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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
 

Leadership Coaching: 
A Multiple-Case Study of Urban Public Charter School Principals’ Experiences 

 
This multi-case study seeks to understand the experiences of New York City and 

Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced leadership 

coaching, a component of leadership development, beyond their novice years. The 

research questions framing this study address how experienced public charter school 

principals describe the impact of leadership coaching practices on their leadership 

development, as well as how they describe their own leader identity construction through 

the process of coaching.    

The education sector faces a shortage of highly skilled leaders in addition to a 

leadership retention crisis.  Leadership coaching, used for decades in the business sector, 

is becoming more commonly practiced in the education sector as a way to support and 

develop school principals.  Although research on leadership coaching for traditional 

public school principals has emerged over the past decade, there is a lack of research on 

leadership coaching for public charter school principals.  In addition, the existing 

research on leadership coaching for public school principals is focused primarily on 

novice school principals.  Thus, this study extends this body of research beyond 

traditional public school principals and novice principals to the experienced school 

principals in public charter schools in order to ensure that their perspectives and 

experiences of leadership coaching are incorporated into the literature.  

Eight public charter school principals were selected for participation in the study, 

with data collected through interviews, documents, and artifacts shared by the 
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participants.  The findings of the study are presented within the following three main 

themes: the coaching process, the impact of coaching, and the principal leader identity 

construction.  Interpretation of these findings highlights inconsistency between 

participants’ experience of the leadership coaching process and the literature as well as 

well as consistency with research on the impact of coaching.  Furthermore, through 

artifact analysis and participant reflection, this research offers evidence that leadership 

coaching supports the process of leader identity construction, thus extending the literature 

on leadership coaching for school principals.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Over the past sixteen years, the pressure to increase student achievement has 

grown dramatically, driven by federal policies such as No Child Left Behind (2001), and 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), which place increased scrutiny on the role of 

school leadership in improving student performance.  In addition to being responsible for 

managing the day to day operations of the school building and ensuring adequate 

resources, such as allocating money, time and people (Grissom & Loeb, 2011), school 

principals today are expected to be instructional leaders, responsible for supporting and 

developing rigorous instructional practices for teachers (Leithwood & Louis, 2012), 

ensuring high levels of academic success for students, developing a school culture that 

values high academic standards, and facilitating a professional learning community 

(Acker-Hocevar, Cruz-Jansen, & Wilson 2012; Drago-Severson, Blum-DeStefano, & 

Asghar, 2013; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Stoll & Seashore Louis, 2007; Stoll, Bolam, 

McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006).  

As a result of the increased demands, the role of the school principal has gone 

through major changes, becoming more complex and multi-faceted (Bossi, 2007; 

Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe, Orr, & Cohen, 2007; Fullan, 2002), thus 

shifting from the role of manager to that of visionary instructional leader.  School 

principals must adapt to this new paradigm of school leadership and need guidance to 

meet the inevitable challenges that they will encounter (Weathers & White, 2015; Wise & 

Jacobo, 2010).  

An effective school principal is an integral part of a school’s success.  While 

research has long found that classroom teachers have a significant and direct impact on 
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student achievement, recent research has shed light on the important, yet indirect, role 

that school principals play in impacting student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; 

Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008; Leithwood & Louis, 2012; Leithwood & Wahlstrom, 2008; 

Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005; 

School Leaders Network, 2014), with some stating that the effect of school principals 

contributes to 25% of the total school influences on a student’s academic performance 

(School Leaders Network, 2014).  In addition to their role in supporting students’ 

academic performance, school principals also play an important role in increasing 

teachers’ organizational commitment (Aydin, Sarier, & Uysal, 2013), retention, and job 

satisfaction by providing opportunities for teachers’ growth and shared decision-making 

(Brown & Wynn, 2009). Parent engagement is also increased when the principal is 

welcoming and supportive of parental involvement (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014).  In sum, 

school principals are tasked with supporting student achievement, organizational 

commitment, teacher retention, and parent-school engagement, all resulting in increased 

organizational effectiveness for the school. 

Problem Statement 

Leadership development programs, both within universities’ schools of education 

and within school districts, have struggled to keep pace with the increasing role 

complexity and expectations for school principals (Elmore, 2000; Hess & Kelly, 2007; 

Levine, 2005).  While more attention to leadership preparation has been placed upon the 

university level (Orr & Orphanos, 2011; Perez et al., 2011), research shows that 70-90% 

of learning happens on the job (Center for Workforce Development, 1998; Cross, 2009), 

thus, it is incumbent upon school districts and charter management organizations (CMOs) 
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to provide ongoing leadership development opportunities to support school principals in 

refining their skills and ways of being in practice.   

Lord and Hall (2005) emphasize the importance of individual identity in 

developing leadership, noting that effective leadership development depends on the 

successful integration of leader identity into the self.  Leader identity then progresses 

from the individual level to the relational level, to the collective level (DeRue & Ashford, 

2010).  According to recent research by Lemons and Stevenson (2015), successful 

districts adhere to the following leadership development practices: “ground leadership 

development efforts in the district’s theory of action for improvement; develop leadership 

to fuel sustainability over time; leverage the power of experience to drive leadership 

development; invest in reflection to amplify learning; and ensure the quality of leadership 

development activities” (p. 19-21). Despite having identified best practices for leadership 

development at the district level, many school districts have inadequate leadership 

development practices in place and continue to face ongoing challenges (Levine, 2005).  

Urban school leadership challenges. Leading in urban, high poverty schools has 

unique challenges for school leaders.  There is high pressure to increase standardized test 

scores, coupled with challenging working conditions (School Leaders Network, 2014). 

One challenge facing the profession is that the “principalship” is lonely, partially due to 

the reluctance of school principals to share their weaknesses and challenges with their 

supervisors or staff, which can leave school principals feeling isolated (Bloom, 1999; 

James-Ward, 2013; James-Ward & Potter, 2011).  Research also suggests that job stress 

for principals has been increasing over time (Brock & Grady, 2002; Cushing, Kerrins, & 

Johnstone, 2003; Queen & Queen, 2005; Sogunro, 2012; Whitaker & Turner, 2000), with 
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school principals reporting high levels of chronic stress.  A recent study of 52 high school 

principals in Connecticut found that 96% of them reported experiencing work-related 

stress at levels that they believed impacted their mental and physical health, work habits, 

and productivity (Sogunro, 2012). These factors all contribute to astoundingly high 

turnover rates, which can be as high as 30% annually, especially in schools serving 

higher percentages of low-income and minority students (Burkhauser, Gates, Hamilton, 

& Ikemoto, 2012).  This high turnover rate can have a particularly negative impact on 

schools that are already struggling, contributing to continued institutional instability and 

detrimental effects on student achievement (Burkhauser, et al., 2012).  Principal turnover 

is also expensive, with costs ranging from $36,850 to $303,000, with the typical cost 

estimated to be about $75,000 to bring on each new principal (School Leaders Network, 

2014). 

All schools, but particularly schools serving high poverty populations, need 

leadership development programs that are designed to meet their specific needs.  

Differentiated leadership development, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach is needed 

in order to support school principals, however, frequently high poverty urban public 

schools may be constrained by limited autonomy, resulting in challenges in creating 

change (Louis et al., 2010).   

Public charter schools. Public charter schools have grown as a response to 

traditional district-run public schools as a way to improve the public school system 

through innovation and increased accountability (National Alliance for Public Charter 

Schools, 2016). There are currently more than 6,700 public charter schools in 42 states 

and Washington, DC, serving almost 3 million students, with projections of over 4 
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million students served nationally by charter schools in the year 2020 (National Alliance 

for Public Charter Schools, 2016).  Public charter schools developed in the 1990s to offer 

parents a public, tuition-free, school alternative for children, based around the belief that 

public schools should be accountable for student learning. Just like traditional public 

schools, public charter schools are required to meet all state and federal education 

mandates, however, public charter schools are held accountable through their authorizing 

bodies, which may ultimately revoke the charter and close the school if accountability 

measures are not met.   

Public charter schools and traditional public schools serve comparable 

populations in many cities in which they are located.  New York City is the nation’s 

largest school district, serving 1.1 million students and over 1,800 schools (New York 

City Department of Education, 2016), and is a leader in the public charter school 

movement, with the second highest charter school student enrollment in the nation 

(National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016). Currently, about 95,000 students, 

or 8% of New York City’s public school children, attend one of the over two hundred 

public charter schools (New York City Charter School Center, 2016).  The public charter 

school population of the New York City schools is fairly representative of the city’s 

overall school population, with comparable levels of students living in poverty and 

receiving special education services as compared with traditional public schools 

(CREDO, 2015).  

