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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

A Qualitative Study: Urban School Principals’ Experience with Coaching 
 
 

This basic qualitative study was designed to understand the experiences of urban 

school principals receiving coaching.  The study collected data form 16 urban school 

principals working on K-12 schools from three different states on their experiences with 

coaching. The findings from this study revealed that trust built through a share 

understanding of urban schools impacted the effectiveness of coaching, and that 

principals increased their leadership and academic skills by working alongside a coach.   
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Chapter 1: Overview 

Leadership is challenging at all levels of business and education (DeMatthews, 

2014; Dolph, 2017; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017; Pregot, 2016). 

Within the education field, urban leadership is no exception. Some argue that leadership 

in urban school settings is more important than in other school settings because of the 

more significant needs in urban schools (Rodriguez-Campos et al., 2000). Principals 

leading low-performing and urban schools face challenges not present in other places 

(Hipp & Weber, 2008; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017). Urban schools are located in urban 

communities and serve diverse school communities, including students with special 

needs, English learners (EL), and students with low socioeconomic status. According to 

The National Center for Education Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov.), a large urban school 

district is a school district in a city with at least 250,000 people as measured by the US 

Census. 

Some of these challenges in urban schools include inadequate resources, 

struggling staff, less-than-desirable building conditions, issues related to poverty, 

prejudice, and other disadvantages (Kimball & Sirotnik, 2000; Wegenke, 2000). 

Additionally, the complexities of recent legislation, such as the No Child Left Behind 

(2001) and the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), further compound such challenges. In 

urban schools, these challenges make the principalship particularly complex (Lochmiller 

& Chesnut, 2017). 

Supporting school leaders through coaching can be integral to school 

improvement (Lochmiller, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). Leadership coaching is a 

support system designed for learning, and its primary purpose is to support individuals 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/urbaned/definitions.asp
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and organizations in achieving desired goals (Hargrove, 2008; Reiss, 2004; Warren & 

Kelsen, 2013). Given that the primary purpose of leadership coaching is to improve 

outcomes for individuals and organizations, the literature identifies competencies integral 

to achieving this goal. The fundamental competencies include building relationships 

between coaches and clients, recruiting coaches, providing ongoing support and training, 

accountability between coaches and clients, and setting expectations and goals 

(Lochmiller, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). These competencies have become more 

critical as the responsibilities of principals have evolved from site managers to 

instructional leaders who support teacher development and curriculum (James-Ward, 

2011). Given these changes and the challenges school principals face, research has shown 

that coaching is an effective way to support the development of school leaders to perform 

the role of the principal more effectively (Lochmiller, 2014; Meddaugh, 2014; Warren & 

Kelsen, 2013). 

Statement of the Problem 

This study investigated the coaching experiences of principals and the coaching 

experiences they identified as contributing to their instructional leadership practices 

within the context of urban public schools. Recent research suggests that coaching is a 

commonly used practice to support school leaders to increase their leadership capacity 

and exercise more effective leadership in schools (Huff et al., 2013; Meddaugh, 2014; 

Wise & Cavazos, 2017). Current research indicates that effective leadership indirectly 

affects student learning by influencing how principals develop and maintain teacher 

quality (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Wahlstrom, 2008). A growing amount 

of literature exists on the practices that support coaches and supervisors’ relationships 
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with school principals (Farver & Holt, 2015; Honig, 2019; Thessin, 2019; Wise & 

Cavazos, 2017). However, more research is needed on the perception of urban school 

principals’ experiences with coaching and whether or not it supports them in improving 

their instructional and overall leadership practices.  

Urban School Principalship Challenges 

This section explores the multifaceted challenges urban school principals 

encounter and their implications for school leadership and student outcomes. It identifies 

critical challenges such as resource inequities (Dolph, 2017; Smith & Johnson, 2018), 

socio-economic disparities (Jones & Brown, 2019), diverse student needs (García & 

Rodríguez, 2020), and complex community dynamics (Nguyen & Jackson, 2017). These 

challenges shape the environment in which principals operate and impact school 

leadership and student outcomes. 

While principals significantly influence school culture and students' academic 

achievements, they encounter challenges that obstruct their efficacy and hinder 

educational equity. These authors provide insights into these challenges and analyze their 

impact on leadership practice. The authors synthesize existing literature and offer 

recommendations to support urban school principals in addressing these challenges and 

leveraging opportunities for school improvement. The findings underscore the 

importance of addressing resource constraints, setting high expectations, fostering 

community engagement, and using data-driven decision-making to enhance leadership 

effectiveness in urban schools. Overall, the research contributes valuable insights into the 

complex landscape of school improvement in urban settings and highlights the critical 

role of principals in driving positive change, which can perhaps be even more effective 
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with the support of a coach (Dolph, 2017; Smith & Johnson, 2018; Jones & Brown, 2019; 

García & Rodríguez, 2020; Nguyen & Jackson, 2017). 

Leadership Coaching for Principals 

Reiss (2004) and Warren and Kelsen (2013) define leadership coaching as a 

supportive collection of systems designed for learning to support principals and schools 

in achieving desired goals. The literature describes essential leadership coaching 

competencies in improving outcomes for students and schools. As the responsibilities of 

principals evolve, the skills required to perform the job also shift to that of a well-

rounded instructional leader (James-Ward, 2011).  Given these changes and their 

challenges, research has shown that coaching is an effective way to support the 

development of school leaders to effectively perform their roles (Lochmiller, 2014; 

Meddaugh, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). 

Leithwood and Seashore-Louis (2011), Leithwood and Jantzi (2008), and 

Grissom (2021) stated that a principal’s success directly connects to student success. 

Therefore, this success is also contingent upon the capacity of the principals to support 

the teaching staff in engaging their students in best teaching practices. Providing teachers 

an opportunity to engage in research-based best teaching practices enables them to 

provide more rigorous instruction to students (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & 

Wahlstrom, 2008). Thoughtful and well-designed coaching support for school leaders can 

help accomplish these stated objectives for principals (Warren & Kelsen, 2013). While 

current research suggests that well-trained coaches can support principals’ efforts to 

become instructional leaders (Aas & Paulsen, 2019; Houchens et al., 2017; Wise & 

Cavazos, 2017), a knowledge gap still exists between leadership coaching and the 
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perceived benefits of leadership coaching for urban school principals.  Specifically, do 

urban school principals identify their interactions with their coach as supportive of 

improving their instructional and overall leadership practices? Instructional coaching is 

becoming more common in urban schools to support teachers’ instruction in the 

classroom (Huff et al., 2013; Meddaugh, 2014), but principals in urban schools do not 

consistently get adequate coaching support to improve their instructional leadership 

skills. A variation in coaching creates a disconnect between the support teachers and 

principals receive (Houchens et al., 2012; Wise & Cavazos, 2017). 

Principals as Instructional Leaders 

Principals have many responsibilities; however, their instructional leadership is 

the most essential component of their job (Grobler, 2013; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2016). 

The work necessary to improve schools requires the collaboration of school leadership 

personnel with school staff members and other stakeholders (Thessin et al., 2020; White-

Smith, 2012). Although the responsibility for providing effective teaching and learning at 

the school level ultimately falls on the shoulders of principals, they need the support of 

their supervisors, coaches, and central office personnel to take on this challenge better 

(Houchens et al., 2017; Thessin et al., 2020). The principals who improve their 

instructional leadership capacity prioritize finding the proper support, reflect on how they 

use their time and measure instructional improvement (Grissom et al., 2013; Grobler, 

2013; Vogel, 2018). 

Student Learning Outcomes 

The research argues that effective leadership indirectly affects student learning 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2011; Leithwood & 
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Wahlstrom, 2008) and that principals’ effect on student achievement is only second to 

teachers’ influence (Leithwood et al., 2020). Well-structured coaching support for urban 

principals establishes working relationships between the coaches and principals (Thessin, 

2019), provides ongoing support, and sets expectations and goals (Lochmiller, 2014; 

Warren & Kelsen, 2013), and may provide another layer of support for urban principals. 

Like principals in other settings, urban school principals can improve student outcomes 

by focusing on developing instructional practices (Leithwood, 2010). Urban school 

principals require ongoing learning and support to enhance their instructional leadership 

practices to achieve this goal. Evidence exists that leadership coaching can support 

principals to achieve this goal (Lochmiller & Silver, 2010).  Although there is a growing 

collection of research on coaching principals to improve their instructional leadership, the 

field still needs further research that includes urban school leaders' perceptions of how 

coaching supports them in improving their instructional and overall leadership practices. 

The challenges urban school principals face and their student population's diverse needs 

make their jobs unique. In this study, I investigated the perceptions of urban school 

principals on how and whether coaching helped them improve their practice through 

leadership development, specifically through a leadership coaching model.  

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

This study first aimed to understand the experiences of urban school principals 

receiving leadership coaching and what experiences principals identified as contributing 

to changes in their instructional leadership practices. The following research questions set 

forth the purpose of this study. These questions hold immense relevance, as they directly 

address the potential impact of coaching on instructional leadership practices: 
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1. What are the coaching experiences of urban school principals?  

2. What coaching experiences do urban principals identify as 

facilitating/contributing to changes in their instructional leadership practices? 

 Statement of Potential Significance 

While instructional coaching traditionally supports classroom teachers, formal 

instructional leadership coaching less commonly supports principals (Lochmiller, 2014; 

Meddaugh, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). This research study’s potential significance is 

refining urban principals’ leadership development through coaching. To enhance 

instruction in the classroom, principals need to develop their instructional leadership, yet 

the work of genuinely improving outcomes in underperforming schools is too extensive 

for one person (Thessin, 2019). This study supported educational researchers and leaders 

by investigating how coaches helped urban school principals improve their instructional 

leadership practices. 

As educational leadership coaching continues to develop and supervisors continue 

to change how they support principals to be more effective school leaders and to improve 

their overall leadership, it is crucial to gather data on the impact coaching has on 

principals’ overall leadership skills and development. This study furthered the research in 

this field by contributing to the perspectives and perceptions of principals in urban 

schools on how they perceive coaching supports them. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist Theory (1978) serves as the theoretical 

framework for this study, framing coaching as a relational learning process that occurs 

within a principal’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This theoretical framework 
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was further expanded on by Rogoff (1990). Both argue that knowledge occurs through 

interaction between people. One central idea of SCT is what Vygotsky called the Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD describes the capacity and skills a learner can 

reach with another’s support. It is not yet a skill that the learner possesses, but it is 

“proximal” to the learner’s ability, and the learner can reach it with support. The ZPD 

provided a framework for this study. Drawing on the SCT, it views learning between 

principals and their coaches as a dynamic process in which the coaches foster ideas and 

skills that principals might not reach independently. Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist 

Theory (1978) offers a foundational lens for this study, framing coaching as a relational 

learning process that occurs within a principal’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). 

In this context, the coach acts as a more knowledgeable other who helps principals 

expand their leadership capacity through guided, culturally responsive interactions. Huff 

et al.’s (2013) five-phase model—groundwork, assessment and feedback, goal setting, 

action planning, and ongoing support—complements SCT by outlining how leadership 

development can be scaffolded over time. Together, these frameworks informed the 

study’s conceptual model, highlighting coaching as both a socially constructed and 

strategically supported process. 

In the context of urban schools—where leaders face complex challenges such as 

systemic inequity, diverse student populations, and high-stakes accountability—the 

relational nature of coaching becomes even more important. Principals are not just 

absorbing information; they are engaging in social sense-making with their coaches to 

navigate ambiguity and lead instructional improvement. Therefore, coaching aligned to 

SCT is not a transmission of strategies but a mutual construction of knowledge, tailored 
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to the unique contexts and the leadership identities of principals. In this relationship, the 

coach functions as the “more knowledgeable other” described in SCT, providing 

scaffolding that enables principals to operate within and expand their Zone of Proximal 

Development. Through this guided interaction, both coach and principal co-construct 

solutions that are contextually relevant and immediately applicable to the complex 

realities of urban school leadership. Within this relationship, the coach facilitates learning 

not by prescribing solutions, but by co-constructing meaning and pushing the principals 

beyond their current level of competence.  This dynamic mirrors Vygotsky’s Zone of 

Proximal Development where growth occurs through interaction with a more experience 

guide. With the coaches’ support through social interactions, principals can acquire the 

skills and the understanding necessary to do the work in their positions. The conceptual 

framework considered the unique roles and responsibilities of urban school principals in 

response to the needs and complexities of urban schools. 

 The primary objective of this study was to investigate how urban school 

principals perceive their coaching experiences and how these experiences influenced 

changes in their instructional leadership practices. The Social Constructivist Theory 

(SCT) guided this exploration, helping to understand how principals evaluated the 

effectiveness of their interactions with coaches and how this impacted their leadership 

development. The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) was also utilized to examine 

how leadership coaching aided urban principals in enhancing their instructional 

leadership capacity.    

Understanding how coaching has been used in the classroom to support teachers 

provided a template for using it with principals.  Research shows that for coaching to be 
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effective, there needs to be a working relationship between the coach and the principal 

(Farver & Holt, 2015; Thessin, 2019; Wise & Cavazos, 2017). The coach and the 

principal need to understand the goals of their work together clearly and how they will 

assess their progress. Furthermore, Honig (2012), Honig & Rainey (2019), and Thessin 

(2019) suggest that to support principals, their supervisors, and other central office 

personnel need to change their traditional ways of working with principals and adapt to a 

new way to support principals to improve their instructional leadership, where principals 

get job-embedded instructional leadership support, as opposed to just supervision and 

oversight. The conceptual framework underpinning this study aimed to comprehend the 

experiences of urban school principals who have received coaching, how coaching 

supported their instructional leadership development, and how those perceptions affected 

their capacity to support better student outcomes. 

Summary of the Methodology 

In this study, I used a qualitative approach to explore the experiences of  

urban school principals with coaching. I used a basic interpretive research design to 

examine an issue through its real-life context (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2016). My research 

investigated how urban school principals described their coaching experiences and how 

those experiences contributed to changes in their instructional leadership experiences and 

practices. As this study focused on principals, the participants were principals in urban 

schools who received some form of leadership coaching. In some cases, the coaches were 

also the principals’ supervisors because that is the model in many school districts. 

Interviewing 16 principals who participated in coaching during the 2023-24 school year 
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provided the opportunity to gather information on urban school principals’ experience 

with coaching. 

I chose semi-structured interviews as the primary data source for this study as 

semi-structured interviews provided vital information about principals’ experiences with 

coaching and how they perceive coaching contributed to their leadership development to 

improve as school leaders. Each interview took approximately 60-90 minutes. 

Additionally, semi-structured interviews allowed me to ask follow-up questions to 

understand urban principals’ perceptions of how coaching supported their instructional 

and overall leadership development. I transcribed the interviews verbatim using 

transcription software. I coded and analyzed the interview data for themes, compared it to 

the priori codes based on the literature, and then identified new codes. I used this 

information to identify findings from the research on how principals perceive coaches 

support their leadership development.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

One limitation of the study was the data collection method since the study only 

used semi-structured interviews to collect data. Therefore, the participants self-reported 

the results. In semi-structured interviews, the participants answered questions as they saw 

fit and controlled what data they shared with me. Additionally, my role as a principal and 

my own bias were other limitations to the study due to my professional closeness to the 

topic of study.  Another limitation of this study is the likelihood of positive response bias 

among participants. The principals who volunteered for this research were, in general, 

individuals who reported having positive experiences with coaching. This may have 

resulted in findings that emphasized the benefits and successes of coaching relationships 
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while underrepresenting perspectives from principals who experienced conflict, or 

minimal growth through coaching. However, a significant delimitation of the study was 

that principals needed to meet a predetermined set of criteria to participate in the study, 

such as working in a district categorized as an urban district. These criteria ensured that 

the study focused on a specific context, enhancing the relevance of the findings. 

According to The National Center for Education Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov.), a large 

urban school district is defined as a school district in a city with at least 250,000 people 

as measured by the US Census. The principals who participated in the study also had 

experience as the recipients of coaching to support their work as school leaders. Another 

delimitation was that the study only included 16 principals, and as previously mentioned, 

principals needed to meet specific criteria to participate in the study.   

Supporting school principals in improving their leadership and becoming 

instructional leaders is critical for student outcomes.  Well-trained coaches can help 

principals become influential leaders and, as a result, significantly impact the quality of 

teaching and learning in their schools.  

Definitions of Key Terms  

1. Urban Schools: Urban Schools are schools located in urban communities that 

serve diverse school communities, including students with Special Needs, English 

Learners (EL), and students with low socioeconomic status. According to The 

National Center for Education Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov.), a large urban school 

district is defined as a school district in a city with at least 250,000 people as 

measured by the US Census.  

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/urbaned/definitions.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/urbaned/definitions.asp
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2. Coach: A skilled professional who trains, practices, and supports others to 

improve and reach their potential (Reiss, 2006). 

3. Coaching: “a thought-provoking, action-oriented behavior, and emotion-changing 

partnership between people who seek to achieve a common goal” (Coaching 

Federation, 2009; Zeus & Skiffington, 2004).  

4. School Leader/principal: School principals, headmasters, heads of schools in 

charge of the day-to-day instructional and operational responsibilities of a school.  

5. Educational Leadership Coaching: A job-embedded, school-based form of 

professional development and an approach to transformational conversations that 

has the potential to change school cultures and improve student achievement 

(Stevenson, 2009). 

6. Instructional Leadership: The educational leadership approach where principals 

consistently focus on teaching and learning to improve the academic success of 

students (Neumerski, 2012)  

7. Principal Supervisor: The person responsible for supervising and evaluating the 

school principal. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Leadership is complex at all professional and educational levels (Bush, 2009; 

Dolph, 2017; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017; Pregot, 2016). 

Urban leadership is no different within the education domain and is significant to society 

(Rodriguez-Campos et al., 2000). Some contend that leadership in urban school 

environments is more crucial than in other school environments because there are more 

pressing demands than in regions with greater socioeconomic status (Rodriguez-Campos 

et al., 2000). The complexities of legislation such as No Child Left Behind (2001) and the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) compound such challenges to a further degree. In 

urban schools, these challenges make the job complex (Kimball & Sirotnik, 2000; 

Mitchel, 2000; Wegenke, 2000). Supporting principals through coaching can be integral 

to school improvement (Lochmiller, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). There is literature 

on the practices that support coaching relationships (Farver & Holt, 2015; Thessin, 2019; 

Wise & Cavazos, 2017) and significant research that suggests effective leadership has an 

indirect impact on student learning through improved positive leadership and teacher 

quality (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Wahlstrom, 2008). Nevertheless, 

further research is still needed to understand urban school principals’ perspectives on the 

impact of coaching on their leadership development. 

The literature review focuses on relevant studies between 2000 and 2021. I 

investigated the particular structures, requirements, and challenges of coaching urban 

school leaders to articulate how such coaching varies depending on the type of school and 

its needs. Literature in this review draws from the following databases: ERIC, 

EBSCOhost, Google Scholar, Business Source Ultimate, ProQuest, and JSTOR using 
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many key terms and phrases, including coaching, coaching principals, coaching school 

leaders, executive coaching, leadership coaching in education, urban school leaders, 

urban school, urban school leadership, and supporting urban schools. Sources referenced 

and cited in studies by Grissom (2021), Lochmiller and Chesnut (2017), Thessin (2019), 

and Wise and Cavazos (2017) supported the compiling of literature as well. 

In the following chapter, I begin with definitions for coaching, executive 

coaching, and leadership coaching; I explore these terms in the context of the literature, 

consider why coaching is essential in education, and briefly explore how executive 

coaching has informed education leadership coaching. I describe leadership coaching and 

its effect on instructional leadership coaching. I discuss the relationship between the 

coach and coachee, including the importance of communication, trust building, and goal 

setting. I analyze how coaches, principal supervisors, and central office personnel can 

support principals in improving their leadership practices. I analyze the literature on 

leadership coaching for school principals to become better instructional leaders to their 

teaching staff in order to improve student learning outcomes. I review all of these areas of 

literature through the lens of school leadership in urban public schools. This literature 

review analyzes and synthesizes studies relevant to effective leadership coaching 

strategies supporting school leaders in improving stakeholder outcomes.  

Theoretical Framework 

The primary goal of this study was to explore the coaching experiences that urban 

school principals describe as contributing to changing their instructional leadership 

practices. Social Constructivist Theory (SCT) informed the theoretical framework for this 

study. SCT was developed by Vygotsky (1978) and further expanded by Rogoff (1990). 
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Both argue that knowledge occurs through interaction between humans. The Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZPD), a key concept in this theory, encompasses a learner’s 

potential capacity and the skills available given support. Huff et al.'s (2013) research 

provided a lens through which to analyze the literature and findings of his study. The 

authors' five-phase performance-based coaching model focuses on Groundwork for 

coaching, Assessment and Feedback, Goal-setting, Action planning, and Ongoing 

Assessment and Support. 

The theoretical lens that underpins this study is Vygotsky's SCT and Huff et al.'s 

five-phase model for performance-based coaching. The Groundwork phase, a key 

component, emphasizes the collaborative relationship between the principal and the 

coach.  The Assessment and Feedback phase's design helps the principals understand 

their roles as educational leaders, apply feedback effectively, and identify blind spots. 

Goal-setting involves establishing specific, measurable objectives to achieve within a set 

period. The Action Planning phase includes designing specific and concrete steps to 

achieve the set goals, with the coach providing support and accountability. Lastly, 

ongoing assessment and support include measuring progress, addressing challenges, 

providing the necessary support and resources for the principal to maintain their progress, 

and fostering a sense of engagement and involvement.  

Vygotsky's SCT and Huff et al.'s five-phase performance-based coaching model 

guided the analysis of data collected from semi-structured interviews with principals. 

This lens offered a unique perspective on the dynamic learning relationship between 

coaches and principals, informing the body of scholarship on how coaching allows 

principals to engage in transformative learning experiences and apply skills they may not 
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yet fully comprehend.  This research investigated how principals describe how coaches 

support them and how the interactions between principals and coaches assist the 

principals in building knowledge to enhance the instructional leadership in their schools. 

The ZPD provided the framework for this review. Drawing on the SCT and Huff et al., 

the theory underpinning this research views learning between school leaders and their 

coaches as a dynamic process in which the coaches foster ideas and skills that leaders 

might not reach independently, sparking intrigue and curiosity about the research.  

Conceptual Framework 

This study investigated how urban school principals describe their coaching 

experiences and what coaching experiences they describe as contributing to changes in 

their instructional leadership practices. The literature reviewed for this study delved into 

coaching within and outside the context of education leadership.  It posits that coaches 

must establish trusting relationships with the coachees as essential for effective coaching. 

The literature highlights the dual role of principal supervisors as coaches in many school 

districts, emphasizing the need for a supportive rather than merely supervisory approach 

and the need for supervisors to develop their work with principals. Furthermore, the 

coaching literature indicated that coaching processes are integral to supporting 

principals.  These processes include staggering the learning to support principals at 

different stages, using feedback, and assisting them with self-reflection to improve their 

practice. The SCT and the ZPD theoretical lens of this study intertwine with goal setting, 

trust-building, assessment, and feedback on the learning as coaches and principals work 

together to develop the principal’s skills. Figure 1 is a visual illustration of the conceptual 

framework of this study.  
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The bottom rounded rectangle of the diagram indicates the importance of creating 

a solid coaching partnership between the coach and the coachee.  The literature on 

leadership coaching emphasizes the importance of building a coaching relationship 

between the coach and principal, building trust, creating clear goals and expectations for 

the coaching relationship, and improving leadership (Goff, 2014; Farver & Holt, 2015; 

Huff et al., 2013; James-Ward, 2011; Lindle, 2016; Lochmiller, 2014; Nicolaidou et al., 

2016; Wise & Hammack, 2011).  Additionally, the literature argues the importance of 

communication in building trust and supporting the development of a strong working 

relationship between the coach and the coachee (Campone, 2015; Farver & Holt, 2015; 

Schechter, 2014). This rounded rectangle is strategically placed at the bottom of the 

diagram to indicate its importance in setting the groundwork for principals and coaches to 

work together.  

The right middle, rounded rectangle represents the literature on coaching 

processes, which reveals various strategies employed to support school principals' 

professional growth and instructional leadership capacity. Some of these strategies 

include a facilitative coaching process that staggers learning and uses feedback 

(Lochmiller, 2014), sharing instructional leadership responsibilities among school staff 

(Aas & Paulsen, 2019), and using self-reflection (Houchens et al., 2017). The literature 

demonstrates that coaching processes support principals' instructional leadership 

development. 

The left middle, rounded rectangle represents the literature when the principal 

supervisor is also the coach. The literature argues that principals and supervisors who 

engaged in joint work, such as classroom observations and team facilitation, contributed 
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positively to changes in principals' practice (Thessin (2019, 202). Supervisors required a 

significant role shift to become facilitators of principals' instructional leadership (Honig, 

2012; Honig & Rainey, 2019).  Although there are challenges that arise when principals' 

supervisors are also the coaches (Lackritz et al., 2019), the collaboration between the 

different parties can support principals' leadership development (Honig, 2012; Thessin 

(2019, 2021).  

Above these two shapes is another rounded rectangle representing the five-phase 

model for performance-based coaching developed by Huff et al. (2013), which informs 

the theoretical lens for this study. One-sided arrows point to Improved Leadership 

Practices, and Huff et al.'s phases from both middle rounded rectangles indicate that the 

literature suggests Coaching Processes and the Principal Supervisor as Coach impact 

effective leadership practices. 
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Figure 1 

A Conceptual Framework Describes the Connections Between the Coaching Partnership 
and the Leadership Coaching Processes with Improved Leadership Practices Within 
Urban School Settings 
 

 

A Brief Overview of Urban School Principal Challenges 

This section delves into urban school principals' multifaceted challenges, 

exploring their impact on school leadership and student outcomes.  Key challenges are 

identified through the synthesis of the existing literature, such as resource inequities, 

socio-economic disparities (Dolph, 2017; Smith & Johnson, 2018), diverse student needs 

(García & Rodríguez, 2020), and complex community dynamics (Nguyen, Jackson, 

2017). Urban school principals operate within a complex ecosystem of diverse student 

populations, resource disparities, and socio-economic challenges. These leaders are 

critical in shaping school culture, instructional practices, and student outcomes. However, 

they also confront numerous obstacles that impede their effectiveness and hinder 
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educational equity. Although the list of challenges named here is not exhaustive, it aims 

to provide a window into the challenges faced by urban school principals and analyze 

their impact on leadership practice. 

In his article, Dolph (2017) examines the various challenges urban school 

principals face in improving school performance and identify opportunities for effective 

leadership. The central research question guiding his study is: What are urban school 

principals' primary challenges and opportunities when implementing school improvement 

initiatives, and how can their efforts be better supported with recommendations? Dolph 

employs a qualitative research approach to explore the research question. He reviews 

existing literature on school improvement efforts in urban settings, drawing upon 

empirical studies, theoretical frameworks, and best practices in educational leadership. 

This literature review serves as the foundation for his analysis of the challenges and 

opportunities faced by urban school principals. 

Through his literature review, Dolph identifies several key findings regarding the 

challenges and opportunities for school improvement in urban settings. He argues that 

urban schools often need more funding, adequate facilities, and support services, which 

can hinder efforts to implement effective school improvement initiatives. Principals must 

navigate these resource constraints while striving to meet the diverse needs of their 

students and staff. Dolph also argues that urban school principals face pressure to 

improve student outcomes and raise academic achievement levels due to socioeconomic 

challenges and systemic inequities. They must set high expectations for themselves, their 

staff, and their students while providing the necessary support and resources to facilitate 

success. 
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In addition to the above-mentioned challenges, Dolph suggests that urban 

principals can leverage community partnerships and engage with families, local 

organizations, and other stakeholders to support school improvement efforts. By fostering 

collaborative relationships and involving the community in decision-making, principals 

can build trust and create a sense of ownership and investment in the school's success. 

Finally, the author posits that urban principals should use data effectively to assess school 

performance, identify areas for improvement, and monitor progress toward goals. By 

analyzing student achievement data, conducting needs assessments, and soliciting 

stakeholder feedback, principals can make informed decisions and tailor school 

improvement strategies to meet the unique needs of their school community. 

Overall, Dolph’s study provides valuable insights into the challenges and 

opportunities for school improvement in urban contexts and offers recommendations for 

urban school principals to enhance their leadership effectiveness. By addressing resource 

constraints, setting high expectations, fostering community engagement, and using data 

to drive decision-making, principals can make meaningful strides toward improving 

school performance and promoting positive student outcomes. This research underscores 

the complex landscape of school improvement in urban settings and highlights the critical 

role of principals in driving positive change. Moving forward, policymakers, educators, 

and stakeholders must support urban school leaders in overcoming challenges, 

capitalizing on opportunities, and implementing effective strategies to ensure that all 

students have access to high-quality education and opportunities for success. 

With their study, Smith and Johnson (2018) aim to investigate the impact of 

resource disparities in urban schools on leadership practices and student outcomes. The 



 23 

central research question guiding their study is: How do resource inequities contribute to 

challenges in leadership and affect student achievement in urban schools? The authors 

employ a mixed-methods approach to explore the research question. They begin by 

conducting a comprehensive literature review to examine existing research on resource 

inequities in urban schools and their implications for leadership and student outcomes. 

