, Filing Exemptions,  

Diana Discipline, Evaluations, District PLC-Coordinator, Grant Writer, 
Title I Reading, District Test Coordinator, Core Data, Curriculum 
Coordinator, Homeless Liaison 

Participants in this study provided a list of opportunities for instructional leadership 

practice that informed a range of instructional duties.  Their job responsibilities were numerous 

as all of the APs dealt with discipline and evaluations and were assigned to a PLC team or 

academic group of teachers.  One of the participants, John, stated his frustration when he 

transitioned into the AP position, “You get slammed in the face with instructional leadership and 

the aspect of you’re not where you really want to be right out of the gate. As far as an 

instructional leader, there's a lot of room for improvement.”  In retrospect, Stephanie, an AP with 

18 years of teaching, provided a positive experience on her transition into administration. “For 
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me, it was easy.  There may be those barriers but because I spent so long in the classroom, it seemed 

natural to me to be constantly thinking about what I want kids doing in this classroom.” Diana had a 

similar perspective when discussing how her teaching background prepared her transition with 

the district staff.  “I think it is because of my age.  I'm like their mom as I’ve been in the district 

forever, more than anyone else.  In addition, Sam, an AP from a small district, said his job 

included being the athletic director while supporting the principal as the main instructional leader 

within the building. “He is in charge of almost 50 staff members, it's going to be very difficult to 

effectively reach all the needs that traditional leadership encompasses. So, by sharing, I think it's 

more effective for the overall growth of our teachers.” 

To develop an understanding of the AP position, it is important to capture the thoughts, 

feelings, experiences, and perceptions of how the participant assumed the instructional 

responsibilities within their school environment.  While instructional responsibilities varied from 

school to school, the APs took advantage of sharing their instructional knowledge with others in 

a shared leadership capacity (Table 5 below). Their informal instructional leadership pertained 

predominantly to developing and communicating school mission. Instructional programming, as 

another facet of instructional leadership, was facilitated mainly through instructional supervision 

and evaluation. Positive school environment, according to APs, was fostered through high 

visibility as an instructional leader. Below, I discuss these findings in more detail in the order of 

their emphasis by the participants of this study. 
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Table 5 

Participant Perceptions of Instructional Leadership 
Instructional 
Leadership 
Dimensions 

Instructional 
Leadership 
Functions 

John Steve Robert Sam Justin Stephanie Amelia Diana 

School Mission Framing School Goals X X X X X X X X 

Communicating School 
Goals 

X X X X X X X X 

 
 
Instructional 
Programming 
      
      

Coordinating the 
Curriculum 

 X X X  X X X 

Supervising and 
Evaluating Instruction 

X X X X X X X X 

Monitoring Student 
progress 

 X X X  X X X 

 
 
 
 
Positive School 
Environment 
      
      
      
      

Protecting Instructional 
Time 

X  X  X    

Providing Instructional 
Development 

 X X X  X X X 

Maintaining High 
Visibility 

X X X X X X X X 

Providing Incentives for 
Teachers 

  X    X X 

Providing Incentives for 
Learning 

X   X X    

 

School Mission 

 All of the study participants conveyed a level of loyalty and trust as they were supportive 

of the building goals in motivating staff and communicating the school mission and vision to 

students, teachers, and parents.  In essence, this is the role of the principal as the instructional 

leader of the building (DuFour & Marzano, 2011).  In the shared leadership school environment, 

framing and communicating the building goals to the entire school community were shared and 

fostered through the contributions of the APs. 
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While the following APs shared their experiences in supporting the school mission, they 

also focused their attention and resources on goals supporting student achievement. Multiple 

participants made comments about the mission and vision shared with them in their AP roles.  

For example, John supported the expectations of the district and building principal and provided 

the following statement.  

The supporting role of the AP is very important and that you are in line with the vision of 

the district and the vision of the building principal.  The principal has a vision of what he 

wants his building to look like and how he wants it to operate.  I think falling in and 

supporting that is the biggest thing. 

Steve also approached framing the school’s goals by working with other AP’s to determine areas 

of focus as he inferred, “I support the vision by working with other APs on plans for the school. 

We use our intervention time to set goals to help teachers.  When teachers know you're there to 

help, they certainly will step up to the plate.”  Another example included the contributions from 

Stephanie, a former English teacher, as she communicated and framed clear goals by establishing 

high expectations with the PLC team.  Stephanie established the following resources for the 

English PLC team. 

Ensuring success for all, this idea of do we have it all, to fit every kid's needs?  One of 

the things I did was bring Honors English classes here. So, my first year we worked hard 

on curriculum to support that group. In addition, we added workforce English for our 

kiddos going straight to the workforce. 

In addition, Amelia provided her support of the school mission through building a vision.  She 

stated, “Our vision is to promote and to provide students with the tools that they're going to need 

tomorrow. I think that is what we do, every conversation we have with kids revolves around 
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those principles.”  Another participant, Robert, provided a detailed explanation of his perspective 

on school vision, “If the mission and vision of the school is academic instruction and is focused 

down that pathway, then I would say that my greatest support comes from the discussions we 

have about teacher performance.”  He also emphasized the importance of finding good teachers. 

“Who’s in front of our kids, if you look at it from my educated opinion.  If you want learning to 

happen in your class, you've got to have a viable curriculum, good teachers, and maximize 

instructional time.” 

While APs provided input and collaboration in identifying and framing the goals of the 

school, they worked in collaboration with the teachers to establish high expectations and set 

academic goals that were incorporated into their daily practice.  This assisted the principal and 

school in establishing the necessary instructional framework, supports, and resources to create 

success for student success.  This instructional function of framing the goal was facilitated 

through instructional programming and described by Stephanie.  “We had some growing 

pains...teachers saw the scores and realized it was working.  They had to have some buy-in and 

support before they understood the importance of aligning the curriculum and establishing clear 

academic goals.” 

The communication of goals to teachers and other stakeholders can ensure the school’s 

primary purpose as APs work in discussing and reviewing them on a regular basis.  This was 

demonstrated as Justin proudly provided his support in working with the Science department. 

“I'll sit in meetings with the science department and review our norms with the team. It is easy to 

get off track as they're the teachers and know what needs to be done.”  In addition, John also 

mentored the coaching staff and provided the following comment, “Don’t forget why we are 

here, what kind of individual do we want kids to be...what is our ultimate goal?”  
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Other APs communicated school goals in professional development activities to assist 

teachers with developing their teacher toolbox to assist with meeting the school’s goals.  The 

professional development established by Amelia emphasized the importance of classroom 

management as she provided a concentrated effort to communicate the building goals. “Every 

year in our school district, we have different goals.  Last year was goal setting and critical 

thinking.  Our vision is to promote and to provide students with the tools that they're going to 

need tomorrow.” She also provided in-service opportunities to enrich teachers with classroom 

management techniques. She stated, “During our Tuesday Talks, I have a lot of opportunities to 

work with teachers on classroom management. I work with new teachers and spend a lot of time 

talking with them, trying to grow them and prepare them.”  

Along with professional development activities, APs assisted in communicating goals 

through board reports, parent meetings, and use of social media such as school newsletters and 

email to reinforce the goals throughout the school year.  John stated, “We have an AP who is 

great at organizing our board report and newsletter as I have learned a lot watching her complete 

this task.  I appreciate her doing this as this is not my cup of tea.” 

Instructional Programming  

 Instructional programming played a key role in how APs perceive instructional 

leadership as they provided input and guidance in aligning curriculum, adjusting school 

schedules, and organizing the Response to Interventions (RTI) supports aiming to early, 

systematic, and appropriately intensive assistance to at-risk children (Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009).  

The instructional programming was in addition to the supervision and evaluation of instruction 

and monitoring student progress.  APs with the assistance from teachers developed and 

introduced new instructional programming to assist the needs of the students.  This was evident 
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as Sam implemented the What’s Important Now (WIN) program to assist their high school in 

meeting the high expectations with regard to state testing. “The teachers took charge and 

embraced the change, so essentially, every three weeks we provide interventions as it switches 

between English II and Algebra I classes. That time is called WIN time and it's used for lots of 

other things.”  Other APs emphasized the importance of aligning the curriculum within their 

department as they guided teachers to add coursework to meet the needs of their students.  

Stephanie provided the following overview, “When I got here, we didn’t have an Honors class, 

we worked on the curriculum and aligned the standards.  We also added a workforce English 

class for those students who plan to enter the world of work.” In essence the APs identified 

strengths and weaknesses in their curriculum and were able to offer input into the instructional 

planning process. 

As instruction is vital to student success, so is the alignment of curriculum with learning 

standards.  This helps to ensure what is being taught in the classroom aligns with the curriculum 

at the district and state level.  In order to be successful, curricular alignment requires a high 

degree of interaction with teachers at all levels.  According to the participants, this instructional 

leadership function was captured through the interactions with parents, department heads, and 

other members of the PLC team as APs managed to provide assistance in this curriculum arena.  

As shown in Table 5 above, six participants coordinated or organized curricular issues within 

their building.  APs commented on their ability to align classroom curriculum as their content 

knowledge provided a basis to collaborate with teachers.  Stephanie commented, 

Well, because I have content knowledge in English.  I’ve worked over the last two years 

in providing a huge role in supporting our English department in getting on the same 

page with the curriculum.  Making sure that we are being consistent across the teams.  
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We have four English I teachers, I was seeing one thing in one classroom and another 

thing in another classroom as things weren’t lining up. 

In addition, Diana commented, “We are a PLC district as we continue to work on our curriculum 

alignment in different subjects, especially reading and math.  So, I’ve led that process along with 

an outside source as we have been working on our essential standards.”  Diana also mentioned 

the challenges of aligning the curriculum within a small district and provides the following 

statement.  “I think at the high school level it’s difficult because we have students who leave 

early for competitions or for different things.  Finding subs and the time without taking away 

instructional time is very difficult.”  Likewise, Diana, had a favorable observation and comment 

regarding the district office.  “We work as a PLC team, as the Superintendent and I take a lot of 

leadership in the PLC process within the district.  Dr. Miner, is awesome and does a great job.”  

Similarly, Amelia reflected, “I go to department and English meetings and review our pacing 

guides and talk about our English classes.  We review our pacing guide and curriculum to ensure 

we are aligned.  In addition, we are starting the PLC training.”  This aspect of organizing 

curriculum supports the great efforts of the teachers and the APs within academic departments 

and grade levels.  In addition, this provided the AP the opportunity to be hip deep in the 

curriculum and to provide instructional capacity as an instructional leader. 