Washington, DC is currently home to 114 public charter schools serving nearly 

40,000 students.  Forty-five percent of all public school students in the city attend public 

charter schools, making it the nation’s fourth highest percentage of public school students 
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attending charters (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016).  As compared 

with traditional public schools, Washington, DC charters serve a higher percentage of 

students in poverty and a slightly lower percentage of students receiving special 

education services (CREDO, 2015).  

Although public charter schools and traditional public schools serve relatively 

similar demographics, their management structures differ. While traditional public 

schools are typically organized into districts, 67% of public charters are independently 

run, non-profit, single-site schools, and 20% are run by non-profit organizations that run 

more than one public charter school, often referred to as a charter management 

organization, or CMO.  The remaining 13% of public charter schools are run by for-profit 

companies (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016).   

Public charter schools differ from traditional public schools in that they are 

schools of choice with increased accountability and autonomy, therefore less constrained 

by limited autonomy than their traditional public school counterparts. Due to their high 

level of autonomy, charter schools have much more leeway than traditional public 

schools in creating and implementing new innovations in curriculum, school culture, 

length of school day and school year, organizational structure, student discipline, staff 

selection, professional development and leadership development practices (National 

Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2016; New York City Charter School Center, 2016).  

From this perspective, public charter schools operate as spaces of innovation, where 

alternative approaches to challenges, specifically those faced in urban high poverty 

schools, may be implemented and assessed.    
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Public charter schools also differ from traditional public schools in how the role 

of the principal is developed and supported (Carpenter & Peak, 2013).  As compared with 

traditional public school principals, charter school principals view themselves as having 

more power, working more days, and holding a more positive perception of their position 

(Vickers, 2014).  However, charter schools also experience higher turnover of school 

leaders, potentially due to gaps in traditional school leadership development programs 

that do not address charter-specific needs, mismatches between charter principals and 

their schools’ missions, or charter schools’ lack of a central office with a pool of potential 

candidates (Sun & Ni, 2016).  Furthermore, unlike many traditional public schools where 

teachers and school principals have an added level of job security due to their affiliation 

with unions, many charter school personnel are not unionized and job security is often 

closely related to job performance, thus more closely aligned with personnel management 

in the private sector (Sun & Ni, 2016).  Thus, those who choose to work in charter 

schools tend to be drawn to the autonomy and mission-driven work (Vickers, 2014). 

Leadership coaching.  Leadership coaching, widely used in the business world, 

has emerged in the past ten years as a leadership development practice for school 

principals in both traditional public schools and public charter schools, to address the 

need for individualized leadership development and to provide a forum that will 

counteract, or at least begin to address, the loneliness, stress, and pressure that comes 

with the challenges of the current role of the school principal. The practice of coaching is 

growing rapidly (Reeves, 2009), with a recent study finding that one-half of school 

principal respondents had received leadership coaching (Wise & Cavazos, in press).  

Coaching is a process that enables individuals to reflect, think and act in new ways to 
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bring about change (Wise & Jacobo, 2010), thus making it consistent with best practices 

for leadership development as described by Weathers and White (2015). Coaching has 

been used in the corporate world for decades (Joo, 2005) and research has shown that it is 

an effective way to help individuals navigate workplace changes and increase 

effectiveness (Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris & Shuster, 2010; Reiss, 2006: Wise & 

Jacobo, 2010), as well as help leaders better understand their work and be successful 

(Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson, 2001; Thach, 2002).  

Leadership coaching is one way to provide on the job support and leadership 

development in order to help school principals learn the skills, knowledge and confidence 

needed to perform their jobs (James-Ward, 2013; Lochmiller, 2014; Rhodes, 2012; Wise 

& Hammack, 2011), as well as to address the increased complexity of the role, the 

challenges in retention and sustainability, and the stress and isolation experienced by 

school principals. Thus, many school districts, CMOs, and single-school site charter 

schools have begun to implement leadership coaching for school principals as a way to 

support their leadership development as they navigate the challenging role of school 

principal and in order to address more complex and nuanced challenges that arise in their 

work. 

Research on coaching of school principals is still emerging, (Goff, Guthrie, 

Goldring, & Bickman, 2014; James-Ward & Potter, 2011; Lochmiller, 2014; Silver, 

Lochmiller, Copland, & Tripps, 2009), with only a few empirical studies, most of which 

examine novice principals in traditional public schools.  More needs to be understood 

about how the coaching process is experienced by and maximized for school principals 

(Huff, Preston & Goldring, 2013), and specific attention in this area is warranted for 
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public charter school principals, whose experiences in leadership coaching are absent 

from the literature.  The experiences of public charter school principals may differ from 

those of their traditional public school counterparts due to differences in organizational 

structures, role expectations, and increased autonomy (Carpenter & Peak, 2013).  

Learning about both the process as well as the potential impact of leadership coaching, 

particularly as it is understood and experienced by urban public charter school principals, 

will shed light on the development process of leadership skills and leader identity. 

Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this multi-case study is to understand the experiences of New 

York City and Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced 

leadership coaching, a component of leadership development. 

 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following two research questions 

will be investigated: 

• How do public charter school principals describe the impact of leadership 

coaching practices on their leadership development? 

• How do public charter school principals describe their own leader identity 

construction through the process of coaching? 

Significance of Study 

As leadership coaching becomes more commonly practiced in the education 

sector, there remains ongoing interest in the benefits and application of leadership 

coaching for school principals.  While coaching is designed to be individualized and to 

address a broad range of issues, learning more about the context-specific application of 

coaching for public charter school principals will help schools, districts and CMOs, and 
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policymakers to identify key components and aspects of the coaching process that are 

relevant to the education sector.  Furthermore, the education sector faces a shortage of 

highly skilled leaders in addition to a leadership retention crisis (School Leader Network, 

2014).  Given the importance of strong and consistent school leadership, a thorough 

examination of coaching as a potentially beneficial leadership development approach 

could influence how schools and districts choose to support, retain and develop their 

leaders.  This study is beneficial to traditional public school districts, CMOs, and the 

coaches that work with school principals in each setting, as the information gathered from 

the public charter school principal participants sheds light on their unique perspectives 

and experiences of the coaching process. This study also contributes to the field as 

districts and CMOs look to effectively scale leadership coaching programs and practices.  

As the research on leadership coaching for school principals develops, it is 

important to gather as much data as possible on the experiences of those school principals 

who have participated in coaching beyond their novice years to better understand the 

benefits and challenges of coaching more experienced school leaders.  Given that the 

experiences and voices of traditional public school principals are somewhat represented 

in the literature, this study extends this line of research to the school principals in public 

charter schools in order to ensure that their perspectives and experiences may be 

incorporated into the literature.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study is informed by Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory and 

DeRue and Ashford’s (2010) leader identity construction theory.  Leadership coaching 

describes a dyadic relationship where the coach and the coachee work together toward 
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the coachee’s goals.  In this relationship, the coach guides and shapes the interactions and 

intentionally structures coaching sessions in such a way as to push the coachee’s thought 

process and meaning making.  During the process of coaching, the coachee reflects on his 

or her experience as a leader, and develops his or her own sense of what it means to be a 

leader, as well as in what ways he or she will enact leadership.  Therefore, these theories 

frame both the process of meaning making in coaching as well as the development of the 

coachees’ identity as a leader through reflection.  In the following subsections, a succinct 

description of each theory is presented.  

Social Development Theory.  Vygotsky (1978) stressed the importance of social 

interaction in meaning making.  He argued that individual development comes from 

social interaction, and that learners play an active role in constructing meaning.   Rather 

than ascribe to a set of universal stages of development, Vygotsky emphasized 

differentiated, individual development as shaped by culture and social interactions with a 

“more knowledgeable other.”  In the process of coaching, the coach serves as the “more 

knowledgeable other,” (MKO) working with the coachee to support his or her individual 

development and learning.  These interactions are maximized within the “zone of 

proximal development,” (ZPD) which refers to a level of learning that the learner could 

not acquire on his or her own, but that can be acquired with guidance and encouragement 

from another more knowledgeable person.  Coaching is a process that should take place 

within the ZPD, thus, supporting the school principals to develop beyond their current 

level of learning through guidance and encouragement from the coach.   

Leader Identity Construction.  This study examines leader identity construction 

through the participants’ understanding of and experience with leadership coaching as 
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part of the leadership development process.  Gecas (1982) describes identity as the 

various meanings attached to a person by him or herself and others.  Identities are 

“constructed” and negotiated through social interactions (Cooley, 1902; Goffman, 1959; 

Mead 1934).  Individuals behave in certain ways and put forth certain images to 

demonstrate how they perceive themselves or how they hope others will perceive them.  