This literature review provides the theoretical framework for their study, highlighting key 

concepts and previous findings in the field. 

Following the literature review, Smith and Johnson conducted qualitative 

interviews with urban school principals to gain insights into their experiences navigating 

resource constraints and their strategies for addressing these challenges. The semi-

structured interviews allow for in-depth exploration of participants' perspectives on 

resource allocation, leadership practices, and student achievement in their schools. Smith 

and Johnson also analyze quantitative data on resource allocation and urban school 

student outcomes. This quantitative analysis involves gathering data on factors such as 

per-pupil spending, teacher-student ratios, and standardized test scores to assess the 

relationship between resource inequities and academic achievement. 

The findings of Smith and Johnson's study are significant, as they illuminate the 

profound impact of resource inequities on leadership practices and student outcomes in 

urban schools. Through their qualitative interviews with school principals, they unearth 

many challenges stemming from limited funding, outdated facilities, and inadequate 

instructional materials. Principals express a sense of being overwhelmed by these 

resource constraints and are frustrated at their inability to provide sufficient support for 

their students and staff. 
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Moreover, the author’s quantitative analysis reveals a clear correlation between 

resource inequities and student achievement in urban schools. Schools with lower 

funding levels and fewer resources tend to have lower academic performance, higher 

dropout rates, and more significant disparities in achievement outcomes among students 

from different socio-economic backgrounds (Smith & Johnson, 2018). 

Smith and Johnson's research has practical implications. They argue that by 

investing in equitable funding, improving resource allocation practices, and supporting 

school leaders in navigating resource constraints, stakeholders can actively contribute to 

creating more equitable learning environments and promoting positive student outcomes 

in urban communities. Their research provides valuable insights into the challenges posed 

by resource inequities in urban schools and their implications for leadership and student 

achievement. Coaching principals can be a potential solution to support them in 

prioritizing their focus and providing the best support for their communities. 

Another study that investigates the challenges urban principals face is Jones and 

Brown's (2019), which explores how socioeconomic disparities affect the leadership 

practices of urban school principals. The central research question guiding their study is: 

How do socioeconomic disparities in urban communities influence the leadership 

strategies and decision-making processes of school principals? Jones and Brown employ 

a qualitative research approach to investigate the research question. They conduct semi-

structured interviews with a purposive sample of urban school principals to gain insights 

into their experiences and perspectives on navigating socioeconomic disparities in their 

leadership roles. 
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Jones and Brown's research uncovers several key findings that highlight the 

challenges urban school principals face. Like Smith and Johnson, the authors argue that 

principals in socio-economically disadvantaged urban communities often grapple with 

resource allocation issues, including limited funding, inadequate facilities, and a lack of 

support services. These challenges force them to make tough decisions about resource 

prioritization and addressing the diverse needs of their students and staff. Socio-economic 

disparities can also hinder principals' engagement with parents, families, and community 

stakeholders, with barriers such as language, transportation, and distrust of school 

authorities impeding their efforts to build solid partnerships and foster a sense of 

belonging within the school community. The authors also suggest that socioeconomic 

disparities worsen inequities in educational opportunities and outcomes. Principals are 

committed to promoting equity and inclusion in their schools but face difficulties 

overcoming systemic barriers and addressing the root causes of socioeconomic 

disparities. Lastly, principals recognize the importance of continuous professional 

development in enhancing their leadership skills and addressing the needs of their 

schools. However, they often need more access to high-quality training and support 

services, particularly in socio-economically disadvantaged urban areas. 

Jones and Brown's study highlights the complex interplay between socioeconomic 

disparities and urban school leadership. By providing insights into principals' experiences 

and challenges, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how socioeconomic 

factors shape leadership practices and decision-making processes in urban educational 

settings. The authors' research sheds light on the significant impact of socioeconomic 

disparities on urban school leadership and underscores the need for targeted support and 
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resources to address these challenges. By addressing systemic inequities and fostering 

collaborative partnerships with communities, policymakers, and stakeholders can work 

towards creating more equitable and inclusive learning environments for all students in 

urban schools. 

García and Rodríguez (2020) aim to explore the role of culturally responsive 

leadership in addressing the diverse needs of students in urban schools. Their study's 

central research question is: How can principals effectively implement culturally 

responsive leadership practices to support students' academic success and well-being in 

urban schools? The authors employ a mixed-methods approach to investigate the research 

question. They review existing literature on culturally responsive leadership and its 

implications for urban principals. García and Rodríguez conducted qualitative interviews 

with a purposive sample of urban school principals who have successfully implemented 

culturally responsive leadership practices. The semi-structured interviews allow in-depth 

exploration of participants' experiences, perspectives, and strategies for fostering cultural 

responsiveness within their schools.  

Through their qualitative analysis of interview data, García and Rodríguez 

uncover several critical findings regarding culturally responsive leadership in urban 

schools. The authors argue that principals emphasize the importance of building authentic 

relationships with students, families, and community members based on mutual respect, 

trust, and understanding. By valuing and honoring diverse cultural backgrounds, 

principals create inclusive school environments where all students feel valued and 

supported. 
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Principals recognize the need for a culturally relevant curriculum that reflects 

diverse cultural groups' experiences, perspectives, and contributions. They collaborate 

with teachers to integrate culturally responsive pedagogy and materials into the 

curriculum, ensuring that instruction is relevant and meaningful to students' lives. 

Coaches can help urban principals prioritize ongoing professional development for 

themselves and their staff to enhance cultural competence and awareness. They provide 

opportunities for teachers to engage in culturally responsive training, workshops, and 

discussions, fostering a culture of continuous learning and reflection. Urban principals 

actively engage with families and community stakeholders to build partnerships and 

leverage resources that support culturally responsive practices. They involve parents and 

community members in decision-making processes, cultural celebrations, and school 

events, creating a sense of ownership and belonging within the school community.  

Overall, García and Rodríguez's study highlights the importance of culturally 

responsive leadership in promoting educational equity and success in urban schools. By 

implementing strategies that honor students' cultural identities and backgrounds, 

principals can create inclusive learning environments that empower all students to thrive 

academically and socially. García and Rodríguez's research provides valuable insights 

into the role of culturally responsive leadership in urban schools. It offers practical 

strategies for principals to foster cultural responsiveness within their school communities. 

Amidst growing concerns about principal turnover and sustainability, Schaefer, 

Long, and Clandinin (2021) investigated the lived experiences of urban school leaders to 

better understand how they navigate complexity and sustain their leadership. Their 

central research question asked: What are the personal and professional experiences that 
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shape urban school principals’ efforts to sustain their leadership amidst persistent 

challenges and uncertainty? Drawing on narrative inquiry methodology, the authors 

engaged in a three-year longitudinal study of five urban principals across Canada. Data 

sources included in-depth narrative interviews, field texts, and participant-written 

annals—documenting key moments and reflections over time. 

Using a narrative analytic framework, the authors identified tensions principals 

experience between their professional responsibilities and personal identities. The 

findings illuminated how these leaders make sense of their roles in contexts marked by 

shifting policy demands, community needs, and personal values. Principals described 

cycles of uncertainty, disillusionment, and perseverance, revealing that sustaining 

leadership often involved maintaining relationships, seeking emotional support, and 

returning to foundational personal commitments. Their stories revealed a deeply 

relational and emotional process of sense-making, where sustaining leadership was less 

about technical competence and more about navigating ongoing ethical and emotional 

dilemmas. 

This study contributes to urban schools leadership literature by reframing 

sustainability not as a question of retention, but as a question of identity, story, and 

relationship over time. In contrast to dominant discourses focused on effectiveness and 

turnover, Schaefer et al. emphasize the inner lives of leaders and the importance of 

narrative authority—the ability to tell one’s own leadership story—as a resource for 

resilience. The findings underscore the importance of narrative inquiry in educational 

leadership research and suggest implications for leadership preparation programs: 

aspiring leaders must be equipped not only with strategic tools but also with reflective 
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capacities to reconcile personal and professional selves. Ultimately, this study expands 

the field’s understanding of sustainability by centering unban principal voice and 

complexity in urban leadership contexts. 

Nguyen and Jackson (2017) aim to investigate the role of urban school leadership 

in fostering collaborative partnerships and community engagement. Their study's central 

research question is: How can urban school leaders build and sustain stronger 

communities through collaborative leadership practices? The authors employ a 

qualitative research approach to explore the research question. They conduct in-depth 

interviews with urban school leaders who have successfully built collaborative 

partnerships with families, community organizations, and local agencies. The semi-

structured interviews allow for open-ended exploration of participants' experiences, 

strategies, and perspectives on community engagement. 

Through their qualitative analysis of interview data, Nguyen and Jackson uncover 

several key findings regarding the role of urban school leadership in building stronger 

communities. The authors argue that urban school principals prioritize collaboration and 

partnership-building with families, community organizations, and local agencies to 

address students' needs and support community development initiatives. By fostering 

relationships based on trust, reciprocity, and shared goals, leaders create opportunities for 

collective action and mutual support within the community. 

Additionally, Nguyen and Jackson found that despite the challenges, successful 

urban school principals actively engage with families and community stakeholders to 

solicit input, gather feedback, and involve them in decision-making processes. They 

recognize the importance of community voice and perspective in shaping educational 
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policies, programs, and practices that are responsive to the needs of diverse stakeholders. 

The authors uncover that influential urban school leaders leverage resources from 

external partners and community organizations to supplement and enhance educational 

offerings within their schools. They collaborate with local agencies to provide support 

services, enrichment programs, and extracurricular activities that enrich the educational 

experiences of students and families. Principals have these creative partnerships to 

combat their shortcomings and resource challenges. Finally, urban school leaders 

demonstrate cultural competence and awareness in interacting with diverse community 

members. They value and respect students' and families' cultural identities, traditions, and 

languages, creating inclusive school environments that celebrate diversity and promote 

cultural understanding. 

Nguyen and Jackson's study highlights the transformative potential of 

collaborative leadership practices in urban schools to overcome some of their challenges. 

School leaders can harness collective expertise, resources, and support networks by 

actively engaging with their communities to create more equitable, inclusive, and thriving 

learning environments for all students. Nguyen and Jackson's research provides valuable 

insights into the role of urban school leadership in building stronger communities through 

collaborative partnerships and community engagement.  

The articles delve into urban school principals' multifaceted challenges and their 

impact on school leadership and student outcomes. It identifies critical challenges such as 

resource inequities, socio-economic disparities (Dolph, 2017; Smith & Johnson, 2018), 

diverse student needs (García & Rodríguez, 2020), and complex community dynamics 

(Nguyen, Jackson, 2017). Urban school principals operate within a complex ecosystem of 
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diverse student populations, resource disparities, and socio-economic challenges. While 

they play a critical role in shaping school culture and student outcomes, they also 

confront numerous obstacles that impede their effectiveness and hinder educational 

equity. The studies reviewed here aim to provide insights into these challenges and 

analyze their impact on leadership practice. The authors synthesize existing literature and 

offer recommendations to support urban school principals in addressing these challenges 

and leveraging opportunities for school improvement. The findings underscore the 

importance of addressing resource constraints, setting high expectations, fostering 

community engagement, and using data-driven decision-making to enhance leadership 

effectiveness in urban schools. The leadership coaching partnership can support all these 

actions and possibilities to guide principals in making the best-informed and impactful 

decisions for students. Overall, the research contributes valuable insights into the 

complex landscape of school improvement in urban settings and highlights the critical 

role of principals in driving positive change. 

Leadership Coaching in Schools 

Research shows that coaching is effective professional development for principals 

(Lochmiller, 2014; Meddaugh, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). The primary purpose of 

leadership coaching is to improve outcomes for individuals and organizations; therefore, 

the literature defines competencies integral to achieving leadership coaching. Leadership 

coaching competencies include building relationships between coaches and clients, 

recruiting coaches, supporting and training coaches, providing accountability for coaches 

and clients, and setting expectations and goals (Lochmiller, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 

2013). As a principal’s job has changed drastically from site manager to a well-rounded 
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school leader who demonstrates leadership skills in instruction, teacher development, and 

curriculum, these competencies have become more critical for current and future 

principals (James-Ward, 2011). A principal's success is closely tied to the success of their 

students. The research suggests that effective leadership has an indirect impact on student 

learning (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2011). 

Thoughtful and well-designed coaching support can help develop more effective 

principals who achieve identified objectives for the teaching staff and others involved in 

their school (Huff et al., 2013; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). The principal’s capacity to 

motivate the teaching staff to engage in best teaching practices is a desired outcome of 

the principal's instructional leadership. As principals move teachers toward best teaching 

practices, teachers provide better instruction to students (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; 

Leithwood & Wahlstrom, 2008). Given that instructional coaching for teachers is 

commonly used in schools to support instruction in the classroom, less frequent, well-

developed coaching programs for principals and administrators create a challenge to 

implement research-based structures in schools (Wise & Cavazos, 2017; Houchens et al., 

2012).  

The term “coaching” in the following literature review is defined as “a thought-

provoking, action-oriented behavior, and emotion-changing partnership between people 

who seek to achieve a common goal” (Coaching Federation, 2009; Zeus & Skiffington, 

2004). The research identified two types of coaching: one that focuses on developing an 

organization and one that focuses on developing an individual. This review centers on 

leadership coaching in education, focusing on individual school leaders, and provides a 

brief analysis of how executive coaching has influenced leadership coaching in this 
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context. Leadership coaching is more common within, but not exclusive to, education 

compared to other fields, and it takes many of its principles from executive coaching. 

Although executive coaching was initiated and primarily used in the private sector, its 

strategies have influenced leadership coaching in education (Devine & Houssemand, 

2013). 

The following sections discuss the relationship between executive coaching and 

leadership coaching in schools. I discuss coaching for school leaders and how this 

coaching contributes to principals’ instructional leadership. I present research on the 

leadership coaching relationship between the coach and the principal receiving coaching, 

and how coaching has the potential to influence principals’ instructional leadership 

practices.  

Executive Leadership Coaching Background 

Although the focus of the study and literature review examines education 

leadership coaching, it is essential to understand how executive coaching has influenced 

education leadership coaching. This section describes how executive coaching informs 

our understanding of education leadership coaching and its similarities. 

Executive coaching is traditionally implemented in the private sector to enhance 

individuals' leadership capabilities within their employment settings (Campone, 2015). 

Like leadership coaching, executive coaching focuses on developing specific skills in 

individuals. Campone (2015) identifies four key elements of executive coaching: (1) 

establishing relationships, (2) goal setting, (3) cultivating client awareness and self-

awareness, and (4) management. Some of these components are in educational coaching 

literature (Schechter, 2014; Wise & Cavazos, 2017). 
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Establishing a relationship between the coach and the client and goal setting are 

two elements that Campone described as critical in executive coaching. Coaching 

elements, such as establishing coach-coachee relationships and goal setting, are not 

unique to Campone’s analysis or executive coaching alone. Other leadership coaching 

and executive coaching authors posited that for coaching to have the desired impact and 

for common coaching goals to be obtained, coaches and clients need to establish an 

effective and productive working relationship (Roth & Kong, 2017; Schechter, 2014; 

Susing, 2016; Wise & Cavazos, 2017; Wise & Hammack, 2011). Scholars of executive 

coaching argue that a trusting relationship between the coach and the client is 

fundamental to developing other aspects of the coaching process that can influence 

leadership. Notably, establishing a working relationship facilitates the goal-setting 

process, where the coach and the coachee jointly identify what they will work on and 

how they will measure it. Hence, it is unsurprising that these components are also central 

to the literature on leadership coaching across disciplines. 

Leadership Coaching Processes 

 In the following section, I review research on the leadership coaching process in 

schools and how coaching is executed with school leaders.  Lochmiller (2014) discussed 

a facilitative coaching process that helps principals build on what they learned and still 

need to learn over time. Aas and Paulsen (2019) suggested that some instructional 

leadership responsibilities can be shared or distributed among school staff.  Other studies 

discussed the development of self-reflection that helps principals improve (Houchens et 

al., 2017). Carraway and Young (2015) reviewed the experiences of principals with 

coaching. Huggins et al. (2020) investigated a process where a successful, experienced 



 35 

school leader mentors or coaches a novice school leader. Miller et al. (2016) discussed a 

coaching program that led to greater self-efficacy experienced by principals and 

instructional improvement in students.  Each process is explained in detail and can be 

implemented by any school district looking to build its school leaders’ instructional 

leadership capacity through coaching.  

 Lochmiller (2014) examined the implementation of leadership coaching in his 

descriptive case study of 27 principals, coaches, and leadership staff. To guide his 

research, the author focused on two questions: what support did leadership coaches 

provide to novice principals? How does the coaching provided to novice principals 

change over time?  In this study, Lochmiller presented information from a 3-year 

university-based leadership coaching program for novice principals. Lochmiller found 

that effective leadership coaching staggered the learning for new principals by focusing 

on different components during each stage of the school leader’s career. Lochmiller 

identified that principals prefer coaching structured around a particular development 

component.  The coaches concentrated on modeling instructional coaching in the first 

year. As coaching continued, it expanded to include developing coaching and feedback 

systems for teachers and coaching to improve the principal’s confidence in running the 

school (Lochmiller, 2014). Lochmiller stated that many coaches focused on a facilitative 

approach after the first year of coaching. Facilitative coaching builds upon leaders’ 

knowledge and skills and helps the principals use those skills to formulate new beliefs 

and skills through reflection (Bloom et al., 2005). Lochmiller argued that coaches in this 

phase push principals to think about and develop solutions to problems. Coaches urged 

principals to problem-solve by questioning specific problems they face at the school. 
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Coaches used facilitative leadership practices to support the principals in identifying 

various leadership challenges and focused on building relationships with the entire school 

community. 

Lochmiller contributed to this research on coaching by explaining the process of 

guiding the development of principals each year as they progress professionally and 

acquire leadership skills. This study informed my research by providing insights into how 

coaches can support principals and the actions that can help their learning at different 

stages when principals receive coaching support. 

Aas and Paulsen’s (2019) research built upon prior studies by examining how 

leadership programs can support the improvement practice of principals as instructional 

leaders. They studied two research questions: (1) How can leadership programs support 

instructional leadership for school principals? Moreover, (2) What are the implications 

for district leadership? Aas and Paulsen collected reflections from 48 principals who had 

between two and ten years of principalship experience and completed the Benchlearning 

Leadership Coaching Program, which focuses on teaching school leaders to develop 

leadership practices. The authors collected data at four months, 16 months, and 28 

months post-program completion. They also analyzed participants' documents from their 

participation in the leadership programs, including school visit documents and school 

reports. Data analysis revealed that sharing leadership tasks with other non-leaders in the 

school helped improve principals’ instructional leadership. Learning groups or 

professional learning communities support their principals in learning the best 

instructional practices. This study had one methodological limitation and one data 

collection limitation. The researchers were also the process leaders for the program 



 37 

studied. However, they only had data from 50% of the participants, and the data were 

self-reported.  This limitation is relevant for my study since the data collected was also 

self-reported. 

Building on their 2012 research on implementing a theory of practice 

framework, Houchens et al. (2017) sought ways to help six school principals from a 

California school district enhance their self-awareness and instructional leadership. The 

research was guided by inquiring into how the principal addressed a specific instructional 

problem, the outcomes of the principal’s coaching protocol for the targeted problem, how 

the principals perceived the benefits or limitations of the coaching protocol, and how the 

group cohort component of the coaching protocol helped or hindered the principal’s 

understanding about his/her instructional leadership. To answer these questions, the 

authors used a multi-case study design to examine the coaching process. They collected 

data from transcribed recordings of the coaching meetings and other artifacts from the 

coaching process.  

 Two of the authors in this study, Houchens and Steward, coached principals 

while also serving as researchers for the study. The team identified a problem of practice 

to focus on over the school year and a research project. The researchers received 

feedback from teachers to support principals’ instructional leadership development. The 

research team found that a coaching protocol based on theories of practice effectively 

facilitated principals in deepening their self-reflection on their instructional leadership. 

The authors also posited that the participants reflected on their assumptions about their 

practice by examining their leadership work. Participants in the study also created plans 

and rubrics to improve instruction and support teachers. Unfortunately, like other small 
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qualitative studies that used participant observations, the applicability of the findings to 

other settings needs further investigation.  

Huggins et al. (2020) conducted a study to examine how the leadership capacity 

of school leaders can be enhanced to support less-experienced school leaders toward 

school improvement. The researchers had one guiding research question for their study: 

How can the coaching capacity of experienced school leaders be developed to support 

less-experienced school leaders in leading school improvement? 

The researchers employed a qualitative research methodology and collected data 

through observations from 12 professional development sessions and 70 coaching 

sessions over a two-year period, semi-structured interviews with eight leadership 

coaches, and other artifacts. Some artifacts included meeting agendas, meeting minutes, 

field notes, exit surveys, and coaching reflection documents. The primary participants in 

the study included eight leadership coaches who were practicing principals or district 

leaders. Each of the coaches was selected to participate in the Leadership Learning 

Community (LLC) by meeting a set of criteria that included having a deep commitment 

to students, community, and their leadership development, having experience in 

developing others, and being a district or building level administrator who had 

demonstrated successful leadership as principal (Huggins et al., 2020). 

 The researchers argued that the coaching capacity of experienced school leaders 

can be developed to support less-experienced school leaders through structured learning 

and practicing leadership coaching facilitation. Some of these learning experiences 

included role-playing, providing feedback to each other, and debriefing coaching 

meetings. These findings contributed to the scholarship on leadership coaching as they 
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offer districts trying to support school leaders through coaching a specific set of criteria 

for how to proceed.  

Carraway and Young (2015) examined principals’ experiences by implementing 

the Skillful Observation and Coaching Laboratory (SOCL). They focused on 

understanding the principals' experience in implementing the program and what they 

learned from SOCL to improve instructional leadership. SOCL focuses on training 

principals to construct standards of professional practice by analyzing student work, 

observing instruction in the classroom, and coaching teachers to improve and implement 

new instructional practices. To guide this study, Carraway and Young posed the 

following research questions: (a) How were principals implementing SOCL? and (b) 

What factors support or impede the implementation of SOCL? They applied these 

research questions to data collected at a school district of about 9,000 students, where 

about half were categorized as minorities. Using observations and documents from the 

schools where the three principals worked, the researchers visited each principal twice 

and then met with each principal after each visit. In addition to the school visits and 

interviews, the researchers also analyzed documents related to staff development, 

coaching sessions the principals held with teachers, and meeting agendas. Carraway and 

Young found that principals must observe classes to identify instructional problems and 

support teachers in improving their practice during post-observation meetings. One of the 

aspects of the SOCL is recognizing teachers’ talents and utilizing that knowledge to 

support them by observing their classes and meeting with them to foster their 

development. 
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Additionally, Carraway and Young found that SOCL supported principals by 

providing ongoing professional development, opportunities for low-stakes practice, 

modeling behavior, coaching sessions, and social interventions with other principals. 

These aspects of professional development supported principals’ growth by providing 

numerous opportunities to learn, reflect, observe, and practice what they were learning 

and implementing in their schools. Carraway and Young recommended that school 

districts explore ways to support principals in enhancing their instructional practices to 

promote learning in the classroom. A limitation of Carraway and Young’s study is that it 

had a minimal scope, using data from only three principals in a small school district. 

Further research is needed to confirm Carraway and Young’s findings with a larger 

random sample before generalizations should be considered. 

Miller et al. (2016) studied a professional development and coaching program for 

principals called McREL International’s Balanced Leadership® Professional 

Development (BLPD) program. This study spanned two years, and 100 school leaders 

participated in the program. They set out to study the impact on school leaders’ learning, 

beliefs, and behaviors, as well as the variations, if any, in the types of results affected by 

the program. Results included principals’ reported sense of efficacy, understanding of 

school climate, and leadership behavior leading to instructional change. After two years 

of studying the principals who took part in this coaching program, they found that the 

most significant changes were in the principals’ sense of efficacy for instructional 

improvement. They reported an increased ability to effect change in teachers’ 

instructional practice. Most influential to my study is how they looked at the ways this 

coaching model increased student learning and school success.  
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The literature review found that to support the development of principals’ 

instructional leadership, coaches use a variety of processes to improve the instructional 

leadership capacity of their coachees. Coaches used models to show their coachees how 

to distribute leadership responsibilities (Aas & Paulsen, 2019) and how more experienced 

school leaders mentor novice school leaders (Huggins et al., 2020). Research in this 

section suggests that coached principals can develop a greater sense of self-efficacy as 

the coaches help them achieve their goals (Miller et al., 2016). Coaches and coachees 

become more adept at identifying problems of practice when they work together 

(Houchens et al., 2017) and focus on one developmental component at a time 

(Lochmiller, 2014). 

Principal Supervisor as Coach 

 This section focuses on the review of current research on principals’ supervisors 

who also serve as their coaches. While some research suggests that coaches should be 

neutral (Lackritz et al., 2019) and only serve as a mentor, there is an argument that 

principal supervisors can and should support the principal’s leadership development 

(Honig & Rainey, 2019; Thessin, 2019). The research reviewed in this section agrees that 

coaching principals, even by their supervisors, improve the instructional leadership 

capacity of principals.  

Honig (2012) conducted a comparative qualitative case study to investigate the 

role of central office Instructional Leadership Directors (ILD) in supporting principals in 

improving their instructional leadership. Two research questions guided this study: (1) 

How do central office staff support principals’ development as instructional leaders? 

Moreover, (2) what conditions help or hinder central office staff in supporting principals 
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to become instructional leaders? To answer these questions, Honig interviewed 

executive-level central office administrators from three urban school districts, resulting in 

283 in-depth, semi-structured interviews and 265 hours of observation of instruction 

leadership directors working with principals. Honig found that central office staff 

required a significant shift in their understanding of their roles and learned they should 

work as facilitators of principals’ instructional leadership. Some of these shifts in the 

roles and responsibilities of central office staff included moving away from the 

traditional, irregular professional development model for principals and adopting a 

frequent job-embedded support system to improve principals’ instructional leadership. 

ILDs who helped the principals demonstrate the most significant gains as instructional 

leaders worked closely and consistently with the principals and approached the work 

jointly by spending time with the principal, working on instruction-related activities. 

ILDs that successfully supported principals’ instructional leadership development 

frequently modeled thinking and actions for principals while providing support on the 

job. For example, ILD is modeled for principals by participating in classroom observation 

or inquiry cycles and working with the principals on how to use data to support 

instruction. Honig argued that ILDs provide differentiated and individualized support for 

principals, depending on the principals' areas of strength and areas of growth, similar to 

what teachers do for students in the classroom. ILDs could target individualized support 

for principals by collecting data on the principal’s instructional leadership and using that 

data to differentiate their support. 

 Honig and Rainey (2019) added to the literature on supporting principals’ 

leadership development in their study of the conditions under which principal-supervisors 
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can support principals’ instructional leadership development. They argued that districts 

across the country are shifting their focus on principals’ supervision from operational to 

an instructional leadership support role, which requires principal supervisors to focus 

their work with principals on instructional leadership growth and less on supervising and 

compliance (Honig & Rainey, 2019). 

The authors’ purpose for this research was to explore how principal supervisors 

help shift their support of school leaders from operational to instructional and how they 

maintain that focus consistently. This study consisted of two research questions. First, 

what do principal-supervisors do when working with principals who support their growth 

as instructional leaders? Second, what conditions support principal-supervisors in 

supporting principals’ instructional leadership growth? To answer these research 

questions, the researchers analyzed approximately 760 hours of observational data, 344 

interviews, and hundreds of documents from two districts, all collected over an 18-month 

period. 

They identified several factors that contribute to principals’ instructional 

leadership development in their work with supervisors. Some of these factors included 

on-the-job support in a teaching-and-learning approach, having principal supervisors with 

prior knowledge of teaching and learning, and having a “collective agency in learning” 

approach to the collaboration between principals and their coaches/supervisors. One 

limitation of this study is that its methods did not allow the authors to claim that specific 

conditions caused particular outcomes, thus limiting the transferability of the results.   

 Thessin's (2019) study of 12 elementary and secondary school principals and 

principal supervisors over 16 months explored productive partnerships that support the 
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growth of principals’ instructional leadership capacities. In this study, the author strove to 

determine how a principal and a coach’s collaborative work changes principal practice. 

More specifically, she asked what characteristics in the principal and principal supervisor 

dyad create and contribute to a positive partnership. 

Thessin interviewed principals and principal supervisors, observed their 

interactions, and observed the principals' work with leadership teams. Thessin’s a priori 

assertion was that the principal and the principal supervisor brought characteristics to the 

partnership and collectively contributed to the working partnership. Thessin found that 

principal supervisors exhibited skills and credibility while the principals presented 

themselves as self-regulated learners. Testaments to their commitment to each other and 

the work included principals’ adjustments to their practice, the implementation of the 

feedback they received, and the principal supervisor's commitment to spending time with 

the principal, working together. Thessin’s findings indicate the importance of careful 

selection and assignment of principal supervisors and the time and commitment 

necessary from principals and coaches. Thessin could not identify causal relationships 

leading to changes in a principal’s practice, given the influence of the study timeframe 

and other forms of professional development that principals engaged in during their work 

with principal advisors. This study, however, informs an aspect of my study by 

identifying how principal supervisors and principals build trust through their partnership 

to contribute to change in principals’ instructional leadership practices. 