According to APs, supervising and instructional evaluation was an important part of their 

instructional leadership practice.  They all participated in walkthroughs, teacher evaluations, and 

providing feedback for the purpose of improving teaching and learning.  Robert commented on 

his experience with teacher evaluations and keeping everyone in the feedback loop, “Making 

sure those conversations take place amongst administrators and amongst teachers.  Helping those 

you can help and exiting those who aren't going to help, who aren't going to overall contribute 
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the way they need to.” Similarly, Stephanie provided a unique perspective from her own 

experience with regard to teacher evaluations, 

As an English teacher, I had four different administrators evaluating me. The numbers, so 

to speak, were very inconsistent in the feedback. I got to a point, like most teachers do, I 

don't really care what the numbers are.  Am I doing a good job as a teacher, provide me 

some feedback as I never received any feedback?  My feedback was “you're doing a great 

job.” I try to remember that when I'm talking to strong teachers, because even the strong 

teachers need some kind of feedback.  They need more than you're doing a good job to 

push them to grow as I think those teachers in their later years become stagnant.  

Another concern with instructional evaluations and walkthroughs was with the large number of 

staff assigned to the AP for the evaluation. John and Justin provided an overview of how they 

addressed this concern and the process they used to deal with this challenge.  John employed the 

following strategy when dealing with the large number of evaluations within his building.  

“Currently, non- tenured teachers are evaluated five times, tenured teachers are evaluated three 

times.  We have a spreadsheet to keep it organized as we have 70 teachers within the building. It 

takes a spreadsheet to ensure we're getting everybody evaluated.”  Essentially, Justin shared a 

similar concern regarding the number of evaluations and made the following comment. 

Currently, our non-tenured staff receives five mini observations while our tenured staff 

has three mini observations. This is a challenge as we have 70 staff members and know 

other places that do less. It's a chore to get that many completed during the school year 

along with the other things that deal with discipline and just the regular school day. 

Consequently, several APs shared a similar thread as they found common ground on how to 

improve supervising and evaluating instruction.  APs commented on the importance of 
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developing a trusting relationship with staff and students as this common element contributed to 

a positive experience for the AP and the teacher.  John, a veteran teacher of 15 years and a 

second year AP, provided his insight when working with teachers.  “One of the most important 

things instructional leaders can do is know your people.  When teachers understand and respect 

you, they have a tendency to be receptive to you as an educational leader and know you're not 

the boogeyman.”  In addition, Robert had a unique perspective on building positive relationships 

with staff: 

The instructional leadership really depends on the relationship piece to the teachers. It is 

built on the fact that you've seen what they do in their class, you've seen how they 

interact with kids, you've interacted with them in both the formal and informal way. 

Before you can get into the nuts and bolts of instructional leadership, you have to be able 

to have a conversation with them that is based on a genuine observation. 

The experiences for Amelia were the same, as her reflection regarding teacher relationships was 

typical of the APs within this study. Amelia stated:  

So that transition as an instructional leader evolved.  I wouldn't say I was confident 

immediately. I was a nervous wreck and probably just bombed them just like you did 

your first lesson in your classroom.  But I think in time, you build those relationships 

with your staff, the trust factor, and the relationship building, stepping into that doorstep 

of being an instructional leader.  Now, any conversation is a comfortable one for me now. 

While evaluating and supervising the instruction was the main task of the principal, the APs were 

sharing this instructional opportunity to ensure the dimension of improvement was continuously 

occurring.  This particular instructional function provided support to teachers while monitoring 

classroom instruction to improve teaching and learning. 
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 Along with curriculum coordination and instructional evaluation, most study participants 

emphasized monitoring student progress as an important aspect of their instructional leadership.  

Schools use data to identify student weaknesses and to determine academic interventions to 

assist with completing classroom assignments.  APs similarly provided assistance in the form of 

working with student intervention teams, 504 plans, and with individual teachers. The work with 

the school counselor and other support groups assisted in monitoring student progress and 

provided another avenue to influence student and teacher learning.  Justin reflected on how he 

monitors student progress, “I'm a big part of the student intervention team, which is going to be 

the intervention for kids that may have gotten in trouble at school.  They need those extra 

supports to support them academically.”  Justin was also very supportive of the at-risk students. 

He stated,   

Our mission statement is every child every day, whatever it takes, obviously this year was 

crazy with the coronavirus, as every child every day certainly changes. Currently on 

Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays myself and the other assistant principals help load up 

buses with food.  It's not just hey, you passed onto the next grade. It's a credit 

accumulation, it is credit checking, we've been out to the houses to make sure Seniors 

were passing as you need to have those credits to graduate. 

In addition, Sam employed a unique process to assisting with monitoring student progress via 

various programming opportunities.  “I have a freshman mentoring program we implemented 

with another staff member. We meet with our seniors once a week as they help those freshmen 

develop skills to bring them success as they continue through their high school career.”  Other 

APs also had great working relationships with other teachers and staff to assist with student 

challenges.  Steve summarizes this experience the best. “So, within our building, we work with 
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our process and 504 coordinators in terms of our students with IEPs and 504s. I would say, for 

the most part, those individuals work with teachers and families and do a great job.” 

Two thirds of the APs worked with at-risk programs such as alternative schools, cadet 

teaching, and ROTC programs to monitor and provide success for students.  Amelia provided 

leadership when implementing an alternative program within her district.  She stated, “I have a 

heart for at-risk kids as I assist with our flex program. It's a big part of what I've always done 

with my marketing internship, a lot of the kids that are seniors never had a job.”  John admitted 

he had an enormous task of tracking students in the cadet program and worked with placing 

students in the A+ program.   

In cadet teaching I manage about 80 cadet teachers. As far as getting their eight plus 

hours here at Neosho, it’s a little bit different.  So, it all kind of went hand in hand here at 

Neosho.  So, I’m not actually responsible for the organization and the compliance items. 

I’m just organizing those kids into their classes and making sure that they’re operating 

correctly.  

Diana also assumed multiple roles in addition to being an AP and instructional leader.  As the 

district coordinator for the mandated State testing, she oversees Federal programs such as the 

Title I Reading program.  Her multiple duties and responsibilities were challenging as she was 

constantly monitoring student progress throughout the school year.  Diana provided the 

following statement in addressing these unique challenges.  “There are deadlines on reports, 

federal programs, and things as it's never with the students. It's the darn reporting, it is the 

paperwork.  It is time and the paperwork, as I have to get this done.”  The instructional 

effectiveness of schools to monitor student progress places a strong demand on the school to 
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ensure students are making adequate progress.  Needless to say, the AP was there to provide the 

support needed to review test data and results to provide a detailed plan for student success.  

Positive School Environment 

Creating a positive school environment is the third main function of an effective 

instructional leader.  In essence, the positive learning environment provides the norms, academic 

expectations, goals and the capacity to improve teaching and learning.  As the APs assisted in 

modeling the practices to be a visible source, they also provided assistance along with the 

teachers to improve the academic press within the building. 

 Through creating a positive school environment and building culture, the AP is 

empowered with a variety of supports for solving problems, increasing school improvement, and 

supporting the mission and vison of the school.  Enforcing and recognizing the building norms 

allowed the APs to build trust and hope within the school as they provided incentives for 

teaching and learning while maintaining high visibility.  Their interaction with the teachers and 

staff established high academic press and alignment with the expectations of the school.  Thus, 

the position is more than dealing with discipline, it supports the teaching and learning within the 

school. 

When inquiring about how study participants support a positive school environment, 

maintaining high visibility was the most dominant role of the AP as an instructional leader.  

Although a large amount of their instructional day was out of their control, it was important to 

realize how much time they had for instructional leadership practice.  Visibility in the classroom, 

hallways, lunchroom, and after school supervision contributed to the positive interaction with 

students and teachers as recounted by the APs. Needless to say, the AP may utilize this function 
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to develop bonds to increase the interactions with students and teachers as this could positively 

influence student behavior and classroom instruction. 

The APs’ experiences promoted the visibility of the AP as an instructional leader and 

provided insight on how to manage their instructional day.  In his interview, Justin emphasized 

the intuitive nature of balancing instructional leadership and other duties.  He explained, “You 

know, I’ve been in education long enough to do this, you find a way to get done what needs to be 

done to best serve the kids.”  Justin admitted his school had its own unique challenges as the 

students transition to the high school from six different attendance centers.  “When you get into 

this job, you figure out how unprepared you are.  Good instructional teachers know what to do, 

they learn as they go along and learn from others.” 

The second most discussed function of an instructional leader was supporting 

instructional development.  The APs provide support and participated in professional 

development to staff as mangers, mentors, subject experts, and leaders.  They arranged, 

organized, and informed the teachers of opportunities relevant to staff development.  In addition, 

the APs collaborated with colleagues, the building principal, and district personnel to endorse the 

building and district goals.  This instructional role was challenging as not all APs possessed the 

same leave of curriculum knowledge related to their academic experience.  Amelia, Steve, and 

Sam worked with teachers to improve classroom management as they were in charge of creating 

a great number of professional development opportunities.  Amelia proudly admitted she did a 

lot of work with new teachers and provided her staff with the following professional 

development opportunities.  “I remind teachers to be creative and to have fun.  Every time I do 

an in-service, I try to get teachers to think outside the box.  They’re partially an entertainer; 

they’ve got to capture their [students] attention and make it fun.”  Amelia also provided 
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professional development opportunities to work with classroom management.  She stated, “I 

have a lot of opportunities to work with teachers on classroom management.  I work with new 

teachers as we spend a lot of time talking with them, trying to grow them and prepare them.”  In 

addition, “we spend a lot of time in their classrooms.  I think the more you can be in the 

classroom, the more valuable you are to them.  You’re not here to judge them.”  Similarly, 

Steve’s professional development opportunities aided in the improvement of teaching practice.  

He explained, 

I do sessions on all sorts of different professional development during our early release 

time on Fridays.  I do some PD [professional development] during that time in the school 

year before we really dive into each department meeting on their own.  We also have 

built in professional development days where I might do sessions on certain topics that 

are of interest to teachers, with all sorts of different departments.  So, there’s a lot of 

elements that play into what I do instructionally.  It really just comes down to the WIN 

time and organizing that with RTI during the school day and then supporting those four 

departments that I mentioned and their endeavors with curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment.   

Sam’s contributions extended beyond the school as he created professional development 

opportunities for the district.  The district-level professional development focused mainly on the 

improvement of the student management system, teaching strategies, and student technology.  

“From 12:30-3:00 PM, we have professional development opportunities on our half-day Fridays.  

We work with our lead teachers, principal, and myself to re-teaching lessons, to instructional 

technology, and Canvas.” 
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While instructional development was an important aspect of the duties of the AP, three 

APs agreed that protecting instructional time was vital in preventing interruptions to teaching 

and learning.  Three APs, John, Robert, and Justin, shared similar situations as they were in 

charge of building safety such as conducting fire and tornado drills, updating student handbooks, 

and creating school schedules to assist with lunch and school bus transitions during the school 

day.  Justin said his day was filled with bus challenges and proudly proclaimed he knew the 

name of every bus driver.  He stated, “I have a great relationship with the bus drivers as they 

provide me information on what is happening with the kids.  When they call me over, it is 

usually because there was a challenge on the bus with a student.”  A second element of 

protecting instructional time is the creation of the student handbook as school wide policies limit 

or prevent interruptions to the school day.  Robert conveyed the following, “I am in charge of all 

the handbooks and to make sure we are in compliance.  There is too much at stake if we overlook 

a policy or allow something to go unchecked.”  John added he was in charge of working with the 

custodians and maintenance department as complying with the safety regulations was his 

responsibility.  He explained, “I make sure our safety records are filled out, we conduct a fire and 

tornado drill, and deal with any building inspections as needed.” 