Based on these perceptions, which may result in acceptance or rejection by others, 

individuals go on to either maintain or renegotiate their self-conceptions (Swann, 1987).  

Individuals develop multiple identities within their personal and professional worlds 

(Ibarra, 1999).  This study will focus specifically on the construction of the leader 

identity. The leader identity is “the sub-component of one’s identity that relates to being a 

leader or how one thinks of oneself as a leader” (Day & Harrison, 2007, p. 365). 

  Constructing a leader identity is an integral part of becoming a leader (Ely, 

Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011). DeRue and Ashford (2010) proposed a leadership identity 

construction theory where leadership identity is constructed at three levels: personal 

identity, relational recognition, and collective endorsement.   The personal identity level 

includes knowing yourself and incorporating the identity of the leader as a part of the 

self-concept. The relational identity level involves asserting one’s leadership within a 

specific context such that it is confirmed or rejected by others.  Finally, the collective 

endorsement occurs when individuals are collectively endorsed by the social group, 

where the leader identity represents collective meanings among leaders and other group 

members (DeRue & Ashford, 2010).  

 These three levels of leader identity construction overlap and are co-constructed, 

occurring in an iterative and ongoing process (Moorosi, 2014).  From this perspective, 
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“leadership development is a complex process that involves more than the advancement 

of one individual but occurs through the interaction of the individual with the social and 

organizational environments” (Moorosi, 2014, p. 795).   

Summary of the Methodology 

 Case study methodology was used for this study.  Specifically, a multi-case 

comparison was selected to provide various perspectives on leadership coaching in order 

to identify potentially helpful common and unique characteristics of leadership coaching 

for school principals (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2006).  This design used an inductive 

strategy, and resulted in rich, descriptive accounts (Stake, 1995) about the experience of 

leadership coaching by collecting data through interviews, artifacts, and documents.  

Each school principal represented a case that was studied in depth (Merriam, 2009).   

 Study participants.  Participants were current or former (within the last school 

year) New York City or Washington, DC public charter school principals who had served 

at least three full years as principal and who had received continuous coaching from the 

same coach for at least six months within the last school year, in order to ensure that the 

school principals had substantial experience, both on the job and with leadership 

coaching, to draw from and reflect upon.  In order to gather unique perspectives as well 

as to ensure depth of experience and provide rich descriptions, the study included eight 

public charter school principals, and data were collected until the point of saturation.  

School principals were selected through purposeful sampling by first reaching out to the 

school principals and CMO leaders that the researcher knew directly in New York City 

and Washington, DC and then to the contacts of those people via listservs and social 

media (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These potential participants completed a participant 
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selection survey in order to ensure that they met the criteria for participation in the study.  

Research shows that a quarter of the nation’s school principals, and closer to 30% of 

charter school principals, leave their jobs each year, with 50% of principals not retained 

beyond their third year on the job (School Leaders Network, 2014).  Thus, the selection 

criteria included selecting participants who had completed at least three years on the job 

in order to uncover specific coaching practices that may have enabled them to surpass the 

50-50 odds of continuing beyond the third year.  

Data collection methods.   Data were collected through semi-structured 

interviews, artifacts, and documents. By collecting data in these different ways, different 

aspects of coaching were represented through a variety of perspectives (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Using these methods allowed for data triangulation in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of the experiences (Merriam, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell 2016).    

Data analysis. Data were analyzed in an ongoing manner, with analysis and 

collection happening simultaneously, rather than in a linear process (Merriam, 2009; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  This method was iterative and recursive, using constant 

comparison to refine and further develop findings.  As patterns and categories were 

identified, data were coded and grouped within themes or broader categories (Creswell, 

2013; Merriam, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2009). 

Trustworthiness.  Triangulation, member checks, inter-coder reliability, and an 

audit trail were used in order to help ensure trustworthiness of the study (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2009). 

 Ethical considerations. IRB approval was obtained in order for data collection to 

commence.  Once IRB approval was received, all records were kept in a private computer 
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with password access, and any paper records were locked in a file cabinet.  In addition, in 

order to maintain confidentiality, all participants, schools, and districts were given 

pseudonyms, with no real names being used in the study.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Data collected were limited by the nature of self-reporting in that this study 

gathered the school principals’ perceptions and thoughts about their own experiences of 

coaching.  One delimitation of the study was the sample, which illustrated only the 

experiences of NYC and Washington, DC public charter school principals who had 

experienced coaching.  Additionally, only experiences related to coaching as leadership 

development were captured.  By only looking at the experience of receiving coaching, 

other important factors in the school principals’ leadership development were not 

examined.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

This literature review identifies, analyzes, and synthesizes relevant studies related 

to the purpose of the study and its research questions, as viewed through the theoretical 

framework.  To reiterate, the purpose and research questions of the study are stated 

below.   

The purpose of this multi-case study was to understand the experiences of New 

York City and Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced 

leadership coaching, a component of leadership development. 

 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following two research questions 

were investigated: 

• How do public charter school principals describe the impact of leadership 

coaching practices on their leadership development? 

• How do public charter school principals describe their own leader identity 

construction through the process of coaching? 

This chapter begins by describing the methods used to review the literature, 

followed by identifying the need for leadership development beyond the novice years of 

the principalship.  It continues by providing background and definitions from the 

coaching literature, reviewing the types of coaching for school principals that appear in 

relevant studies, and examining the frequency and content of coaching as represented in 

the research.  The literature review concludes by examining the effectiveness of coaching 

through the lenses of coaching competencies that have been identified in the research as 

well as the impact of coaching as highlighted in the literature. Throughout the literature 

review, connections are made with Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory and 
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DeRue and Ashford’s (2010) leader identity construction theory.  The literature presented 

and reviewed in this chapter seeks to illustrate not only the current state of leadership 

coaching in New York City and Washington, DC public charter schools, but also to 

identify the gap in empirical literature and the need for further research in this area.  

Literature Review Methods 

Relevant studies for this literature review were included by searching multiple 

academic databases, including EdSource, ERIC, ABI/Inform Complete, Business Source 

Complete, Dissertation Abstracts International, PsychInfo, and Google Scholar.  In 

addition, professional coaching association websites and charter school organization 

websites were also reviewed for further context.  Although leadership coaching in 

schools is a relatively new concept, and most relevant articles were published within the 

past ten years, no time restrictions were used in the search to ensure that any earlier 

studies were included.  Additionally, only sources written in English were reviewed.  

Various search terms were used to identify relevant literature, using the following 

primary terms and their variations and combinations: principal (leader, school leader, 

headmaster/mistress, director, head teacher), leadership, school, charter, coach, 

development, and leader identity construction. Review of the abstracts determined 

whether the article fit the criteria of the principal being coached rather than being the 

coach, or supporting the coach.    

Principal Leadership Development (or Lack Thereof) Beyond the Third Year 

 According to a recent report by School Leaders Network (2014), it takes an 

average of five years for a school principal to put a vision in place, improve the teaching 

staff, and effectively implement policies and practices to positively impact the 
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performance of a school.  However, a staggering 50% of school principals are not 

retained beyond their third year of leading (School Leaders Network, 2014).  While 

districts have placed importance on leadership preparation for aspiring and new leaders, 

similar emphasis has not been placed on leadership retention once new principals are 

placed in schools, resulting in a sink or swim mentality where principals are frequently 

left on their own to identify and pursue learning opportunities for their own leadership 

development (Wallace Foundation, 2012).  School principal retention is even more 

challenging in high poverty schools with 27% annual school principal turnover versus 

20% turnover in more affluent districts, and with even higher school principal turnover of 

29% annually in public charter schools (New York City Charter School Center, 2012; 

School Leaders Network, 2014).   

 Much attention has been focused on the leadership preparation of school 

principals prior to entering the school principal role.  This research has noted the 

challenges faced by university educational leadership programs in recruiting high quality 

applicants and effectively keeping up with the changing role of the principal (Levine, 

2005), comparisons of various graduate-level preparation programs and their influences 

on the effectiveness of school principals (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007; Orr & 

Orphanos, 2011), descriptions and analysis of specific university-based school leadership 

development programs (Mackenzie & Marnik, 2008) and state and district leadership 

development programs (Duke, 2014; Lemons & Stevenson, 2015), and the influence of 

school principals’ leadership preparation on teachers’ experiences (Orphanos & Orr, 

2014), amongst other topics.   
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Despite the finding that half of school principals are not retained beyond their 

third year, much less attention has been focused in the literature on ongoing, 

individualized, leadership development practices that support and retain school principals 

as they progress beyond the novice years in their roles. Although there has been 

substantial research conducted on early career mentoring and onboarding of new school 

principals (Barnett, 2013; Carver, 2010, Daresh, 1988; Daresh & Playko, 1990; Dukess & 

New Visions for Public Schools, 2001; Frels, Zientek, Onwuegbuzie, 2013; Grover, 

1994; Kingham, 2009; Remy, 2009; Schecter, 2014), these supports tend to be only for 

the first, or at most, tapered support, through the third year in the principal role.  