In a similar study to build on her previous research, Thessin (2021) followed the 

work of 12 principals and their supervisors from a large Mid-Atlantic school district for 

16 months to understand how their collaboration supported principals’ learning and 
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development.  This study utilized multiple case study methodologies to examine 

principals’ learning opportunities in their work with their supervisors. All of the study’s 

participants worked at schools designated by the districts as “high needs” based on the 

needs of the schools, the population they served, and their low scores on reading 

assessments.  The author aimed to explore answers to two research questions: 1) What 

are the critical work tasks taken up jointly by the principal supervisors and the principal? 

2) In which situational contexts do principal supervisors engage in joint work with the 

principal? The author collected data from observations, interviews, and documents to 

answer these questions. These included more than 150 observation hours of principals 

and their supervisors and 33 interviews with the participants, ranging from 50-90 

minutes.  

The author found that the schools where the joint work between principals and 

supervisors is present showed up in three main domains: development and use of tools, 

classroom observations, and planning, facilitating, and leading teams. Thessin also stated 

that these types of joint work tasks took place in the following contexts: joint work in a 

dyad, facilitation of learning in teams through the supervisor’s leadership of learning in a 

team, and joint planning followed by the supervisor’s leadership on team learning. In 

some cases, the joint work between the principal and coaches meant adapting an 

observation tool to fit the current school, observing classes together, planning team 

meetings, and the supervisor leading team meetings. These principals and supervisors 

laid the groundwork for their joint work and reflected on their work together.    

This study reflected on the productive joint work of principals and supervisors 

and how it supported the learning of principals and the development of school teams. 
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This study highlights the shift in the work of principal supervisors and how many districts 

are changing how they see the role of principal supervisors joining in the work with 

principals to support principals’ learning and the development of school teams. This 

study is relevant to my research as it is focused on the work of principal supervisors in 

high-need schools and how their coaching of school principals can support the school’s 

overall work of improvement. 

Lackritz et al. (2019) investigated the experiences of more veteran principals in 

New York and Washington, DC, who worked in public charter schools and participated 

in leadership coaching. Using semi-structured interviews, documents, and artifacts, the 

authors collected data from eight principals in New York City and Washington, DC, of 

which half had coaches who were also their supervisors.  The authors used a multi-case 

approach to answer two research questions. First, how do public charter school principals 

describe the impact of leadership coaching on their leadership development? Second, 

how do public charter school principals describe their leadership development through 

coaching? Lackritz and colleagues argued that coached principals report benefits to their 

professional improvement and decisions as leaders. The authors argued that coaching 

enhanced the principals’ leadership development by improving their time management, 

accountability, and communication. Lackritz et al. also argued that the coaches' impact 

depended on the coach's capacity and the effectiveness of the coaching sessions. Some of 

the principals indicated that the dual role of their coach/supervisor sometimes made it 

difficult for them to share their struggles with someone who was also their evaluator.   

The research from Lackritz et al. provides valuable insight into how coaching 

supports a range of principals despite the focus on principals in public charter schools. 
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Coaching improved principals’ leadership development by honing their communication, 

management, and accountability, instructional leadership, and emotional well-being 

(Lackritz et al., 2019). The results from Lackritz et al. provided insight into principals’ 

perspectives on coaching that can support leadership development. 

While it can be argued that there is a more trusting relationship between the coach 

and coachee when the coach is separate from the coachee’s direct supervisor, the research 

reviewed in this section indicates that a supervisor-as-coach model can work to improve 

the instructional leadership capacity of the school leader.  Thessin (2019, 2021) and 

Honig (2012) asserted that this dyad works well when the principal and supervisor work 

jointly to understand the principal's responsibilities.  Lackritz et al. (2019) suggested that 

this work depends on how well the supervisor can and is willing to coach the principal. 

She suggested that it can be difficult for the principals to show their vulnerabilities to a 

coach who is also a supervisor. However, overall, it seems through this research that this 

coaching model can be successful. These findings informed my research because I 

interviewed principals for whom the coach also served as the principal’s supervisor.  

Using insights from these studies, it is clear that central office leaders can support 

principals to improve their leadership practices. The literature described how ILDs can 

spend their time with principals and how they can jointly take on the work of principals 

to support the instructional leadership development of principals (Honig, 2012). It is 

relevant to my research to understand how principals perceive the support they get from 

central office personnel and how it helps them with their responsibilities. Through my 

interviews, I explored what it meant to model actions and behaviors for principals and 
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how coaches or principal-supervisors can jointly work with principals to support 

instruction in schools.  

The Coaching Partnership 

Next, I reviewed current research on the relationship between coaches and 

principals. More specifically, I reviewed the literature on trust-building, communication, 

and goal-setting in the coach-principal relationship. This section informed my research on 

how principals perceive the effectiveness of instructional coaching. I hypothesize that the 

principals’ perceptions of coaching effectiveness depend on the relationship between the 

coach and principal. Some studies used goal setting as a tool in determining progress and 

guiding assessment of the coachee, while other school leaders and coaches analyze 

student data as it relates to school improvement to examine changes over time (Farver & 

Holt, 2015; Huff et al., 2013; Nicolaidou et al., 2018; Wise & Hammack, 2011). 

In their study, Wise and Hammack (2011) surveyed 65 school principals in 

California to determine the perspectives of principals on the needed coaching 

competencies. This mixed-method study addressed two research questions. First, what 

specific competencies are used by leadership coaches to help school principals improve 

their performance? Second, which research-based best practices do leadership coaches 

use?  They argued that facilitating learning and performance are the leading coaching 

objectives and integral parts of coaching relationships. They found that through 

facilitating learning and performance, coaches and principals set goals and assessed 

progress throughout their work together. Coaches supported principals to reflect on areas 

of growth and outcomes embedded in short and long-term goals. Goal setting is not rigid; 
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coaches and clients collaborate and adjust goals based on their work and the 

measurements chosen to assess progress.  

Farver and Holt’s study supported my understanding of communication in the 

coaching relationship. Through their study of how coaching supports the leadership 

practices of urban school principals, the authors identified two significant findings: 

relationships built on trust and confidential conversations. The authors argued that their 

findings suggested that principals valued sharing their concerns with their coaches and 

that coaches helped the principals problem-solve.  The findings from Farver and Holt’s 

study also emphasized that the principals valued confidential conversations with their 

coaches. The coaches provided the principals with a safe and confidential space to share 

their challenges and a space for them to reflect and think. Findings from this study 

suggested that the principalship was a lonely place and that principals valued having 

coaches they trusted to share information and help them think and plan. As previously 

mentioned, the authors highlighted the importance of active listening by coaches and 

their ability to be thought partners with principals. 

 Huff et al. (2013) presented a multi-phase “performance-based coaching” model 

to support principals as leaders.  In Huff and colleagues’ perspectives, coaching is a 

helping relationship between a client and a consultant.  The consultant uses behavioral 

techniques and methods to support the client in achieving a mutually agreed-upon set of 

goals. The authors addressed two research questions in this study: How do coaches 

implement leadership coaching, and what is the relationship between coaches’ 

implementation of the coaching model and principals’ responses to coaching? To answer 

these questions, Huff et al. collected data using transcripts from coaching sessions.  
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Huff et al. (2013) developed a five-phase model and implemented this model with 

twenty-four elementary and middle school principals and seven coaches. The five phases 

included: (1) groundwork for building relationships for the coaching; (2) assessment and 

feedback to help principals understand their strengths and areas of growth; (3) goal-

setting for the principals to set targets to achieve with support from the coaches; (4) 

action planning to create steps to follow that would help the principal reach the goal; and, 

(5) ongoing assessment and support to evaluate the process over time. The authors 

followed these models to identify subsequent challenges and additional supports that lead 

to success (Huff et al., 2013). Huff et al. and other researchers found that coaches used 

targeted questioning to deliver feedback to principals and role-play scenarios. Coaches 

had opportunities to review their work together with principals and became successful in 

helping principals improve their leadership skills (Lochmiller, 2014; Silver et al., 2009). 

Goal setting for the principals' work with coaches, which focuses on improving the 

principal’s role as an instructional leader, informs my study as I look at how coaching 

principals affects student outcomes. 

Similarly, Schechter’s (2014) leadership coaching study examined the productive 

and effective mentor-mentee relationships between 18 prospective principals and six 

coaches. The author collected data via semi-structured interviews and written reports. 

Schechter argued that personal characteristics, discourse, time, and frequency of 

communication are determinants of productive coaching relationships. Personal 

characteristics for the foundation and building of the coaching relationship include 

respect, admiration, openness, honesty, trust, and sincerity. Professional discourse 

includes sharing ideas and expertise that foster the mentoring process and the 
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professional learning experience for all involved. Discourse and sharing ideas encourage 

reflection and thought-provoking questions to support growth. Time and frequency of 

communication are the final components of productive coaching sessions. With both the 

mentors and mentees in Schechter’s study and the coaches and principals in Wise and 

Cavazos’s study, findings suggested that the frequency of the dyads' communication, 

sharing of ideas, and learning opportunities significantly impacted their relationships and 

learning. 

Building trust between the coach and coachee is an essential component of 

building relationships in principal coaching. The literature reviewed posited that 

principals benefited when they built trusting relationships with their coaches and 

collaborated to solve challenges (Warren & Kelsen, 2013). Lindle (2016) built on the 

research of building trust in leadership coaching by adding a coach’s perspective and how 

coaches perceived the influence and support of principals. Lindle investigated the 

effectiveness of leadership coaching from the principals’ and coaches’ perspectives. Both 

coaches and principals participated in a two-year learning program where they received 

training together in the first year. The study researched the coaches’ reactions to their 

year-long learning session and the coaches’ insights into supporting veteran principals’ 

instructional leadership. The author collected data via structured interviews and surveys 

from eight coaches and nine veteran principals with five or more years of experience to 

answer these questions.  

It was found that principals liked that the coaches in this study worked in a 

different district from the principal. A coach from outside the school district creates a 

safer place for principals to authentically share concerns without fearing being judged by 
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their superiors (Lindle, 2016).  Lindle pointed out the advantages of having a coach 

whose only interest is to improve the principal’s capacity to lead for transformational 

change. Coaches are thought partners who provide tools for problem-solving and 

clarifying ideas to principals. The author argued that when principals reflect on their 

actions, they are more likely to succeed. Coaches can provide the support needed to 

ensure that principals spend time on what is most important, such as student outcomes. 

Furthermore, coaches can work with principals to develop systems to support all 

aspects of schools. This collaboration between principals and coaches can help the 

principals to step away from management issues and focus on leadership tasks. It is not 

surprising that the importance of trust-building is evident in the literature (Schechter, 

2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013; Wise & Cavazos, 2017; Wise & Hammack, 2011). 

Furthermore, coaches’ questioning helps build trust between coaches and the principals 

(Lindle, 2016). Lindle’s work adds the dimension of coaches' perceptions and how 

coaching positions from outside school districts favor the principal-coach relationship. 

Non-supervisory coaches alleviate principals’ worries about repercussions and allow for 

honest reflections about areas of improvement. While valuable, the small sample size, 

single interviewer, and the retrospective nature of the data collection limit the 

transferability of the findings to other settings. 

Recent scholarship has begun to probe the very inception of the coach-principal 

partnership Lochmiller (2024) explored the genesis of coach–principal relationships by 

asking a single guiding question: What factors influence the initiation of a coaching 

relationship between a school administrator and a university-based leadership coach? 

Drawing on an embedded, three-year qualitative case study of a university-affiliated 
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coaching program, the author examined six coach–administrator dyads. Data sources 

included 83 semi-structured interviews, 48 observed coaching sessions (in-person and 

video-recorded), and 101 coach logs. Through iterative descriptive and inferential coding, 

Lochmiller found that (a) coach–coachee differences in race and gender, (b) coaches’ 

prior district experience and professional networks, and (c) the complexity of the 

district’s organizational structure powerfully shaped early rapport, trust, and perceptions 

of credibility. Although demographic differences initially produced apprehension, their 

influence waned once mutual trust was formed; in contrast, coaches’ over-reliance on 

their own district experience sometimes stifled open dialogue and slowed relationship 

building. 

This study contributes to the still-sparse literature on leadership coaching for 

school administrators by foregrounding the initiation phase—an aspect often overlooked 

in outcome-oriented scholarship. By demonstrating how identity, professional history, 

and organizational context intersect during relationship formation—and how adept 

coaches can navigate, but not ignore, these dynamics—Lochmiller extends earlier work 

that treats the coaching bond as primarily interpersonal. The author also highlights 

practical implications: coach training should explicitly address equity, context-specific 

sense-making, and strategies for managing pre-existing ties within a district. Finally, the 

study calls for longitudinal research to trace how initiation conditions affect subsequent 

coaching effectiveness, thereby setting an agenda for more nuanced investigations into 

leadership coaching processes. Together, earlier and recent studies underscore that trust is 

influenced not only by what coaches do but by who they are, where they come from, and 

the organizational context in which the partnership unfolds.  



 54 

The importance of trust-building was another theme generated from the literature 

and concurs with Schechter (2014), Warren and Kelsen (2013), Wise and Cavazos 

(2017), and Wise and Hammack (2011). Lindle’s (2016) study indicated that building 

trust is critical for developing a coaching relationship. Coaches reported that working 

with others provided a peer group of accountability and that coaches’ previous roles as 

principals gave them the confidence to support principals. Most coaches stated that 

questioning was helpful to the principals and that learning to ask questions helped the 

coaches build trust with the principals (Lindle, 2016).  

For principals to improve, studies regarding coaching should consider the 

coaching relationships and goal-setting practices used to support the principals' 

leadership development (Huff et al., 2013; Schechter, 2014; Wise & Hammock, 

2011).  Coaching changes the loneliness of leadership, and the paucity of collaborative 

opportunities and conversations spent planning with other leaders.  

The literature reviewed posited that principals can benefit when building trusting 

relationships and collaborating to solve challenges (Farver & Holt, 2015). I integrated 

these insights into building relationships, goal setting, and measuring progress in my 

study. Researchers also argued the benefits that exist in having a coach who is not also a 

direct supervisor (Honig & Rainey, 2019; Lindle, 2010) as it can be beneficial for the 

principal and coach dyad to build more trusting relationships to support the principals in 

improving their communication and instructional leadership.  Lindle pointed out the 

advantages of having a coach whose only interest is to improve the principal’s capacity to 

lead for transformational change. Coaches are thought partners who provide tools for 

problem-solving and clarifying ideas to principals. The authors argued that when 
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principals reflect on their actions, they are more likely to succeed. Coaches can provide 

the support needed to ensure that principals spend time on what is most important, such 

as student outcomes. Furthermore, coaches can work with principals to develop systems 

to support all aspects of schools. This collaboration between principals and coaches can 

help the principals to step away from management issues and focus on leadership tasks. 

Coaching in Urban School Settings 

 The research reviewed in the following section indicates that coaching supports 

the principal's leadership development and indirectly supports student learning, 

particularly in urban school districts where the types of challenges a principal faces can 

be unique. Studies highlighted how coaching can improve the principal's capacity to 

impact students’ learning in urban schools (Wise & Hammack, 2011). The following 

research studies also assert that coaching supports principals’ leadership development to 

better support teachers and other school staff in urban settings (Goff et al., 2014; 

Meddaugh, 2014).  

Goff et al. (2014) explored how 52 elementary and middle school principals in a 

large urban school district used feedback from teachers and coaches in their leadership 

behaviors. The authors addressed one question in their study: Does coaching combined 

with teacher feedback change principals’ leadership practices compared to those who 

receive feedback alone? To answer this question, Goff et al. collected data at three 

different points over a school year to investigate the changes in teachers’ and principals’ 

perceptions of their behavior. Goff and colleagues allowed teachers to provide feedback 

to the school leaders, and then the coaches analyzed the data with the principals and 

developed an action plan. The authors found that coaching had a significant positive 
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impact on principals’ leadership development. Additionally, the principals who attended 

more coaching sessions showed more growth in their leadership development, and the 

study found that the combination of coaching and feedback enhanced the principals’ 

leadership capacity (Goff et al., 2014). 

In this study, Goff et al. contributed to current research by highlighting the 

positive impact coaching has on principals’ leadership development in relation to student 

outcomes and how combining coaching and feedback can further enhance principals’ 

learning. They also indicated that a more longitudinal study is needed to see the effects of 

coaching on school leadership. An added component of this study is that it used teacher 

feedback to support principals who were receiving coaching.  

Nicolaidou and colleagues’ (2016) study methods were similar to Goff et al. as 

they observed and interviewed coaches and principals to investigate how feedback-based 

coaching supported principals in developing their leadership capacity and learning from 

others. This study focused on coaching groups of principals rather than individual 

principals. The authors collected data from observations and interviews from six 

coaching groups that included five principal participants in each group.  The coaching 

protocol included presenting the problem, clarifying questions, reflecting, setting goals, 

and action planning. Participants identified areas of strength and growth, set development 

goals, and created an action plan for those goals. The coaches then helped the principals 

in the group identify the connections between their growth areas to enable them to work 

together on these identified common growth areas.  

Principals described the benefits of learning from one another and among peers as 

it provided a platform to share ideas and increased the principals’ sense of agency in their 



 57 

leadership roles. The study also indicated that feedback and coaching can support 

principals and that peer support groups can further extend the learning impact of 

coaching (Nicolaidou et al., 2016). The authors contributed to the scholarship by 

indicating the importance of feedback-based coaching in supporting principals. While I 

did not study a group coaching model, per se, this work informed my research of how 

coaching support and feedback can advance the improvement of principals as 

instructional leaders.  

The structure and content of principal coaching are considered by Celoria and 

Hempill (2013). Their research examined the practices of new principal coaching from 

the coaches’ perspective and focused on the coaching processes and the knowledge 

development of the new principals. They sought to answer the following research 

question: How do new principal coaches structure the coaching process to support the 

new principal's learning? Thus, Celoria and Hempill interviewed six coaches and 28 first 

and second-year elementary and high school principals from the San Francisco Bay Area. 

Coaches used linear, circular, and strategic questions to support the development of 

principals. At the beginning of coaching sessions, coaches used linear and circular 

questions to help the principals discover new solutions to particular challenges, followed 

by strategic questioning to expand the principals' learning or structures to move forward.  

Celoria and Hempill found that coaches engaged the principals in planning, 

reflecting, and problem-solving conversations to encourage their success and 

independence. In that area, coaches concentrated on acquiring knowledge or new skills 

rather than the content itself. To that end, coaches focused on the context of principalship 

while supporting principals in real-time while running schools. To facilitate or expand the 
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content and background, coaches focused on three stages, including the facts and 

principles of a particular situation, procedural knowledge, which comprises actions and 

procedures, and the tactical or practical knowledge acquired through direct experiences. 

Celoria and Hempill contributed to coaching research by suggesting that new principal 

coaching should include the context of job-embedded learning that differs from the 

traditional top-down approach. The author also argued that content should surface from 

the principals' work and their needs, based on reflective and inquiry-based processes, 

leading to setting goals specific to their work in their schools. While these authors 

illuminate the structural choreography of coaching conversation, more recent work 

proves the micro moves that actually generate or stifle leadership learning.  

Patrick et al. (2021) investigated how principal–coach talk actually functions by 

focusing on one research question: How do different coaching behaviors influence the 

learning opportunities that emerge during coaching conversations? To answer this 

question, the authors conducted an embedded qualitative case study that drew on 55 

audio-recorded sessions from a year-long coaching initiative involving six retired-

principal coaches and eight urban school principals. After transcribing the sessions, the 

researchers coded more than 2,000 discrete coach moves with a two-part framework that 

distinguished activating behaviors (e.g., probing for thinking, offering ideas with reasons) 

from limiting behaviors (e.g., gathering facts, giving advice without rationale). 

Findings showed that only about 34 % of coach moves were activated. Sessions 

with higher proportions of activating behaviors featured deeper examination of evidence 

and more precise leadership planning, while those dominated by limiting moves drifted 

into surface-level “catch-up” talk. Especially scarce were critique-oriented prompts and 
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invitations for principals to react to the coaching itself—signals that opportunities for 

double-loop learning were often missed. 

By opening the “black box” of leadership coaching dialogue, Patrick et al. make 

three key contributions to the literature: (a) they provide a transferable, theory-aligned 

coding scheme for observing coaching quality; (b) they furnish empirical evidence that 

activating behaviors—particularly reason-giving and thinking probes—foster richer 

instructional-leadership learning; and (c) they set an agenda for coach preparation and 

future longitudinal research that links micro-behaviors to principal growth and school 

outcomes. Together, insights about conversational quality and relational trust set the 

stage for understanding how coaches help principals sustain leadership practices in real-

world urban contexts. 

In addition to the research reviewed on the perceived benefits of coaching and the 

structure and content of coaching, Farver and Holt (2015) conducted a case study to 

understand how coaching helps maintain the leadership practices of urban school 

principals. Recruiting three pairs of principals and executive coaches in the Little Rock 

School District, they conducted interviews, observations of coaching sessions, and 

collected documents to answer the research question: What were principals’ perceptions 

of coaching in supporting and sustaining leadership practices? Farver and Holt found 

evidence of how coaches support urban school principals: leadership support, 

relationships, and confidential conversations. Leadership support stems from the 

facilitation of job-embedded professional and personal development, and they argued that 

a relationship is required for coaching to be effective. The embedded professional 

development helped the principals improve the teachers' professional learning. The 
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authors highlighted the importance of active listening by coaches and their ability to be 

thought partners with principals. Ideas flow into confidential conversations, and 

principals reported that confidential conversations with their coaches allowed the dyad to 

collaborate in fruitful and helpful ways as principals enhanced their self-awareness. 

Warren and Kelsen (2013) followed 22 principals and their coaches in a two-year 

coaching program to assess leadership coaching’s effect on urban public school 

principals’ leadership skills. Collecting survey and interview data, Warren and Kelsen 

assessed principals’ attitudes toward coaching and changes in the school’s Annual 

Performance Index (API) as a measure of student performance. Using a mixed-methods 

approach, the authors seek to answer what challenges urban school principals face, how 

effective coaching is for urban school principals, and whether coaching improves student 

outcomes. Warren and Kelsen argued that coached principals gained leadership capacity 

in their interactions as they built a trusting relationship, increased their resources, guided 

school culture changes, adjusted school management, and used coaching to develop 

instructional leadership. Participants reported the benefits of coaching, including 

professional growth and increased quality of an adult learning environment (Warren & 

Kelsen, 2013). Warren and Kelsen also reported that participants made data-driven 

decisions and provided high-quality professional development for teachers to positively 

influence marginalized students (Warren & Kelsen, 2013). 

Warren and Kelsen’s value to the body of literature on coaching is their evidence 

on how school principals’ skills improve after receiving coaching and the coached 

principals' subsequent impact on student performance. Building upon Warren & Kelsen’s 
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study, researchers can consider time frames between principal coaching and student 

performance changes to enhance this research further. 

The studies reviewed in this section asserted that principals who received 

coaching support in urban school settings learned effective communication and 

relationship-building skills (Wise & Hammack, 2011), deepened their instructional 

knowledge (Meddaugh, 2014), and employed coaches’ feedback to improve leadership 

practice (Goff, 2014; Nicolaidou et al., 2016). These studies found that to support the 

development of principals’ instructional leadership, coaches use questioning and planning 

(Celoria & Hempill, 2013) and identify a problem of practice to work together (Houchens 

et al., 2017). 

Instructional Leadership Coaching   

While the previous section discussed the relationship between the coach and the 

principal and how it affects their work to improve instructional leadership, the following 

section focuses on the actions and processes that coaches take with their principals to 

support instructional leadership in urban schools, aiming for instructional improvement. 

The literature reviewed here investigates how coaches implemented a process or protocol 

(Houchens et al., 2012; Rogers et al., 2016; Weathers & White, 2015), how principals 

received instructional coaching in groups (Aas & Vavik, 2015), and how coaches helped 

principals develop internal processes to improve their skills as instructional leaders 

(Roger et al., 2016).  

Houchens et al. (2012) investigated how coaching can support principals in 

enhancing their instructional leadership using the theories of practice framework. In this 

framework, mental maps are developed about an individual's assumptions about a 
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problem of practice and the actions the individual might take. To investigate the authors’ 

hypothesis on how coaching supports principals to be more reflective by using theories of 

practice to support teachers, the authors had four research questions. First, what theories 

of practice did the principals use to assist teachers in improving their performance? 

Second, what were the outcomes for the selected teacher? Third, how did the protocol 

affect the principal’s understanding of her instructional leadership? Lastly, how did the 

research participants perceive the coaching protocol's limitations and benefits?  To 

answer these questions, the researchers developed and engaged four elementary school 

principals in a year-long coaching protocol involving three to five face-to-face coaching 

sessions.  Each principal was asked to identify a teacher they believed needed to improve 

his/her practice. The researchers gathered data for this study by transcribing the recording 

from the coaching sessions and reviewing the principals’ notes from reflective exercises 

where they were asked to describe how they would support a particular teacher.  

Some of the findings included that principals found the protocol's feedback, 

structure, and reflective dimension useful, and their confidence regarding instruction and 

their ability to support teachers improved.  All of the principals involved in the study 

reported that their instructional leadership improved through their participation 

(Houchens et al., 2012). However, two of the teachers the principals worked with during 

the study did not improve their practice. This study contributed to the scholarly literature 

by using a coaching protocol based on theories of practice that allowed principals to 

reflect on how to improve the way they support teachers with instruction.  However, there 

are also some limitations to the study.  The study only included four principals, all 
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elementary school principals. This study included only a very small number of principals 

and grade level expansion, making it difficult to generalize the results.  

Between 2012 and 2014, Roger et al. (2016) evaluated Cognitive Coaching, an 

element of the Leader2Leader (L2L) Leadership Program, with fifteen principal coaches 

and 23 school principals. The L2L leadership program consisted of four 2-day 

professional development sessions, cognitive coaching sessions, a 2-day leadership 

essential training for administrators, and a celebration where principals presented the 

results of their personal growth. 

Cognitive Coaching involves a confidential and non-judgmental relationship 

between a coach and a teacher based on honesty and respect. It focuses on developing 

self-directed and internal processes of the coachee (Roger et al., 2016). Cognitive 

Coaching is guided by three types of conversations: planning conversations, reflective 

conversations, and problem-solving conversations. Planning a conversation helps plan the 

approaches and strategies for the plan. Reflective conversations provide opportunities to 

reflect on how the lesson of the plan worked and what adjustments are needed to 

improve. The problem-solving conversations begin by analyzing the current situation and 

focusing on available resources or finding the resources needed to achieve the desired 

goal. Roger et al. sought to answer the following research questions: (1) What are the 

impressions of the coaches and the principles of Cognitive Coaching in the L2L 

Leadership program? (2) What changes took place in the principals with the L2L 

Leadership program? The researchers surveyed principals and coaches on how Cognitive 

Coaching was conducted at the school, the strengths and weaknesses of Cognitive 

Coaching, and the changes that took place during the coaching process. 
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During the planning, reflection, and problem-solving conversations, the 

challenges they identified included dealing with staff members, supervising and 

evaluating teachers, and supporting professional growth plans. The findings suggested 

that Leader2Leader can help principals develop a network that helps them become self-

reliant principals and maintain their focus on effective educational programs and teaching 

in their schools. Additionally, principals in this study stated that due to their participation 

in the Leader2Leader program, their school test scores went up, they became more 

reflective about their instructional practices, and the school climate and collaboration 

between teachers increased. The findings also found that creating a safe and trusting 

coaching environment is important, establishing guiding expectations, encouraging 

school visits, and providing opportunities to debrief at the end of each coaching session. 

These findings are relevant to my study on how coaching supports principals and their 

schools and what actions are embedded in the coaching experience to look for during my 

research.  

 Aas and Vavik (2015) conducted an action research study to investigate how 

group coaching can support principals in developing their instructional leadership. They 

gathered data from coaching meetings, 360-degree interviews, personal references from 

170 participants, and reflections from the participants on coaching as a source of 

learning. Each coaching group included six principals and one coach. During the 

coaching sessions, a participant presented a problem of practice, and group members 

asked questions to gather additional information. Coaching opportunities to present 

problems of practice provided the participant with the opportunity to think about how to 

approach different instructional leadership challenges and to share their experiences. 
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Group coaching simultaneously provided a social learning environment with feedback 

from other members (Aas & Vavik, 2015). During these sessions, the coach also provided 

feedback to principals about their participation, questions, and contributions. This study 

adds to the coaching literature by indicating that participants in this study increased their 

understanding of their instructional leadership roles after the coaching sessions. 

Unfortunately, the study only focused on the participants' feedback on how they 

experienced the coaching sessions. This self-reporting for the participants might 

influence the transferability of these findings to other settings. 