One of the least practiced responsibilities of APs as instructional leaders was providing 

incentives for teachers.  In general, this responsibility allows the AP to praise and recognize the 

great work students and teachers perform within the classroom, assists with instructional 

programming that provides academic enrichment or support, and builds academic press and high 

expectations for students and staff.  In return, this creates opportunities to motivate staff as 

monetary rewards are not available.  The AP is then able to coordinate human resources to align 

building goals and to make use of formal and informal leadership to build trust, mutual respect, 
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and success.  Three participants, Robert, Amelia, and Diana mentioned the potential results of 

having a positive relationship with staff and teachers as they performed their instructional duties 

to provide teacher incentives.  As an example, Robert worked with the ROTC (Reserve Officer 

Training Corp) program as he appreciated the opportunities for the kids.  “It is an awesome 

program, as they [ROTC] help a lot of our at-risk students.  Usually, the kids are doing pushups 

but provided them with lots of self-esteem and pride.”  Another AP, Amelia, worked extensively 

with the English teachers to meet the academic needs for their students.  She said, “our students 

were struggling to meet state standards and knew we had to do something different.  So, we 

created an honors class and a career to work class for kids that weren’t going to college when 

they graduated.” Lastly, Diana provided an intense reading program for the district.  Diana’s 

efforts brought a smile to her face when she shared about the progress of a particular student.  

She recounted, “It is not often you see someone so determined to read.  This kid took advantage 

of our program and has improved so much.  I wish all of our kids were this motivated… this 

makes my job fun and rewarding.”  Although this is a challenging function, APs played a part in 

providing support for academic success and reinforcing high expectations as this instructional 

function works closely with providing incentives for learning. 

Providing incentives for learning is a challenging function and difficult to capture as this 

responsibility can be viewed as an instructional investment.  The return on this instructional 

function can be enormous or can create a toxic environment within the school.  APs play a big 

part in motivating and supporting students and teachers as they have the potential to develop 

trusting relationships.  Needless to say, it is not easy to gauge the emotions of students let alone 

teachers.  APs who developed good listening skills and techniques fare the best while building 

this instructional function and responsibility. For example, John, Sam and Justin shared about 
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their ability to relate with kids and teachers.  Justin’s perspective on building relationships with 

students was demonstrated through the following example. “We all wear different hats as 

instructional leaders. My first role is to take care of the kids, watch out for the kids, and put the 

kids in the best position. That is how instructional leadership is developed.”  He further 

explained, “You know, I’ve been in education a long time, you find ways to get it done, no 

excuses. We do what is best for kids.”  Sam added, 

I still love to get in classrooms and not just for the purpose of evaluating teachers but 

getting in and seeing what students are learning.  I love walking into a class and seeing 

what students are working on and sitting next to a kid that might have a question and 

working with them. Even though that doesn't necessarily have a global impact on 

instruction for the building or the department. It still lets students see that I'm not there 

just to be a disciplinarian or just to supervise lunch. I'm there because I love education 

and I care about kids. 

John provided a unique perspective as he took a personal approach in building relationships with 

students and staff.   

First of all, we are here to help the kids and to support the teachers.  It is great we have all 

of these resources but sometimes kids need someone to talk to.  I try to do this at lunch, 

in the hallway, or in class.  A smile costs nothing and can go a long way to help others 

out. 

In addition, John suggested, “you also need to put yourself out there and let them know you are 

human and that you make mistakes. Everyone makes mistake as nobody is perfect.”  As the 

instructional function for providing incentives for learning presented a challenge, the three APs 

were passionate about this instructional responsibility. 
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Opportunities for Instructional Leadership Practice 

Table 6 illustrates main instructional opportunities performed by the APs to facilitate the 

instructional duties associated with their position.  In order to establish high expectations, 

teachers, students, and APs interact together to provide praise and feedback.  This empowered 

collaborative learning to achieve the high expectations of the school and to recognize those who 

are working to increase their commitment to achieving the school’s goals. 

Table 6 

Assistant Principal Instructional Opportunities 

Name Instructional Opportunity Academic Background 

John PLC-Special Education 
PLC-Physical Education 

Physical Education 

Steve PLC-Science 
PLC-Social Study 

Mathematics 

Robert No Academic Area Assigned Science 

Sam No Academic Area Assigned Physical Education 

Justin PLC-Electives Science 

Stephanie PLC-English 
PLC-Special Education 

English 
 

Amelia PLC-English 
PLC-Foreign Language 

English 

Diana PLC-Coordinator 5th English 

Several APs mentioned they were not ready to be an instructional leader as they lacked 

the ability to deal with the challenges of the position.  Several of the APs were informally 

assigned instructional duties they performed on a daily basis while some instructional tasks were 

assigned weekly.  The largest instructional role assigned to the APs included walkthroughs and 

teacher evaluations as each school used various evaluation tools, schedules, and methods for 



75 

teacher feedback.  Many of the APs’ expectations were challenged as they began the evaluation 

process.  The pushback from the evaluations provided the teachers and AP an opportunity to re-

establish expectations as previous elevations were somewhat elevated.  Stephanie shared the 

following experience when establishing teacher expectations.  

My teachers had to go through some growing pains to see, it didn't mean that I didn't 

think they were a good teacher, that they weren’t doing good enough, but these are my 

expectations.  Things are going to look different as that's interesting for teachers to go 

through because they don't know what they're getting when a new administrator comes in 

on the NEE system.  

While six out of eight of the APs worked with teacher teams as presented in Table 6, the 

expectations for academic achievement established a culture of influencing their efforts while 

acting as an academic compass towards its goals.  In addition, several of the APs felt their prior 

experience as a teacher provided a good working knowledge to facilitate improvement within the 

PLC teams.  APs had opportunities for input and detailed conversations with teachers about the 

work performed within the PLC team.  Many of the APs believed their content knowledge was 

an asset and developed a strong presence in the classroom to support teachers as an instructional 

leader.  Steve responded with the following, “My main focus is to increase and work with my 

teachers and to help them improve their instruction. I spend a lot of my main focus being in 

classrooms, seeing my teachers teach, and helping them develop and grow.”  Stephanie conveyed 

she loved the AP position and mentioned the following “To me, there’s no downside of the 

assistant principalship, we are making a difference in supporting teachers to improve what is 

happening in our classroom.”  Several APs connected the importance of instructional leadership 

to improving academic achievement.  As Steve reflected,  
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Yeah, you take some ups and downs on the instructional leadership side, but I find that to 

be the fun side.  That's the enjoyable time when I get to talk about those things to teachers 

and students which is why, like I said before, I try to get out into the classrooms. I also 

love stopping by classrooms after school and just chatting with teachers and telling this 

thing that they did or tried and how it worked or didn't work. Just those little 

conversations give you opportunities to listen. Probably, listening is a key factor, but 

provide feedback if you think it's necessary or if they ask for it with regard to instruction.  

Others spotlighted the importance of their prior experience as a teacher before becoming an 

instructional leader.  They were able to articulate the importance of closing the achievement gap 

by contributing to the professional development of their staff, improving teaching practices and 

providing collaboration opportunities in and out of the classroom.  Amelia stated, “I would take 

one of those instructional strategies, and I would teach them, I would use it and model the 

instructional strategy. We are using different teaching strategies to teach that strategy and then 

have the teachers collaborate.” In addition, other APs commented on their ability to align 

classroom curriculum as their content knowledge provided a basis to collaborate with teachers. 

Diana discussed her previous duties and experiences before joining the administration team as 

her list of duties include the following: curriculum director, grant writer, reading specialist, 

district testing coordinator, McKinney-Vento for homeless students, Title I federal funds, and 

Professional Learning Communities. She said, “The district is really small, and we all have to do 

our part to make things work even though our enrollment continues to change.” In addition, 

Amelia commented, “I think teaching prepared me to be an instructional leader.  It’s about being 

a leader...I don’t think having the title of AP matters, either you are a leader or you’re not.” 
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Other APs spoke of other experiences including how to address instructional routines 

needed to carry out the duties of the position.  These instructional routines may include 

strategies, tools, practices, and procedures to complete certain activities assigned to the AP.  Too 

frequently, a rookie AP has a short list of instructional routines or a small AP toolbox to deal 

with the day-to-day experiences challenging their ability to be an effective instructional leader.  

Two veteran APs with multiple experiences at the middle and high school level provided a 

positive attitude on how they effectively deal with students. Justin suggested, “When you get into 

this job, you figure out how unprepared you are. You figure it out as there's no specific 

instruction on how to break up fights. You dive into the deep end and figure it out.”  In addition, 

Robert shared a similar experience as his mindset was similar to Justin’s.  “Most of the fires don't 

start on a schedule, they start when they start, and you have to put them out when you find out 

about them.”  Likewise, beginning APs need a unique perspective similar to Justin when he 

began his career as an administrator and provided the following advice.  “My first experience 

provided me with a slogan: be smart, be ready, and be prepared as this is the same thing as being an 

administrator.  Sometimes I was ready and sometimes I was not prepared and learned from it.” In 

addition, he reflected on the importance of relationship building with students. Justin said, 

I spend more time in the boy’s bathroom during the school day then I ever care to admit. 

Making sure they are not doing something they are supposed to be doing. Biggest part of 

that is developing that relationship with those kids and getting to know them and catching 

them doing something right so the student doesn't think I'm in the got you phase. 

Meanwhile, while each AP worked to support the school as an instructional leader, six of the 

APs were employed in schools with large student populations of over 1000 students in 9-12th 

grade.  Five of the schools organized the duties of the AP in conjunction with a counselor and 

worked with the same cohort of students until graduation.  Robert commented on his student 
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caseload, “Even just my letters of the alphabet are bigger than the majority of the other buildings 

in the district minus the junior high.” 

As APs experiences ranged from discipline, attendance, truancy, RTI, state testing, 

handbook policies, grants, teacher evaluations, alternative schools, special education and 

working with at-risk students throughout the school day six of the eight APs worked with PLC 

groups related to their area of expertise to provide feedback to improve teaching and learning.  

An example provided by Stephanie was an interesting perspective as her work with the PLC 

teams focused on student success.  She stated, “As administrators, we come into those PLC 

meetings and just really help make sure that those conversations are structured around what is 

happening, what are the best practices and how it is affecting students.” This highlighted an 

avenue to work as an instructional leader within their school while contributing to instructional 

programming.  Amelia reflected on her contributions as an instructional leader, “I go to my 

English department meetings and look at our Sophomore English class. We have lots of 

conversations and I join in like I'm one of the teachers.  I ask questions, I listen and try to learn 

from it.” 