Similarly, much of the research on coaching for school principals is focused on novice 

principals (Drucker, 2015; Ferrell, 2014; James-Ward, 2013; King, 2012; Loving, 2011; 

Roberson, 2011), and very few examine coaching with experienced principals (Silver, 

Chandler, & Lochmiller, 2010).  While there is certainly a need for leadership 

development support as individuals enter into the role of school principal, given the 

extraordinarily high turnover rate, which is even greater in higher poverty urban schools, 

there is clearly a need for continued leadership development as well as further research 

on individualized leadership development beyond the third year.   

Coaching Background and Definitions  

Coaching is one way that schools may provide highly differentiated and 

individualized support for school principals.  According to recent research conducted by 

Wise and Cavazos (in press) results from data analysis of a nationally representative 

sample of school principals indicate that approximately 50% of all school principals in 

the United States currently receive or have received leadership coaching.  Coaching has 
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roots in psychotherapy and counseling, combined with consulting practices focusing on 

training and performance (Reiss, 2006). Originally a practice to improve the performance 

of athletes, coaching started being used to support individual performance at work in the 

1970s (Gallwey, 2000).  Coaching continued in the 1980s in various forms in the 

business sector, and then went on to support business leaders through the form of 

executive coaching in the 1990s (Aas & Vavik, 2015; Kilburg 2000; Levinson, 1996).  

Coaching was recognized as a profession in 1995 when Thomas Leonard founded the 

International Coach Federation (ICF).  According to ICF, there were about 47,500 

professional coaches across the globe in 2012, a large increase from 2,100 professional 

coaches in 1999 (ICF, 2012).  Organizations use coaching as a way to develop and retain 

leaders and manage change (Reiss, 2006) in addition to increase productivity and 

effectiveness of leaders (Bloom, Castagna, Moir, & Warren, 2005).  

So what exactly is coaching?  There are many definitions depending upon the 

context in which coaching is implemented.  ICF defines coaching as “partnering with 

clients in a thought-provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their 

personal and professional potential” (ICF, 2016).   Bloom et al. (2005) state that coaches 

provide a fresh perspective, are present and fully committed to the coachee, apply a 

variety of coaching skills based on the context and needs of the coachee, maintain a 

commitment to the organizational goals, and are ethical. Reiss (2006) states that a coach 

“is a highly skilled professional who works with people to unlock their hidden potential 

to bring about extraordinary results.  Coaches inspire people to get out of their comfort 

zones to reach their full promise” (p. 11).  For the purpose of this paper, “coaching” will 

refer to the leadership development approach that occurs when an individual school 
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principal works with a coach to develop professionally, accomplish his/her professional 

goals, and maximize his/her leadership potential. 

Coaching versus mentoring. While there may be some overlap between 

mentoring and coaching, it is important to distinguish between the two practices.  Bloom 

et al. (2005) differentiates coaching from mentoring in that a mentor is typically an 

organizational insider, with senior-level expertise supporting a novice, whereas a coach is 

typically an outsider and does not necessarily need to have depth of experience in the 

field.  One way that districts and schools have attempted to decrease isolation and support 

school principals in learning how to perform their jobs is through mentoring.  Mentoring 

typically relies on organizational insiders such as experienced principals or 

superintendents to train and develop new principals.  While it is common in practice and 

has many positive results, it may not always result in full transparency and openness in 

communication due to the mentor’s insider status (Reiss, 2006). 

Reiss (2006) emphasizes that a coach does not need to have specific content 

expertise of the field in which he or she is coaching, stating, “when you are trained and 

skilled in coaching techniques, you have the ability and skill to coach anyone in any 

field” (p. 13).  Furthermore, she notes that coaching is a discovery process while 

mentoring is about sharing experiences, thus making it challenging for educators who 

have developed deep content expertise to step out of the mentor role and into the coach 

role when coaching school principals.   

Types of Coaching  

Various types of coaching are currently being used with teachers in educational 

settings, including: peer-coaching, classroom coaching, instructional coaching, literacy 
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coaching, math coaching, other content coaching, cognitive coaching, and classroom 

management coaching (Lochmiller, 2014; Wise & Hammack, 2011).  Additionally, group 

coaching for school principals is beginning to be studied in the literature (Aas & Vivek, 

2015). In the following sections, coaching descriptions will be provided for the forms of 

one-on-one coaching, also known as dyadic coaching, that are studied in the literature 

specifically on school principals. 

Blended coaching. Bloom et al. (2005) present the concept of blended coaching 

as a viable approach for school principals.  Blended coaching combines instructional, 

facilitative, collaborative, transformative, and consultative strategies in supporting 

leaders.  In the model of blended coaching, the coach uses active listening, participant 

observation, structured questioning and feedback to support school principals’ skill and 

value development.   

Cognitive coaching.  Cognitive coaching has also been used with school 

principals.  Costa and Garmston (1984) introduce the idea of cognitive coaching, and 

Ellison and Hayes (2006) further its use specifically for school principals.  Cognitive 

coaching “is grounded in the assumption that humans seek learning and growth as 

inherent parts of their being” (Costa & Garmston, 2002, p. 36), and views the coach as a 

mediator who helps the individual being coached to become more aware of his or her 

own thought process in order to become self-directed and adapt behavior.  In cognitive 

coaching, the coach is mediating between a person and a task or experience, with the goal 

of reflecting on the experience, analyzing the meaning of the experience, and 

constructing new learning from the experience in order to carry learning over to future 

experiences.                            
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Personal, professional coaching.  This method of coaching draws from 

education, business and personal growth coaching, and emphasizes the importance of 

adults modeling skills that children/students need.  This includes developing emotional 

skills such as self-awareness, self-regulation, and social awareness.  This approach is 

grounded in theories of adult learning, motivation, intentional change, emotional 

intelligence, and self-psychology (Patti, Holzer, Stern, & Brackett, 2012).  The skills 

developed in personal, professional coaching are holistic and transferable across personal 

and professional areas of life, acknowledging the permeable boundary between the 

personal and the professional (Patti et al., 2012). 

Leadership coaching.  Leadership coaching comes from the business world, 

where it has been used for many years (Wise & Hammack, 2010).  Similarly to executive 

coaching in business, leadership coaching focuses on the development of leadership skills 

to support organizational outcomes and goals (West & Milan, 2001; Zeus & Skiffington 

2000) and is becoming more common in schools across the county (Reeves, 2009).   

While the specific definitions of the coaching approaches differ, all of these 

approaches to coaching are embedded within the context of the principal’s work, 

emphasizing learning as generated from the context of the work.  Drago-Severson et al. 

(2013) also emphasize the importance of embedded, contextual learning in order to 

support adult development and professional learning in schools. Another similarity across 

these forms of coaching is the coach’s use of questioning and feedback in order to 

facilitate the process.  This relates closely to the idea of social development theory 

(Vygotsky, 1978) and the importance of the more knowledgeable other to guide the 

process and support the coachee’s growth within the zone of proximal development. It 
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should also be noted that there may be discrepancies between definitions available in the 

leadership coaching literature and the coaching that occurs in schools.  These typologies 

will provide insight into the participants’ descriptions of their experiences. 

Frequency and Content of Coaching 

The way that coaching is implemented varies greatly between schools and 

districts.  Typically, coaching occurs in a one-on-one setting, also known as a dyad, 

comprised of a coach and a coachee/school principal.  Wise and Jacobo (2010) state that 

coaching may only be a catalyst of change when school principals have sufficient time 

with coaches.  Additionally, Reeves (2009) emphasized the importance of the amount of 

coaching as it may impact the effectiveness.  For this literature review, only the 

frequency and content of dyadic coaching processes were reviewed.  Coaching may be 

provided through university programs (Silver et al., 2009), district offices, CMOs, or 

hired independently at individual schools.  Thus, similar to the lack of consensus around 

a singular definition of coaching, there is also great variation as to the frequency and 

content of the coaching process.   