Adding to the research on group coaching and goal setting, Weathers and White 

(2015) looked at leadership coaching in mid-sized urban districts. Using a multiple case 

study design, an executive coaching model for instructional leadership was implemented 

in Allentown, Pennsylvania.  School leaders volunteered to be coached in this study, and 

coaches were placed with coachees depending on the coach's strengths and the coachee's 

needs. The coaches spent 2-6 hours each week at the school site with their coachee and 

were available by email or phone as needed. At the inception of the coaching, the coach 

and coachee established goals that they would work on in their coaching sessions and 

during project-led professional development. The overarching goals focused on 

addressing district initiatives regarding curriculum, parent and community engagement, 

critical problem solving, communicating with school staff, increasing teacher retention, 

improving school climate, bettering instruction, and influencing higher levels of student 

achievement. Coaches and coachees together looked at how data was used in their 

schools to improve instruction, how they used the teacher evaluation and feedback 
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system, how to take ownership of and plan for critical meetings, and the implementation 

of effective and well-planned professional development for teachers.  

Weathers and White found that the coaching model was most successful in 

improving instruction through improved feedback during teacher observations, looking at 

data, and improvements in being present at and leading effective meetings. This study 

looked at teachers in a mid-sized urban district and how coaching led to improved 

instructional outcomes for teachers and student achievement outcomes. This research 

informs my study of a large urban district, looking at how principals perceive coaching 

and if it ultimately benefits students.  

In this section, several instructional leadership coaching methods were described 

that can be implemented in urban school districts and offer ways to measure 

improvements in student achievement.  Houchens et al. (2012) and Roger et al. (2016) 

argued for coaching models with specific methodologies, such as the theoretical 

framework approach, Cognitive Coaching, and a performance-based coaching approach. 

Aas & Vavik (2015) looked at a model of coaching where one coach works with a group 

of coaches around a specific problem of practice, and Weathers & White (2015) looked at 

a voluntary coaching model that matched a coach with a coachee based on the coach's 

strengths. The coachee needs to be aligned with the district initiatives and goals of 

improving student learning. Overall, limited research on instructional coaching in urban 

schools using principals’ perceptions was available. I aimed to contribute to this growing 

body of literature through my study.  
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The Benefits of Instructional Leadership Coaching 

 In previous sections, research focused on leadership coaching, leadership 

coaching in schools, the coach/coachee dyad and relationship, the methods and processes 

by which coaching is implemented, and the benefits of leadership coaching in an urban 

school setting. In this section, the research reviewed will center on the impact of 

instructional coaching for school leaders and how principals perceive the effectiveness of 

the coaching on their instructional leadership. Warren and Kelsen (2013), Meddaugh 

(2014), James-Ward (2011), and Wise and Cavazos (2017) all found that when 

relationships built on trust and shared goals are established and time is prioritized for 

productive leadership coaching sessions, the benefits positively influence instructional 

change, teacher development, and student learning.  

  Warren and Kelsen (2013) followed 22 principals and their coaches in a two-year 

coaching program to assess leadership coaching’s effect on urban public school 

principals’ leadership skills. Collecting survey and interview data, Warren and Kelsen 

assessed principals’ attitudes toward coaching and changes in the school’s Annual 

Performance Index (API) as a measure of student performance. Using a mixed-methods 

approach, the authors sought to answer what challenges urban school principals face, how 

effective coaching is for urban school principals, and whether coaching improves student 

outcomes. Warren and Kelsen argued that coached principals gain leadership capacity in 

their interactions as they build a trusting relationship, increase their resources, guide 

school culture changes, adjust school management, and use coaching to develop 

instructional leadership. Participants reported the benefits of coaching, including 

professional growth and increased quality of an adult learning environment (Warren & 
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Kelsen, 2013). Warren and Kelsen also reported that participants made data-driven 

decisions and provided high-quality professional development for teachers to positively 

influence marginalized students (Warren & Kelsen, 2013). 

Warren and Kelsen’s contribution to the body of literature on coaching lies in 

their evidence on how school principals’ skills improve after receiving coaching and the 

subsequent impact of the coached principals on student performance. To further 

understand how coaching impacts principals, Meddaugh (2014) conducted a multiple-

embedded case study to examine coaching for principals leading turnaround or 

underperforming schools. The author investigated how coaches leverage their knowledge, 

skills, and experience to build the capacity of principals to lead instructional 

improvement. Meddaugh observed that principals in underperforming schools did not 

exhibit the qualities needed for school improvement. The author collected data using 

observations, interviews, field notes, and documents from two coaches who received 

training from the Midwest Coaching Institute and were responsible for coaching four 

principals each. The principals were from Title 1 Schools, which were considered “high 

priority,” as in designated low-performing schools that did not meet the benchmark for 

adequate yearly progress. Findings from the study indicate that coaching helped the 

principals to lead instructional change when it concentrated on the instructional core, 

created professional learning communities, and encouraged productive relationships 

(Meddaugh, 2014).  

At first, many principals in this study resisted coaching, believing they already 

knew what was needed to become effective principals and improve their leadership skills. 

Many principals did not think instructional decisions were their jobs but instead the 
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responsibilities of senior district leadership. Meddaugh found that coaches helped the 

principals shift their ideas about instruction, assert ownership, and increasingly embrace 

the value of instructional collaboration with teachers (Meddaugh, 2014). Meddaugh 

stated that coaches are crucial to supporting principals in deepening their knowledge and 

understanding of the meaning of high-quality instruction. However, Meddaugh’s study 

included a small number of schools and principals in one location, limiting the 

transferability of these qualitative insights to other settings. 

Like Meddaugh, James-Ward (2011) sought to identify the perceived benefits of 

monthly coaching meetings for principals and schools.  The author used a case study 

approach and collected data using observations, written documents, and interviews with 

sixteen principals and eight coaches. The context of the James-Ward study is the shift in 

principals’ responsibility from site managers to well-rounded academic leaders expected 

to demonstrate leadership and curricular knowledge (James-Ward, 2011). Coaching can 

prepare principals to handle the job’s high demands, and principals reported the benefits 

of coaching by central office leadership, including improved communication between 

central and school-level staff. Central office and school-level miscommunication often 

led to misunderstandings between principals and school district leadership, which 

influenced the operation of the schools. Researchers also found that monthly meetings 

between coaches and principals benefited the principals’ professional and leadership 

development. Principals stated that the monthly meeting helped them learn, share ideas, 

and discuss the district’s problems and opportunities with other principals and central 

office personnel (James-Ward, 2011). Like other previous studies, James-Ward focused 

on the benefits of coaching principals’ leadership development. Like some other studies, 
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James-Ward’s work is limited by a few details about productive coaching sessions, or the 

learning opportunities coaches and principals engage in during monthly meetings. 

Wise and Cavazos (2017) examined the extent to which principal leadership 

coaching happens across the United States. This mixed-method study also asked: What 

are the characteristics of the principals receiving coaching?  To answer this question, the 

authors collected data using a survey vetted by school leaders to establish the validity of 

the survey questions.  The researchers looked at the characteristics of principals receiving 

coaching, aspects of the coaching relationship, and any connections between the coach 

and the school’s principal’s performance. The extensive nature of this study is a strength 

as it includes responses from a national survey of 1361 elementary, middle, and high 

school principals. Wise and Cavazos found that principals received between one and two 

hours of coaching per week and that most of the coaching happened at the principals’ 

schools. 

Additionally, approximately 50% of all public school principals received 

coaching, but the distribution of coaching varies widely by region, with the percentage as 

low as 13% in rural school districts. The study found that over 78% of the principals 

receiving coaching indicated that their skills improved from the coaching, and 62.5% 

reported that student achievement improved (Wise & Cavazos, 2017). This study shows 

that coaching supports leadership skill improvement and student outcomes. Because 

principals in different school settings receive disparities in opportunities for coaching, 

there is a disparity in outcomes.  

The studies reviewed in this section asserted that the benefits coached principals 

found included more effective communication and relationship-building skills (Wise & 
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Hammack, 2011) and a deepening of their instructional knowledge (Meddaugh, 2014). 

The authors in this section researched the importance of instructional leadership coaching 

for principals, as the role of a principal is shifting from a manager to an instructional 

leader. The studies available provide insight into the many benefits of coaching; however, 

they are mostly small in scale and not representative of a large sector, and studies done in 

rural and urban teaching settings are few.  The Wise and Cavazos study offers the most 

extensive scale study I reviewed. While most of the research discussion focuses on the 

coach-principal relationship, reviewing specific leadership coaching frameworks as an 

influence on this relationship can elucidate further areas for growth or intervention. 

While improved student outcomes were seen as a benefit by most authors, they were 

secondary to the benefits of better feedback through communication and better 

instructional leadership for teachers.  

Conclusion 

Research conducted on school leadership coaching efforts over the past 15 years 

identifies factors that caused some processes to be more effective than others (Wise & 

Cavazos, 2017). In recent years, the role of principals has changed from that of site 

manager to that of a well-rounded school leader who demonstrates leadership skills in 

instruction, teacher development, and curriculum; these competencies have become more 

critical for current and future principals. (James-Ward, 2011).  DeMatthews (2014) and 

Okilwa and Barnett (2016) discuss the unique and sometimes emotionally demanding 

needs specific to urban school leaders. The authors discussed coaching as a form of 

individualized support that can target many of the factors identified in the research 

reviewed for this study to improve instructional leadership. Coached principals can then 
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work with teachers to improve teaching and learning in the classroom (Carraway, 2015). 

There are actions that principals can take to support instruction, including the time 

principals spend focused on instruction and coaching teachers (Grissom, 2010), visiting 

classes, and coaching teachers to support learning (White-Smith, 2010). The combination 

of support from supervisors, coaches, and the actions that principals take to improve 

instruction at the school can, ultimately, benefit student outcomes. 

 Coaches support principals to improve their instructional leadership capacity 

through instructional leadership development. Principal supervisors and coaches can 

support student performance, teaching, and learning (Thessin, 2019). Principal 

supervisors and central office staff must shift their traditional approach to supporting 

principals to help them improve their instructional leadership. Supervisors will need to 

shift their administration tasks from compliance-driven to supporting principals in 

improving teaching and learning at the school (Honig & Rainy, 2019). The move towards 

supporting principals in this manner can be accomplished as supervisors provide more 

individualized instructional support to principals (Honig, 2012; Thessin, 2019) and 

stagger the learning in different stages based on the principals' needs (Celoria & Hempill, 

2013; Lochmiller, 2014). 

School principals are agents of change who can grow and improve through 

coaching. This growth can extend to other school community members, including 

students (Casserly et al., 2013; Honig, 2012; Wise & Cavazos, 2017). Coaches are 

partners providing the tools and time for problem-solving and clarifying ideas, improving 

principals' ability to effectively carry out their roles and improve student achievement 

(Warren & Kelsen, 2013). Principals in the studies I reviewed perceived coaching as 



 73 

supportive. Coaching for principals is efficacious in improving student outcomes and 

achievement. (Huff et al., 2013; Grissom et al., 2021). Coaches support principals in 

reflecting on their work and providing another perspective (Wise & Cavazos, 2017). The 

growing body of leadership coaching research argues that principals’ reflection on their 

work and activities leads toward greater insight and subsequent success (Lochmiller, 

2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013). Coaches provide support and guidance to principals 

about the essential work that will lead to improving student outcomes (Farver & Holt, 

2015; Wise & Cavazos, 2017; Wise & Hammack, 2011). Additionally, coaches provide 

another level of accountability in supporting principals by focusing on the instructional 

core. Finally, collaboration between coaches and principals can produce systems that 

guide aspects of schools and provide principals with a respite from management 

problems to focus on leadership tasks (Farver & Holt, 2015). The relationship between 

the coach and principal is built on trust, ensuring adequate communication and 

opportunities to set goals. In almost every study I reviewed, there was consensus that 

building trusting relationships is critical to the success of any coaching model. This 

finding became the focus of my research.  

Schools are learning institutions created to improve outcomes for students. 

Research has shown that principals can indirectly impact the quality of school experience 

for students, families, and the teaching staff (Grissom, 2021; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). 

Research has also shown that coaching that creates the conditions for trusting 

relationships (Farver & Holt, 2015) and includes setting goals and measuring progress 

(Wise & Hammack, 2011) can support principals to improve their leadership practices. 

However, there needs to be more coaching for school leaders across the US. Only 50% of 
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school principals receive coaching (Wise & Cavazos, 2017), and that number is far lower 

in predominantly urban and rural districts that serve more marginalized students. This 

study will add to the literature on coaching by presenting urban school principals’ 

perceptions on how and whether coaching supports their leadership development and 

instructional leadership practices.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

As urban schools’ complexities continue to change and the demands on urban 

school leaders continue to increase, the primary focus of urban school leaders has shifted. 

This study investigated the experiences of urban school principals with coaching and how 

they perceived that coaching supported them.  A basic interpretive qualitative research 

design was employed to capture urban school leaders' perceptions. 

To achieve the study’s purpose, the following research questions were 

investigated: 

1. What are the coaching experiences of urban school principals?   

2. What coaching experiences do urban principals identify as 

facilitating/contributing to changes in their instructional leadership 

practices? 

This study used a basic interpretive qualitative research design methodology to 

answer the research questions. A qualitative study method captured the perceptions of 

principals receiving coaching in ways that do not separate the intricacies and 

complexities of urban school leadership in the principal’s context (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 

2009). Moreover, a primary interpretive qualitative method allowed the researcher to 

learn from participants through interviews as well as capture fluid thinking and reveal 

unexpected participant insights garnered through following the lead of research 

participants (Creswell, 2019; Merriam, 2002; Yin, 2016).  

Epistemology  

Ontology refers to the nature of reality, and epistemology refers to how 

knowledge is justified within that reality (Creswell, 2013). Urban school principals have 
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social interactions and experiences with their coaches and, eventually, me, the researcher. 

Thus, a research methodology designed to gather interview data about the nature of urban 

school principals’ reality—their ontology—and how they justify their knowledge—their 

epistemology—aligns with social constructivism and the basic interpretive qualitative 

study approach (Vygotsky, 1978).  

 Viewing the creation of knowledge through this lens provided an opportunity to 

investigate how the coach and coachee made meaning of their social interactions and any 

changes to the principal's practice. More specifically, semi-structured interviews 

investigated how principals and coaches socially constructed knowledge and made 

meaning of their experiences, thereby learning together and creating new knowledge or 

understanding.  

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative approach to analyze the experiences of urban 

school principals who received coaching. This study used a basic interpretive qualitative 

research methodology to answer the research questions. A qualitative study method 

captured the perceptions of principals receiving coaching in a way that did not separate 

the intricacies and complexities of urban school leadership within the principal’s context 

(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). The qualitative methodology approach was appropriate for 

this research due to its nature and intent to understand principals' perceptions of coaching 

through the lenses and experiences of principals, as captured through semi-structured 

interviews. In a basic interpretive design, researchers can collect data through different 

means, including observations, interviews, or document analysis (Merriam, 2002). Using 

the qualitative approach, which relies on participants' perceptions and their collaboration 
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experiences, brought personal value to the study (Creswell, 2003). The diversity of 

principal respondents allowed for diverse perspectives and experiences on coaching.  

Participant Selection  

Participants were purposely sampled for involvement in this study. I recruited 

participants (See Appendix B) from urban public school districts in Massachusetts and 

then expanded to other states to reach the desired number of principals for the study. 

Sixteen school leaders who participated in leadership coaching during the 2023-2024 

school year were selected, including principals with a diverse set of experiences, grade 

levels supervised in their schools, and backgrounds. The more specific sampling criteria 

included:  

• Participants needed to have been principals or heads of schools at their 

current schools during the 2022-2023 school year. 

• Participants needed to have been actively participating in coaching during 

the 2023-2024 school year.  

• Participants needed to work at an urban school, as defined by The 

National Center for Education Statistics (www.nces.ed.gov).  

The participant criteria were developed from the prior studies reviewed to ensure 

that the data collected from the participants provided rich and deep perspectives on their 

experiences. For example, participants needed to actively receive coaching during the 

2023-2024 school year to capture principals’ true perception of coaching while it is fresh 

in their minds.  

To recruit principals, I emailed principals using the Massachusetts School 

Administrators’ Association and the Center for Collaborative Education email listservs to 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/urbaned/definitions.asp
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ask individual principals about their interest in participating in the study. I then emailed 

individual principals who showed interest, asking them to participate in the study (See 

Appendix A). In the email, I identified myself as a principal researching urban school 

principals’ experiences with coaching.  The recruitment email included the criteria for 

principal consideration for the study. After receiving responses from interested 

participants, I contacted them to answer any questions they had about the study, set up a 

time for the interview, and shared a demographic survey with the participants. In order to 

include a diverse group of participants, no more than 32% of White male participants 

were accepted into the study.  

All the 16 research participants worked in district-based public schools. When 

they were asked how their coach had been assigned or selected, 10 out of the 16 

participants indicated that coaches had been assigned to them by their districts, and out of 

those ten, two coaches were also the principals’ supervisors. Six participants reported 

being able to select their coach through an external program or third-party leadership 

development initiative. This variation in coach assignment was not the central focus of 

this study but may have had an influence on the participants’ coaching experiences. 

Participant responses related to coach selection were considered during the analysis 

process, though no significant differences in overall perception emerged based on the 

assignment method. 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews served as the primary data collection method. This 

data source provided different perspectives on principals’ experiences with coaching, 

perception of changes in their leadership capacity, and improvement of student outcomes. 
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I collaborated with the school leaders to schedule the semi-structured interviews. The 

number of participants supported the different perspectives and ways in which 

participants shared their experiences with coaching and how they perceived it impacts 

their leadership capacity and the improvement of student outcomes.  

In-person semi-structured interviews were conducted with urban school principals 

(See Appendix C) and recorded for transcription purposes with the aid of digital 

recorders. When in-person interviews were not possible, they were done over video 

conferencing and taped with the participants' permission. Interviews lasted between 60-

90 minutes, and the questions were generated ahead of the interviews (See Appendix C) 

to guide the conversation. However, these questions were open-ended, allowing the 

participants to respond in a way that permitted flexibility for their responses. 

Additionally, follow-up questions were asked depending on the participants' responses. 

Participants provided verbal permission for the audio recording as part of the informed 

consent process. Before the interview, the researcher provided participants with 

documentation of informed consent that reviewed the risks and benefits of participating 

in the study, what participation entailed, research confidentiality, and the process for 

ending participation in the study. Once signed, the researcher started the research 

process.  

Data Management 

Data and recordings will only be available to the researcher to protect the 

participants' confidentiality. The data was aggregated during the analysis, and no 

identifying information will be included in written reports or presentations. Additionally, 

all data collected was stored securely in a password-protected computer to protect 
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participants’ confidentiality. This will minimize any adverse risk for the participants and 

mitigate the risk of participants’ identities being recognized (Seidman, 2019).  

Developing Codes and Categories  

In this project, codes represented a word or short phrase, constituting the overall 

meaning of a portion of data in an interview or observation record (Saldana, 2013). 

Coding is the process of developing words or short phrases, creating a clear definition of 

the code, and applying the code to segments of data in a consistent manner (Saldana, 

2013). The coding process reduces the data into smaller parts that allow for more focused 

analysis, leading to either subcoding or creating themes based on the data within the 

umbrella code. An initial set of codes was drawn from the research questions and the 

literature, which included leadership, coaching, instructional leadership, leadership 

coaching, leadership development, instructional leadership practice, and 

improvement.  Some of these codes were developed based on the research by Huff et al. 

(2013) on evaluating coaching strategies, including groundwork, assessment and 

feedback, goal-setting, action planning, and ongoing assessment and support. These priori 

codes guided the interview schedule and the first round of coding of the collected data. In 

vivo, coding complemented the a priori codes and allowed insights presented by the 

participants to be added to the coding framework. In vivo, coding occurs when 

researchers use the exact language found in the data record (Strauss, 1987). This coding 

process prioritizes and raises participants’ voices through their words and phrases in the 

data that might deepen or better illustrate the phenomenon under investigation and bring 

the participants to life in the research (Saldana, 2016). Therefore, closely reading 

interview transcripts, reflecting on each word and phrase, highlighting repeated phrases, 
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and noting them verbatim results in in vivo codes.  Coding started after the conclusion of 

the interviews to identify trends and themes from the data collected. 

To capture the emotional communication between research participants and the 

researcher, I used emotion-focused coding to add verbal statements to the participants' 

responses.  Emotion-focused coding allowed the researcher to label participants’ 

emotions and experiences and analyze them in relation to the phenomenon under 

investigation (Saldana, 2016). Emotion-focused coding recognizes that emotions are 

present in all aspects of life, and this process can offer profound details about 

participants’ views and perspectives on the coaching, coaching process, and instructional 

practice. Also, given that coaching research indicates that coaching is a relational 

endeavor, emotion-focused coding is a vital aspect of this study, particularly examining 

how this interpersonal experience influences emotions in subsequent social relationships 

(Saldana, 2016).  

Data Analysis  

The interview data were transcribed verbatim, coded, and then analyzed for 

themes that included categories or typologies. Each step of the data analysis process 

provided a thick description of the coaching experience that answered the proposed 

research questions. I familiarized myself with the data by reading the interview 

transcripts and then creating a memo of initial thoughts and ideas soon after each 

interview was completed. This first round review was then compared with a priori codes 

developed from the research questions and literature, including leadership, coaching, 

instructional leadership, help, leadership coaching, leadership development, support, 

instructional leadership practice, and improvement. This first-round review aimed to test 



 82 

the coding framework and identify potential codes that could be useful in answering the 

research questions. Subsequent coding applied the coding framework to the data to 

identify typologies offered by the research participants, contrasts or comparisons, 

metaphors, analogies, and keywords in context (Ryan & Bernard, 2003; Saldana, 2016). 

Memoing about the coding process followed each coding session to capture insights from 

coding, identify potential codes that might be added to the coding framework, and 

document the data analysis process. The interplay of coding and memoing continued until 

saturation.  

Memoing was then examined for potential themes based on the insights recorded 

during the coding process.  After all memos were reviewed, potential themes were 

recorded in a thematic memo. The potential themes were examined against the coded 

segments to test the potential themes. Then the coded segments were examined for 

typologies offered by the research participants, contrasts or comparisons, metaphors and 

analogies, and keywords in context. Themes were identified by the repetition of concepts 

or ideologies, typologies, and variations on the repetitive assertions. Brief thematic 

statements that are approximately one sentence long were developed to symbolize the 

repeated ideas and variations and included in the presentation of the final results.        

Trustworthiness 

Yin (2016) states that a credible study assures the researcher has properly 

collected and interpreted the data and accurately reflects the participants’ intent. To this 

end, several techniques to document the research process to ensure trustworthiness were 

incorporated into this study. Maxwell (2013) suggests triangulation of trustworthiness 

techniques when data triangulation is impossible. Therefore, in this study, where only 
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semi-structured interviews will be used, I used analytic memos, thick, rich descriptions, 

and member checking to achieve trustworthiness.  

 First, I wrote an analytic, reflective memo (Maxwell, 2013) to prevent the impact 

of my own bias as the researcher on the data collected. The memoing process described 

the data analysis process, which ensured that subsequent researchers could follow the 

process in the study. Second, thick, rich descriptions were used to increase the 

trustworthiness of the research (Creswell, 2019; Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2016). Thick, rich 

descriptions allow participants' voices to be authentically captured in a way that 

communicates the experiences of school leaders and their perception of coaching in their 

own words and within the context of the experience (Yin, 2016). Lastly, I utilized 

member checking. Member checking is a measure of validity where participants review 

the researchers' findings to determine if they concur with the results and offer changes 

that align the results with participant experiences (Creswell, 2019). Member checking in 

this research involved sharing transcripts with each participant to allow them to read the 

transcriptions, consider the statements made, and offer additional ideas that might not 

have initially been communicated in the interview. These changes in data were then 

further analyzed.   

Ethical Considerations 

Before starting data collection, I obtained approval from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) through The George Washington University. The research was conducted 

per the standards set by the university and by the broader research community, following 

IRB standards and following the guidelines and regulations stated in the Common 

Rule.  After obtaining IRB proposal approval, all the records, data, and materials were 
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locked in a password-secure computer that only I could access. Computers and other 

devices used to collect data and record interviews were password-protected. Additionally, 

to protect the confidentiality of all participants and documents, pseudonyms are used for 

all participants, sites, and locations (Seidman, 2019).  

 Subjectivity Statement  

A characteristic of qualitative research is that “the researcher is the primary 

instrument for data collection and analysis” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16).  Some of 

the advantages of this characteristic are being able to interpret the participants' body 

language, voice, and the ability to ask follow-up questions when the researcher finds it 

necessary.  There are also some disadvantages to using the researcher as the primary 

instrument. One is that all individuals have biases based on their lived and learned 

experiences, through which they perceive the world and make sense of their 

experiences.  It is essential to acknowledge these biases, as they position the researcher 

within the study context.  

I moved to Boston when I was 15 years old. I was fortunate to attend a school 

where teachers and school leaders pushed and supported me enough to graduate high 

school two and a half years after moving to this country with a full academic scholarship 

to Boston College. I have seen the significant needs that exist in urban schools and what 

is required for students to have an excellent education. I have experienced how education 

opens doors and how it can provide students with the opportunity to change generations. I 

witnessed that change and know that my entire family has benefited from the 

opportunities an excellent education has provided me. I can wake up every day and do a 

job that I love and a job that I believe makes a difference in others’ lives. I want this 
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research to help school leaders, specifically urban school leaders, to be more effective 

and transformational in their work. I aim to investigate how coaching can inform, 

enhance, and support school leaders to be more effective agents of change.  

My interest in coaching urban school leaders stems from my personal experience. 

Two years before starting my doctoral studies, I had just finished my second year as a 

middle school principal. Before becoming a principal, I was fortunate to be a member of 

a principal preparatory program at Boston College called the Lynch Leadership Academy 

(LLA). This principal preparatory program offered to coach its members during the 

preparatory year and the candidates’ first year as a principal. At the LLA, first-year 

principals are carefully matched with coaches who have worked in similar schools to 

those where the new leaders are working. This coaching experience left me eager to learn 

more about coaching and its effects on leadership, but more importantly, it made me 

wonder what effect it has on student outcomes in urban schools. To minimize my bias on 

the research, I used some of the previously stated data trustworthiness techniques, such as 

member checking and thick, rich descriptions.   

Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the data collection that I used for this study. It also describes 

the participants and how the data was collected and analyzed. The goal of this study was 

to collect and analyze data from semi-structured interviews to investigate the ways urban 

school principals perceive coaching that supports them holistically and their instructional 

leadership practices specifically. The data collected was coded and grouped into themes 

to make sense of it and identify some of the trends in the interviews. Aggregated results 

are presented with implications for instructional leadership practices. The participants 
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were urban school principals who had received coaching during the 2022-23 and 2023-24 

school years, during which the interviews took place. Participants were actively receiving 

coaching during the time the data was collected, allowing for the capture of principals’ 

actual perceptions of coaching while it was still fresh in their minds. The participants also 

had coaching in the prior school year. 
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 Chapter 4: Findings 

The primary aim of this study was to gain insight into the experiences of urban 

school principals who participated in leadership coaching and to investigate how these 

experiences influenced changes in their instructional leadership practices. The research 

utilized a basic interpretive qualitative approach, with in-depth interviews of 16 urban 

school principals providing a rich understanding of how coaching impacts leadership 

within complex and challenging environments. 

Three major findings emerged from the data for each of the two research 

questions. Regarding the first research question on the coaching experiences of urban 

principals, the following major findings emerged from the data: the experience of 

emotional support, trust through contextual understanding, and enhanced leadership 

development through reflection. As for the second research question, exploring how 

coaching contributes to changes in instructional leadership practices, three major themes 

emerged: using feedback to refine instructional leadership, building systems and 

accountability, and co-navigating instructional challenges. 

This chapter outlines the findings, structured around the two guiding research 

questions: 

1. What are the coaching experiences of urban school principals?  

2. What coaching experiences do urban principals identify as 

facilitating/contributing to changes in their instructional leadership 

practices? 

These questions guided a thematic analysis, revealing several significant aspects 

of the coaching experience. The findings are interpreted within the framework of Social 
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Constructivist Theory (SCT), with a particular focus on Vygotsky's (1978) concept of the 

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). This lens helps explain how leadership coaching 

acts as a support system, fostering growth in leadership capacities within the demanding 

context of urban education. 

I developed the major themes from the interview transcripts using multiple levels 

of coding. Table 1 in Appendix E contains a sample of the codes and themes from the 

interview data. 

Sample Description 

The study involved 16 urban school principals, 14 working on the East Coast and 

two on the West Coast. There were 12 principals from Massachusetts, two from Rhode 

Island, and two from California. All principals had received coaching for at least the last 

two school years.  Fourteen of the principals received coaching from a non-evaluative 

coach belonging to an organization outside of their school district, and two of the 

principals received coaching from their supervisors. All principals received coaching at 

least monthly, with seven receiving coaching every other week.  The schools served Pre-

K to 12th-grade students in predominantly low-income, high-needs communities. The 

sample was diverse regarding race, ethnicity, and professional background. 