All of the APs were assigned additional duties ranging from supervision of activities, 

sporting events, additional PLC groups such as ROTC, electives, or vocational programming. 

Five of the APs were coaches at the high school or middle school level before transitioning to 

their administration position. Two of the APs were from the same district but were assigned 

different duties and responsibilities in regard to instructional leadership. Stephanie confidently 

shared that she understood her instructional responsibilities before the interview process began 

and provided the following explanation.  “I think it naturally happened as I took on the role as 

assistant principal. I remember in the interview talking about my role as an instructional leader. I 
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think my classroom experience prepared me for being a good instructional leader.”  Even though 

the titles were the same in nature, each AP contributed in a unique way that benefited the school.  

Two APs from smaller school districts were assigned various duties ranging from grant writing, 

Title I coordination, athletic director/activities, curriculum supervision, MTSS, and PLC teacher 

group management.  Sam stated why he preferred a smaller district, “A positive of being in a 

smaller district is you get to check on kids. I think that’s an advantage, as we can talk to every 

person every day and do what's best for the kids.”  In general, the APs in the smaller districts did 

not have the same district resources as the larger districts.  As such, they worked in smaller 

teams to address the needs of the students. 

 Even though the student and community population varied, participants provided pros 

and cons in working in their particular school and community.  Participants weighed in as they 

shared the history of their school or community. An example provided by Diana proudly stated, 

“I know a lot of these kids, I taught their parents, and know their families.  Mr. Malley and I 

graduated from Southeast as it is a great atmosphere even though it may not be perfect.”  She 

added “I couldn’t imagine myself working in a large district with a massive amount of discipline 

problems as our kids are pretty good.” Likewise, Stephanie compared her school’s ACT scores 

with other districts that were similar in size.  “ACT, that's a huge thing in every district to get 

those ACT numbers up for our MSIP [Missouri School Improvement Plan]. I've been able to 

bring in experts and run workshops for all of our core teachers.”  Another AP, Steve, provided 

his perspective on the advantages and disadvantages of working in small versus large schools.  

Steve graduated from a small community school who now works in a large district and sees the 

benefits of each setting.  
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I graduated high school from a small community where everyone knows everyone.  That 

is completely different in our building as we have access to a lot of resources to help our 

students. I could see myself working as a principal in a small district as my current 

background and experience would be a benefit. 

Additionally, the APs provided other opportunities that included working with teachers to 

improve classroom management, building relationships with students, and ensuring school rules 

and policies are being enforced.  Diana adopted a simplistic approach as her local ties with the 

community was an opportunity to bond with students.  She stated, 

Honestly, the kids are pretty good.  I would not be at a school that was huge and had 

massive problems with discipline.  A lot of these kids, I taught their parents, I know their 

families.  Our Resource Officer grew up and graduated from Crescent, he knows all the 

families.  Our principal went to Crescent and graduated just like I did.  It’s a great 

atmosphere, we know the background, we know the families, and I’m not saying it’s 

perfect at all.  But between him and I, we share the discipline and it’s been okay. 

Some APs took it upon themselves to adjust the school day to assist with implementing their RTI 

program.  This opportunity organized their school day to provide academic support to struggling 

students.  Sam an AP, from a large district commented on his instructional contribution to the 

school.  “Essentially, every three weeks the teachers switch between English II and Algebra I.  

That time is called WIN time, which stands for What’s Important Now and it’s used for 

providing interventions to our students.”  This instructional opportunity like many others 

provided a smooth transition and operation of the school day.  The importance of this function to 

provide teachers with minimum interruptions assisted with improving the instructional skills of 

the teacher while assisting the teacher with classroom management. 
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Barriers to Instructional Leadership 

Without exception, various barriers and challenges play an important part in allowing the 

AP the freedom to be an instructional leader within the school.  Attending to the needs of the 

building is fundamental in running a successful school. The APs participating in this study were 

expected to complete the various instructional duties while managing the day-to-day tasks of 

operating the building. While the AP has a responsibility to work with all stakeholders within the 

school, it was important to understand the barriers in order to utilize the full potential of the AP 

position.  Overall, as shown in Table 7, APs experienced various challenges including student 

discipline management, time management, relationship building, change resistance, and 

balancing extracurricular activities with family-related responsibilities. 

Table 7 

Instructional Leadership Challenges as Shared by APs 

Challenge Explanation Example 
 
 
 
 
 
Student Discipline 
Management 

Works with students and staff to 
prevent and improve unwanted 
behaviors while emphasizing 
social emotional skills by 
teaching and acknowledging 
appropriate staff and student 
behavior. 

We basically have four administrators in the 
building, and those have been divided up. Due 
to the fact that I'm handling two grade levels 
of discipline with freshmen and sophomores. 
This is about 70% of the discipline within the 
school. A majority of my time is dealt with 
discipline as it is sometimes difficult to do 
scheduled walkthroughs with teachers.  

 
 
 
Time Management 

Struggle to balance various 
responsibilities imposed by the 
formal position as an AP, 
instructional leader, and other 
informal administrative services. 

Things that come up during the day that 
distracts you, you just have to deal with it.  
But that hinders the opportunities to get into 
classrooms so that you can help those teachers 
and support them with their instruction” 

 
 
Relationship 
Building 

Building, and developing, 
relational trust, hope, and 
capacity in developing a 
collaborative framework to 
improve school’s professional 
capital with all stakeholders. 
This learning culture is designed 
to create a dynamic relationship 
among teachers, students, and 
building staff. 

I think one of the most important things that 
instructional leaders can do is get to know 
your people. So, when your teachers 
understand and respect you, I think they have 
a tendency to be much more receptive to you 
as an educational leader when they know that 
you're not the boogeyman.  Building the 
relationships with staff and students is crucial. 
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Table 7. (continued) 
Challenge Explanation Example 

 
 
 
Change Resistance 

Ability to change, improve, and 
take risks to improve the culture 
and climate of the school. This 
involves formal and informal 
leadership and is shared across 
the school environment to 
improve teaching and learning. 

Every once in a while, you're going to run into 
someone that wants to stay in their ways. 
They are resistant to change as their belief is 
this is a new fad, a new initiative. You have to 
be careful as if we are constantly changing, 
your building will suffer burn out and fatigue. 

 
 
Balancing 
Supervision and 
Families 

The supervision and 
administration of school events, 
athletic competitions, activities, 
intramurals, and extracurricular 
programs at the high, middle and 
junior levels. 

I want to be supervising and wish I could be 
at everything as I think all of us do. But we 
have our own families we need to take care of 
and it's important for us to be home with them 
as well. My kids are still technically little. I've 
got one going into high school, junior high, 
and a kid going into third grade next year.  

APs mentioned they struggled with balancing instructional leadership with student 

discipline management.  All of the participants agreed their work with student discipline was 

crucial as they advocated for the student and provided hope.  In one instance, John, who works 

with two grade levels said discipline management occupies 70-75% of his time during the day.  

He provided a unique perspective, “There’s a reason why they are the way they are.  I try to find 

why they are acting this way. If we can identify the why, we can identify the need and get them 

going in that direction.”  He continued, “So early intervention as a freshman, sophomore is kind 

of my role in creating hope and trying to get these kids going in the right direction.”  Similarly, 

Steve shared, “I think the number one barrier and I assume others would day this too. Most of 

our time gets taken up dealing with discipline and supervision.”  Justin addressed discipline from 

a different perspective, “I serve on the student intervention team as we try to develop supports in 

helping kids.  I would help these kids like they were my own grandchildren as we should expect 

nothing less for our high school students.”  He continued, “once you have a plan developed to 

deal with the student’s behavior, you have to follow through or the student will give up hope.  

I’ve seen it happen too many times and makes it challenging to get student buy-in.” 
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Along with student discipline, the time restrictions/time management was emphasized as 

a challenge that could negatively impact APs’ effectiveness and success.  As John described it, 

“I’d say, time is a cancer, you can’t allow it to consume you with the management side of things, 

you got to manage it.”  Similarly, Amelia was expected to attend to the demands of her other 

duties while serving as an AP and instructional leader.  She reflected, 

Yeah time, you get pulled away all the time…I can’t have those conversations with 

teachers or have a meeting to work with a teacher on something and then a discipline 

issue comes up.  It’s just a juggling act to get it all in.  You try to make that your 

forefront, your most important part of your job, but now it’s all good and it’s all easy 

until the kids walk in. 

In comparison, Sam shared his struggles by saying, “Things come up…whether it be a coach 

needing something, rain outs, practices and other types of things.  So, I would say from an 

assistant principal aspect, just too many distractions.”  Even though the principal assisted with 

the discipline, Sam concluded, “Things that come up during the day that distracts you, you just 

have to deal with it.  But that hinders the opportunities to get into classrooms so that you can 

support those teachers with their instruction.” All of the APs agreed having sufficient time for 

instructional leadership was a vital part of school improvement, Justin suggested, “You know, 

I’ve been in education long enough to do this, you find a way to get done what needs to be done.  

Don’t let time eat away at what needs to be done to best serve the kids.”  

An additional barrier to instructional leadership practice was the ability to build a trusting 

relationship with students and teachers.  APs suggested this was both an opportunity, daily 

practice, and a barrier to their instructional leadership.  Amelia described her workday as an 

instructional leader through the lens of relationship building, “You can’t just stop your 
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relationships in your building. You have to make and build relationships with everyone.” This 

perspective was unique as she emphasized her attraction to the instructional leadership due to its 

challenges and as a way to support student learning.  Amelia recognized she has a soft heart for 

at-risk students and understands that being an instructional leader is hands down an important 

piece of developing strong relationships with students.  This relationship lends to understanding 

student behaviors to develop interventions to support the student and teacher in the classroom.  

She noted,  

I have a lot of opportunities to work with teachers in class.  We spend a lot of time 

talking with them, trying to grow them and prepare them, we spend a lot of time in their 

classrooms. I think the more you can be in the classroom, the more valuable you are to 

them.  You’re not there to judge them.  You’re there to support them and to find out wat’s 

going on in the class. I want to be a member of their class when I walk in, it’s not a big 

deal.  Oh, she’s in here again. Now, I’m just part of the class. 

Sam also emphasized the role of relationship building by stating, “As the AP and athletic 

director, things get busy around here.  So, one of my strengths is building relationships with 

students. I want to know them better and can share something about the student that may help 

that teacher.”  In addition, Sam implemented a back-to-school transition program for the 

freshman students that emphasized the importance of building strong student relationships.  He 

proudly commented, “We paired incoming freshman with upper classman to assist with 

attendance, grades, homework, and building positive relationships with teachers and students. It 

has paid big dividends as our attendance and graduation rates are improving.” 

Other APs faced resistance to change, especially from veteran staff members. 