Wise (2008) found that school principals who received coaching received two to 

four hours per month, on average. Silver et al. (2009) examined a university-based 

coaching program in the Northwest where coaches provided three to six hours of 

coaching monthly in addition to being available by phone or e-mail for additional support 

during the first three years of the principalship.  Similarly, Lochmiller (2014) studied a 

university-based coaching program in the Northwest where coaches provided in-person 

coaching support for four to six hours per month in the first year, followed by two to 

three hours per month in the second and third years.  Patti et al. (2012) examined a 
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coaching process that took place with school leaders in New York City.  The process 

occurred once every two weeks for a six-month period of time.  The New York City 

Leadership Academy offered facilitative, competency-based coaching free of charge to 

all first year principals in the NYC Department of Education, with The Wallace 

Foundation 2012 report stating that principals involved in this coaching received on 

average 72 hours of support in their first year receiving coaching.  Huff, et al. (2013) 

developed a multi-phase coaching model and studied its implementation for 24 

elementary and middle school principals in the southeastern US.  Over the course of the 

academic year, these principals received three rounds of feedback in addition to a range 

of 4 and 13 coaching sessions for the year, with an average length of 55 minutes per 

session (Huff et al., 2013).  Goff et al. (2014) studied two groups of 26 elementary and 

middle school principals and noted a change in behavior for those who experienced 

leadership coaching and feedback over the year, leading them to conclude that “eight to 

ten coaching sessions (roughly once per month) may be adequate to induce behavioral 

change” (p. 699).  In summary, most studies that examined coaching report a monthly if 

not bi-weekly coaching session, either in person, Skype/Facetime, or on the phone, for 

the principal and coach, for at least six months, in addition to ongoing follow-up via e-

mail or phone.  

The content of coaching sessions is highly individualized but is typically in line 

with a framework for coaching that is either determined by the coaching model or 

developed by the entity which provides the coaching.  For example, Huff et al. (2013) 

developed a five-phase model of coaching that principals follow with their coaches in 

order to make changes in their leadership: groundwork, assessment and feedback, goal-
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setting, action planning, and ongoing assessment and support.  In cognitive coaching, 

coaches guide sessions around five states of mind: efficacy, flexibility, consciousness, 

craftsmanship, and interdependence.  Cognitive coaches draw from conversation maps 

that help them to guide coachees to plan, reflect and problem solve (Ellison & Hayes, 

2006).  Bloom et al. (2005) describe the content of coaching as setting goals, acting in 

pursuit of the goals and reflecting upon the actions and their impacts through addressing 

both “ways of doing” and “ways of being.”  Sessions may support ways of doing, such as 

planning an agenda for a parent meeting or building a weekly schedule to maximize 

classroom observation time, in addition to the corresponding ways of being for these 

tasks, such as embracing parent involvement and voice, and examining decisions through 

the lens of the impact on instruction.  

As evident from the descriptions above, individual reflection, facilitated through 

conversation with the coach, is an essential component of coaching. From this 

perspective, leadership coaching serves as a foundational practice in the development of 

one’s self-concept as a leader (Ibarra, Snook, & Guillen, 2010) and one’s construction of 

a leader identity through interactions and experiences (Moorosi, 2014).  This process of 

self-reflection is closely aligned with the idea of individual internalization of leader 

identity, which involves the individual’s incorporation of the identity of leader into his or 

her own self-concept.  It also is consistent with the notion of leader identity as a dynamic 

and ongoing process of construction rather than a static and fixed way of being for the 

leader, occurring in a relational role with followers, also referred to as relational 

recognition, which is then ultimately reinforced through collective endorsement, where 
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others perceive and endorse the leader as belonging to a group of leaders (DeRue & 

Ashford, 2010).   

Despite the direct connection between the practice of leadership coaching and the 

process of leader identity construction, there is a dearth of research on leader identity 

construction for school principals (Crow, Day & Moller, 2016; Moorosi, 2014).   

Understanding how school principals think of themselves as leaders, through both their 

own incorporation of the identity of leader into their self-concept as well as their 

interactions with those around them, is an essential piece to unlocking more effective 

ways to support their leader identity construction through the process of coaching.  More 

research needs to be done to uncover school principals’ perceptions and experiences of 

leader identity construction to set the foundation for future research that could 

incorporate the perceptions of others with whom the school principal interacts.  

Competencies of Effective Coaching 

ICF lists 11 core competencies for professional coaches: meeting ethical 

guidelines and professional standards, establishing the coaching agreement, establishing 

trust and intimacy with the client, coaching presence, active listening, powerful 

questioning, direct communication, creating awareness, designing actions, planning and 

goal setting, and managing process and accountability (ICF, 2016).  While these 

competencies, for the most part, are apparent in the literature on coaching for school 

principals, some are more salient than others, as reflected in the growing body of research 

on the competencies of leadership coaching for school principals.  The literature 

reviewed for this section is limited to coaching competencies for coaches of school 

leaders or school principals. 
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Coaching competencies are defined as “those abilities, behaviors, and skills that 

are utilized in the coach-client relationship to further establish goals” (Wise & Hammack, 

2011, p. 455).  In the most extensive work to date on coaching competencies for coaches 

of school leaders, Wise and Hammack (2011), building on previous work (Wise, 2008), 

surveyed 172 California school leaders who were assumed to have received coaching in 

order to further analyze twenty coaching competencies grouped within the following 

three categories—establishing the coaching relationship, communicating effectively, and 

facilitating learning and performance.  Participants were asked to rate on a scale of 1 to 5 

how much each competency helped their overall performance as a leader. Analysis of the 

65 usable responses yielded the ranking of each competency within each category.  For 

the category of establishing the coaching relationship, the highest ranked coaching 

competencies were the coach keeping commitments to the school leader, the coach 

holding high expectations for the coaching relationship and the school leader, and the 

coach fostering a confidential and safe environment during the coaching session.   Within 

the category of communicating effectively, the highest ranked competencies were the 

coach listening intently to everything the school leaders said, followed by the coach 

asking open-ended questions to help the school leader clarify thinking, and the coach 

providing feedback in a supportive and nonjudgmental manner. This finding was also 

furthered through other research, stating that feedback alone may be insufficient for 

principals; rather feedback combined with coaching provides a space to process, reflect 

and address feedback (Goff, Goldring & Bickman, 2014; Huffet al., 2013). This echoes 

the trend in the private sector where coaching combined with feedback is one of the 
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fastest growing leadership development strategies (American Management Association, 

2008).   

Finally, the competency ranked highest in facilitating learning and performance 

was that the coach was knowledgeable about best practices to enhance student learning 

(Wise & Hammack, 2011). James-Ward’s (2013) qualitative case study on the coaching 

experience of four novice principals in two urban school districts also points to the 

importance in the coach’s knowledge of curriculum and schools as well as the coach’s 

ability to collaborate and support the principal’s thinking without being intrusive. 

Additionally, Weathers and White (2015) reiterate the importance in establishing 

credibility through storytelling, facilitating learning through suggestions and co-leading.   

They go on to highlight one coach in their study who emphasized the importance of 

school leadership experience for coaches, stating, “One of the first questions I got from 

these principals was ‘were you ever a principal?’” (p. 214).  Bloom et al. (2005) state that 

since instructional strategies are part of coaching, experience in education is helpful for 

coaches, however, they caution that just because someone has been an exceptional leader 

does not mean that he or she will be an exceptional leadership coach, and they encourage 

coaches to attend training, and meet specific qualifications in order to be considered to 

support principals. 

Many of the competencies identified in the literature are straightforward, however 

the idea of the coach as an experienced school leader should be further explored as it 

contradicts the concept of coaching as an outsider without specific content expertise. The 

American Management Association’s 2008 report on coaching stated that “working with 

an external coach is significantly related to a successful coaching experience” (p. 2).  
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Thus, this disconnect between research and practice is apparent in school districts’ and 

CMOs’ continued use of seasoned school leader veterans, such as former principals and 

superintendents as coaches, who may or may not have partaken in coach training 

programs or possess coaching certification. 

More research is needed to unpack the school principals’ perceptions of the 

competencies of the coaches, particularly as it relates to the need for coaches to have 

specific content knowledge in the education sector versus the coaching process 

knowledge that is promoted through ICF and coaching research in other sectors.   

Impact of Coaching 

Coaching may result in improvements in productivity, work performance, time 

management, business management, and team effectiveness (International Coach 

Federation, 2016).  Additionally, coaching is correlated with organizational performance 

as self-reported by respondents in the 2008 AMA survey on coaching.  Measuring the 

efficacy of coaching and its impact is challenging, with researchers taking different 

approaches to documenting the process and measuring the impact of leadership coaching 

on school principals’ performance and development.  As leadership coaching is a 

relatively new practice in education, some impacts of coaching have been described 

qualitatively with scarce literature on the measurable impacts of coaching for school 

principals, and almost all relevant research conducted with traditional public school 

principals.  Thus, the impact of coaching for public charter school principals is absent in 

this discussion.  