The group included five males and eleven females. Three participants identified 

as Latinx, five as Black or African American, seven as White, and one as mixed-race 

(Latinx/White). Their ages ranged from 31 to 60, and their professional experience 

spanned 9 to 29 years.  All held at least a master’s degree, and four had doctorates, 

highlighting their strong academic credentials. Career paths varied; while 14 participants 

spent their entire careers in education, two transitioned from other fields. Three had 
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previously worked in private or rural schools, though they currently serve in urban 

settings. All research participants met the qualifications required to participate in the 

study by working in an urban school district and receiving coaching during the school 

years 2022-23 and 2023-24.  Table 2 in Appendix F provides a detailed demographic 

overview of the participants, the states where they worked, and if they received coaching 

from their supervisors or a coach outside of their organization. This diversity of 

backgrounds offered a comprehensive view of the urban school principalship and how 

coaching influences leadership within these environments. This research includes data 

from all sixteen participants.  However, some provided more data than others across the 

themes.  The analysis considers the overall scope of the information shared, creating a 

balanced representation of all the data collected throughout the interview process. 

Findings 

The first section includes the findings from the interview that answered the first 

research question on the experiences of urban school principals who received coaching. 

The next set of findings answers the second research question on the experiences urban 

school principals identify as facilitating/contributing to changes in their instructional 

leadership practices. Overall, urban principals' coaching experiences were shaped by 

emotional, contextual, and developmental factors. These experiences reflected the 

demands and pressures of leading schools in urban environments, where limited 

resources and diverse student needs add layers of complexity. For many principals, 

coaching offered essential support, helping them manage these challenges, reflect on their 

leadership practices, and gain new perspectives. 
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A limitation of the study was the overwhelmingly positive outcomes regarding 

coaching shared by the interviewees. While most responses described coaching 

experiences in favorable terms, one set of questions specifically explored challenges 

encountered in the coaching process, asking principals whether they faced any barriers, 

how they addressed or mitigated them, and how these challenges influenced their 

approach to coaching. When analyzing the data related to these questions, it became clear 

that although the majority of participants shared positive experiences, several challenges 

and barriers did emerge. However, participants also demonstrated strategic ways to 

address these obstacles. Christine Gold described early frustrations with her long-term 

coach, noting, “I would spend half the meeting loving it and half the meeting being like, I 

don't even understand a word you're saying.” She emphasized that it was initially difficult 

to align the coach’s input with her immediate leadership needs until they established a 

practice of “calling it out in real time” and built a trust-based feedback loop where 

constructive criticism was welcomed. In contrast, coaching provided by the district often 

lacked consistency and contextual understanding; Christine Gold explained that district-

assigned coaches frequently canceled meetings and “lived in other states,” creating 

barriers to building trust and slowing her growth as a leader. Similarly, Christopher Lite 

encountered challenges with both district and external coaching models. He described 

that district supervisors provided little coaching unless “there was a crisis,” and while his 

external coach was supportive, they sometimes struggled with “not understanding the full 

context of my school district,” which necessitated additional time explaining local 

systems. Despite these limitations, Christopher Lite found that the structured support—

through goal setting, milestone tracking, and accountability—helped mitigate some of the 
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contextual gaps. John Howard experienced a different type of barrier when his assigned 

coach frequently “vented to me about the stuff she was dealing with in other cities,” 

limiting the focus on his own leadership development. Across participants, key factors 

such as consistency, contextual understanding, the ability to provide and receive honest 

feedback, and the establishment of strong, trusting relationships were seen as essential to 

overcoming coaching barriers and maximizing the impact of the coaching process. 

One possible reason for the overall positive responses from participants could be 

that principals with more favorable coaching experiences were more willing to participate 

in the study. Future research could intentionally seek to recruit principals who had 

negative or mixed experiences with coaching to further explore the challenges and 

barriers faced in leadership coaching relationships. 

Major Themes Related to Research Question One 

Three key themes emerged from the analysis related to research question one: the 

experience of emotional support, trust through contextual understanding, and leadership 

development through reflection. These themes illustrate how coaching helped alleviate 

stress, built trust through shared knowledge, and encouraged reflective practices that 

drove growth and changes in leadership. Together, these themes provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how coaching experiences influenced urban school principals. They 

reveal that coaching is not simply a tool for continued professional learning for urban 

principals but also a crucial support system enabling them to navigate urban school 

leadership's emotional, contextual, and developmental complexities. The following 

sections will explore these themes in detail, starting with the experience of emotional 

support to illustrate how coaching impacted urban principals' leadership practices. 
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The Experience of Emotional Support 

The first theme, the experience of emotional support, highlights the role of 

coaching in helping principals navigate the stress and isolation often associated with 

urban school leadership. Many participants spoke of coaching as a space for emotional 

relief, where they could express their challenges and regain confidence in their abilities. 

Coaching emerged as a critical source of emotional support for urban school principals. 

The unique pressures of leading schools in high-needs communities often left principals 

feeling isolated and overwhelmed. Coaching offered a space where they could share their 

struggles, regain perspective, and feel supported in their decision-making. Participants 

frequently described the isolation of their roles, noting that their coaches were often the 

only people they could trust to help them work through their challenges without 

judgment. The emotional support provided through coaching enabled principals to 

recharge and restore the confidence necessary for effective leadership.  

Principals often face daily challenges that can feel overwhelming, including 

managing crises, addressing discipline issues, handling parental complaints, and adhering 

to district mandates. These multifaceted responsibilities can lead to isolation, as leaders 

may feel constantly pulled in different directions and unsupported in their roles. Jennifer 

Russell described the principalship as akin to a battle where: 

There are so many issues, and you are constantly pulled in different directions—
crises, discipline issues, parental complaints, and district mandates. It feels like 
you’re completely on your own sometimes. But my coach was the one person I 
could trust to talk it through with me. They weren’t there to judge or criticize, just 
to listen and help me figure out how to move forward.  

This account captures the theme of emotional isolation, a common feature of 

urban principalship, where daily challenges can accumulate and weigh heavily on school 

leaders.  The supportive relationship she experienced through coaching allowed her to 
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articulate her struggles and collaboratively develop strategies to move forward, 

enhancing her resilience and effectiveness as a leader.  

The emotional support provided by coaching was particularly valued during times 

of acute stress. Henry Walker reinforced this idea by highlighting his coach as a crucial 

support system during especially challenging periods. He stated, "When everything felt 

like it was falling apart—staff issues, students not performing, pressure from the 

district—my coach was the one person I could talk to who didn’t make me feel worse. He 

helped me break it down into manageable pieces and guided me toward solutions." This 

supportive relationship enabled him to maintain perspective and restore his confidence in 

decision-making. Consequently, coaching is essential in helping school leaders navigate 

high-pressure environments by providing a listening ear and strategic support, enhancing 

their resilience and leadership effectiveness. 

The ability to rebuild self-confidence was closely tied to the experience of 

emotional support and reflective processes facilitated by coaching. Irma Marquez 

exemplified this by describing how her coach consistently reinforced her inherent 

leadership skills and instincts, especially after challenging interactions with staff or 

parents. She said: 

In moments of self-doubt, "my coach would remind me that I had the skills and 
instincts to lead. In those moments when you’re doubting yourself—because, let’s 
face it, in this job, you question yourself all the time—having someone remind 
you that you’re capable makes a world of difference. It changed the way I 
approached my role. 

Ms. Marquez regained her confidence and transformed her perspective on her 

role. Many principals echoed this sentiment, noting that coaching temporarily paused 

their hectic schedules. This pause allowed them to step back, reflect on their leadership 
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practices, and gain more precise insights, enhancing their overall effectiveness and 

resilience. 

Similarly, Linda Dell illustrated the dual role of emotional support and 

accountability within her coaching experience. She explained, "There were times when I 

felt completely overwhelmed, like I couldn’t keep up with everything. My coach helped 

me see what really mattered and held me accountable to those priorities. He helped me 

focus on what was most important." This account demonstrates that coaching serves as a 

space for emotional release and a vital mechanism for regaining focus and direction amid 

the often tumultuous demands of urban school leadership. Several participants 

highlighted coaching as a rare opportunity for emotional recharging, significantly 

enhancing their effectiveness in leadership roles. Jesica Michael shared that she was 

constantly "On the verge of burnout. I felt like I was running on empty. But my coach 

gave me space to breathe, to talk through everything without feeling judged. That 

emotional support was invaluable. It gave me the energy I needed to keep going." 

Urban school principals often experience emotional isolation, with limited 

opportunities to discuss their frustrations openly. Coaching was a lifeline for many, 

allowing them to reflect on their challenges without fearing judgment. Principals trusted 

their coaches to help them navigate challenges with staff issues, student performance, and 

external pressures. For many principals, the emotional support from coaching extended 

beyond just listening—it helped rebuild their confidence, enabled them to approach their 

role with renewed clarity, and helped them prioritize what was most important. These 

experiences of emotional support and accountability combined allowed principals to stay 

focused and energized, enabling more effective leadership. Ultimately, the emotional 



 95 

stability that coaching provided empowered principals to lead with greater resilience, 

clarity, and confidence.  

Principals' sense of trust and safety with their coaches allowed them to open up, 

reflect on their challenges, and regain confidence in their leadership decisions. This 

experience of emotional grounding was often the prelude to more profound reflections on 

leadership practices, further supported by the coach’s understanding of the specific 

challenges of urban education. The following theme, the experience of trust through 

contextual understanding, explores the significance of this contextual knowledge in 

shaping the coaching relationship for urban school principals. 

The Experience of Trust Through Contextual Understanding 

The second theme, the experience of trust through contextual understanding, 

underscores the importance of coaches who understand the specific demands of urban 

education. Urban principals valued coaches with firsthand experience in similar settings, 

as this understanding built trust and allowed for deeper, more productive coaching 

conversations. The effectiveness of coaching was strongly linked to the coach's 

understanding of the urban school context. Participants stressed the importance of having 

a coach who had worked in similar environments, as this connection created a foundation 

of trust. Coaches who understood the challenges of urban education could offer practical, 

relevant advice, making the coaching experience far more impactful. This section 

includes how trust is impacted by how well the coach understands the nuances of the 

context in which the principal works. Specifically, the subthemes include the importance 

of trust in coaching, the importance of a shared understanding of socio-economic 
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disparities among students, and the importance of cultural and linguistic diversity among 

students.           

Some study participants noted that a shared understanding between coach and 

coachee fostered an environment of openness and honesty during coaching sessions, 

facilitating more profound and meaningful reflections on their leadership practices. For 

example, Linda Dell stated "you have to have a certain level of trust to have real 

conversations. I felt like I could be honest about what I didn’t know without 

judgment.”  Caitlin Rudy also shared “I could be vulnerable with my coach.  I didn’t have 

to pretend like I had it all figured out.  That honesty helped us dig deeper into what was 

really going on in my building.” 

Similarly, Principal Kelly Daniels highlighted the significance of having a coach 

with firsthand experience in urban education. She emphasized that her coach: 

Had been in the trenches—she knew what it was like to run a school in an urban 
area, where resources are scarce, and the needs are high. That shared 
understanding made all the difference. I didn’t have to explain the context—she 
already knew, so the advice was always relevant and grounded in reality. 

This shared background eliminated the need for extensive contextual 

explanations, ensuring the advice provided was pertinent and grounded in real-world 

scenarios. This perspective was corroborated by several research participants who 

observed that coaches with direct experience in urban education were better equipped to 

offer targeted and practical guidance. Christine Gold pointed out, "The fact that my coach 

had worked in a school like mine—one where we’re dealing with so many external 

pressures—meant that her advice wasn’t just theoretical. It was practical and immediately 

applicable." Furthermore, the contextual knowledge possessed by these coaches extended 

beyond a superficial understanding of urban education challenges. It encompassed a 
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profound empathy for the lived experiences of students, teachers, and families within the 

community.  Miriam Alcan reflected on how her coach’s deep understanding of 

community dynamics influenced their coaching conversations, noting that her coach 

“Understood the community we serve. He knew the realities of working with low-income 

families, the trauma that many of our students face, and the pressures we’re under to meet 

academic standards. That understanding made the coaching relationship feel authentic." 

Overall, the experience of trust through a shared contextual understanding 

underscores the importance of selecting coaches with relevant urban education 

experience. This connection ensures that coaching relationships are empathetic, 

supportive, and strategically aligned with urban school leadership's unique demands. 

Such alignment enhances coaching effectiveness by providing principals with practical, 

relevant, compassionate guidance tailored to their specific environments.  

Further, the ability of coaches to understand and navigate the particular cultural 

and contextual dynamics of urban schools was repeatedly highlighted as a key 

determinant of coaching effectiveness. Principals valued coaches knowledgeable about 

leadership and instructional practices and deeply familiar with the socio-economic 

challenges, cultural diversity, and community expectations that define urban schooling. 

John Howard discussed the impact of cultural understanding in coaching, as he 

emphasized that: 

It’s one thing to know about leadership in theory, but it’s another to apply that 
knowledge in a school like mine, where the student population is so diverse and 
the challenges are so unique. My coach really got that. He understood the 
community I serve, the pressures from the district, and the expectations of 
parents. That made all the difference because his advice was always spot on and 
applicable to my specific situation. 
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Michael Waters further highlighted the importance of cultural relevance by 

pointing out, "When you’re working in an urban school, the challenges are different—

poverty, violence, language barriers. If a coach doesn’t understand those dynamics, their 

advice can feel out of touch or irrelevant. But when they do get it, it makes a difference.” 

Additionally, Kelly Daniels emphasized the necessity for coaches to understand the 

operational context in which principals work. She explained, "It’s crucial for a coach to 

understand the context in which I’m working. For instance, the technical problems in my 

district are sometimes harder to solve than the adaptive ones.” When coaches do not 

understand these differences, they can offer advice that may not fit the school's needs or 

the situation. Kelly Daniels asserted that coaches who deeply understand these issues can 

provide more practical and feasible solutions, facilitating more effective leadership. 

Collectively, these perspectives illustrate that the experience of trust through a 

contextual understanding of coaching is essential for providing relevant, practical, and 

effective support to urban school principals. This competence ensures that coaching 

relationships are empathetic, supportive, and strategically aligned with urban education's 

unique demands. Consequently, principals are better equipped to lead successfully in 

complex and resource-constrained environments, enhancing urban school leadership's 

overall effectiveness and resilience. 

The Importance of Trust in Coaching 

Many participants noted that trust is built on a shared understanding between 

coaches and principals. This section discusses how vital this trust is to their coaching 

experiences. Participants suggested that the coaching process would have felt superficial 

or prescriptive without a strong foundation of trust. Trust plays a pivotal role in 
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leadership coaching, and its significance cannot be overstated. Many principals were 

initially cautious about the coaching process, fearing it might become another evaluative 

or critical experience. However, as they recognized that their coaches were there to offer 

support rather than judgment, they became more comfortable and willing to engage 

openly. Christine Gold shared that “knowing that my coach had done the work that I am 

doing… that helped build the trust that we had a shared commitment to the same kind of 

students.”  Christopher Lite also stated that “coaching is not a technical thing… It’s the 

context and the relationship and understanding of the school that make it impactful.” The 

shift in their trust allowed them to honestly express their challenges, fostering a deeper 

and more productive coaching relationship.  

Alana English explained, "I wouldn’t have been able to open up about my 

struggles if I hadn’t trusted my coach. And that trust came from knowing that she had 

been where I am, that she understood the challenges I was facing." This trust was 

essential for creating an environment where principals felt safe to discuss their 

vulnerabilities. Jesica Michael illustrated this transformation by noting, "At first, I was 

hesitant to be really honest about what wasn’t working. But once I realized my coach 

wasn’t there to judge me, but to help me figure out solutions, I felt much more 

comfortable. That trust made all the difference in how I approached 

coaching."  Similarly, Batu James shared his take on the importance of trust.  He stated: 

I’m not going to be able to hear somebody I don’t trust. Building that relationship 
is key—it’s the foundation for everything else. If I don’t trust the coach, I’m not 
going to be vulnerable or open to their feedback. The relationship has to be 
authentic. I need to trust that my coach is there to help me improve, not to report 
back to central office about my weaknesses. That trust is what makes the coaching 
effective. 
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Participants also shared that having the same coach long-term and personalizing 

coaching significantly impacted the trust between the coach and the principal. Christine 

Gold emphasized the benefits of a long-term coaching relationship, which provided 

continuity and a deep understanding of the school's context.  She stated, “Jill has seen the 

evolution of our school, the ups and downs, and that historical context is invaluable. She 

can call me out on repeating mistakes I’ve made before and remind me of strategies that 

have worked in the past.” This enduring relationship allowed her coach to recognize 

patterns, call out recurring mistakes, and remind her of practical strategies from the past, 

thereby enhancing the support provided. Similarly, Christopher Lite highlighted the 

importance of a consistent coaching relationship, describing his “Spring Point coach as a 

partner in this journey. We had regular meetings, and every time we picked up right 

where we left off. There was a structure, a plan, and we tracked progress together. It 

wasn’t just about checking a box—it was about real development.” 

Trust, grounded in shared experiences and mutual understanding, was essential 

for fostering a coaching relationship that promoted genuine self-reflection and growth. 

Participants emphasized that without this foundation of trust, the coaching process would 

have remained superficial, with principals merely going through the motions. In contrast, 

trust enabled them to reflect on their leadership practices more profoundly and critically, 

leading to substantial personal and professional development. This trust was also rooted 

in the coaches' profound understanding of the urban school environment, which many 

principals found indispensable. Coaches with direct experience in similar settings were 

better positioned to offer relevant advice, increasing the principals’ confidence in their 

guidance. Kelly Daniels stated, “The concentration of outside needs for my students 
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makes the work more challenging, and a coach who understands those challenges can be 

more helpful.”  She highlighted that her coach’s experience in urban schools made their 

conversations more productive, reinforcing the value of contextual understanding in 

building trust. 

Many principals stressed that the coaching process would have remained surface-

level and less impactful without trust. Alana English highlighted that “she wouldn’t have 

felt comfortable sharing her difficulties if she didn’t trust that her coach understood urban 

education's realities.”  Trust developed gradually, fostered by a supportive, non-

judgmental relationship, which allowed principals to be candid about their leadership 

hurdles. For several principals, long-term coaching relationships further deepened trust, 

providing continuity and a comprehensive perspective on their school’s development. 

Christine Gold shared that having the same coach for over a decade allowed for a 

stronger, more effective relationship, as her coach could reference past experiences and 

hold her accountable for long-term goals. Trust also played a pivotal role in fostering 

genuine self-reflection and growth. Without a strong foundation of trust, the feedback 

might have remained superficial. However, because principals trusted their coaches, they 

felt comfortable exploring their weaknesses and engaging in more profound discussions 

that led to meaningful professional and personal growth. 

Socio-Economic Disparities Within the School Population 

Urban principals indicated that their coaching experience was significantly 

influenced by their coaches' understanding of the specific needs and challenges within 

their schools. One of the most pervasive challenges in urban schools is the socioeconomic 

disparity among students.  Principals often lead schools where a substantial portion of the 
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student population lives in poverty, adversely affecting attendance rates, student 

performance, and behavior. Christopher Lite highlighted the impact of these 

socioeconomic disparities by explaining that “Many of our students come to school with 

burdens that go far beyond the classroom. They’re dealing with food insecurity, unstable 

housing, and sometimes even violence in their neighborhoods. We, as principals, have to 

navigate these challenges daily.” He also stated, "Coaches who understand these 

challenges are better equipped to support principals by sharing their experiences.” 

Similarly, Irma Marquez shared that “When students are worried about where 

their next meal is coming from or if their family is safe, it’s hard to keep them focused on 

academics. As a principal, you have to be prepared to address those issues.” These 

socioeconomic challenges necessitate that principals function not only as educational 

leaders but also as community advocates and social workers, thereby complicating their 

roles. The ability of coaches to comprehend and address these layered responsibilities is 

crucial for providing effective support to urban principals. Coaching that acknowledges 

and integrates the socio-economic realities of the school environment enables principals 

to manage their diverse roles better and enhances their capacity to lead effectively amidst 

such complexities. 

Cultural and Linguistic Diversity Among the Student Population 

Diverse student populations, encompassing various cultural, linguistic, and ethnic 

backgrounds, define urban schools. While this diversity enriches the educational 

environment, it presents unique challenges in meeting students' varied needs and 

fostering an inclusive school culture. John Howard emphasized that: 

Our student population is incredibly diverse. We have students from all over the 
world, speaking different languages and bringing different cultural norms to the 
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classroom. It’s a beautiful thing, but it also means we have to be really intentional 
about how we approach everything—from curriculum choices to disciplinary 
policies—to make sure we’re meeting the needs of all our students. Coaches who 
understand this diversity can support principals in addressing the challenges that 
they bring. 

Meeting these diverse needs makes the job challenging and complex. Similarly, 

Caitlyn Rudy highlighted the complexities of creating an inclusive environment where 

every student feels valued and understood; she said, “It is tough, especially when you’re 

dealing with so many different cultural backgrounds. It’s not just about translating 

materials into different languages; it’s about understanding where each student is coming 

from and how their experiences shape their learning.” Principals are thus tasked with 

ensuring that their schools are welcoming and inclusive spaces, necessitating a profound 

understanding of cultural competence and the ability to implement practices that honor 

and respect diversity.  

The cultural competence of coaches is essential in supporting principals in 

creating inclusive school environments. Michael Waters stated that his coach “Was 

essential in helping me support my diverse community by guiding me to engage different 

stakeholders and hear their perspectives.” Coaches who recognize the importance of 

developing strategies that address students' academic needs and socio-cultural realities 

can effectively guide principals through challenges such as curriculum development, 

behavior management, and family engagement. This contextual understanding ensures 

that leadership approaches are practical and culturally sensitive, thereby enhancing urban 

school leadership's overall inclusivity and effectiveness. Building on this foundation, the 

next theme, the leadership development experience through reflection, examines how 

trust facilitated the deep, critical reflection necessary for substantial leadership growth 

during the coaching process. 
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Trust was the cornerstone of successful coaching relationships. It enabled 

principals to candidly discuss their struggles, embrace feedback, and critically reflect on 

their leadership. Mirian Alcan stated, “I often shared my concerns with my coach about 

the challenges I was facing and knowing that my coach understood the complexity of my 

school made me believe he could support me and that I would not be judged.” This trust, 

built on a shared understanding of the complexities inherent in urban school leadership, 

paved the way for deeper coaching interactions, leading to professional growth. The 

themes of contextual understanding and trust underscore the value of having a coach who 

not only grasps the theoretical components of leadership but also possesses hands-on 

experience in urban education settings. This shared background fostered a sense of trust, 

opening the door to more candid and fruitful coaching discussions. Trust became the 

cornerstone that allowed principals to delve into more meaningful reflections on their 

leadership practices.  

Ultimately, this deep contextual understanding built trust and strengthened the 

coaching relationship. Coaches familiar with the socioeconomic and cultural realities of 

urban schools could offer immediately applicable advice, making their support more 

personalized and enhancing the overall effectiveness of the coaching process. The 

foundation of trust between principals and their coaches was essential to the effectiveness 

of the coaching process, enabling open dialogue, vulnerability, and a willingness to 

accept feedback. Trust was cultivated through shared experiences in managing the 

challenges of urban school leadership and through the contextual insight coaches brought 

to their conversations. 

The Experience of Leadership Development Through Reflection 
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The third theme, the experience of leadership development through reflection, 

focuses on how coaching provided the space for principals to reflect critically on their 

leadership practices. This reflection, often uncomfortable but necessary, enabled them to 

improve decision-making and take a more proactive approach to leadership. A core 

finding of the study was the role of coaching in facilitating reflection, which was central 

to leadership development. Coaching provided a rare opportunity for principals to step 

back from the daily demands of their roles and critically assess their practices. This 

reflective process helped principals refine their decision-making, improve instructional 

leadership, and develop long-term strategic goals.      

Several participants described how their coaches encouraged reflection through 

probing questions, enabling them to move beyond immediate concerns and think more 

strategically about their leadership. Kelly Daniels shared, "My coach would constantly 

push me to think about why I was making certain decisions, not just what decisions I was 

making. It wasn’t about right or wrong—it was about understanding the bigger picture 

and thinking through the consequences of my choices." Similarly, Irma Marquez 

emphasized the role of reflection in continuous improvement, noting that “Reflection has 

become a key part of my leadership practice. My coach taught me how to step back and 

evaluate what’s working and what’s not. That’s critical in helping me make better 

decisions and in adapting my approach when things aren’t going as planned.” This 

practice became a fundamental part of her leadership routine, allowing her to make more 

informed decisions and adapt her strategies when circumstances changed. The reflective 

practice was particularly beneficial for urban school leaders, who often juggle numerous 

demands and require dedicated time to contemplate the long-term effects of their 
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decisions. Coaching provided a structured space for these principals to pause, reflect, and 

reassess their leadership approaches, leading to meaningful adjustments that enhanced 

their effectiveness and long-term strategic planning. 

Several principals described how coaching sessions afforded them the experience, 

the time, and the space to reflect, which they often struggled to find independently. John 

Howard explained: 

I’m so busy putting out fires all the time that I don’t always stop to think about 
why things are happening the way they are. Coaching gave me that space to 
reflect and to realize that some of the issues I was dealing with were of my own 
making. That was a hard realization, but an important one. 

Reflecting on their leadership was often an uncomfortable experience for many 

participants. Carla Hellen shared, "My coach would ask questions that made me think, 

rather than giving me the answers. At first, it was frustrating because I just wanted 

someone to tell me what to do. But in the end, those questions helped me come to my 

own conclusions." This reflective process and experiences granted principals fresh 

perspectives on their leadership, resulting in tangible changes to their instructional 

practices. Caitlyn Rudy recounted how coaching was instrumental in helping her clarify 

her vision for instructional leadership. She stated, "I had ideas about what I wanted 

instruction to look like in my school, but I wasn’t always clear on how to get there. 

Coaching helped me articulate that vision and think about the steps needed to make it 

happen." Through guided reflection, she could clearly articulate her goals and outline the 

necessary steps to achieve them, thereby sharpening her leadership focus.  

Many principals noted that coaching helped them transition from a reactive to a 

proactive approach to leadership. Instead of merely responding to crises as they arose, 

coaching encouraged them to take a step back, reflect on their objectives, and develop 
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more strategic plans to achieve their goals. Jesica Michael articulated, "Before coaching, 

I was always in reactive mode. After coaching, I became more proactive. I was able to 

step back, look at the data, reflect on what was working and what wasn’t, and then plan 

accordingly. It changed how I led." 

Through reflection, many principals reported gaining a clearer instructional 

vision, setting more deliberate goals, and leading with greater purpose and focus. This 

transformation underscores the importance of reflective practices facilitated by coaching, 

which empower urban school leaders to engage in continuous improvement and strategic 

planning, ultimately enhancing their leadership effectiveness and the overall performance 

of their schools. Leadership growth through reflection was a recurring theme in the 

coaching experiences of urban school principals. Coaching provided a structured 

environment for principals to critically evaluate their leadership, fostering more 

intentional, strategic, and proactive approaches to instructional leadership. It also 

improved their decision-making and interactions with staff, resulting in leadership 

practices that were more aligned with their instructional and organizational goals. 

Coaching offered a structured environment where principals could pause, 

critically evaluate their leadership practices, question their decision-making, and consider 

strategic improvements. Many participants noted that coaching provided a rare 

opportunity to step back and assess their actions, a practice often neglected in the fast-

paced nature of their roles. This reflection was crucial for personal growth and fostering 

long-term strategic thinking, enabling principals to make more thoughtful, intentional 

decisions. A key result of this reflective process was the cultivation of deeper self-

awareness in leadership. Participants shared that coaches frequently encouraged them to 
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move beyond immediate concerns and think about the broader implications of their 

decisions for the school community. For many principals, this reflective process was 

initially uncomfortable. Several recalled feeling uneasy when their coaches prompted 

them to confront their leadership shortcomings or challenge their methods. Reflection 

often led to significant changes in leadership practices. The following section will delve 

into how these reflective practices, guided by coaching, led to specific changes in 

leadership. 

Key Themes Related to Research Question Two 

This section includes the key findings from the interviews on the coaching 

experiences urban principals identified as contributing to changes in instructional 

leadership practices. Urban school principals face the difficult task of balancing 

instructional leadership with managing the challenges of high-needs schools. Leadership 

coaching played a significant role in supporting their instructional leadership 

development. Three main themes emerged from the analysis: using feedback to refine 

instructional leadership, building systems of accountability for oneself and others, and 

co-navigating instructional challenges. In this context, leadership coaching has emerged 

as a pivotal support mechanism for enhancing principals' well-being and shaping their 

instructional leadership practices. Each theme highlights how coaching equipped 

principals with feedback, strategies, and tools that helped them refine their leadership 

approaches, create effective accountability systems, and tackle instructional challenges 

within their schools. 

Together, these themes illustrate that coaching played a vital role in transforming 

the instructional leadership of urban school principals. By offering targeted feedback on 
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instructional leadership, helping principals establish accountability systems, and 

providing strategies to address instructional challenges, coaching contributed to lasting 

improvements in leadership effectiveness and instructional quality. The following 

sections will explore these themes in greater depth, beginning with using feedback to 

refine instructional leadership. 