Participants often spoke of the resistance to change as being a critical part to building 
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relationships. For instance, John’s disagreement with teachers occurred over the feedback 

provided on the NEE walkthroughs.  John explained, “You have those experienced teachers 

putting up barriers, this is going to be a fad, this is going to change.  So, working with veteran 

teachers, one of the things I have learned is to keep things as simple as possible.”  Others 

recognized that their previous experience as a teacher prepared them to be an instructional leader 

and helped them build positive relationships.  Amelia and Stephanie shared a similar experience 

as Stephanie commented, “I had some push back on evaluations as teachers voiced their 

concerns regarding the scores…it seems the previous AP provided inflated scores not 

representative of the teaching within the classroom.  Needless to say, we built a relationship 

rather quickly.”  In general, APs experienced much resistance in a variety of instructional 

leadership activities ranging from administering a professional improvement plan, identifying 

areas of need to work on, building positive relationships with teacher, and then following 

through with the evaluation process.  The most effective item introduced by the AP was the 

importance of their prior experience as a teacher and identifying instructional strategies for 

improving instruction.  

The continuation of support and coaching of teachers was evident as all of the APs 

provide a unique style to deal with their instructional leadership responsibilities. John echoed the 

importance of building relationships.  He contended teachers do desire feedback on their 

instructional strategies while a small percentage of teachers are reluctant to change.  Even though 

these barriers to instructional leadership were not unique, they ultimately challenged the 

instructional leadership of the AP.  An example shared by John and Stephanie solidified this 

perspective as they faced a similar instructional challenge within their first year as an AP.  

Stephanie clarified, “When I came in, there was an English teacher who was placed on an 
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improvement plan.  As a new administrator, that was interesting to navigate supporting a teacher 

on a PIP [Personal Improvement Plan].” Of the eight APs interviewed, they all recognized the 

importance of building student relationships outside of the classroom.  They contend great 

relationships do not formulate by accident, they are developed with purpose to assist and support 

students, teachers, and parents in the pursuit of developing an openness to improve teaching and 

learning.  

Supervising activities is a contractual expectation of APs and requires an additional 

amount of time and energy outside of the school day.  It is not uncommon for APs to attend three 

to four scheduled events a week and then supervise an all-day tournament on Saturday while 

having families. Balancing the family time and responsibilities with extracurricular supervision 

and participation was another barrier to APs’ instructional leadership. For example, Dianna 

shared, “The principal and I attend all ball games and take turns supervising the activities. I have 

grandchildren and can attend some of their events. If I had to do everything, it would be too 

much.”  Likewise, John compared his present condition to his past duties where he was an AP 

and athletic director at a small school district.  He acknowledged the two positions were 

completely different and shared the pros and cons regarding the supervising role and interactions 

with staff and students.   

It’s different from the role I’m filling this year versus last year. At 3:30-4:00 o’clock, I 

could kind of shut it down as sometimes I’m here until five, that just depends on the day. 

When I walk out of the building, I can kind of let it go just a little bit and come back to 

work again at 7:15 the next morning. But when I was the AD, the job started at 3:30.  

You got buses going out, rosters to send, coaching needs, etc.  The role of assistant 

principal and an AD, that’s a tough role. Because your brain is never shutting down. It’s 
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constantly thinking about whether your kids got to where they’re supposed to be, how did 

the game go, posting on social media how the games went, all that kind of stuff. So once 

again, small versus large, my average supervision in a large district is once about every 

two weeks.  There’s positives and negatives to that when I was the athletic director and 

AP, I knew what was going on with all the teams and I can relate with the softball team, 

the volleyball team, pat them on the back the next day because I was watching them play. 

Now as an AP at a large district, when I enter the building, I can’t even remember who 

played the night before. You can understand what I’m saying, I have to pay attention to 

that, because there’s so much going on that you can’t be everywhere and know 

everything. 

Similarly, Amelia reflected on the contrasting roles as a supervisor and a mother.  She noted, “I 

want to be supervising and wish I could be at everything.  We have our own families to take care 

of as my kids are still technically little.  I’ve got one in high school, junior high, and one in 

elementary.”  Diana also reflected on their personal experience as she was a stay-at-home parent 

before becoming an AP.  She said, “I waited until my kids were grown, I wouldn’t have done it 

[AP] till my kids were grown.  In fact, I took several years off as I stayed home and quit teaching 

and everything while the kids were babies.”  In contrast, Sam explained the challenges imposed 

by extracurricular supervision.  “As the AP and athletic director... things come up.  So, I would 

say, from an AP perspective, there are too many distractions.  This includes things like 

supervision as it is difficult to get into classrooms after a late-night ballgame.”  

Overall, APs mentioned the importance of attending and supervising activities as a means 

to build student relationships. The amount of supervision between the small and large school is 

different as the larger schools have additional resources to accommodate the various activities 
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within their district.  Smaller districts rely on the AP who may also be the athletic director to 

facilitate the supervision, scheduling, and organization of student events



89 

CHAPTER 5 

 Discussion of Findings and Implications 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions, practices, and barriers of high 

school APs as instructional leaders.  The following chapter discusses major findings as related to 

the literature on instructional and shared leadership. Also included are the implications that may 

be valuable to policymakers, higher education, district and state educational administration and 

scholars examining assistant principalship. The study aimed to answer the following research 

questions:   

1. How do assistant principals perceive instructional leadership in a shared leadership 

school environment?  

2. What barriers and opportunities hinder and/or promote the practice of instructional 

leadership when exercised by assistant principals in a shared leadership school 

environment? 

3. What instructional practices are developed as a result of assistant principals’ 

instructional leadership? 

Discussion of Findings 

 The study generated several findings pertaining to their shared instructional leadership 

responsibilities, opportunities, challenges and practices. Specifically, (1) APs previous teaching, 

professional, and educational experiences provided a foundation in fulfilling the instructional 

duties of the school.  APs’ instructional leadership in a shared leadership school setting 

supported the school mission and partially the instructional programming and positive school 

environment. Instructional programming duties that were shared by all participants targeted 

predominantly instructional supervision and evaluation, while positive school environment was 
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fostered through APs’ high visibility as instructional leaders. (2) Opportunities for APs’ 

instructional leadership practice centered on providing professional development activities 

within the district, leading professional learning communities, overseeing instructional 

walkthroughs, establishing new learning programs, and building relationships with staff, 

teachers, and students. (3) Multiple barriers emerged as a result of shared instructional 

leadership. These barriers included student disciple management, time management, relationship 

building, change resistance, and balancing extracurricular instructional activities with family-

related responsibilities. (4) Practices of instructional leadership for APs included attending to 

student discipline, attendance, and academics; supervising various extra-curricular events and 

activities; and attending district level and regional meetings for professional development.  For 

many, becoming an AP fulfilled a career ambition to becoming a principal or other school-level 

leader. Whatever their ambitions, these findings suggest that the AP supported the school as an 

informal instructional leader while effectively completing managerial tasks traditionally assigned 

to the position. 

Prior Teaching and Professional Experience Prepared APs to be Instructional Leaders 

Results from this study indicated the previous teaching and professional experiences 

provided the AP with the ability to effectively carry out the assigned instructional leadership 

responsibilities.  APs provided support to teacher teams as per their academic background and 

teaching experience.  The data reported in this study indicated all of the APs taught at least seven 

years before becoming an AP. 

The findings from this study support and expand existing scholarship by emphasizing 

APs’ capacity and readiness to share instructional leadership. In addition to supervising daily 

school operations (Weller & Weller, 2002) and managing student discipline (Atkinson, 2013; 
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Dowling, 2007; Howard-Schwind, 2010), school productivity (Barnett, Shoho & Oleszewski, 

2012; Celikten, 2001; Greenfield, 1985) and relationships with parents and community (Dean & 

Hubbell, 2012; Fields & Egley, 2005; Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015; Salazar, 2013; Shoho et al., 

2012), participants of this study were actively engaged in supporting the mission and vision of 

school in regards to instruction, led teacher professional development, addressed curriculum 

issues, and facilitated instructional evaluation. Through the lens of the Instructional Management 

Theoretical Framework by Hallinger and Murphy (1985), APs’ instructional leadership was 

complex in its nature demonstrating the interplay among various instructional functions. As 

school administrators and co-instructional leaders, APs focused on fostering school goals, 

instructional supervision and evaluation, and maintaining high visibility. Furthermore, the work 

of Salazar (2013), suggested that instructional leaders continually supervise instruction and 

create a process to evaluate and provide instructional feedback.  Unfortunately, many of the APs 

admitted to failing in this area as they all desired additional time to enter the classroom to 

provide additional support to the teachers. While the participants in this study aligned with the 

findings concluded by Doweling (2007), all of the participants participated and provided 

additional support as an instructional leader within the building.  Their contributions as an 

instructional leader are more than a disciplinarian and an instructional manger and assisted in 

elevating the instructional and academic press of the school to improve student achievement 

(Salazar, 2013). Considering the framework was initially designed to reflect teachers and 

principals’ instructional leadership, more empirical examination among instructional leadership 

theoretical constructs and their refinement is warranted to better reflect the unique 

responsibilities of APs as instructional leaders. 
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Through the lens of Shared Leadership theory by Pearce and Conger (2002), the APs 

worked side by side with the teachers in closing the achievement gap. Working with teachers in a 

collaborative environment to align curriculum, identify student needs, and review student data 

allowed the AP to lead the charge for student success. Stepping into the realm of instructional 

leadership was seamless for many of the APs as they provided immediate support by working 

with the curriculum, conducting teacher evaluations, and provided professional development 

activities for the staff.  As team members, APs’ leadership influence was lateral rather than 

upward/downward (Pearce and Manz; 2005). 

In more detail, APs’ shared instructional leadership was fostered through professional 

development activities during teacher in-service days, empowering teachers to work in teacher-

leader groups and discovering best practices to assist teachers within a collaborative framework.  

The shared leadership practiced by the APs aligned with the findings of Reeves (2016) as APs 

leveraged a solid foundation of shared knowledge to develop, prioritize, and build goals to 

ensure student success.  In essence, this area proved to be successful as the APs in this study 

provided an extensive teaching background before transitioning into administration. The APs 

concentrated work within the teacher teams systematically reviewed staff input to ensure 

academic goals could transfer into the classrooms as they addressed the need of the school.  This 

supports and expands the work of Lezotte and Mckee (2002) as they stressed the importance of 

providing clarity when working in organizations as priorities are met to systematically address 

the need of the organization. In addition, many of the APs completed or were finalizing 

academic coursework to pursue advanced degrees, which allowed them to feel more confident 

about sharing instructional roles. This finding expanded on the study conducted by Howard-
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Schwind (2010) by explaining why the APs fulfilled instructional leadership responsibilities so 

frequently. 