James-Ward and Potter (2011) surveyed 16 principals who participated in a six 

month coaching program in an urban school district in California.  They found that 
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principals considered coaching to be impactful in increasing their confidence in their 

jobs.  Similarly, in their 2011 qualitative survey of school principals, Wise and Hammack 

found that coaching facilitated the development of self-efficacy for school principals.  

More recently, Wise and Cavazos (in press) analyzed survey results from a survey that 

was sent to a large representative sample of public school principals in the US, and found 

that participants who had received coaching found it to be supportive and beneficial to 

them and to increasing student achievement. 

James-Ward (2013) conducted a qualitative case study of four school principals 

who received coaching for between one and three years in two urban districts in Southern 

California in order to identify the perceived benefits of coaching.  Participants completed 

an open-ended survey regarding their experiences of being coached, and James-Ward 

(2013) identified the following five benefits through analysis of the responses: 

opportunity to learn things quickly, becoming comfortable with the profession, improved 

ability to provide meaningful feedback, developing leadership skills, and managing 

politics.  

Bossi (2008) studied 50 principals, assistant principals, and district coordinators 

who had all experienced two full years of coaching from coaches certified in Blended 

Coaching.  He found evidence of growth in the Academic Performance Index between 20 

and 22 points in schools where 40 of the 50 coaching participants were working.   While 

this growth is certainly a good step in demonstrating the correlation between school 

leaders being coached and academic gains for students, the article does not provide 

comparative data for averages of API growth for traditional public schools without 

coaching or for public charter schools with or without coaching.  There are so many 
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variables to increasing API that simply participating in coaching, while certainly a 

potentially contributing factor to student growth, cannot be determined to have a causal 

relationship with increased academic performance of a school. Further research on the 

link between leadership coaching for public charter school principals and student 

achievement must be conducted in order to identify similarities and differences in API for 

these groups of schools.   

Silver et al. (2009) conducted a comparative case study to analyze data collected 

from a multi-year program evaluation for a university-based coaching program.  Through 

analysis of interviews, observations, and documents, researchers were able to conclude 

that university-based coaching was a valuable source of professional development for 

new school principals, who generally viewed it positively.  New principals emphasized 

the differentiated and personalized support as a particularly important aspect of coaching 

in that is was unlike other available forms of professional development available to them. 

Meddaugh (2014) conducted a multiple-embedded case study of three coaches 

who were assigned to support principals in underperforming public, charter, and 

alternative schools that received Title I funding and were identified for corrective action.  

She used purposeful sampling to identify coaches trained by the Midwest Coaching 

Institute to provide a descriptive account of how coach practices affect principals, 

concluding that leadership coaches can play a crucial role in building leadership capacity 

of school principals.  The results show that coaches were able to influence principals’ 

practices to lead instructional change by concentrating on the school’s instructional core 

in order to build a vision for student achievement, creating professional learning 

communities, and supporting closer relationships between principals and staff.  
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Huff et al. (2013) studied the implementation of a multi-phase coaching model 

with 24 elementary and middle school principals in an urban district in the southeastern 

United States.  They examined the principals’ responses to coaching as examined through 

changes in their outlook on school conditions and their implementation of action plans 

from the sessions.  They further investigated high- and low-responding principals, or 

those who were responsive to coaching and feedback and those who were less responsive, 

as reported by the coaches.  Through the use of a scoring rubric which assigned 

numerical scores to qualitative text describing the coaching implementation, the 

researchers were able to take an in-depth look at two contrasting case studies (high 

response and low response) of school principals who received similar amounts of 

coaching.  They found that, despite the same training, different coaches offered varying 

levels of quality, which, in turn, provided uneven levels of support for the principals.  

Coaches that provided higher quality support incorporated discussions of feedback to 

support principals’ critical reflection.  In high response scenarios, coaches used targeted 

questions to push principals’ thinking around feedback and coaches also used role plays 

and scenarios to engage the principals in thinking though their responses to specific 

situations in addition to routines during coaching sessions where time is allotted for the 

principal to revisit ongoing efforts or introduce new concerns (Huff et al., 2013).  The 

finding that effective coaching includes creating space for critical reflection is consistent 

with the notion of leadership development programs as “identity workspaces,” or holding 

environments in which the process of leader identity construction may take place 

(Petriglieri, 2011, p. 7). 
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The concept of feedback as an integral part of the coaching process also was 

highlighted by Goff et al. (2014), who studied the effects of feedback alone and the 

effects of feedback paired with leadership coaching on 52 elementary and middle school 

principals in a large urban district in the southeastern United States.  By studying two 

groups of 26 school principals each, one which received coaching paired with teacher 

feedback and one which only received feedback, they were able to examine the effects of 

feedback alone and paired with coaching.  Feedback was collected through multisource 

feedback, including a self-assessment of the principals and parallel ratings from teachers 

in the school.  The idea of multisource feedback is based on the premise that shared 

experiences of individuals provide more information than one source alone.  The authors 

used an instrumental variable approach to examine the effects of the treatment, and they 

found that principals who attended more coaching sessions showed more growth in their 

leadership development skills, and that coaching had a significant positive effect on 

principals’ leadership development.  Furthermore, they concluded that feedback alone 

was far less effective in producing behavioral changes in school principals than feedback 

coupled with leadership coaching to guide reflection on and understanding of the 

feedback.  While this research offers evidence of the positive effects of coaching on 

school principals’ leadership development, the authors’ perspective on leadership 

development is constrained within skills and behaviors of the leader and could be 

enhanced by incorporating a discussion of the leader identity construction process that the 

school principal undergoes while participating in coaching and feedback.   Further 

research is needed to explore the experience of leader identity construction within the 

process of leadership coaching. 



 

 35

Drucker (2015) studied the change in principal behavior for New York City 

public school principals who participated in leadership coaching from the NYC 

Leadership Academy, as measured by the Leadership Behavior Survey.  260 coaches and 

260 principals were surveyed using the LBS instrument twice during the school year, 

once in the fall and once in the early summer, and a total of 220 coaches and 220 

principals completed both surveys.  Both principals and coaches rated the principals on 

eight dimensions: communication, learning, management, personal behavior, resilience, 

situational problem solving, student performance, and supervision of staff.   

The fall survey administration showed the coaches’ perceptions of the principals’ 

leadership behaviors were positive, however, they were on average lower than the 

principals’ self-ratings.  At the end of the year, coach assessment of principals and 

principals self-assessments were more in line with each other, with average coach ratings 

exceeding average principal ratings in five of the eight areas, three of which were 

statistically significant: resilience, management and communication (Drucker, 2015).  By 

measuring the impact of coaching through principal self-assessments paired with 

coaching assessments of principals, the authors conclude that the results do suggest that 

principals’ behaviors are changing positively as they receive coaching.  However, 

without a comparison to principals who did not participate in any coaching it is hard to 

conclude that coaching was the primary factor affecting the principals’ improvement in 

the leadership dimensions; perhaps this is due to the natural learning curve for the first 

year on the job, or to other types of supports the principals were receiving.  While this 

study certainly illustrates that there may be a positive change in principals’ leadership 

behavior from the perspective of the coach and the principal, it does not take other 
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perspectives, such as parent and teacher perspectives on the school principals’ leadership 

into account.  Nor does it delve deeply into the actual coaching experience and how and 

why those who undergo coaching may experience these changes in behavior.  Further 

interrogating the underlying reasons why coaching may result in positive changes in 

behavior is needed.  Thus, additional research should seek to provide more in-depth 

understanding of the school principals’ reflections on how their participation in coaching 

may shape changes in their behavior. 

Based on the literature regarding the impact of coaching on school principals, it 

can be concluded that there is agreement that most principals who experience coaching 

report a positive experience, with potential benefits of increased self-confidence and self-

efficacy, and those who coach principals notice positive changes in leadership behavior. 

Novice principals in traditional public schools are most frequently studied in the coaching 

in education literature, while there is a dearth of research on the potential benefits of 

coaching for school principals as an ongoing leadership development approach beyond 

the third year in the role.  Additionally, the lack of research on coaching beyond 

traditional public schools and into the charter sector may result in potentially overlooked 

examples of leadership coaching for school principals that could, in turn, provide 

potentially innovative models of leadership development for traditional public schools.    

Furthermore, it is understandable that in this high-accountability, high-stakes 

academic environment, where student test scores are the sole barometer for a school’s 

success, future research on coaching may focus on identifying a direct connection 

between coaching school principals and quantifying the impact on student achievement.  