Using Feedback to Refine Instructional Leadership 

The first theme, using feedback to refine instructional leadership, explores how 

the specific, direct, and constructive feedback coaches provide plays a crucial role in 

shaping principals' leadership practices. Many participants shared that the feedback 

helped them move beyond surface-level classroom observations toward more intentional 

evaluations that fostered teacher development and improved instructional quality. This 

theme also emphasizes how interpersonal feedback enhanced principals’ leadership 

styles, influencing their interactions with teachers and overall effectiveness as leaders. 

A key finding of this study is the pivotal role feedback plays in shaping principals' 

instructional leadership practices. Many participants highlighted how their coaches 

provided direct, specific, and constructive feedback that enhanced their classroom 

observation techniques, supported teacher development, and refined their overall 

approach to instructional leadership. Kristen Rice illustrated this by explaining how her 

coach transformed her approach to classroom observations. She said, "Before, I’d do 

walkthroughs and take notes, but I wasn’t always sure what I was looking for or how to 

use that information. My coach helped me understand what I needed to focus on and how 

to provide feedback to my teachers that would actually help them improve." This hands-

on, practical engagement was considered highly effective, as principals appreciated 
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coaches who actively participated in classroom observations, data analysis, and the 

development of instructional strategies. Christine Gold described the impact of an action-

oriented coaching approach. She stated, “The most helpful coaching was when Jill and I 

would walk through classrooms together. We’d observe, debrief, and immediately start 

planning the next steps. It wasn’t just talk—it was action-oriented, and that made all the 

difference.” This method ensured that coaching was theoretical and translated into 

actionable improvements. 

Similarly, Michael Waters valued the collaborative nature of his coaching 

sessions. He stated, “When my coach and I planned classroom observations together, 

then debriefed right after—it was incredibly effective. We weren’t just discussing ideas; 

we were implementing them in real-time.” A recurring theme in the interviews was the 

transition from routine to intentional and focused classroom observations. Participants 

often noted that their coaches helped them move beyond superficial assessments by 

encouraging concentration on critical aspects of instructional quality. Jennifer Russell 

emphasized the importance of immediate feedback. She stated, “My coach would give 

me immediate feedback after I conducted a walkthrough, pointing out what I missed and 

what I needed to focus on. That kind of real-time feedback was invaluable in helping me 

become more effective in my observations." 

Several participants mentioned that the feedback extended beyond instructional 

practices to address interpersonal dynamics and leadership styles. Linda Dell shared that 

her coach made her more mindful of how her body language and tone influenced her 

interactions with teachers. She was unaware of how much her body language or tone 

affected how her teachers responded to her. She said, “My coach pointed that out and 
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helped me work on it. Now, I’m more aware of how I come across, and it’s made a huge 

difference in how I lead." For many principals, the feedback loop with their coaches 

evolved into a continuous cycle of learning and growth. Alana English explained that her 

coach’s feedback fostered a mindset focused on development rather than criticism.  She 

said, “I never felt like the feedback was about criticism—it was about growth. Every 

session with my coach left me with something to work on, and every time I made 

progress, it felt like a win." This ongoing feedback loop enabled principals to enhance 

their instructional leadership and nurtured a commitment to continuous professional 

development. Many principals expressed that coaching helped them cultivate a mindset 

geared towards perpetual growth for both themselves and their teachers, ultimately 

leading to sustained improvements in their leadership effectiveness and the overall 

performance of their schools. 

Receiving feedback from coaches was instrumental in shaping principals' 

instructional leadership practices. Through targeted, constructive feedback, coaches 

guided principals in refining their classroom observations, improving interpersonal 

relationships, and embracing a culture of continuous improvement.  Feedback in 

instructional leadership played a transformative role, helping urban school principals shift 

from reactive to proactive leadership. This feedback loop also nurtured a continuous 

growth and accountability culture, ultimately improving instructional quality and 

leadership effectiveness. This feedback process fostered continuous growth, with 

coaching sessions forming part of an ongoing learning cycle. Coaches provided regular, 

constructive feedback, encouraging principals to reflect on and improve their 

instructional and interpersonal leadership practices. This cycle of continuous feedback 
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helped principals refine their instructional leadership and foster a mindset of ongoing 

development for themselves and their staff. Many principals acknowledged that coaching 

inspired them to commit to continuous school improvement. The next theme examines 

how coaching supported principals in establishing systems and accountability to drive 

instructional progress. 

Building Systems of Accountability 

The second theme, building systems of accountability, highlights how coaching 

supported principals in developing structured, sustainable systems and accountability 

within their schools. Participants explained how coaches guided them in creating clear 

processes for monitoring instructional quality, setting performance standards, and 

ensuring teacher and student accountability. These systems enhanced instructional 

practices and promoted a culture of shared responsibility, driving continuous growth and 

improvement across the school community. 

Principals appreciated when coaches helped them set clear goals, monitor their 

progress, and hold them accountable for achieving these objectives. Christopher Lite 

emphasized that his coaching was structured around specific goals and accountability 

mechanisms. He stated: 

The coaching I received was structured around goals and accountability. My 
coach would regularly check in on my progress, push me when I wasn’t meeting 
my targets, and help me figure out how to get back on track. That structure was 
critical to my development.” 

Similarly, Henry Walker underscored, "It’s not enough to just set goals—you 

need someone to hold you accountable, to push you when you’re not meeting them. 

That’s what made the coaching so effective—it wasn’t just talk, it was about real 

progress.” This quotation highlights that effective coaching was characterized by tangible 
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advancements rather than theoretical discussions. Christine Gold shared that her coach 

was pivotal in establishing a comprehensive system for monitoring instructional quality. 

She stated, "I didn’t have a clear system in place for monitoring instructional quality. My 

coach helped me build one, identifying key metrics, creating timelines, and setting 

expectations for follow-up. Now, we have a structured system in place, and everyone is 

accountable." This systematic approach significantly enhanced instructional practices and 

fostered a strong sense of collective responsibility within the school. Several participants 

observed that coaching facilitated a transition from informal to more organized and 

transparent accountability systems. Jesica Michael noted considerable confusion 

regarding expectations for both teachers and herself before coaching. She said, "We used 

to have a lot of confusion about expectations—what teachers were supposed to be doing, 

what I was supposed to be monitoring. Now, everything is much clearer because we have 

systems in place, and that’s thanks to coaching." 

Coaching also encouraged principals to hold themselves accountable as leaders. 

Kelly Daniels described how her coach helped her set personal leadership goals and track 

her progress. She stated, “Coaching made me realize that I had to model accountability if 

I wanted my staff to follow suit. My coach helped me set personal leadership goals, and I 

had to report back on my progress. That process taught me the value of accountability at 

every level." The focus on personal accountability extended into broader school-wide 

frameworks, supporting principals in establishing systems aligned with their instructional 

goals and promoting continuous improvement among staff. Caitlyn Rudy highlighted that 

her coach helped her reframe accountability from a punitive measure to a growth-oriented 

process. She said, “My coach helped me see that accountability doesn’t have to be 
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punitive. It’s about growth. We created systems where teachers could reflect on their own 

practices and set their own goals, but with clear checkpoints to make sure everyone was 

making progress." This collaborative, growth-focused approach to accountability 

emerged as a key benefit of the coaching process, enabling principals to cultivate a 

collective responsibility for instructional quality and student success. 

Many principals shared that their coaches guided them in setting up clear, 

sustainable systems for tracking progress, establishing performance expectations, and 

promoting accountability across the school. One of these principals, Jennifer Russell, 

stated that her coach helped her on	“creating systems in our school to make sure that 

there’s accountability for everybody and that we are supporting our Quality School Plan.” 

This system of accountability, driven by coaching, fostered a culture of continuous 

improvement for principals and their entire staff. Working with their coaches, principals 

developed systems that made expectations more transparent and actionable to improve 

overall performance. In addition to holding staff accountable, coaching encouraged 

principals to hold themselves accountable as leaders. Moreover, coaching played a key 

role in embedding accountability into the school's culture as a growth-oriented process 

rather than a punitive one.  

This structured approach to accountability significantly enhanced instructional 

practices and encouraged a strong sense of collective responsibility within the school. By 

establishing systems and accountability centered on improvement rather than discipline, 

principals cultivated a culture of shared responsibility for instructional quality and 

student success. Coaching enabled principals to create accountability structures that 

promoted instructional progress and professional development. These frameworks not 
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only upheld standards for teaching quality but also fostered an ongoing culture of 

improvement and shared responsibility across the school. The following theme delves 

into urban principals’ experiences of co-navigating instructional challenges. 

Co-navigating Instructional Challenges 

Participants frequently highlighted the practical benefits of coaching, particularly 

in managing instructional challenges such as articulating and implementing an 

instructional vision, using data to inform instruction, and building teacher capacity 

through professional development. Many principals emphasized how their coaches 

equipped them with practical strategies to address these issues despite resistance or 

limited resources. First, we explore how coaches supported urban school principals in 

articulating and implementing an instructional vision. 

Articulating and Implementing an Instructional Vision 

One of the most pressing challenges for urban school principals is developing and 

articulating a cohesive instructional vision that aligns classroom practices with broader 

school goals. This challenge is compounded by the complexity of urban school settings, 

where principals must navigate competing demands and diverse student needs. Coaching 

has emerged as a critical support mechanism, fostering reflective practice, facilitating 

collaboration, and providing actionable strategies for aligning instructional practices with 

an overarching vision. Christopher Lite exemplified the struggles principals face when 

instructional vision lacks clarity. Initially, their inability to define what instructional 

excellence should look like across their school hindered their ability to guide teaching 

practices effectively. Through coaching, Christopher Lite engaged in deep reflection, 

considering measurable objectives and intangible cultural elements that foster classroom 
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cohesion. This reflective process, guided by his coach, enabled the principal to 

collaborate with their instructional leadership team (ILT) to develop a clear and 

actionable instructional vision. The iterative nature of this process ensured the vision 

resonated across classrooms and aligned with the school's broader goals. 

Shared walkthroughs with coaches became an essential strategy for aligning 

classroom practices with the instructional vision. John Howard explained how these 

observations helped identify gaps between the school’s instructional goals and actual 

teaching practices in classrooms. He said, “Immediate feedback from debriefs allowed 

me to prioritize areas for improvement and incrementally progress toward our vision.” 

This collaborative process reinforced the principal’s ability to connect instructional goals 

with observable outcomes, ensuring the vision became a practical guide for teaching 

practices. For principals like Christine Gold, the long-term nature of her coaching 

relationship was particularly impactful. She stated, “My coach’s familiarity with the 

school’s historical and contextual challenges provided tailored guidance, helping me 

refine my instructional vision into actionable strategies.” This consistency sustained 

momentum, even as the school navigated shifting priorities and challenges over time. 

Jennifer Russell highlighted how her coach pushed her to expand her 

understanding of a schoolwide instructional arc. She said, “My coach helped me refine 

my goals by asking probing questions and ensuring that inclusive practices were central 

to my instructional vision.” This process bridged the gap between high-level objectives 

and daily classroom practices, fostering a unified approach to instruction that addressed 

the diverse needs of students. The principal created a framework that aligned with her 

school's broader equity goals by embedding inclusivity into her vision. 
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Another critical dimension of this challenge involved aligning instructional tools 

with the school’s vision. Alana English described how her coach supported the 

development of observation trackers that captured essential data while reinforcing 

instructional priorities. She said, “My coach and I created a tool that provided actionable 

insights into classroom practices, enabling me to address inconsistencies and strengthen 

alignment with the school’s vision.” While initial resistance to new systems posed 

challenges, the coach’s guidance helped the principal navigate these obstacles effectively. 

Over time, these tools became integral to the school’s instructional processes, driving 

sustained improvement.  

Coaches were indispensable in helping these principals articulate and implement 

instructional visions by fostering reflection, guiding collaboration, and aligning tools with 

overarching goals. Coaching empowered principals to navigate the complexities of their 

roles and foster alignment across classrooms. 

Using Data to Inform Instruction 

The effective use of data to inform instructional practices remains a significant 

challenge for many urban school principals. While data is often viewed as a compliance 

requirement, coaching has proven instrumental in transforming it into a powerful tool for 

instructional leadership. Through collaborative analysis and strategic guidance, coaches 

help principals integrate data-driven practices into their leadership. 

Carla Hellen reflected on how coaching fundamentally shifted her perception of 

data. She said, “I initially treated data as a compliance tool, fulfilling reporting 

requirements without leveraging it for instructional improvement. Collaborative data 

analysis sessions with my coach changed this perspective for me.” These sessions helped 
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Carla Hellen identify instructional weaknesses and design targeted interventions to 

address them. This process enhanced her confidence in using data and fostered a culture 

of continuous improvement within the school. 

Additionally, Christine Gold shared how her coach facilitated using walkthrough 

data as a cornerstone of her instructional strategy. She stated, “My coach and I analyzed 

trends and inconsistencies in classroom teaching practices, ensuring that data analysis 

was embedded within the broader instructional leadership framework.” This collaborative 

approach enabled Christine Gold to align teaching methods with the school’s 

instructional objectives, reinforcing evidence-based decision-making. Jesica Michael 

highlighted how her coach modeled strategies for presenting data to teachers 

collaboratively and non-defensively. This approach empowered the principal to engage 

teachers in discussions about instructional improvements and fostered a culture of data-

driven decision-making. By framing data as an opportunity for growth, Jesica Michael 

built teachers’ capacity to integrate data into their instructional planning, strengthening 

the school’s overall ability to meet student needs. 

Coaching also played a critical role in establishing sustainable systems for data 

use. Christopher Lite said, “My coach helped me implement regular routines for data 

reviews and develop tools for tracking progress. These systems institutionalized data-

driven instruction as a consistent part of the school’s operations, ensuring that 

instructional improvements were continuously monitored.” Kristen Rice emphasized the 

importance of making data actionable. She stated, “My coach broke down complex 

datasets into manageable insights that teachers quickly understood and applied. This 

approach simplified the process of looking at data and increased engagement and 
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accountability across the organization.” By focusing on actionable insights, the principal 

led data discussions that directly informed classroom practices, resulting in measurable 

improvements in teaching and learning outcomes. Through collaborative analysis, 

sustainable systems, and fostering a culture of data-driven decision-making, coaches 

enable principals to use data as a transformative tool for instructional leadership. This 

shift from compliance to improvement is critical for addressing instructional gaps and 

aligning practices with school goals. 

Building Teacher Capacity Through Professional Development 

Developing teacher capacity through effective professional development is 

another critical challenge for urban school principals. Coaching provides principals with 

tailored strategies to design professional learning experiences that address diverse staff 

needs, drive instructional improvement, and foster a culture of continuous growth. 

Caitlyn Rudy described how her coach guided her in designing professional development 

sessions that directly addressed faculty needs. She stated, “My coach helped me craft 

hands-on activities, such as role-playing exercises, allowing teachers to practice and 

refine new instructional strategies in a supportive environment.” This active learning 

approach fostered confidence and collaboration, ensuring teachers could experiment with 

methods before implementing them in their classrooms. 

For Christine Gold, professional readings emerged as a powerful tool for aligning 

the leadership team around shared instructional priorities. She said, “My coach helped me 

select texts tied to the school’s goals, facilitating reflective discussions among team 

members.” These discussions built a shared language and understanding of instructional 

challenges, enhancing collaboration and accountability across the leadership team. 
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Jennifer Russell emphasized the importance of differentiation in professional 

development.  She stated, “My coach provided strategies to tailor learning opportunities 

to individual teachers’ needs, ensuring that less experienced teachers focused on 

foundational skills while veteran educators engaged with advanced concepts.” This 

approach was particularly effective in addressing the challenges of high turnover in urban 

schools, ensuring all faculty could meaningfully engage with the content. 

Sustainability was another critical element addressed through coaching. John 

Howard shared how his coach supported him in maintaining momentum after 

professional development sessions. He said, “My coach helped me design follow-up 

activities and reflection opportunities.” These structures transformed professional 

learning into a continuous process, allowing teachers to assess progress and refine 

practices over time. Coaching equips principals with the tools and strategies to design 

impactful and sustainable professional development. By fostering alignment, 

differentiation, and ongoing engagement, coaching ensures that professional learning 

meets the complex demands of urban education. 

The narratives of urban school principals underscore the critical role that coaching 

plays in addressing key instructional challenges. Coaches provide the reflective space, 

tools, and strategies principals need to articulate clear instructional visions, harness the 

power of data for instructional improvement, and design effective professional 

development programs. By fostering alignment, collaboration, and sustained focus, 

coaching enables principals to navigate the complexities of their roles with greater 

confidence and effectiveness. The findings suggest that coaching extends beyond the 

individual principal, influencing school-wide practices and creating conditions for 
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systemic change. For example, Christopher Lite noted, "Coaching is most impactful 

when it is sustained and contextualized, allowing principals to build on their strengths 

while addressing specific challenges." Similarly, Caitlyn Rudy emphasized the 

importance of tailoring coaching to their faculty and students' unique needs, ensuring that 

professional development efforts were relevant and actionable. 

Summary of Findings 

This chapter provided a comprehensive analysis of the leadership coaching 

experiences of urban school principals and how these experiences contributed to changes 

in their instructional leadership practices. Drawing from data gathered through 16 in-

depth interviews, the findings were organized around the study’s two primary research 

questions.  In exploring the first question—focusing on principals’ experiences with 

leadership coaching—three major themes emerged: The experience of emotional support, 

the experience of trust through contextual understanding, and the experience of 

leadership development through reflection.  While investigating the second research 

question on the coaching experiences that urban principals identified as contributing to 

changes in their instructional leadership practices, three main themes emerged: The 

experience of receiving feedback in instructional leadership, the experience of building 

systems and accountability, and the experience of co-navigating instructional 

challenges.                                                                                                          

These findings highlight how coaching provides crucial emotional backing for 

principals in the demanding world of urban education. Many described their coaching 

interactions as a safe space where they could candidly share their challenges and restore 

confidence in their leadership. This emotional support helped principals navigate stress, 
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combat feelings of isolation, and tackle the multifaceted demands of urban school 

leadership, which often involve managing crises and meeting continuous demands. One 

principal explained that coaching served as a "lifeline" during difficult periods, offering a 

judgment-free environment for problem-solving and reflection. 

Overall, these findings highlight that coaching provided urban school principals 

with a robust support system that strengthened their leadership in the challenging context 

of urban education. Emotional support, trust, personalized feedback, building systems 

and accountability, and co-navigating instructional challenges were crucial in helping 

principals manage and excel in their roles, significantly improving their instructional 

leadership. Coaching created a space for reflection and growth while delivering practical 

strategies and systems that enhanced accountability and instructional quality throughout 

the school. Principals transitioned from a reactive approach to a more proactive 

leadership style, aligning their actions with long-term instructional goals. 

The results underscore the value of leadership coaching as a tool for both personal 

and professional growth in urban schools, offering the space, strategies, and guidance 

needed to navigate the complexities of leadership responsibilities in urban schools. 

Chapter 5 will further explore these findings, examining how they connect with existing 

research, their implications for educational leadership development, and 

recommendations for future research. Additionally, it will discuss the broader impact of 

coaching on leadership effectiveness in urban school settings and its potential to drive 

systemic improvements in instructional leadership practices. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

This chapter synthesizes the significant findings from the study on the coaching 

experiences of 16 urban school principals and integrates these with the relevant literature 

discussed in Chapter 2. Building on the findings from Chapter 4 and connecting them 

with the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, this chapter comprehensively analyzes the 

experiences of urban school principals who have received coaching and how the specific 

coaching experiences facilitated changes in instructional leadership practices. By 

applying the SCT framework, this chapter highlights how the interactive nature of 

coaching—through feedback, reflection, and dialogue—led to instructional leadership 

development. This synthesis offers broader implications for improving instructional 

leadership development through coaching and presents recommendations for practice and 

policy in supporting urban school principals.  

The interview data revealed three significant findings for the two research 

questions. Regarding the first research question on the coaching experiences of urban 

principals, the following significant findings emerged: the experience of emotional 

support, trust through contextual understanding, and enhanced leadership development 

through reflection. For the second research question, exploring how coaching contributes 

to changes in instructional leadership practices, three major themes emerged: using 

feedback to refine instructional leadership, building systems of accountability, and co-

navigating instructional challenges. These themes are consistent with research on 

educational leadership (Farver & Holt, 2015; Lochmiller & Chesnut, 2017; Warren & 

Kelsen, 2013).  The research emphasizes that effective leadership coaching provides 

emotional and professional support that is particularly valuable in high-stress urban 
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environments. This study found that coaching provided urban principals with emotional 

and professional support, enabled them to navigate the complex challenges of urban 

school leadership, and promoted reflection, which led to improvements in their 

instructional leadership practices. The findings from the interviews align with critical 

themes in the existing literature on leadership coaching, highlighting coaching's role in 

building emotional resilience (Goff et al., 2014; Lochmiller, 2014) and facilitating 

instructional improvement (Leithwood & Wahlstrom, 2008).  

Social Constructivist Theory emphasizes that knowledge is co-constructed 

through social interaction—a concept deeply relevant to coaching, which is inherently 

relational. In this study, principals did not simply receive feedback; they engaged in 

dialogic relationships with their coaches that promoted reflection, challenged 

assumptions, and supported growth. The relationship between the coach and the principal 

was a vital component of this partnership and it influenced how the dyad worked together 

These reciprocal learning experiences unfolded within environments characterized by 

trust, contextual understanding, and emotional safety—conditions that align with SCT 

and illustrate how leadership development occurs within the zone of proximal 

development. 

This study contributes to the literature on leadership coaching by highlighting 

which components are most effective for urban school leaders. This research reveals that 

tailored emotional support and contextual understanding of the urban educational 

environment are not merely beneficial—they are essential. Emotional support and 

contextual understanding of urban school settings help urban school leaders overcome 

specific challenges, fostering adaptive and reflective practices that lead to meaningful and 
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sustainable improvements in their schools. The following sections consider the 

significant findings within the context of the scholarly literature. 

The Experience of Emotional Support 

The first key finding, the experience of emotional support, illustrates the essential 

role of coaching in alleviating the stress and isolation that urban school principals often 

face. Many participants described coaching as a refuge to express their frustrations, 

rebuild confidence, and gain clarity. This finding aligns with Farver and Holt (2015) and 

Lochmiller and Chesnut (2017). They both noted that emotional support is essential for 

principals managing the complexities of urban schools, which often include under-

resourcing, diverse student needs, and high-stakes accountability. 

Urban school leadership brings unique pressures—managing under-resourced 

schools, addressing diverse student needs, and facing high-stakes accountability, which 

often leaves principals feeling overwhelmed. This finding aligns with Lochmiller (2014), 

Kimball and Sirotnik (2000), and Goff et al. (2014), as their research finds that emotional 

support from coaching is critical for building resilience. The principals in this study 

echoed these sentiments, describing how coaching sessions provided them with a 

confidant who helped them work through their challenges without judgment. The analysis 

and the research agree that adequate emotional support helps principals manage their 

stress and enhances their instructional leadership, as emotionally supported leaders are 

more confident in making impactful school decisions. 

From the perspective of Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist Theory (1978), the 

emotional support coaches provide can be understood as a critical factor in facilitating 

learning within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The principals’ coaches acted 
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as "more knowledgeable others" who offered both instructional guidance and emotional 

scaffolding, enabling principals to extend their leadership capacities beyond their 

independent abilities. This emotional support was crucial in helping principals cope with 

the complexities of urban school leadership, fostering the confidence and clarity needed 

to make instructional changes. Without this support, principals might have remained 

frustrated and unable to engage fully in the reflective practices necessary for growth. 

Huff et al. 's (2013) performance-based coaching model similarly highlights the role of 

emotional grounding in the initial phases of leadership development, emphasizing how 

support in areas beyond technical leadership helps to solidify the principal’s capacity for 

growth. 

For example, Jennifer Russell’s account of her coach providing a "non-

judgmental" space to reflect on her daily leadership struggles illustrates how emotional 

safety enabled her to explore and challenge her leadership decisions. This interaction 

directly connects to the SCT principle that learning is enhanced through social 

interactions and emotional stability, which gave Russell the courage to experiment with 

new instructional approaches that she previously hesitated to try. In this way, the coach's 

emotional support helped her expand her leadership skills within her ZPD. Similarly, 

Henry Walker described his coach as a “lifeline” during particularly challenging times, 

underscoring how emotional support helped him regain the resilience needed to lead 

instructional changes in his school. His coach’s emotional support provided the 

scaffolding necessary for him to persist through difficulties and implement strategies that 

improved classroom instruction. This finding is echoed in Warren and Kelsen’s (2013) 

research, which found that coaching helped urban principals build emotional resilience, 
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particularly in environments where constant pressures and challenges could lead to 

burnout without such support. 

In both examples, the emotional scaffolding offered by the coaches directly 

influenced the principals’ abilities to reflect on and enhance their instructional leadership 

practices, illustrating the vital role of coaching in facilitating learning within the ZPD. 

The confidence and clarity that emerged from these emotionally supportive coaching 

interactions enabled principals to make effective instructional decisions, highlighting the 

intertwined nature of emotional support and instructional leadership development in 

urban schools. As this theme suggests, emotional support from coaches alleviates stress 

and is a powerful mechanism for expanding a principal’s leadership capacity. 

The Experience of Trust through Contextual Understanding  

The second key theme, the experience of trust through contextual understanding, 

underscores the significance of coaches who understand the unique challenges of urban 

education. Participants in this study frequently mentioned the importance of coaches with 

firsthand experience working in similar urban environments. This connection between 

shared experiences and trust is consistent with Aas and Paulsen’s (2019) research, which 

found that leadership coaching is most effective when contextually relevant and tailored 

to leaders' specific challenges.  

In Chapter 2, the literature emphasizes the importance of trust in building 

effective coaching relationships (Honig & Rainey, 2019; Thessin, 2019). The importance 

of trust is echoed in Chapter 4 by principals like Alana English and Batu James, who 

highlighted that trust with their coaches was essential for them to open up and receive 

valuable feedback. This trust-building is especially important in urban contexts, where 
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principals face high-stakes challenges such as socioeconomic disparities, cultural 

diversity, and resource scarcity. As Lochmiller (2014) points out, the unique demands of 

urban school leadership—such as accountability pressures and working with under-

resourced communities—require a deep contextual understanding from coaches to foster 

trust and effective leadership development. Coaches in these settings serve as 

professional advisors and trusted partners, helping principals navigate the complexities of 

their roles. While much of the existing literature and event participants narratives 

highlight the coach’s role in establishing trust, it is equally important to acknowledge the 

responsibility of the participant in contributing to the relationship. Effective coaching is a 

two-way process: the principal must be open to the feedback, willing to engage in the 

reflective conversation, and able to build a relation with the coach. Trust is not just a 

personal comfort. Still, it is critical for leadership development, as it allows for the kind 

of open reflection and feedback necessary to drive instructional changes in these 

demanding environments. Therefore, the study underscores that the coaching relationship 

is most effective when grounded in trust, empathy, and mutual respect.   

Another important and related finding is that coaching enables more effective 

problem-solving and leadership development through trust when informed by a deep 

understanding of the local context. Urban principals often lead schools where 

socioeconomic disparities, cultural diversity, and community expectations create highly 

complex environments. The study’s findings argue that coaching is most impactful when 

coaches understand these dynamics and can offer practical, context-specific advice that 

directly addresses the instructional and operational challenges unique to urban schools. 

As a result, principals are more likely to follow through on the feedback because they 
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trust their coach knows the nuances of the context. Miriam Alcan’s reflections on her 

coach’s deep understanding of the community highlight the importance of this contextual 

knowledge. Her experience supports Warren and Kelsen’s (2013) argument that coaching 

is most effective when coaches possess a deep, empathetic understanding of the 

communities their coachees serve. 

This theme is also connected to Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist Theory (SCT) 

and its view of learning as a social and context-driven process. When built on shared 

contextual understanding, the coaching relationship operates within the principal’s Zone 

of Proximal Development (ZPD), with the coach helping the principal navigate specific 

challenges of urban leadership. This theory mirrors the findings of Lochmiller and 

Chesnut (2017), who argue that the ZPD framework is particularly relevant for urban 

principals, as the combination of instructional guidance and contextual awareness from 

coaches helps leaders tackle their most pressing issues effectively. For example, John 

Howard’s comments about how his coach understood his school population's diverse 

cultural and socio-economic challenges demonstrate trust built on this shared 

understanding. In this way, the coach supports the principal in reaching new levels of 

leadership and instructional effectiveness that might have been unattainable without 

context-specific guidance.  

Furthermore, contextual understanding enhances the efficacy of leadership 

coaching by helping principals implement instructional changes that are better aligned 

with their school’s needs. According to Smith and Johnson (2018), resource inequities in 

urban schools compound the difficulties school leaders face, making it essential for 

coaches to provide guidance that is not only leadership-focused but also responsive to 



 130 

these systemic challenges. For instance, coaches attuned to urban schools' particular 

socio-economic and cultural realities can offer instructional strategies that are more likely 

to succeed in environments with resource constraints or high levels of student diversity. 

As Dolph (2017) emphasizes, urban principals must navigate highly complex 

environments that challenge even the most experienced leaders, and having coaches who 

understand these challenges enables more targeted, effective leadership interventions. 

This understanding allows for coaching interventions that address leadership 

development and practical instructional improvements that lead to better student 

outcomes. 