APs Had Numerous Opportunities to Practice Instructional Leadership 

 During the study, participants described their instructional opportunities provided to them 

to facilitate the instructional needs of the school. APs provided input and instructional 

knowledge as they participated in collaborative teacher teams within their assigned PLC team 

time. APs understood the importance of aligning the curriculum, identifying essential practices, 

and assisted with instructional programming.  APs also provided instructional support by 

conducting walkthroughs and providing feedback on instructional strategies.  This instructional 

opportunity was the greatest challenge as other instructional barriers interfered with the 

completion of this valuable instructional opportunity.  Other instructional opportunities 

addressed by the APs provided alternative education programs to assist with at-risk students 

challenged with traditional methods of instruction.  In addition, the AP took the initiative to 

collaborate with other instructional leaders and central office administrators to enhance their 

instructional opportunities.  Even though the instructional collaboration was informal, guest 

speakers, teachers, and APs presented in various capacities to share in the team collaboration 

activity   

Professional Development Was a Critical Part of APs’ Instructional Leadership 

 The professional development activities provided by the APs created an opportunity to 

showcase their instructional talents.  APs provided professional development opportunities in the 

areas of student management, use of classroom technology and improving instructional 

strategies.  District half-day or teacher in-service provided the platform to deliver the 

professional development opportunity.  Some of the professional development was delivered 
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after school or in conjunction with teacher leaders to enhance instructional strategies or 

classroom technology.  The instructional contributions of the APs provided staff and teachers an 

instructional resource to build the instructional capacity of the school. 

 The professional opportunities afforded the AP were limited to local and regional 

meetings as the participants belonged to their perspective professional organizations.  APs 

commented the best professional development is sometimes in their office over a cup of coffee.  

While the APs explained their professional development opportunities, they commented the 

conferences seldom offer any information in regard to instructional leadership.  Basically, their 

past experiences as teachers provided guidance to develop the necessary skills as the 

instructional leader in the school. 

APs Experienced Numerous Barriers in Their Instructional Leadership Practice  

Instructional barriers identified by the APs remain a concern as instructional 

opportunities can be hindered.  Three barriers identified by the APs are discussed and include 

building teacher and student relationships, time management, and student discipline.  The first 

identified instructional barrier was the ability to create positive relationships with students and 

staff.  APs commented the relationship between the AP and teacher assists with instructional 

evaluations as a level of trust is developed.  Walkthroughs and evaluations can become 

confrontational as teachers become defensive when provided with feedback from the AP.  

Conversely, if a level of trust is established, recommendations for improvement and growth are 

accepted as constructive feedback.  This rings true with students as relationship building with 

students can be challenging.  Many of the students envision the AP as the enforcer of the school 

rules as developing a positive rapport may be challenging.  In any case, efforts to develop 

relationships is an identified barrier among the APs. 
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Additional findings revealed that time management was a crucial area of concern for the 

AP.  Many of the APs commented they found themselves formulating a plan to conduct 

walkthroughs or other instructional tasks and then their day is consumed by the various 

challenges of student discipline.  Other APs provided feedback as their day was interrupted by 

parent visits, teacher concerns, or other unplanned events that eroded their instructional 

intentions.  APs in general conveyed this challenge as the main frustration they faced and found 

it difficult to perform their duties as an instructional leader.  Additional time barriers included 

supervising athletic and extracurricular activities as an enormous amount of energy and time is 

consumed with this instructional responsibility.  In some schools, supervision of activities was an 

essential administrative expectation.  Female participants found themselves torn to attend school 

activities as they were challenged with the family responsibilities at home. All APs highlighted 

the importance of supervising activities as this provided an avenue to develop and improve 

student relationships.  Larger schools provided a variety of activities and extracurricular events 

and were able to offer ample coverage as they had additional personnel to assist with supervisory 

responsibilities.  Smaller school districts had similar opportunities yet were limited in personnel 

as the AP and principal were the primary individuals responsible for supervising student events.  

Overall, school events required the AP to be present as this duty is a responsibility to consider 

when assigning supervision and managing the family home.   

When reflecting on barriers, APs voiced a concern aimed at managing student discipline 

and other managerial tasks.  APs stated that student discipline was an essential component of 

school success as the students needed an adult to advocate on their behalf.  Every participant 

agreed their work with students was essential in securing a well-managed building and 

conveying the perception of a safe environment for the staff, students, and community.  
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Likewise, the participants stated that student discipline was an essential component of school 

success as student disruptions in the classroom hampers the academic achievement of the school. 

Another interesting result in student discipline was that each school had their own unique 

way of addressing the needs of the school.  APs in larger schools had a larger case load and were 

provided with additional supports and resources.  This was not the case with smaller schools as 

the AP and principal were responsible for the discipline case load. Furthermore, in larger school 

districts, participants underlined the availability of additional resource to support their 

instructional practices.  These resources included assigned grade-level counselors, SRO (School 

Resource Officer), social workers, and mental health professionals.  APs of the larger school 

districts also had a much larger case load as they were assigned an average of 175-200 students.  

APs of a small district were responsible for the entire school while their school structure shared 

student management issues.  Even though the smaller district lacked the additional resources 

available in the larger districts, the connection between the APs and students was stronger.  APs 

commented they personally knew the families, graduated from the same high school, and could 

make personal connections with the students. 

Implications for Future Research, Practice and Policy 

 The stories and experiences gathered in this study provide rich insight into the everyday 

lives of the APs as instructional leaders.  By examining the work of the APs through the Shared 

and Instructional Management Framework lenses, a host of stories serve to illustrate the barriers, 

practices, and opportunities of the position. These stories must be taken into account to support 

further research, policy development, and APs’ successful sharing and practice of instructional 

leadership. 



97 

 Large scale studies are needed to explore the instructional practices afforded the AP in a 

shared leadership environment and how their opportunities align with the instructional leadership 

priorities at the district and state levels.  In addition, more qualitative research is needed to 

understand the struggles, successes, and personal experiences to help prepare future APs.  The 

themes identified in this study could be further explored in other regions to include larger cases 

of small and large districts.  In addition, there is a shortage of research on the work of AP’s as an 

instructional leader and its effect on student achievement (Allen & Weaver, 2014; Oleszewski et 

al., 2012).  As this study revealed, the professional development of APs should be examined with 

more scrutiny as this area is not aligned with the instructional tasks assigned to the position.  

Last, a quantitative approach to research design could be employed to predict and explain the 

relationships among AP’s educational, teaching and professional backgrounds, and their 

instructional leadership roles and practices.  Last, more research is warranted to explore the 

impact of an unprecedented educational change imposed by COVID-19 on the effectiveness of 

APs instructional leadership. 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

 The perceptions of the APs brought a need to provide additional training for the role of 

the AP as an instructional leader.  Additional training pertaining to student discipline, time 

management, teacher evaluations, relationship building, and curriculum coursework involving 

teacher teams such as PLCs would contribute to APs’ preparedness, effectiveness and, 

potentially, willingness to practice instructional leadership intentionally.  In addition, APs need 

to learn to work with other agencies and the counselor’s office to understand the complexities of 

student challenges outside of the classroom.  APs must understand these challenges play an 
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important role in student achievement and are a reflection of current trends in education (DuFour 

& Marzano, 2011).  

 Focused professional development must be available to the APs to stay current of the 

latest trends in education.  Mentoring must be thorough, purposeful, and reflect the instructional 

opportunities within the school to support the mission and vision of the organization. APs must 

be allowed to concentrate on instructional leadership and less on the managerial aspects of the 

current position (Howard-Schwind, 2010). The perception of the job needs to be addressed as 

practitioners must redirect the focus of the AP from student discipline to that of instructional 

leader to assist with student achievement.  Schools with additional resources could provide 

assistance by providing a Dean of Students to assist with student discipline.  The role of the AP 

needs an overhaul and change to meet the needs of providing instructional leadership to improve 

teaching and learning. Without this potential resource schools will fall short of meeting the 

educational demands placed upon the schools (Marshall & Hooley, 2006). 

Conclusion 

 As the research shows, the AP is the unsung hero in school who works quietly behind the 

scenes to ensure the school runs smoothly, bus schedules are on time, and necessary support is 

continuously available to teachers and students.  The frustration, joy, sense of accomplishment, 

and frustration to improve schools as an instructional leader is vital to meet the educational 

demands placed upon the schools.  The utilization of this un-tapped resource should not be 

overlooked in the school leadership literature as the potential of this position remains unknown. 

While the educational literature indicates the AP is a managerial position in nature, it is obvious 

the study participants are supporting the school in its efforts to work in a shared leadership 

environment as an instructional leader.  APs in this study practiced skilled instructional 
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leadership to improve school and student success.  Their contributions to carry out school goals, 

guide instruction, and provide professional development was the primary instructional leadership 

responsibility of the AP.  Even though they are faced with the barriers of student discipline, time 

management, and building staff and student relationships, the study suggests the AP performed 

their instructional tasks despite the recognized barriers identified in this study.  In addition, the 

AP addressed the instructional dimensions and functions of the Instructional Management 

Framework provided by Hallinger and Murphy (1985).  It would be interesting to conduct an AP 

survey to utilize the data to improve the role and position of the AP.   

 The research results that are documented in this study provide insight into the 

instructional leadership role that APs play within a shared leadership environment. One of the 

beliefs in this study is that the researcher believes the AP is an important and un-tapped resource 

that is a major contributor as an instructional leader.  The educational literature suggests the need 

for APs to be involved as an instructional leader (Kaplan & Owings,1999; Matthews,2003; 

Weller, L. & Weller, S., 2002). It is important to understand that APs should dive into the 

instructional leadership opportunities and be proficient at time management to minimize the day-

to-day distractions.  APs aspiring to climb the ladder to the principalship should be provided the 

opportunities to develop their instructional skills and to focus on assisting teacher teams with 

curriculum issues.  These areas of instructional leadership are the driving force to improving 

schools as the AP can provide influence to meet the demands placed upon the schools to improve 

teaching and learning.  Regardless of the educational perception of the AP position, additional 

research is needed on the instructional leadership role to validate and support the AP as a vital 

educational resource.   
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As a result of the findings in this study, the AP position as an instructional leader should 

continue to develop professional development activities for teachers, provide feedback on 

walkthroughs and evaluations, and provide assistance in coordinating the curriculum and 

instructional programs within the school.  Likewise, additional studies should be devoted to 

review if the role of the AP should remain the same or receive a different set of academic 

coursework to actively work side by side with the principal.  Using the resources of the AP and 

restructuring the position is an important component in the field of education in closing the 

achievement gap schools are facing today. 

  



101 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES  



102 

REFERENCES 

Abebe, S., Lindsey, L., Bonner, M., & Heck, S. (2010). Assistant principals in Indiana as Change 
Leaders: The need for professional development. Journal for the Liberal Arts and 
Sciences.  

Allen, J. G., & Weaver, R. L. (2014). Learning to Lead: The Professional Development Needs of 
Assistant Principals. Education Leadership Review. 

Atkinson Jr, R. (2013). An Assessment of the Perceived Instructional Leadership Behaviors of 
Assistant Principals [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Virginia Commonwealth 
University. 

Bartholomew, S. K., Melendez-Delaney, G., Orta, A., & White, S. (2005). Untapped resources: 
Assistant principals as instructional leaders. Principal Leadership. 