However, other relationships between coaching and leadership development should not 
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be overlooked.  While skills development is one part of leadership development, and may 

be addressed through coaching, the development of the school principal’s values and 

beliefs as developed through their leader identity construction in the leadership 

development process could provide additional insight into the process and experience of 

coaching.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter describes the methodology that was used for the study, as well as the 

specific and intentional choices that were made in designing the study.   To reiterate, the 

purpose of this multi-case study is to understand the experiences of New York City and 

Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced leadership 

coaching, a component of leadership development. 

 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following two research questions 

were investigated: 

• How do public charter school principals describe the impact of leadership 

coaching practices on their leadership development? 

• How do public charter school principals describe their own leader identity 

construction through the process of coaching? 

In this chapter, the ontology and epistemology are presented, followed by an in-

depth explanation of the multi-case approach, along with a description of the context of 

the study, the methods for sample selection, data collection and analysis.  The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of ethical issues, trustworthiness, and a statement of 

researcher subjectivity.   

Ontology and Epistemology  

 The term “ontology” refers to the nature of reality, whereas the term 

“epistemology” refers to how knowledge is justified within that reality (Creswell, 2013). 

This study uses a social constructivist epistemology, where knowledge and meaning 

making are generated through social interaction.  A constructivist epistemology asserts 

that our knowledge of the world is our own construction, and thus, we develop subjective 
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meaning through our interactions with others (Crotty, 2011; Lincoln & Guba, 2013).  

From this perspective, our reality and the world around us are created via our 

experiences, and the meaning to which we assign them, rather than presupposing one 

objective reality for all.  This epistemology acknowledges that there is no one “right” 

way, no one answer, to a complex and multi-faceted question; hence, the study seeks to 

draw out an understanding and the knowledge that comes from that understanding, as it is 

generated through conversation, interaction, and reflection.  

Case Study Methodology 

 This study used case study as the methodology, employing a multi-case approach. 

Case study research examines an issue through its real-life context (Creswell, 2013, Yin, 

2009), and cases are bounded by time and place.  The case study methodology has been 

used in psychology, medicine, law, and political science, with its origins in anthropology 

and sociology (Creswell, 2013).   In this study, each NYC and Washington, DC public 

charter school principal represents a “case” within the larger picture of leadership 

coaching for public charter school principals.   By examining the issue of leadership 

coaching within the specific cases of these school principals, this study seeks to 

understand significant aspects of leadership coaching that may be useful to researchers 

and practitioners. 

By selecting multiple public charter school principals, this study used the multi-

case approach.  This approach provides different perspectives on the issue in order to 

understand it both from each individual’s perspective, as well as to identify 

commonalities and uniqueness between and among the cases. The high rate of school 

principal turnover across the board, but particularly in public charter schools, coupled 
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with the notion that, due to greater autonomy, public charter schools may have greater 

opportunity for innovation in leadership development practices than traditional public 

schools, provides a unique opportunity for research. The examination of the experiences 

that individual public charter school principals have with leadership coaching may shed 

light on beneficial coaching practices as well as the coaching experience of the principals 

as it relates to their own leader identity construction.  

Participant Selection 

Purposeful sampling was used to select the cases based on the following criteria: 

1. Individual is (or was within the last year) a New York City or Washington, 

DC public charter school principal, and had been a principal for at least three 

years. 

2. Individual had experienced at least 6 months of continuous leadership 

coaching in his/her role as a NYC or Washington, DC public charter school 

principal (minimum 1 session a month) by the same coach. 

3. Coaching experience had taken place within the last school year. 

Each of these criteria was carefully established in order to identify participants 

who would be able to provide in-depth reflections and understanding of the coaching 

process.  Specifically, selecting individuals who had a minimum of three years of 

experience as school principals allowed the study to focus on the experiences of non-

novice principals, as this population is not as well represented in the literature.  

Additionally, participants must have been NYC or Washington, DC public charter 

principals within the past year in order to shed light on the specific coaching practices 

within the charter sector.  As demonstrated in the literature review, there is a wide range 
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of frequency for coaching, and so “continuous coaching,” defined in this study as a 

minimum of one session monthly for six consecutive months, was required for 

participation.  Finally, participants had to have experienced coaching within the last 

school year.  This helped to ensure that participants’ experiences with coaching were 

recent enough that they were able to recall conversations and specific challenges 

addressed.  

Purposeful sampling is based on the idea that the researcher wants to gain insight 

and understanding about the phenomenon, thus selects the sample from which the most 

can be learned (Patton, 2015).  The emphasis on sample selection is on selecting 

information-rich cases from which an in-depth understanding of an issue can emerge 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Two levels of sampling are typically needed for qualitative 

case study; first the case, and then the people, activities or documents within the case 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In this study, since the unit of analysis is the individual 

school principal, the cases themselves are focused upon the individual unit of analysis, 

thus not necessitating a two-leveled sampling strategy.   

With fewer than 350 public charter schools between the two cities, and given the 

selection criteria of having a minimum of three years on the job and having experienced 

coaching within the past year, it was challenging to encounter eligible participants.  For 

example, many charter principals had experienced coaching, but were still in their novice 

years.  Other, more seasoned charter principals had not engaged in coaching within the 

past school year.  In order to determine eligibility of potential participants, interested 

principals were asked to complete a participant selection survey, via Survey Monkey, in 

order to ensure that they met the criteria for participation in the study (see Appendix A).  
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In this short selection survey, the potential participants were asked to either contact the 

researcher directly or give permission for the researcher to contact them. The researcher 

then reviewed the responses to the selection survey in order to verify that participants met 

the criteria, and followed up with each of the eight potential participants to further 

discuss the research and answer any questions.   

School principals were selected through purposeful sampling by first reaching out 

to the school principals and CMO leaders that the researcher knew directly in New York 

City and Washington, DC and then to the contacts of those people via listservs, LinkedIn, 

or e-mail.  This approach was taken in order to build trust and confidence with potential 

participants.  By disclosing her former status as a charter school principal, the researcher 

was able to gain entry into the sector as a researcher.  Ultimately, seven of the eight 

participants came through referrals within the researcher’s professional network.  The 

researcher also contacted organizations serving or representing charter schools in NYC 

and DC and requested that the research participation link be shared with their listservs.  

This yielded one participant.  Additionally, the researcher contacted the International 

Coaching Federation and the organization sent out a request for participation in research 

to its eligible members, which did not yield any participants. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend sampling until the researcher reaches a 

point of saturation, where no new information is being gleaned.  It is also important to 

consider limitations in time, resources, and access.  The sample size was determined 

using guidance from similar studies as well as recommendations from Yin (2009), who 

suggests using a multiple-case approach, even with only two cases rather than relying on 

a single case, as multiple cases may provide analytic benefits.  Yin (2009) and Merriam 



 

 43

(2009) agree that the more cases that can be examined, the more in-depth the analysis can 

be, thus a minimum of two cases must be selected.  However, for more complex 

phenomena, Yin (2009) recommends five to six cases, which can serve to illustrate 

similarities and differences across cases.  For the purpose of this research, all eight of the 

eligible cases were invited to participate in the research in order to account for potential 

attrition of participants, and all eight participants completed their participation in the 

study.   

Data Collection Methods 

This study relied on three methods of data collection: semi-structured interviews, 

artifacts, and documents.  Using these methods provided a variety of perspectives through 

which to understand leadership coaching for school principals.   

Semi-structured interviews.   Semi-structured interviews include a mix of more 

and less structured interview questions, with flexibility in wording and order of questions, 

and within a flexible and individualized setting (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  This less 

structured format reflects the constructivist epistemology, which is aligned with the belief 

that individuals experience and understand the world in different ways.  While there is 

specific information that the researcher must gather from all participants, there are also 

less scripted questions and general issues that will be explored and further probed as the 

interview progresses. 

The interview guide consisted of more structured questions and well as more 

open-ended questions and topics in order to access a deeper understanding of the 

experience of the school principals who have participated in leadership coaching.  The 

researcher conducted a pilot interview with a public charter school principal prior to data 
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collection to ensure that the research questions adequately addressed the issues being 

studied.   The pilot interview was not included in the dissertation study.  The interview 

guide (Appendix B) was used as a flexible framework for all interviews, and was 

intended to support an hour-long interview.  The questions in the guide were designed to 

bring to light salient aspects of leadership coaching as perceived and experienced by the 

school principals.  The social development theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and the leader 

identity construction theory (DeRue & Ashford, 2010) also informed the interview 

questions.   

With permission of the participants and in the format and location of their choice 

(in-person, Skype/Facetime, telephone), interviews were audio-recorded through a USB 

microphone and Google Voice.  Principals were given a choice as to where, when and 

how the interviews took place in order to best accommodate their demanding schedules.  