While this study examined a range of coaching experiences among urban school 

principals, only two participants reported that their coach was also their direct supervisor. 

In these cases, the coaching relationship involved a dual dynamic that blended support 

with evaluative oversight. Although these principals still reported positive experiences, 

the supervisor-as-coach arrangement was distinct from the experiences of the majority, 

who worked with coaches external to their supervisory chain. This distinction is 

noteworthy because literature has questioned the effectiveness of supervisor-coach 

models due to potential role conflicts and trust issues (Lackritz et al., 2019). Indeed, 

when a coach also serves in a supervisory role, the need to clarify boundaries and 

establish mutual trust becomes more complex. 

Despite these structural variations in how coaches were assigned—whether by 

district placement, supervisory recommendation, or principal choice—an unexpected 

finding was that the method of coach selection did not significantly affect how 

participants experienced coaching. Regardless of who selected the coach, or the formal 
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relationship structure, trust, contextual understanding, and reflective dialogue 

consistently emerged as key drivers of impactful coaching. These findings suggest that 

the quality of the coaching interaction itself, rather than how the coach was chosen or 

positioned within the organization, was most influential in shaping principals’ 

perceptions and growth. 

Overall, this theme highlights the dual impact of trust through contextual 

understanding in leadership coaching: it fosters personal growth and directly contributes 

to more effective instructional leadership. As urban principals gain confidence in their 

leadership through contextually relevant coaching, they are better positioned to 

implement instructional strategies that are responsive to the challenges of their specific 

school environments. Research by Garcia and Rodriguez (2020) supports this theme, 

suggesting that culturally responsive leadership is crucial in urban settings, where 

community dynamics and student diversity play a significant role in shaping leadership 

strategies. 

The Experience of Leadership Development Through Reflection 

The third key finding relates to how coaching fosters leadership development 

through reflective practices. Participants described how coaching provided a structured 

space for self-reflection, allowing them to assess their leadership decisions and make 

informed, critical adjustments. This finding supports Huff et al.'s (2013) five-phase 

model of coaching, where reflective dialogue is essential for sustained leadership growth. 

Huff’s model emphasized the importance of engaging leaders in critical reflection to 

deepen their leadership capacity and strategic thinking. Reflection was a recurring theme 

in the interviews, with many principals reporting that their coaches encouraged them to 
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think beyond immediate concerns and focus on long-term leadership strategies. Kelly 

Daniels’s experience with reflective questioning, where her coach prompted her to think 

about the "why" behind her decisions, illustrates how coaching fosters deeper strategic 

thinking. This reflective inquiry process is central to the SCT framework, where learning 

is mediated through interactions that prompt critical thinking and self-awareness. 

Lochmiller (2014) also noted that leadership coaching, mainly when it incorporates 

reflective practices, helps principals problem-solve by encouraging them to think 

critically about specific challenges they face in their schools. 

Several participants described how reflective practices led to tangible changes in 

their instructional leadership behavior. Alana English, for example, shared that her 

coach’s reflective questioning helped her rethink her approach to teacher evaluations. 

Instead of simply focusing on compliance with district standards, she began using 

evaluations to foster professional growth in her teachers. By reflecting on her role as an 

instructional leader, Alana shifted her focus toward more developmental feedback, 

leading to improvements in classroom instruction. This demonstrates a concrete link 

between reflective practices and changes in leadership behavior, as her teachers’ 

instructional strategies improved following her shift in approach. Warren and Kelsen 

(2013) also found that reflection supported principals transitioning from operational to 

instructional leadership, with measurable improvements in teaching practices and student 

outcomes. 

Additionally, a pattern emerged where participants reported that reflective 

coaching helped them move from reactive to proactive leadership. Jesica Michael noted 

that before coaching, she was always in “reactive mode,” constantly responding to 
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immediate crises. However, after engaging in reflective practices with her coach, she 

became more intentional and strategic in her decision-making. For instance, she 

implemented a system of regular instructional walkthroughs and reflective feedback 

sessions with her teachers, allowing her to anticipate and address instructional issues 

proactively. This shift from reactive to proactive leadership resulted in more consistent 

instructional improvements across her school, demonstrating how reflective coaching 

translated into measurable leadership outcomes. Houchens et al. (2017) also support this 

shift in approach, showing how reflective inquiry through coaching enhances 

instructional leadership by helping principals develop strategies for long-term success. 

Urban school leaders, often overwhelmed by their roles' daily demands, rarely 

have the time or space for reflection. Coaching allowed principals to step back, assess 

their leadership practices, and make intentional improvements. The reflective nature of 

coaching also aligns with Thessin (2019), who found that reflective coaching leads to 

more strategic decision-making and instructional improvement in schools. In the case of 

Henry Walker, reflection led him to reconsider how he engaged with his leadership team. 

His coach’s reflective prompts helped him realize he had been too focused on operational 

tasks, neglecting instructional leadership. After reflecting on this imbalance, Henry 

Walker restructured his weekly leadership meetings to focus more on instructional goals 

and student outcomes, leading to noticeable gains in student performance. 

This reflection pattern, fostering proactive leadership and strategic planning, was 

evident across multiple participants. Christine Gold highlighted how regular reflective 

coaching sessions helped her develop a long-term instructional vision for her school. 

Previously, Christine Gold had struggled to balance short-term demands with the need for 
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strategic planning. Through reflective coaching, she identified critical instructional 

priorities and worked with her teachers to implement a school-wide literacy initiative, 

later improving student reading scores. One participant, for example, re-evaluated not 

only what they observed during classroom walkthroughs but also how they engaged 

teachers in post-observation conversations. Reflection became a bridge between feedback 

and leadership behavior, transforming technical tasks into relational ones. Several 

principals descried routines such as journaling, debriefing with coaches, or revising notes 

as strategies to prioritize next steps. These iterative practices enable them to refine their 

leadership moves, adjust feedback to teachers, or realign instructional expectations.  

These examples illustrate how coaching’s reflective practices directly contributed 

to measurable improvements in instructional leadership. Principals reported that they 

were more strategic, proactive, and effective in implementing instructional changes that 

enhanced teaching and learning outcomes. The shift from reactive leadership to 

proactive, reflective decision-making demonstrates the transformational power of 

coaching within the Social Constructivist Theory (SCT) framework. Reflective practices 

catalyzed continuous learning and adaptation, empowering principals to apply their 

insights to real-world challenges and drive school improvements. One participant, for 

example, we evaluated not only what they observed during classroom walkthroughs but 

also how they engage teachers in post-observation conversations. Reflection became a 

bridge between feedback and leadership behavior, transforming technical tasks into 

relational ones. Several principals describe routine such as journaling, debriefing with 

coaches, or rerevising notes as strategies to prioritize next steps. These interactive 

practices enabled them to refine their leadership moves, adjusting feedback to teachers or 
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realigning instructional expectation.  Ultimately, this study affirms that reflection is most 

powerful when it drives when it drives targeted changes in practice, reinforcing the idea 

that coaching must lead to action, not juice insight. 

Beyond structured reflection, several participants described coaching as a balance 

between immediate problem-solving and broader strategic development. Coaches were 

not only helping them “in the moment” with decisions around instruction, staffing, or 

urgent leadership tasks—they were also helping principals reflect more deeply on the 

implications of those actions over time. This dual role of coaching—being both 

responsive and developmental—requires a high level of relational trust. It positions 

coaching as both a real-time support mechanism and a sustained form of leadership 

calibration. This process, grounded in trust and mutual respect, exemplifies the dynamic 

social learning described by Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development. Coaches 

facilitated growth not only through technical guidance, but also by offering emotional 

support in ways that participants described as both affirming and transformative over 

time.  

Using Feedback to Refine Instructional Leadership 

A primary theme that emerged from the study was the significant impact of 

feedback on principals' instructional leadership practices. Principals consistently reported 

that their coaches' specific, direct, and constructive feedback facilitated their transition 

from routine, surface-level classroom observations to more meaningful, action-oriented 

evaluations, ultimately fostering teacher development and improving instructional 

quality. This finding aligns with the existing literature on leadership coaching, 
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emphasizing feedback as a critical element of the coaching process that drives leadership 

growth. 

Lochmiller's (2014) work on leadership coaching processes underscores the 

importance of targeted feedback in enhancing instructional leadership. Lochmiller 

highlighted how feedback from coaches helps school leaders deepen their understanding 

of instructional practices and, over time, build their capacity to lead instructional 

improvement. This was mirrored in the experiences of principals in this study, who found 

that feedback guided their leadership decisions and enabled them to reflect deeper on 

their instructional leadership roles. This aligns with Goff et al. (2014), who found that 

combining coaching and teacher feedback significantly enhanced principals' leadership 

capacity, improving their ability to guide instructional changes and overall leadership 

development. Goff et al. also noted that principals who engaged more frequently with 

coaching feedback demonstrated more significant growth in their leadership skills over 

time. 

For example, Kristen Rice shared that her coach’s feedback during classroom 

walkthroughs helped her shift from general observations to more targeted evaluations. 

This allowed her to focus on critical aspects of instruction, such as teacher-student 

interactions and lesson pacing, leading to actionable improvements. This experience 

aligns with Thessin's (2019) argument that instructional feedback is most effective when 

it helps school leaders refine their practices in real-time, allowing them to make 

immediate, impactful changes that enhance teaching and learning outcomes. Nicolaidou 

et al. (2016) also emphasized that feedback-based coaching fosters an environment where 
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principals can learn from their peers and coaches, further developing their instructional 

leadership through reflective dialogue and targeted action plans. 

The hands-on coaching approach described in the findings, where coaches 

actively participated in classroom walkthroughs and provided immediate feedback, was 

particularly effective in fostering leadership growth. Principals like Christine Gold and 

Michael Waters noted that real-time feedback, grounded in actual classroom 

observations, made the coaching process more practical and actionable. This aligns with 

the Social Constructivist Theory (SCT) framework, where learning occurs through 

interaction and feedback loops. Vygotsky's (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) is particularly relevant here, as the feedback provided by coaches 

served as a form of scaffolding, supporting principals as they expanded their leadership 

capabilities and instructional acumen. 

Jennifer Russell reported that her experience provided a clear example of how 

timely feedback supported her. Her coach’s immediate feedback after classroom 

walkthroughs helped her identify areas she had not initially considered for improvement. 

By receiving timely, focused input, Russell was able to engage in reflective practice, 

enhancing her ability to support teacher development. This dynamic interaction between 

coach and principal, where the coach acts as a more knowledgeable peer, exemplifies 

how feedback fosters learning within the ZPD, as described by Vygotsky. Weathers and 

White (2015) similarly found that regular, structured feedback during coaching sessions 

helped urban school principals refine their instructional leadership strategies, 

emphasizing improving both teaching quality and student outcomes. 
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Furthermore, this study supports the findings of Huff et al. (2013), who 

emphasized feedback as a cornerstone of effective coaching relationships. Just as Huff et 

al. noted that feedback enables principals to refine their instructional leadership practices, 

the findings from this study suggest that real-time, constructive feedback not only 

improves the quality of classroom observations but also strengthens principals’ ability to 

foster teacher growth. Through this process, principals move beyond surface-level 

evaluations and become more effective instructional leaders capable of driving 

meaningful improvements in teaching and learning. 

Feedback from coaches played a pivotal role in shaping principals' instructional 

leadership practices. By providing timely, focused, and actionable feedback, coaches 

helped principals enhance their classroom evaluations, deepen their instructional 

knowledge, and improve teacher performance. This interactive process, rooted in Social 

Constructivist Theory, underscores the importance of feedback in leadership development 

and its potential to foster sustained instructional improvement. 

Building Systems of Accountability 

 Another key finding of this study highlights how coaching supported principals in 

establishing accountability systems within their schools. Participants emphasized that 

coaching helped them create structured processes for monitoring instructional quality, 

setting performance standards, and fostering a culture of shared responsibility. This 

finding aligns with Aas and Paulsen’s (2019) research, which indicates that coaching 

equips school leaders with the tools necessary to build sustainable accountability systems, 

driving continuous instructional improvement. Lochmiller (2014) also discussed how 

effective coaching provides principals with frameworks to set goals, track progress, and 
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hold staff accountable, ultimately promoting a coherent and strategic instructional focus 

within schools. 

The coaching experiences described by several principals, including Christopher 

Lite and Henry Walker, underscore coaches' pivotal role in helping them set clear, 

measurable goals, track progress, and ensure accountability across their schools. 

Christopher Lite noted that his coach guided him through a process of goal-setting that 

shifted his approach from informal practices to a more structured and strategic method of 

managing instructional quality. Similarly, Henry Walker shared how his coach helped 

him institute a regular cycle of monitoring and feedback, improving teacher performance 

and student outcomes. These structured approaches to leadership align with Huff et al.’s 

(2013) five-phase leadership coaching model, where establishing measurable goals and 

regularly checking in on progress are fundamental elements. Through this model, 

coaching provided the framework for principals to implement more organized and 

transparent systems of accountability, which in turn supported instructional improvement 

and professional development. 

In the context of Social Constructivist Theory (SCT), these systems and 

accountability were co-constructed through the interaction between the coach and 

principal as they collaboratively developed strategies for school improvement. Setting 

goals, monitoring progress, and providing feedback allowed principals to move beyond 

traditional leadership practices to adopt formal systems that fostered greater coherence in 

their instructional leadership. For instance, Caitlyn Rudy’s experience illustrates this 

dynamic: Her coach helped her design accountability systems that encouraged reflective 

teacher practices, promoting a collaborative and growth-focused approach to 
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improvement rather than a punitive one. The use of reflective practices in coaching to 

foster accountability and instructional coherence aligns with findings from Farver and 

Holt (2015), who emphasized the role of coaching in creating sustainable and trust-based 

accountability systems. 

Furthermore, the transition from informal to formalized systems and 

accountability is supported by Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2008) work, which emphasizes 

that effective leadership coaching enhances school leaders’ ability to implement systems 

that promote instructional coherence. This study affirms that coaching enabled principals 

to create a collective responsibility culture, where teachers and students were held 

accountable for achieving instructional goals. As seen in Caitlyn Rudy’s case, the 

systems put in place through coaching fostered a school-wide commitment to continuous 

improvement, promoting shared accountability for instructional outcomes. 

Additionally, the findings from this study reflect Lochmiller's (2014) insights into 

the role of coaching in building sustainable and adaptable systems that are adaptable to 

the school's evolving needs. Principals reported that with their coaches' guidance, they 

could embed accountability systems into their schools’ daily routines, making 

instructional quality a regular focus of leadership and teacher development. Lochmiller 

(2014) highlighted that structured coaching models help principals consistently focus on 

instructional goals, making accountability systems integral to the school's improvement 

efforts. This structured and ongoing focus on accountability aligns with Lochmiller's 

argument that coaching helps leaders refine their leadership practices through consistent 

feedback, reflection, and adjustment. 
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Coaching proved to be a powerful tool in helping principals build structured 

systems and accountability that promoted instructional quality and fostered a culture of 

shared responsibility. Through the collaborative process with their coaches, principals 

moved from informal, inconsistent leadership practices to more systematic and 

transparent approaches supporting teacher development and student success. This study 

supports the idea that coaching not only enhances the technical skills of principals but 

also enables them to create sustainable systems that improve instructional leadership and 

drive continuous school improvement. 

Co-navigating Instructional Challenges 

The third key theme related to research question two, co-navigating instructional 

challenges, highlights how coaching equipped principals with effective strategies to 

address complex issues such as staff performance, curriculum alignment, and resistance 

to change. Principals consistently emphasized that their coaches provided practical tools 

to manage these challenges despite limited resources or staff pushback. This finding 

aligns with the literature on leadership coaching, particularly Thessin (2019) and Warren 

& Kelsen (2013), who underscore the role of coaching in helping school leaders tackle 

intricate instructional issues by offering actionable strategies and frameworks. 

Lochmiller (2014) supports that coaching processes allow principals to build on 

their knowledge and navigate challenges such as staff performance through reflective 

practices and facilitative leadership. Coaches in Lochmiller’s study helped principals 

develop problem-solving strategies to address leadership challenges specific to 

instructional improvement. This reflective process was also essential for addressing 

resistance to change within the staff. 
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One example comes from Kristen Rice, who shared that her coach was 

instrumental in helping her navigate difficult conversations with underperforming 

teachers. Before receiving coaching, Kristen Rice struggled to address these performance 

issues directly, often fearing negative consequences or a breakdown in relationships. 

However, her coach provided a clear framework for approaching these conversations 

constructively and solution-focused. This support improved her ability to manage staff 

performance and strengthened her overall instructional leadership by fostering a culture 

of accountability. Kristen Rice’s experience resonates with the findings of Lochmiller 

(2014), who noted that effective coaching helps principals address performance issues 

more strategically by equipping them with the tools and confidence needed to foster staff 

growth and accountability.            

Similarly, Jennifer Russell emphasized how coaching helped her manage staff 

resistance to instructional changes, a challenge many urban principals face when 

introducing new practices or curricula. Jennifer Russell shared that her coach provided 

her with strategies to build consensus among her staff, encouraging collaboration and 

shared ownership of the school’s instructional vision. This example reflects the research 

by Aas & Paulsen (2019), which noted that sharing instructional leadership 

responsibilities and building trust within the staff can significantly reduce resistance and 

foster collaboration in implementing new strategies. By focusing on open communication 

and collaborative problem-solving, coaching empowered Russell to guide her staff 

through instructional changes more effectively, ultimately keeping her school on a path 

toward continuous improvement. 
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Coaching also played a pivotal role in helping principals align their instructional 

goals with broader school objectives, an essential aspect of instructional leadership. 

Michael Waters highlighted how his coach helped him create a clear plan for curriculum 

alignment across grade levels, ensuring coherence in instructional practices throughout 

the school. Michael Waters noted that before working with his coach, his school’s 

curriculum was fragmented, with little continuity between grade levels. His coach 

provided him with tools and strategies to facilitate teacher collaboration and align 

instructional practices with the school’s long-term goals. This experience aligns with 

Huff et al.'s (2013) finding that leadership coaching is most effective when it helps 

principals connect daily instructional practices to overarching strategic objectives, 

promoting sustained instructional coherence.      

In addition to helping principals navigate challenges related to staff performance 

and curriculum alignment, coaching also helped them balance support with accountability 

when tackling instructional difficulties. Miriam Alcan described how her coach guided 

her in finding the right approach to support teachers while holding them accountable for 

meeting performance standards. This balance is echoed in Schechter’s (2014) findings, 

which highlight the dual focus of instructional leadership coaching: providing empathetic 

support while maintaining high expectations for performance, leading to instructional 

improvement. 

Principals could co-construct solutions to their most pressing instructional issues 

through interactions with their coaches. This dynamic learning environment allowed 

them to draw on the expertise of their coaches while developing their leadership 

capacities. For instance, Caitlyn Rudy’s experience of using coaching to foster reflective 
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teacher practices exemplifies how the collaborative nature of coaching can empower 

principals to navigate instructional challenges more effectively. Aas and Vavik (2015) 

also highlighted that coaching mainly focused on collaborative problem-solving and 

group coaching sessions, increased principals’ understanding of instructional leadership, 

and empowered them to manage instructional challenges through reflective practices.       

Overall, the findings from this study demonstrate that coaching empowered 

principals to navigate instructional challenges with greater confidence, skill, and 

empathy. Coaching helped principals address staff performance issues, align curriculum, 

and manage resistance to change by providing targeted strategies, actionable frameworks, 

and a balance of support and accountability. These coaching experiences enhanced 

principals' instructional leadership and fostered a continuous improvement culture where 

teachers and leaders were committed to driving better student outcomes. 

Revised Conceptual Framework 

After reviewing the findings of this study, it is essential to reexamine the 

conceptual framework of this dissertation. The literature reviewed in chapter two of this 

dissertation established the original conceptual framework. The literature on leadership 

coaching emphasized the importance of building a coaching relationship between the 

coach and principal, building trust, creating clear goals and expectations for the coaching 

relationship, and improving leadership (Goff, 2014; Farver & Holt, 2015; Huff et al., 

2013; James-Ward, 2011; Lindle, 2016; Lochmiller, 2014; Nicolaidou et al., 2016; Wise 

& Hammack, 2011).  Additionally, the literature argued the importance of 

communication in building trust and supporting the development of a strong working 

relationship between the coach and the coachee (Campone, 2015; Farver & Holt, 2015; 
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Schechter, 2014). The literature articulated that coaching processes support principals' 

instructional leadership development. The literature argued that principals and 

supervisors who engaged in joint work, such as classroom observations and team 

facilitation, contributed positively to changes in principals' practice (Thessin, 2019, 

2021). Although there are challenges that arise when principals' supervisors are also the 

coaches (Lackritz et al., 2019), the collaboration between the different parties can support 

principals' leadership development (Honig, 2012; Thessin, 2019, 2021). And finally, the 

five-phase model for performance-based coaching developed by Huff et al. (2013) 

informed the theoretical lens for this study and was significant in establishing the 

interview questions for this study.  

The findings from my study indicate that while the study’s results mostly uphold 

the original conceptual framework, a few adjustments are needed. It is evident through 

my findings and the existing literature that building a relationship of trust within the 

context of the urban teaching environment was crucial. Within the high-stress 

environment characterized by limited resources, a diverse student population, and intense 

accountability pressure, coaching emerged as a potent instrument for emotional support 

and professional growth.  Principals consistently reported that having access to a safe, 

non-judgmental space to discuss challenges enhanced their capacity to engage in strategic 

thinking about their school improvement. In addition to emotional support, principals 

indicated that real-time targeted feedback and reflective questioning promoted self-

awareness and encouraged deliberate, data-informed decision-making.  

In addition to the shared themes across participants, the data also revealed 

important variation in how coaching was experienced and what participants needed based 
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on their leadership context and development. While the study identified common 

coaching experiences among urban principals –such as the importance of trust, reflection, 

and feedback –it also revealed that coaching needs are not uniform.  Participants’ needs 

evolved based on their leadership experience, school challenges, and personal leadership 

styles. Newer principals sought practical guidance, while more experienced leaders 

valued strategic thought partnership. Coaching aligned to a principal’s developmental 

readiness is more likely to foster growth within their zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  

Notably, within my study, whether the coach functioned as a supervisor or not 

was less significant than other factors, such as the rapport between the coach and the 

principal. Principals emphasized that the strength of the coaching relationship was 

paramount, outweighing the importance of the coaching processes.  When coaches deeply 

understood the urban school context and earned the principal’s trust, discussions were 

more likely to address substantive issues related to practice. Another significant change 

was that goal setting was replaced by building systems of accountability. Rather than 

concentrating solely on individual performance checkpoints, principals collaborated with 

their coaches to establish regular routines, such as data reviews and progress check-ins 

that foster collective responsibility for school improvement.  Over time, these 

accountability systems enabled principals to address performance issues more 

systematically while cultivating a culture of continuous improvement across the school. 

Sustained learning from a coach emerged as more important than staggered learning 

through the process.  
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Based on these findings, the structure of the conceptual framework was revised. 

Vygotsky’s Social Constructivist Theory (1978) along with the contextual understanding 

of urban school settings played a crucial role in supporting the learning between 

principals and coaches. As a result, these two concepts are place around the entire revised 

conceptual framework. The section on Coach as Supervisor was grayed out to indicate 

that it did not yield a significant finding in this study, possibly due to the limited number 

of participants who had a coach who was also their supervisor. Under Improved 

Leadership Practices, goal setting and action planning were replaced with building 

accountability systems, as that was a significant finding through this study in how 

coaching helped improve leadership practices. Finally, staggered learning was replaced 

with sustained learning in the Coaching Process section, as this study’s findings focused 

heavily on the use of feedback and self-reflection over time. This sustained learning for 

principles from their coaches was an important catalyst for improved leaders. 

The revised conceptual framework remains grounded in Vygotsky’s Social 

Constructivist Theory (1978) and Huff et al.’s (2013) performance-based coaching 

model, both of which were strongly supported by this study’s findings. Principals 

experienced leadership growth through co-constructed learning with their coaches, who 

acted as instructional guides. This finding aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD), where learning is most effective when scaffolded within the 

learner’s social and cultural environment. Participants’ descriptions of coaching reflected 

the five phases outlined by Huff et al.—beginning with relationship-building, followed 

by feedback, goal setting, action planning, and ongoing support—demonstrating how 

scaffolded interactions led to the independent application of instructional leadership 
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practices. The revised framework emphasizes that contextual knowledge is not a 

secondary factor, but a central element of effective coaching in urban settings, 

reaffirming Vygotsky’s assertion that all learning is socially and culturally mediated. 

Additionally, the finding from the study emphasized the importance of a strong working 

relationship between the coach and the principal to ground their learning and work 

together. 

In the revised framework, the “coaching partnership” is intentionally positioned 

as the foundation of all other elements, explicitly linking the quality of the relationship to 

the effectiveness of the scaffolding provided within the ZPD (Vygotsky1978). The model 

now makes visible that trust and contextual knowledge are interdependent: trust allows 

the coach to push the principal into new levels of leadership thinking, and contextual 

knowledge ensures that this “push” is culturally and situationally relevant. This is directly 

connected to Vygotsky’s concept of the “more knowledgeable other,” who must 

understand not only the learner’s current abilities but also the environment in which those 

abilities will be applied. In urban school leadership, this means the coach’s familiarity 

with systemic inequities, diverse student populations, and the socio-political realities of 

urban districts is essential for scaffolding that is both authentic and impactful. By 

embedding contextual knowledge into the relationship component of the framework, the 

revised model underscores that the pathway to improved leadership practices is 

inseparable from the coach’s ability to navigate and interpret the principal’s unique 

school context. While much of the existing literature and even participants’ narratives 

highlight the coach’s role in establishing trust, it is equally important to acknowledge the 

responsibility of the participant in contributing to the relationship. Effective coaching is a 
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two-way process: the principal must be open to feedback, willing to engage in reflective 

conversation, and able to build a relationship with the coach. In the revised framework, 

the importance of the coach’s deep knowledge of the urban school context is made more 

explicit, illustrating how this contextual understanding shapes the quality of trust, 

dialogue, and feedback exchanged. This revision underscores that trust is not formed 

solely through interpersonal rapport but is strengthened when the coach can interpret 

challenges, constraints, and opportunities through the lens of the principal’s specific 

urban environment. 

Figure 2 

Revised Conceptual Framework 
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Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research 

Supporting school leaders through coaching can be integral to school 

improvement (Lochmiller, 2014; Warren & Kelsen, 2013) as principals are a key factor 

in driving instruction toward improved student outcomes. While good principals are key 

to running effective schools in general, this is particularly important in urban 

communities where inadequate resources, struggling staff, less-than-desirable building 

conditions, issues related to poverty, prejudice, and other disadvantages are highly 

prevalent (Kimball & Sirotnik, 2000; Wegenke, 2000). It is critical for principals in these 

vulnerable communities to receive adequate support. One way principals receive this 

support is through coaching. To best support principals in their communities, those 

coaching them must understand the context of their work. This section will explore the 

implications for practice, policy, and research based on the findings from the study with 

16 urban school principals.  This section includes subsections on professional 

development for coaches, integrating reflective practices and feedback into leadership 

development, ways to address challenges and cultural competence in coaching, 

establishing accountability systems through coaching, and structuring long-term coaching 

relationships.  

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study suggest that principals particularly value when coaches 

are equipped with technical and emotional support skills to be effective in urban school 

contexts. When coaches working with urban school principals are trained in cultural 

competence, emotional intelligence, and building trusting relationships, they can more 

effectively use their feedback and reflective practice to impact instructional practice and 
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outcomes. Urban school environments present unique challenges, including 

socioeconomic disparities, resource constraints, and diverse student populations, which 

require coaches to adopt a multifaceted approach. Participants in this study also indicated 

how important it was for them to get emotional support from their coaches. As noted by 

Lochmiller (2014), coaching must go beyond instructional leadership to include 

emotional and psychological support, particularly for principals working in high-needs 

environments where the stress of socio-economic pressures and cultural complexities is 

prevalent. 

In practical terms, coach-training programs should include modules on cultural 

competence, focusing on understanding urban schools' socio-economic and cultural and 

linguistic dynamics. Coaches should also receive ongoing professional development in 

equity-focused leadership, helping them to support principals in reducing achievement 

gaps and addressing systemic inequities in urban education. Additionally, emotional 

intelligence training is critical, as coaches need to provide emotional scaffolding for 

principals dealing with the intense pressures of leading under-resourced schools. 

Integrating Reflective Practices and Feedback into Leadership Development 

Schools and districts should prioritize reflective practices as integral to leadership 

development. In urban school settings, where principals often operate in high-pressure 

environments, coaching offers a vital opportunity for leaders to step back and reflect on 

their practices. 

Coaches can be trained to guide principals through reflective questioning, 

enabling them to critically assess their leadership decisions, instructional strategies, and 

teacher development practices. This is particularly beneficial in urban schools where 
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socioeconomic disparities and cultural and linguistic diversity require principals to 

approach leadership with clarity and intention. Findings from this study indicate that 

reflective practices help shift principals from reactive to proactive leadership, fostering 

more intentional and strategic approaches to school improvement.  