Bloom, G., & Krovetz, M. (2001). A step into the principalship. Leadership. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ621313 

Bolden, R., Jones, S., Davis, H., & Gentle, P. (2015). Developing and sustaining shared 
leadership in higher education. Leadership Foundation for Higher Education. 

Buffum, A. G., Mattos, M. W., & Malone, J. (2018). Taking action: A handbook for RTI at work. 
Solution Tree Press. 

Calabrese, R. L., & Tucker-Ladd, P. R. (1991). The principal and assistant principal: a mentoring 
relationship. NASSP Bulletin. 

Carson, J. B., Tesluk, P. E., & Marrone, J. A. (2007). Shared leadership in teams: An 
investigation of antecedent conditions and performance. Academy of management 
Journal.  

Celikten, M. (2001). The instructional leadership tasks of high school assistant principals. 
Journal of Educational Administration. 

Conger, J. A., & Pearce, C. L. (2002). Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of 
leadership. Sage. 

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2017). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
methods approaches. Sage. 

Creswell, J. W. (2015). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 
and qualitative research (5th ed.). Pearson. 



103 

D’Innocenzo, L., Mathieu, J. E., & Kukenberger, M. R. (2016). A meta-analysis of different 
forms of shared leadership–team performance relations. Journal of Management. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0149206314525205 

 
Danielson, C. (2006). Teacher leadership that strengthens professional practice. ASCD.  
 
Dean, C. B., & Hubbell, E. R. (2012). Classroom instruction that works: Research-based 

strategies for increasing student achievement. ASCD.  
 
Dolan, W. P. (1994). Restructuring our schools: A primer on systemic change. Systems & 

Organization.  
 
Dowling, C. M. (2007). A measurement of instructional and transformational leadership of the 

assistant principal: Its relationship to closing the achievement gap [Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation]. University of Akron. 
http://rave.ohiolink.edu/etdc/view?acc_num=akron1167929339  

 
DuFour, R. (2002). The learning-centered principal. Educational Leadership.  
 
DuFour, R., & DuFour, R. (2013). Learning by doing: A handbook for professional learning 

communities at work. Solution Tree Press.  
 
DuFour, R., DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (2010). Revisiting professional learning communities at 

work: New insights for improving schools. Solution Tree Press. 
 
DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (1992). Creating the New American School: A Principal's Guide to 

School Improvement. Transforming Schools. National Educational Service.  
 
DuFour, R., & Marzano, R. J. (2011). Leaders of learning: How district, school, and classroom 

leaders improve student achievement. Solution Tree Press  
 
Duke, D. L. (1982). Leadership functions and instructional effectiveness. NASSP Bulletin. 
 
Duke, D. L., Showers, B. K., & Imber, M. (1980). Teachers and shared decision making: The 

costs and benefits of involvement. Educational Administration Quarterly.  
 
Eaker, R., & Keating, J. (2011). Every school, every team, every classroom: District leadership 

for growing professional learning communities at work. Solution Tree Press.  
 
Edmonds, R. R. (1982). Programs of school improvement: An Overview: The Effective Schools 

Model.  United States Printing Press. 
 
Elmore, R. F. (2000). Building a new structure for school leadership. Albert Shanker Institute. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED546618.pdf 
 



104 

Fields, L. J., & Egley, R. J. (2005). Assistant Principals in Florida Rank First-Year Challenges; 
Study's Results Highlight Areas of Need for Professional Development. ERS Spectrum. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ795693 

 
Fink, E., & Resnick, L. B. (2001). Developing principals as instructional leaders. Phi Delta 

Kappan. 
 
Fletcher, J.M & Vaughn, S. (2009). Response to intervention: Preventing and remediating 

academic difficulties. Child Development Perspectives.  
 
Fullan, M. (2007). Leading in a Culture of Change. John Wiley & Sons.  
 
Fullan, M. (2008). The six secrets of change: What the best leaders do to help their 

organizations survive and thrive. Jossey-Bass.   
 
Fullan, M. (2018). The principal: Three keys to maximizing impact. John Wiley & Sons.  
 
Goleman, D., Boyatzis, R. E., & McKee, A. (2013). Primal leadership: Unleashing the power of 

emotional intelligence. Harvard Business Press.  
 
Good, R. (2008). Sharing the secrets. Principal Leadership.  
 
Gorton, D., & Kattman, B. (1985). The Assistant Principal: An Underused Asset. Principal. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ328028 
 
Gorton, R. (1987). Improving the assistant principalship: The principal's contribution. NASSP 

Bulletin.  
 
Greenfield, W. D. (1985). Developing an instructional role for the assistant principal. Education 

& Urban Society.  
 
Gruenert, S., & Whitaker, T. (2015). School culture rewired: How to define, assess, and 

transform it. ASCD. 
 
Hallinger, P. (2005). Instructional leadership and the school principal: A passing fancy that 

refuses to fade away. Leadership and Policy in Schools.  
 
Hallinger, P. (2010). Developing instructional leadership. In Developing successful leadership. 

Springer Science Business Media. 
 
Hallinger, P., & Heck, R. H. (2010). Leadership for learning: Does collaborative leadership make 

a difference in school improvement? Educational Management Administration & 
Leadership. 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.917.9699&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

 



105 

Hallinger, P., & Murphy, J. (1985). Assessing the instructional management behavior of 
principals. The Elementary School Journal.  

 
Hallinger, P., & Murphy, J. (1986). Instructional Leadership in Effective Schools. ERIC. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED309535.pdf 
 
Hargreaves, A., & Fullan, M. (2012). Professional capital: Transforming teaching in every 

school. Teachers College Press.  
 
Harris, S., & Lowery, S. L. T. (2004). Standards-based leadership: a case study book for the 

assistant principalship. Scarecrow Education.  
 
Hartzell, G. N. (1993). The assistant principal: Neglected actor in practitioner leadership 

literature. Journal of School Leadership.  
 
Hoachlander, G., Alt, M., & Beltranena, R. (2001). Leading School Improvement: What 

Research Says. A Review of the Literature. Southern Regional Education Board. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED464390.pdf 

 
Horner, M. (1997). Leadership theory: past, present and future. Team Performance Management: 

An International Journal.  
 
Horng, E., & Loeb, S. (2010). New thinking about instructional leadership. Phi Delta Kappan.  
 
Howard-Schwind, M. (2010). Instructional leadership responsibilities of assistant principals in 

large Texas high schools [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. University of North Texas. 
 
Hutton, B. J. (2014). Leading Together. Principal Leadership.  
 
Johnson-Taylor, C., & Martin, M. B. (2007). Next in Line: Preparing Assistant Principals for the 

Principalship. Principal Leadership. 
 
Kantor, H. (2015). The Role of the Assistant Principal in Leadership Transitions. National 

Association of Independent Schools. 
 
Kaplan, L. S., & Owings, W. A. (1999). Assistant principals: The case for shared instructional 

leadership. NASSP Bulletin. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/019263659908361012?journalCode=buld 

 
Katzenmeyer, M., & Moller, G. (2001). Awakening the sleeping giant: helping teachers develop 

as leaders. Corwin Press. 
 
Kirtman, L. (2013). Leadership and teams: The missing piece of the educational reform puzzle. 

Pearson Higher Ed.  
 



106 

Kocolowski, M. D. (2010). Shared leadership: Is it time for a change. Emerging Leadership 
Journeys. 

 
Konu, A., & Viitanen, E. (2008). Shared leadership in Finnish social and health care. Leadership 

in Health Services.  
 
Kwan, P. (2009). The vice-principal experience as a preparation for the principalship. Journal of 

Educational Administration. 
 
Kwan, P., & Walker, A. (2012). Linking vice-principals' perceptions of responsibilities, job 

satisfaction and career aspirations. International Studies in Educational Administration. 
 
Lambert, L. (2002). A framework for shared leadership. Educational Leadership.  
 
Lapan, S. D., Quartaroli, M. T., & Riemer, F. J. (2011). Qualitative research: An introduction to 

methods and designs. John Wiley & Sons.  
 
Lashway, L. (2001). Leadership for Accountability. Research roundup. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED458673.pdf 
 
Lashway, L. (2002). Developing Instructional Leaders. ERIC Digest. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED466023.pdf 
 
Leithwood, K., Harris, A., & Hopkins, D. (2008). Seven strong claims about successful school 

leadership. School Leadership & Management. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13632430701800060  

 
Leithwood, K., Seashore, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K. (2004). Review of research: How 

leadership influences student learning. Wallace Foundation. 
https://conservancy.umn.edu/bitstream/handle/11299/2035/?sequence=1 

 
Leithwood, K. A., & Poplin, M. S. (1992). Transformational Leadership. Educational 

Leadership. 
http://www.communicationcache.com/uploads/1/0/8/8/10887248/the_move_toward_trans
formational_leadership.pdf 

 
Leithwood, K. A., & Riehl, C. (2003). What we know about successful school leadership. 

National College for School Leadership Nottingham. 
http://olms.cte.jhu.edu/olms2/data/ck/file/What_we_know_about_SchoolLeadership.pdf 

 
Lezotte, L. W., & Mckee, K. M. (2002). Assembly required: A continuous school improvement 

system. Effective Schools Products.  
 
Lindahl, R. (2008). Shared leadership: Can it work in schools? The Educational Forum. Taylor 

and Francis Group. https://www.psycholosphere.com/Shared Leadership - Can It work in 
Schools.pdf 



107 

 
Locke, E. A. (2003). Leadership: Starting at the top. Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and 

whys of leadership. Sage. 
 
Marks, H. M., & Printy, S. M. (2003). Principal leadership and school performance: An 

integration of transformational and instructional leadership. Educational Administration 
Quarterly. 

 
Marshall, C. (1993). The unsung role of the career assistant principal. NASSP. 
 
Marshall, C., & Hooley, R. M. (2006). The assistant principal: Leadership choices and 

challenges. Corwin Press.  
 
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2010). Designing qualitative research. Sage.  
 
Marzano, R. J., & Warrick, P. (2011). A handbook for high reliability schools: The next step in 

school reform. Solution Tree Press.  
 
Marzano, R. J., Waters, T., & McNulty, B. A. (2005). School leadership that works: From 

research to results. ASCD.  
 
Mattos, M., & Buffum, A. (2014). It's About Time [Secondary]: Planning Interventions and 

Extensions in Secondary School. Solution Tree Press.  
 
Maxwell, J. A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Sage.  
 
Mehra, A., Smith, B. R., Dixon, A. L., & Robertson, B. (2006). Distributed leadership in teams: 

The network of leadership perceptions and team performance. The Leadership Quarterly. 
 
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. Jossey-Bass.  
 
Militello, M., Fusarelli, B. C., Mattingly, A., & Warren, T. (2015). 'We do what we're told': how 

current assistant principals practice leadership and how they wish they could. Journal of 
School Leadership.  