Along with reflective practices, districts should prioritize incorporating targeted, 

constructive feedback into their leadership development programs. Coaches should be 

trained to provide actionable, real-time feedback that helps principals refine classroom 

observation techniques and teacher development strategies. This aligns with Huff et al.'s 

(2013) recommendation that feedback must be integral to leadership coaching to promote 

growth. In urban schools, where socio-economic disparities often heighten instructional 

challenges, timely feedback allows principals to make immediate adjustments to improve 

instructional outcomes and better serve diverse student populations. 

To better prepare aspiring leaders for the realities of school leadership, leadership 

preparation programs should incorporate structured role-play scenarios  Role play offers 

a powerful opportunity to practice building trust, engaging in reflective dialogue, and 

responding to high-stakes instructional and interpersonal challenges. Guided by the 

principles of Social Constructivist Theory, these simulations should be co-constructed 

with mentors or coaches, allowing candidates to engage in scaffolded learning that 

supports decision-making, communication, and emotional intelligence. Practicing real-

world situations in a safe, feedback-rich environment equips aspiring leaders to navigate 

uncertainty with confidence and clarity. 
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Establishing Accountability Systems Through Coaching 

Coaching is an effective tool for helping principals establish accountability 

systems that support instructional improvement. Districts should work with coaches to 

develop frameworks that allow principals to set clear goals, track progress, and hold 

themselves and their teachers accountable for achieving instructional objectives. The 

findings from this study argue that in urban schools, where teacher turnover and resource 

shortages are prevalent, accountability systems provide the structure and clarity necessary 

for sustained school improvement. Coaches should work with principals to create clear, 

measurable goals for instructional leadership, teacher development, and student 

outcomes. These goals should be revisited regularly through coaching sessions, with 

coaches providing ongoing feedback and support to ensure progress.  

In districts where resource limitations necessitate that principal supervisors also 

serve as coaches, several strategies may help preserve the integrity of the coaching 

experience. First, districts should ensure role clarity and transparent communication 

about the dual purpose of the relationship. Setting explicit boundaries between evaluative 

functions and coaching conversations can help build psychological safety. Second, it is 

advisable for supervisors to receive targeted training in coaching methods that emphasize 

active listening, non-judgmental questioning, and reflection rather than evaluation. Third, 

creating dedicated, confidential coaching time that is not connected to formal evaluations 

may help foster the conditions of trust that participants in this study found so critical. 

Lastly, pairing supervisors with principals from outside their direct reporting line—if 

organizationally feasible—could provide a middle ground where instructional support 

and trust can coexist without the added pressure of formal evaluation. 
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Structuring Long-Term Coaching Relationships 

Coaching programs should prioritize long-term coaching relationships, allowing 

coaches to work with principals over several years to build the trust and contextual 

understanding necessary for transformational leadership growth. Districts can structure 

long-term coaching by committing to multi-year coaching contracts with external 

coaches, ensuring continuity of support for principals, especially in high-needs schools. 

These long-term relationships enable coaches to deeply understand the socio-economic, 

cultural, and instructional challenges specific to the schools they support, allowing them 

to offer more tailored and impactful coaching.            

In addition, this study indicated variability in the quality and frequency of 

coaching sessions. This divergence suggests that while coaching can be highly effective, 

its impact may be diminished when the coaching structure lacks regularity or coherence, 

an area requiring further research and attention in policy recommendations. 

Implications for Policy 

Given the significant emotional and professional benefits of coaching, 

policymakers should advocate for expanding access to leadership coaching programs, 

particularly in urban school districts. 

Expanding Access to Leadership Coaching for Urban Principals 

The findings from this study support Leithwood and Jantzi’s (2008) 

recommendation that leadership coaching should be a fundamental component of 

principal development in high-needs schools. Research shows that leadership coaching 

significantly impacts principals' development and ability to lead effectively, especially in 

resource-constrained urban environments. Coaching provides critical support for 
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principals, allowing them to navigate urban education's complexities while focusing on 

instructional leadership. 

However, participants identified several barriers to the widespread 

implementation of leadership coaching. One of the primary challenges is funding 

limitations in urban school districts, where resources are often stretched thin. 

Policymakers must address this challenge by prioritizing funding for leadership 

development initiatives, potentially through state-level grants, federal education funding, 

or public-private partnerships. Allocating specific budget lines for leadership coaching 

programs can ensure consistent access for principals in high-needs schools. 

Another barrier mentioned by participants was inconsistent access to high-quality 

coaches. Some urban districts need help finding experienced coaches who understand the 

specific challenges of urban education. To address this, policymakers could establish 

certification standards for leadership coaches, particularly those working in urban 

contexts. Creating a pipeline of highly qualified coaches trained in urban schools' socio-

economic, cultural, and linguistic dynamics would help ensure principals receive 

contextually relevant support. 

Finally, time constraints were frequently cited as a challenge for principals. Urban 

school leaders often struggle to allocate time for coaching sessions amid their daily 

responsibilities. Districts could build coaching into the regular professional development 

schedule or offer flexible, virtual coaching options. Policymakers could advocate for 

integrating leadership coaching into the school calendar, prioritizing it alongside other 

instructional leadership tasks. 

Embedding Coaching in Principal Preparation Programs 
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Leadership coaching should be embedded into principal preparation programs to 

ensure that new school leaders enter the field with the skills and support needed to 

succeed in urban environments. Embedding coaching early in a principal’s career would 

ensure a smoother transition from teaching to leadership roles. 

One of the potential policy challenges in embedding coaching into preparation 

programs is the need for a standardized framework for integrating coaching into 

curricula. Many preparation programs may need more resources or expertise to develop 

coaching components. To address this, state education agencies could establish guidelines 

or frameworks for integrating leadership coaching into principal certification programs. 

These guidelines could include recommended coaching hours, reflective practices, and 

mentorship opportunities, ensuring consistency across preparation programs. 

Policymakers should encourage institutions to integrate coaching into their 

leadership programs through additional funding or recognition for innovative leadership 

training models. Providing additional funding for innovative coaching models would 

motivate universities and other educational institutions to embrace coaching as an 

integral component of principal preparation. 

Strategic Partnerships and Policy Innovation 

 To support the expansion of leadership coaching, policymakers should explore 

opportunities for public-private partnerships. Educational foundations, nonprofit 

organizations, and private entities often have resources and expertise that can 

complement public initiatives. Partnering with these organizations could provide 

additional funding, innovative coaching models, and professional development for 

coaches. Policymakers could advocate for policy innovation by promoting the 
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development of regional coaching networks that pool resources across districts, allowing 

smaller or underfunded districts to share coaching services. Pooling resources would 

especially benefit urban districts facing similar socio-economic and instructional 

challenges. 

Implication for Research 

This study provides a foundation for several avenues of future research. First, a 

longitudinal study is needed to explore the long-term impact of coaching on principals' 

instructional leadership practices and student outcomes in urban schools. While this study 

focused on immediate experiences, a broader investigation of how sustained coaching 

influences school performance would be valuable. Research should focus on how 

coaching impacts leadership development and the specific academic and social-emotional 

outcomes for students in urban school contexts, where challenges related to socio-

economic disparities and resource inequities are most pronounced.  

Another implication of the study was the overwhelmingly positive outcomes 

regarding the coaching shared by the interviewees. While most responses described 

coaching experiences in favorable terms, one set of questions specifically explored 

challenges encountered in the coaching process, asking principals whether they faced any 

barriers, how they addressed or mitigated them, and how these challenges influenced 

their approach to coaching. When analyzing the data related to these questions, it became 

clear that although the majority of participants shared positive experiences, several 

challenges and barriers did emerge. However, participants also demonstrated strategic 

ways to address these obstacles. Future research could intentionally seek to recruit 
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principals who had negative or mixed experiences with coaching to further explore the 

challenges and barriers faced in leadership coaching relationships. 

Further research is needed to explore how coaching models function in different 

urban contexts or under varying district-level conditions. Additionally, due to a limitation 

of this study. Future research should examine the experiences of principals who found 

coaching to be ineffective or unsupportive to their leadership development. Exploring 

coaching partnerships that did not yield positive outcomes could provide valuable 

insights into factors that hinder trust-building, limit reflection, or create barriers to 

growth. Additionally, studying novice principals—who may have different 

developmental needs or be less equipped to navigate coaching relationships—could 

illuminate how coaching models need to be differentiated based on leadership experience. 

Such research would contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the conditions under 

which coaching succeeds or falls short in urban school settings.  

The process by which coaches are selected or assigned may also impact the 

coaching relationship. While trusting relationships between the coach and the principals 

emerged as a key theme, the way in which coaches were selected or assigned may also 

influence how quickly or deeply the relationships developed.  In this study, coach 

selection varied across participants, with some principals assigned a coach by the district 

and others receiving support through external leadership development programs. 

Interestingly, this variation did not produce significant differences in participant 

satisfaction with coaching. However, it is possible that the matching process, shared 

values, or prior relationships could shape coaching dynamics in ways not fully captured 
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in this study. Future research is needed to investigate how this dynamic can affect the 

relationship between the coach and the principals. 

The Role of Equity in Leadership Coaching 

 A critical area for future research is further exploring the role of equity in 

leadership coaching, particularly in urban school contexts. Urban school principals often 

lead schools that serve diverse and underrepresented student populations, and coaching 

can either support or hinder efforts to promote equity in leadership development. Future 

studies should examine how coaching can be designed to promote equitable leadership 

practices, ensuring principals are equipped to address the specific needs of marginalized 

students. This includes exploring how culturally responsive coaching practices help 

principals develop leadership strategies that foster inclusivity. 

Additionally, research should investigate whether coaching programs are 

equitably distributed across schools, particularly in urban districts where resources are 

often scarce. Future research could assess whether disparities exist in how coaching 

resources are allocated. Researchers can help inform coaching models prioritizing social 

justice and inclusivity in education by examining how coaching supports or hinders 

equity in leadership development. 

Long-Term Sustainability of Coaching Programs 

 Another critical area for future research is the long-term sustainability of coaching 

programs in urban schools. While coaching can have immediate benefits, little is known 

about what factors contribute to the long-term success of these interventions. Future 

studies should examine which elements—consistent funding, coach-principal 
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relationships, or district-level support—are most important for sustaining effective 

coaching programs over time. 

Research could also explore how coaching impacts evolve as principals move 

through different stages of their careers. Are the benefits of coaching consistent over 

time, or do they diminish as principals gain more experience? Understanding the 

conditions that lead to the long-term sustainability of coaching programs will be crucial 

for developing models that provide continuous, meaningful support for school leaders in 

urban districts. 

Comparative Studies of Coaching in Different Educational Contexts 

 A significant finding from this study is the importance of principals experiencing 

trust with their coach when the coach thoroughly understands the context of the 

environment where the principal works. Further research could explore if this is true in 

other educational contexts, such as rural or suburban contexts.  Comparative studies 

examining principals' coaching experiences in different educational contexts would 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of how coaching should be tailored to 

diverse leadership environments. 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes by synthesizing the key findings regarding the coaching 

experiences of urban school principals and their implications for instructional leadership 

development. The study's findings highlight the critical role of coaching as an essential 

support system for urban principals, offering technical leadership guidance and emotional 

and psychological support. Principals in high-stress urban environments often face 

unique challenges, including the isolation of leadership, overwhelming demands, and the 
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pressures of socioeconomic disparities. The emotional support coaches provided helped 

alleviate some of this burden, allowing principals to regain clarity and resilience in their 

roles. This emotional dimension of coaching is essential for assisting leaders in coping 

with the pressures of under-resourced schools. By building emotional resilience, coaching 

equips principals to make more thoughtful, reflective leadership decisions that ultimately 

benefit their schools. 

The findings also confirmed that coaching fostered leadership development 

through structured opportunities for reflective practice. Urban school leaders, who are 

often consumed by the day-to-day demands of their roles, reported that coaching sessions 

provided a rare and valuable space for self-reflection and critical analysis. Through 

reflective dialogue, principals could step back from the immediate crises they managed 

and think strategically about long-term school improvement. This shift from reactive to 

proactive leadership was a recurring theme, with principals describing how coaching 

helped them anticipate challenges and implement instructional improvements with 

greater intentionality. The structured reflection facilitated by coaches empowered 

principals to make more informed decisions about teacher development, curriculum 

alignment, and instructional strategies, fostering a deeper and more strategic approach to 

their leadership. This aligns with theories on reflective leadership, which emphasize that 

critical self-assessment is essential for ongoing leadership growth and development. 

Another significant finding was the importance of contextual understanding in the 

coaching relationship. Coaches who had experience in urban education or understood the 

socio-economic and cultural contexts of urban schools were reported to be effective in 

guiding principals through the complexities of their roles. Principals emphasized that 
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coaches with a deep understanding of the challenges unique to urban education—such as 

managing limited resources, addressing diverse student populations, and navigating 

community issues—were able to offer more practical, context-specific strategies. This 

contextual understanding built trust between principals and their coaches, creating an 

environment where principals felt safe openly and honestly discussing their challenges. 

This theme highlights the need for coaching programs to ensure that coaches are 

equipped with cultural competence and an understanding of urban schools' specific 

challenges, as it significantly enhances the impact of coaching on leadership 

development. 

In addition to emotional support and contextual understanding, coaching 

facilitated leadership development through feedback and accountability systems. Many 

principals reported that coaching helped them establish more transparent systems for 

monitoring instructional quality, setting measurable goals, and holding teachers 

accountable for instructional improvement. Co-developed with their coaches, these 

structured systems enabled principals to move from informal leadership practices to more 

organized, data-driven approaches that fostered a culture of accountability within their 

schools. This finding is significant for urban schools, where the complexity of 

instructional challenges often requires transparent, coherent systems to drive school-wide 

improvement. By working with their coaches to develop these systems, principals could 

focus on instructional leadership with greater precision and clarity, improving teacher 

performance and student outcomes. 

The study further revealed how coaching helped principals navigate complex 

instructional challenges, such as managing underperforming staff, aligning curriculum 
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across grade levels, and fostering teacher collaboration. Many principals shared that their 

coaches provided them with practical tools and strategies to address these challenges, 

particularly when faced with resistance to change from staff or limited resources. 

Coaching empowered principals to constructively engage in difficult conversations with 

staff members, fostering a culture of accountability without diminishing morale. 

Moreover, coaching helped principals align instructional goals with broader school 

objectives, ensuring coherence in instructional practices. This emphasis on problem-

solving and strategy development highlights coaching’s role as a support mechanism and 

a practical tool for instructional leadership in high-needs urban schools. 

Lastly, the findings highlight the importance of long-term coaching relationships 

for sustained leadership growth. Several principals reported that having a consistent 

coach over multiple years allowed them to build a deeper level of trust and 

understanding, which enhanced the coaching process. These long-term relationships 

enabled coaches to comprehensively understand the principals' schools, contexts, and 

evolving challenges, leading to more personalized and impactful coaching. Long-term 

coaching relationships also provided principals with ongoing support as they 

implemented new strategies, ensuring that leadership growth was sustained over time 

rather than being a short-term intervention. This finding highlights the need for districts 

to invest in long-term coaching models, ensuring that urban principals receive consistent, 

high-quality support that evolves with their leadership needs. 

In summary, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of the multifaceted 

role of leadership coaching in urban education. Coaching provides critical emotional 

support, fosters reflective leadership, and offers practical tools for navigating the 
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complexities of urban school leadership. The findings suggest that coaching can 

transform individual principals and the broader instructional practices within urban 

schools when sustained and contextually relevant. These conclusions have important 

implications for future policy and practice, particularly in advocating for expanded access 

to leadership coaching in urban districts and ensuring that coaches are trained to address 

the unique challenges of urban education. Future research should explore the long-term 

impact of coaching on school outcomes, particularly in addressing socio-economic 

disparities and improving student achievement in high-needs urban schools. 
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Appendices 
 
 

Appendix A 

Recruitment Email 

Dear (School Leader), 

My name is Elvis R. Henriquez, and I am conducting a study for my dissertation. 

I am looking for participants to take part in this study. The purpose of my study is to 

better understand how coaching supports principals' leadership development and what 

supports principals to improve their instructional leadership. Your participation will 

consist of one 60-90 minutes interview about your experience with coaching. The 

interview can be conducted in person or virtually. 

 This study is interested in better understanding the experiences of urban 

school principals with coaching and other support systems to improve instructional 

leadership and student outcomes. For the purposes of this study, coaching is defined as 

regular and ongoing support to school principals to improve student outcomes. 

● Potential participants will need the following criteria: 

● The individual is a principal or head of school at an urban public school. 

● The individual has been the principal/head of school at their current place 

of employment during the 2023-2024 school year. 

● The individual has participated in coaching during the 2023-2024 school 

year. 
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 If you meet the previous criteria and you are interested in participating in 

the study, please contact Elvis Henriquez at elvishenriquez@gwu.edu or 617-821-5942. 

Your participation is greatly appreciated and all information about you and your school 

will be kept confidential.   

 

Thank you,  

Elvis R. Henriquez 
Doctoral Candidate 
George Washington University 
  

mailto:elvishenriquez@gwu.edu
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent for Interview 
Title of Study: Urban School Principals’ Experience with Coaching 
IRB# NCR245782 
Researcher: Elvis R. Henriquez 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Rebecca Thessin, Ph.D. 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. 

Rebecca Thessin of the Graduate School of Education and Human Development, The 

George Washington University (GWU).  Taking part in this research is entirely 

voluntary. Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting Elvis 

R. Henriquez, a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership and Administration 

Program at George Washington University, who is conducting this research as his 

dissertation study. He may be reached by telephone at (617) 821-5942 or by email at 

elvishenriquez@gwu.edu.  

The purpose of this study is first to understand the experiences of urban school 

principals receiving leadership coaching. The second purpose is to better understand the 

coaching experiences urban principals identify as facilitating/contributing to changes in 

their instructional leadership practices.  

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in one 

interview.  The interview will last approximately 60-90 minutes, and it can occur in 

person or via virtual platform, and it will be recorded. You will be asked to discuss your 

experiences with receiving coaching and if you perceive it supports your leadership 

development and if it improves your instructional leadership.  In addition to the 

interview, you will be asked to complete a short questionnaire with your demographic 

information and some basic information about your school. Once the interview is 
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completed, the recording will be transcribed.  The transcription will be emailed to you for 

your review.  At that time, you may offer any corrections/and or addition as needed.  You 

may refuse to answer any of the questions posed during the interview, and you may stop 

participating in this study at any time.    

What are the reasons you might choose to volunteer for this study?  

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to 

science and humankind that might result from this study include supplementing the 

current body of literature on coaching principals and supporting school districts and 

leadership coaching programs as they design coaching support for principals.   

What are the reasons you might not choose to volunteer for this study? You may 

have a concern regarding loss of confidentiality, or you may have time limitations 

affecting your availability. There will be minimal risk to the participants of this study and 

any participants may choose to withdraw from the study at any time.  

 Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this 

cannot be guaranteed. All identifiable information, including your name and the name of 

your school, and the location of your school, will be removed from transcripts and 

replaced with pseudonyms. The interview recording will be destroyed immediately after 

the transcription.  All personal information will be kept confidential and safe at all 

times.  If the results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific 

meetings, the people who participated in this study will not be named or identified.  

If you choose to participate in this study, you will agree to have our interviews 

recorded. The total amount of time you will be asked to spend in connection with this 
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study will be between 80-100 minutes. You may refuse to answer any questions, and you 

may stop participating in the study at any time.  

The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone 

number (202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 

participant.  

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not required. Your willingness to 

participate in this research study is implied if you proceed.  

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 

Verbal Consent to be given/recorded in interview.  
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Appendix C 

Interview Protocol 
Title of Study: Urban School Principals’ Experience with Coaching 
IRB# NCR245782 
Researcher: Elvis R. Henriquez 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Rebecca Thessin, Ed. D. 
 
Start the interview by reading the following to the participants:  

I want to start by thanking you for allowing me to talk to you today.  I know you 

are extremely busy, and I appreciate your time and willingness to talk to me. Also, thank 

you for completing the pre-interview survey with your background information. My name 

is Elvis R. Henriquez.  I am a doctoral student at the George Washington University in 

Washington, DC and I am conducting research to learn more about urban school 

principals' experience with coaching. 

During our time together today, I want to learn more about your overall 

experiences with coaching. The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes. Please 

know that any information you provide will be kept confidential and your name, the name 

of your school, or the location will not be used. Pseudonyms will be used for your school, 

your name, and the location of the study.   

I will be recording our interview today for transcription purposes and the 

recording will not be used in any publication. The information will be kept confidential in 

a password-protected computer. 

Interview Questions: 

1. Tell me how you decided to become a principal. 

a. What influenced your decision the most? 

b. How did your previous roles prepare you for being a principal? 
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2. In what ways has your perception of what a principal does changed since 

becoming a principal? 

3. What has surprised you the most about your responsibilities as a principal?  

4. You indicated you have been working with a coach. Tell me about your overall 

experience with coaching in your role as an urban school principal? 

a. How often do you meet with your coach?  

b. How long are the coaching sessions? 

c. What do you work on when you meet? 

5. What types of coaching have you received? (e.g., peer coaching, instructional 

coaching, leadership coaching).  

a. Which type of coaching do you find most beneficial and why? 

b.  How do these different types of coaching complement each other? 

6. How did these coaching experiences come about? Were they initiated by you, the 

school, or external entities? 

a. What motivated you to start these coaching sessions? 

b. How has the initiation source influenced the coaching process? 

7. What actions do believe are essential to build a trusting coaching relationship?  

a. What steps did you coach take to build a coaching relationship with you? 

b. Were there any specific actions or behaviors that particularly stood out to 

you? 

c. Can you share an example of how trust was built over time? 

8. Please describe how you and your coach determined what to focus on during a 

particular coaching meeting.  
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a. How is the focus for the coaching meetings determined?  

i. Have your focus areas evolved over time? If so, how? 

b. How flexible are these focus areas during the meetings? 

9. Tell me about a successful coaching meeting you recently had?   

a. What made it successful? 

i. How did this successful meeting impact your work as a principal? 

b. Is there a time when a coaching meeting was not successful? Tell me 

about this experience. 

i. What did you learn from this less successful experience? 

10. What coaching experiences do you find most helpful in supporting your 

instructional leadership?  

a. How often do they happen? 

i. Would you prefer a different frequency? Why or why not? 

b. How do you plan for them?  

i. What preparation do you find most beneficial? 

c. Tell me more about those experiences. 

i. Can you share a specific example of a particularly impactful 

session? 

11. What aspects of the coaching experience do you find most beneficial in 

supporting your overall leadership development? 

a. How have these aspects translated into your daily practices? 

b. Can you share a specific success story related to these aspects? 
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12. Are there any professional qualities/experiences that you think a coach should 

have to successfully coach urban school principals? 

13. Can you provide examples of situations or challenges where coaching played a 

significant role in shaping your approach as an urban school leader? 

a. How did your coach help you navigate these situations? 

b. What strategies from coaching did you apply?  

14. Can you identify any specific coaching strategies or techniques that have been 

particularly effective in facilitating positive changes in your leadership practices? 

a. Can you specify how the strategy or technique impacted your leadership? 

i. How quickly did you notice the impact of these strategies? 

b. Would you recommend these strategies to other principals? Why or why 

not? 

15. Have you encountered any challenges or barriers in the coaching process? If so, 

how were they addressed or mitigated? 

a. What support did you receive in overcoming these challenges? 

b. How have these challenges influenced your approach to coaching? 

16. How do you balance the demands of your role as a principal with the time and 

commitment required for coaching? 

a. Have you had to make any adjustments to manage this balance? 

17. Do you see coaching continuing to contribute to your ongoing professional 

development and growth as a leader? How and in what capacity?  

a. How do you envision the evolution of coaching in your professional 

development? 



 181 

18. Based on your experiences, what recommendations would you provide for 

improving coaching for urban principals? Is that different than if you were a 

principal of a non-urban school? 

a. Are there any specific areas or practices you think need more attention? 

b. How can school districts better support principals in their coaching 

journey? 

19. What advice do you have for any urban principal who is interested in working 

with a coach? 

a. What recommendations do you have for principal coaches or school 

districts? 

i. What should they focus on to enhance the coaching experience? 

b. How should new principals approach finding the right coach for them? 

20. Is there anything else you would like to share with me about your experience with 

coaching?  Is there anything else you would like to add? 

a. Are there any topics or aspects we haven't covered that you think are 

important? 

b. How has reflecting on these questions influenced your view on coaching? 

 
Thank you for taking the time to talk to me today.  I will reach out once the interview has 
been transcribed to share a copy of your interview transcript for your review.  In the 
meantime, do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions.  
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Appendix D 

Demographic Information Survey 

Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge. Please 
choose the best response as it relates to you. You may choose to answer any or none of 
the questions.  This information will not be connected to your interview, your responses, 
or your school in any way.  

Age 
20-30 
31-40 
41- 50 
51- 60 
61- 70 
70+ 
 
Race 
African American/Black/ Not of Hispanic Origin 
American Indian 
Asian 
Latino/Hispanic 
White/Caucasian/ Not of Hispanic Origin 
Pacific Islander 
Unspecified  
Other 
 
Gender 
Female 
Male 
Non-Binary 
Other 
 
Years in Service 
Yeas as teachers 
Years as principal  
 
Education Level  
Bachelor's Degree 
Master’s Degree 
Doctorate  
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Appendix E 

Table 1  

A Sample of the Coding and Synthesis Process 

Code  Quotes  Themes Conceptual 
Framework 

Goal Setting “My coach would regularly check in on 
my progress, push me when I wasn’t 
meeting my targets, and help me figure 
out how to get back on track.” 
“It’s not enough to just set goals—you 
need someone to hold you accountable, 
to push you when you’re not meeting 
them.” 
"I didn’t have a clear system in place 
for monitoring instructional quality. My 
coach helped me build one from the 
ground up.” 
"Coaching made me realize that I had 
to model accountability if I wanted my 
staff to follow suit.” 

Building 
Structure and 
Systems 
 
Accountability 
Targeted 
Feedback 
Development 
through 
reflection 

Improved 
instructional 
leadership 
practices 

Coaching 

Relationship 

“At first, I was hesitant to be really 
honest about what wasn’t working.” 
“Building that relationship is key—it’s 
the foundation for everything else” 
“I wouldn’t have been able to open up 
about my struggles if I didn’t trust my 
coach.” 
“Jill has been my coach for over 10 
years… She’s seen the evolution of our 
school, the ups and downs” 

Openness and 
Trust in 
Coaching 
Emotional 
Support 
Validation 

Coaching 
Partnership 

Instructional 

Support  

"I used to dread having difficult 
conversations with my teachers about 
their performance, especially when it 
came to instruction.” 
“My coach helped me navigate that 
resistance, giving me the tools to build 
consensus and keep things moving 
forward."  
“My coach helped me come up with a 
plan to align our curriculum, and more 

Addressing 
Challenges 
 
Co-Navigating 
instructional 
challenges 

Coaching 
processes  
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importantly, they helped me 
communicate that plan.”  

Instructional 

Leadership 

“My coach helped me understand what 
I needed to focus on and how to 
provide feedback to my teachers that 
would actually help them improve." 
“The most helpful coaching was when 
Jill and I would walk through 
classrooms together.”  
"My coach would give me immediate 
feedback after I conducted a 
walkthrough” 
"I never felt like the feedback was 
about criticism—it was about growth.” 

Feedback to 
support 
instruction 

Improved 
instructional 
leadership 
practices 
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Appendix F 

Table 2  
 
Participant Demographic Information 
 

Pseudonyms Highest 
Level of 
Education 

Age 
Range 

Race School 
Grades 

Gender Years in 
Education 

School 
Location 

Coached 
by: 

1. Batu James Masters 41-50 White 9-12 Male 19 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

2. Carla 
Hellen 

Masters 31-40 Latinx K-8 Female 15 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

3. Kelly 
Daniels 

Masters 31-40 White 3-8 Female 14 MA Private 
Coach 

4. Henry 
Walker  

Masters 31-40 Black K-8 Male 12 MA  Private 
Coach 

5. Miriam 
Alcan 

Masters 41-50 White K-6 Female 22 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

6. Alana 
English 

Doctorate 41-50 White K-6 Female 22 MA Private 
Coach 

7. Caitlyn 
Rudy 

Doctorate 41-50 White K-8 Female 22 MA External 
Coach 

8. Jennifer 
Russell  

Masters 51-60 Black K-8 Female 29 RI Supervisor
  

9. Jesica 
Michael 

Doctorate 31-40 Black K-6 Female 11 MA Private 
Coach 

10. Linda 
Dell 

Masters 31-40 Latinx/
White 

K-8 Female 12 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

11. Christine 
Gold 

Masters 41-50 White 6-8 Female 20 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

12. Irma 
Marquez 

Master 31-40 Latinx 9-12 Female 17 MA Private 
Coach 

13. Kristen 
Rice 

Masters 31-40 Latinx K-6 Female 9 CA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

14. John 
Howard 

Masters 51-60 Black K-8 Male 21 MA District 
Assigned 
Coach 

15. 
Christopher 
Lite 

Doctorate 51-60 White 9-12 Male 19 CA Private 
Coach 

16. Michael 
Water 

Mater 51-60 Black K-6 Male 20 RI  Supervisor 

 