 
Missouri State Department of Education. (2017). ESSA: Missouri’s Consolidated State Plan. 

https://dese.mo.gov/quality-schools/accountability-data/essa-–-federal-accountability 
 
Missouri State Department of Education. (2018). MSIP 5 School Improvement 

Plan.https://dese.mo.gov/communications/news-releases/missouri-school-improvement-
program-5-msip-5-adds-job-skills-measure  

 
Missouri State Department of Education. (2019). Missouri APR Report. 

https://dese.mo.gov/special-education/state-performance-plan  
 
Missouri State Department of Census. (2017). Missouri Census Data. https://census.mo.gov/ 



108 

 
Murphy, J. (1983). Instructional Leadership: A Conceptual Framework. Planning and Changing. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ288154 
 
Nappi, J. S. (2014). The teacher leader: Improving schools by building social capital through 

shared leadership. Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin. file:///The teacher leader/ Improving 
schools by building social capital through shared leadership. 

 
Northouse, P. G. (2018). Leadership: Theory and practice. Sage.  
 
O'Toole, J., Galbraith, J., & Lawler III, E. E. (2002). When two (or more) heads are better than 

one: The promise and pitfalls of shared leadership. California Management Review. 
https://www.alnap.org/system/files/content/resource/files/main/g028417.pdf 

 
Ogden, E. H., & Germinario, V. (1995). The nation's best schools: Blueprints for excellence. 

Technomic Publishing Company. 
 
Oleszewski, A., Shoho, A., & Barnett, B. (2012). The development of assistant principals: a 

literature review. Journal of Educational Administration. 
 
Oliver, R. (2003). Assistant principal job satisfaction and desire to become principals. Education 

Leadership Review. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ671422 
 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Sage.  
 
Pearce, C. L., & Conger, J. A. (2002). Shared leadership: Reframing the hows and whys of 

leadership. Sage.  
 
Pearce, C. L., Conger, J. A., & Locke, E. A. (2008). Shared leadership theory. The Leadership 

Quarterly.  
 
Pearce, C. L., & Manz, C. C. (2005). The new silver bullets of leadership: The importance of 

self- and shared leadership in knowledge work. Organizational Dynamics. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1074&context=managementf
acpub 

 
Peters, T. J., Waterman, R. H., & Jones, I. (1982). In search of excellence: Lessons from 

America's best-run companies. Harper & Row.  
 
Pounder, D., & Crow, G. (2005). Sustaining the pipeline of school administrators. Educational 

Leadership.  
 
Printy, S. M., & Marks, H. M. (2006). Shared leadership for teacher and student learning. Theory 

into Practice. 
 



109 

Printy, S. M., Marks, H. M., & Bowers, A. J. (2009). Integrated leadership: How principals and 
teachers share transformational and instructional influence. Journal of School 
Leadership. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/105268460901900501 

 
Reeves, D. B. (2008a). Assessing educational leaders: Evaluating performance for improved 

individual and organizational results. Corwin Press.  
 
Reeves, D. B. (2008b). Reframing teacher leadership to improve your school. ASCD.  
 
Reeves, D. B. (2016). From leading to succeeding: The seven elements of effective leadership in 

education. Solution Tree Press Bloomington.  
 
Robinson, V. (2011). Student-centered leadership (Vol. 15). John Wiley & Sons.  
 
Robinson, V. M., Lloyd, C. A., & Rowe, K. J. (2008). The impact of leadership on student 

outcomes: An analysis of the differential effects of leadership types. Educational 
Administration Quarterly. 

 
Salazar, P. (2013). High-impact leadership for high-impact schools: The actions that matter 

most. Routledge.  
 
Scott, L., & Caress, A. L. (2005). Shared governance and shared leadership: meeting the 

challenges of implementation. Journal of nursing management. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2834.2004.00455.x 

 
Sergiovanni, T. J. (1987). The principalship: A reflective practice perspective. ERIC. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED283275 
 
Shoho, A. R., Barnett, B. G., & Tooms, A. K. (2012). The changing nature of instructional 

leadership in the 21st century. IAP.  
 
Smith, W. F., & Andrews, R. L. (1989). Instructional leadership: How principals make a 

difference. ERIC. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED314826.pdf 
 
Spillane, J. P., & Diamond, J. B. (2007). Distributed leadership in practice. Teachers College 

Columbia University. https://files.hbe.com.au/samplepages/TCP4186.pdf 
 
Timperley, H. (2011). Realizing the power of professional learning. McGraw-Hill Education.  
 
Wang, D., Waldman, D. A., & Zhang, Z. (2014). A meta-analysis of shared leadership and team 

effectiveness. Journal of applied Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034531 
 
Waters, T., Marzano, R. J., & McNulty, B. (2003). Balanced Leadership: What 30 years of 

research tells us about the effect of leadership on student achievement. A working paper. 
ERIC. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED481972.pdf 

 



110 

Weber, J. R. (1989). Leading the Instructional Program. ERIC. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED309513.pdf  

 
Weller, L. D., & Weller, S. (2002). The assistant principal: essentials for effective school 

leadership. Corwin Press. 
 
Wilhelm, T. (2011). Leaders in transition. Leadership. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ965965.pdf  
 
  



111 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIXES  



112 

APPENDIX A: Interview Protocol for Assistant Principal 

An Untapped Resource: Examining the Perspectives, Practices, and Barriers of 
High School Assistant Principals as Instructional Leaders. 

Interview Protocol for Assistant Principal 
 
Date of Interview: ________________________ 
 
Location of Interview: _____________________________________________ 
 
Start Time: ______________________         End Time: ______________________ 
 
Name of Interviewee: ________________________________________________ 
 
Name of Interviewer: ________________________________________________ 
 
Recording Mechanism: Electronic Recorder and Laptop 
 
Introduction: 
Hello, my name is _______________ and I represent a field research study from Wichita State 
University’s Educational Leadership Program.  I appreciate your willingness to participate in this 
interview as I am working to learn about the perceptions of assistant principals as instructional 
leaders. The name of this study is An Untapped Resource: Examining the Perspectives, 
Practices, and Barriers of High School Assistant Principals as Instructional Leaders. 
 
You have been selected to participate in the study because as a professional you have unique 
knowledge which will contribute to the research.  Please keep in mind that we are interested in 
your perceptions about your own experiences related to instructional leadership within your 
school. 
 
Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures for our conversations.  To ensure 
confidentiality, no names will be used when we report the results of the session.  With your 
permission, I would like to audio-record our session so that I will be able to make accurate 
analysis directly from your comments.  The digital recording of our conversation will be 
transcribed for confidentiality, the recording and transcript will be kept in a secure location for 
the duration of, and conclusion of the study.  This session will last no more than 60 minutes and 
if at any time you wish to discontinue, just say so and we will stop. 
 
Consent Signature of Interviewee: ______________________________________ 
 
Signature of Interviewer: ____________________________________________ 
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Instructional Leadership Protocol Questions 

 
1.  Please tell me a little bit more about yourself. 

2. Tell me your position and years of experience? 

3. What was your path into education and administration? 

4. How long have you been an assistant principal at your current school? And instructional 

leader? 

5. Why do you think you were asked to share instructional responsibilities? 

6. Can you please tell me about your instructional leadership duties? 

a. What aspects of instructional leadership do you focus on? Why? 

7.  Can you please describe the transition to becoming an instructional leader while being an 

assistant principal? 

8. What support do you provide to the school’s mission and vision as an instructional leader 

when sharing instructional responsibilities?  

9. What opportunities for instructional leadership practice have you had in your current 

position? 

10. What barriers do you encounter that hinder your ability to assist with being an 

instructional leader? 

11. Do you work or collaborate with other team members in an instructional leadership 

capacity? If so, which teams and why? 

12. Have you participated in any professional development activities to improve your 

instructional leadership since sharing this responsibility with the principal (school-level; 

district-level; or state)? Can you tell me more about it? 
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13. What unexpected instructional leadership experiences have you had since working as an 

instructional leader? Why?  

14. What is your contribution as an instructional leader? Why do you think so? 

15. How has being an assistant principal prepared you to be an instructional leader? 

16. How were you prepared to be an instructional leader in general? 

17. How do you like sharing instructional leadership responsibilities? Why? 

a. What’s the least favorite thing about this role? 

b. If you were to go back and do it again, what would you do differently? Why?  

18. What else do I need to know about your position as an assistant principal while 

supporting the school as an instructional leader? 
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APPENDIX B: Invitation Email 

Dear Colleague, 
 
My name is John Lawrence, and I am a doctoral candidate at Wichita State University 
conducting a dissertation research project entitled “An Untapped Resource: Examining the 
Perspectives, Practices, and Barriers of High School Assistant Principals as Instructional 
Leaders”. In this particular study, I am interested in learning more about your perceptions of 
instructional leadership, instructional leadership practices, and barriers/opportunities while 
serving as an instructional leader.  
 
You are being invited to participate in this study because of your experiences as an assistant 
principal within your high school. Your insights and experiences are especially important as they 
will help other assistant principals and principals to be more successful as instructional and 
school leaders. If you are interested, there will be one 30-60-minute-long interview. Interview 
questions are attached for your consideration. I look forward to your favorable response. 
 
Listed below is my contact information if you have any questions about the study. Thank you for 
your time and consideration as your insights are very important to the field of instructional and 
educational leadership! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
John Lawrence 
 
John Lawrence 
Doctoral Student 
Wichita State University 
Email: jlawrence@diamondwildcats.org 
Cell Phone:(620) 212-9192 
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Appendix C: IRB Approval Letter 
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Appendix D: Definition of Terms 

To assist in understanding the scope of the study, the following common terms are 

identified and important in this study: 

Term Definition 
Assistant Principal The assistant principal is a school administrator who assists the 

principal in providing leadership for the school. 
Classroom Walkthroughs Frequent five-minute visits focused on specific" look-fors" can 

give principals valuable information about what's working or not 
working in schools. 

Instructional Leader Leadership that relates to actions and activities that are done to 
develop a productive and desirable work environment for students. 

MSIP Missouri School Improvement Plan works to prepare every student 
for success in school and life. MSIP is the state’s school 
accountability system for reviewing and accrediting public schools 
in Missouri 

MTSS Multi-tier system of supports is a framework that helps educators 
provide academic and behavioral strategies for students with 
various needs. 

NEE The Network for Educator Effectiveness is a comprehensive 
educator evaluation system to grow teachers and improve schools. 

PIP Personal Improvement Plan used to provide guidance to improve 
teacher performance. 

PLC Professional Learning Communities is a systematic process in 
which teachers work together to analyze and improve their 
classroom practice. 

RTI Response to Intervention is designed to change learner 
performance as a function of targeted instruction. 

Shared Leadership A dynamic and interactive process among individuals in groups to 
lead one another to the achievement of group or organizational 
goals. 

Time Management Is the process of planning and exercising conscious control of time 
spent on specific activities to increase effectiveness, efficiency, 
and productivity. 

 

 

 
 
 