Even with this level of flexibility, it proved challenging to set dates and times with many 

of the participants.  The researcher tracked all communication with participants in an 

audit trail, and followed up as needed to schedule the interviews.  The researcher initiated 

the Survey Monkey link for participation in early July with the aim of completing 

interviews before the start of school, a busier time than the summer for many charter 

school principals.  Half of the interviews were conducted over the summer with the other 

half occurring the first few months of school.  One interview was conducted in person in 

a principal’s office, one interview was conducted over FaceTime from a principal’s 

home, and the other six interviews were conducted over the phone, either from the 

principals’ schools, homes, or cars.  While the interview was designed to take about an 

hour, due to the limited availability of some participants, the interview was more 
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abbreviated, and lasted anywhere from thirty-three minutes to an hour and ten minutes, 

with most interviews taking about forty-five minutes.  The researcher also took notes 

during interviews in order to record impressions and observations, rationale for using 

specific follow-up questions, and perceptions of interviewees’ body language, when 

applicable, that would not be captured through audio-recording.  All audio-recorded 

interviews were then transcribed verbatim through a transcription application and then 

checked over and carefully verified by the researcher.  The researcher followed up via e-

mail to ask any additional clarifying or follow-up questions of the participants.    

Documents. Documents provide additional sources of data for qualitative 

research.  Documents can exist in a physical setting or in an online setting, and refer to 

records, emails, logs, publications, blogs etc.  Documents in this study refer to email 

follow-up between coach and principal, coaching information provided to principals, and 

any forms, assessments, or written work related to the coaching process.  Utilizing 

document analysis provided further insight into the process of coaching as it was 

experienced by NYC and Washington, DC public charter school principals. 

Artifacts. Auto-photography was used as a means of understanding participants’ 

self-expression of how they chose to portray themselves as leaders.  In auto-photography, 

participants were asked to take photographs of items that were important to them in their 

environment, and then those photographs are used as prompts, through the process of 

photo elicitation, in the interview process (Collier & Collier, 1986; Harper, 1986).  Auto-

photography is an important tool in identity research (Noland, 2006).  Using their own 

digital camera or smart phone, school principals were asked to photograph physical 

objects that were displayed in the school or the principal’s office, such as decorations, 
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awards, degrees, books, quotations, or any other physical material that school principals 

identify as important to them in their identity as leaders.  These photos were then used to 

provide insight into leader identity construction.  Some benefits of collecting photographs 

are to empower participants, build trust between the research and the participants, and to 

help the researcher understand the phenomena from the participants’ perspective (Torre 

& Murphy, 2015).  

Data Analysis 

 Data were analyzed in an ongoing manner, with analysis and collection 

happening simultaneously, rather than in a linear process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, 

Merriam, 2009).  This method is iterative and recursive, using constant comparison to 

refine and further findings.  As patterns and categories were identified, data were coded 

and grouped within themes or broader categories (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2009). 

Developing codes and categories.  As interview transcripts, artifacts, and 

documents are reviewed, codes and categories were developed with guidance from 

Saldana (2013).  The coding process was a dynamic process that included multiple 

reviews of interviews, documents and artifacts.  When data were first reviewed, the 

researcher made general notes and memos to identify words, phrases, and issues that 

emerged (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher then looked more in depth at the data 

in order to identify statements, words, and phrases that align with the social development 

theory and leader identity construction, which provided the theoretical foundation for the 

study.  Finally, the researcher coded for alignment to the research questions of the 

dissertation.  By coding and recoding the interview transcripts, artifacts, and documents, 
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the researcher examined the same material from various perspectives in order to more 

fully come to an understanding of the experiences of school principals who participate in 

leadership coaching. 

Once the preliminary codes were established, the researcher organized codes into 

broader categories with common characteristics (Saldana, 2013).  This is called pattern 

coding, and is described as “a way of grouping those summaries into a smaller number of 

sets, themes, or constructs” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 69).   

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to reliability as consistency and dependability, and 

to validity as credibility, to differentiate the terms for qualitative research.  The use of 

multiple data sources, in this case, interviews, observations and documents increases 

credibility since findings emerge from multiple sources, through the process of 

triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In this study, consistency was ensured by keeping 

an audit trail, which is a log of how the researcher collected data, analyzed data, and 

arrived at the conclusions.  Additionally, the researcher employed the use of rich and 

thick descriptions in order to provide context for readers to determine the extent to which 

situations match their own, helping to determine the applicability of the findings.  The 

researcher also relied on member checks, where each participant was asked to review his 

or her own interview transcript to ensure accuracy and to allow participants to clarify 

their statements.  Inter-coder reliability, where colleagues of the researcher independently 

coded and reviewed a sample of the data, was also used to ensure trustworthiness.  As a 

result of this process, although the three themes were consistently identified by 
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colleagues, the categories under each theme were discussed and reorganized based on 

consensus from the discussion. 

 Ethical considerations. IRB approval was obtained prior to commencing data 

collection.  Once IRB approval was received, all records were kept in a private computer 

with password access, and any paper records were locked in a file cabinet.  In addition, in 

order to maintain confidentiality, all participants, as well as any names they used for 

schools, coaches, and CMOs were given pseudonyms, with no real names being used in 

the study. The list of pseudonyms and corresponding participants were kept in a 

password-protected folder online, thus keeping them physically separate from the paper 

records. 

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).  There are many advantages of the researcher in this position: the ability to 

interpret tone of voice, non-verbal cues and body language, the flexibility to explore and 

probe specific issues in depth as they arise, and to be continually responsive and adaptive 

as data is collected and analyzed.  The challenges of the human instrument are that 

humans have biases and lenses through which they perceive the world, also referred to as 

subjectivities.  It is important to acknowledge these subjectivities as they situate the 

researcher within the context of the study.  

For the six years preceding the researcher’s studies at the George Washington 

University, the researcher served as a public charter school principal in a school in New 

York City.  The researcher experienced first-hand the many challenges facing school 

principals, and grappled with the complex and often changing demands of the role.  
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During this time, the researcher participated in leadership coaching from a variety of 

coaches and noted practices that were ineffective and effective in supporting her work.  

The researcher is committed to ensuring that there are highly effective teachers and 

school leaders at all schools, particularly urban schools serving students in poverty, and is 

interested in learning how the process of leadership coaching may best support these 

school leaders.  

Due to the researcher’s professional experience in the field, she consciously 

approached this study with an open mind by bracketing her own experiences throughout 

the research process.  By doing so, she acknowledged her preconceptions and 

subjectivity, keeping them separate from the data collection and analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this multi-case study was to understand the experiences of New 

York City and Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced 

leadership coaching, a component of leadership development.  

In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following two research questions 

were investigated: 

• How do public charter school principals describe the impact of leadership 

coaching practices on their leadership development?  

• How do public charter school principals describe their own leader identity 

construction through the process of coaching? 

In this chapter, key findings that emerged from the analysis of interviews, documents, 

and artifacts are presented.  This chapter begins with a brief summary of the participants’ 

demographic information and then continues with a vignette to introduce each of the 

eight cases of leadership coaching. The vignettes describe each principal’s leadership 

journey in order to provide the reader with an introduction to each case and its unique 

characteristics.  The chapter then continues with the presentation of the following three 

main themes and their respective categories: the coaching process (coach role, content of 

coaching, and leadership coaching definitions), the impact of coaching (facilitating and 

inhibiting leadership development) and the principal leader identity construction 

(understanding my role as a principal, understanding who I am as a leader through 

reflection and artifact analysis).  The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings. 
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Participant Demographics 

 In order to maintain confidentiality of individual participants, demographics are 

presented in summary here.  There were eight participants in total, half men and half 

women, ranging in age from early thirties to mid-fifties.  The participants self-identified 

as African-American, Asian, Caucasian, and Italian.  Of the eight participants, seven 

were located in New York City and one in Washington, DC.  Three participants led 

middle schools, four participants led elementary schools, and one participant led a PK-8th 

grade school.  Three participants worked in charter schools that were unaffiliated with 

charter management organizations (CMOs), and five participants worked in charter 

schools that were affiliated with CMOs.  The participants had between three and seven 

years of experience as school principals, and had all experienced leadership coaching 

over the past year, if not longer.  Four of the participants had engaged in at least one other 

leadership coaching process prior to their current coaching engagement, however those 

experiences with prior coaches were not included in the findings.  Of the eight 

participants, three had just completed their final year as principal and were leaving their 

role to become principal supervisors and/or coaches themselves.  The following vignettes 

will further introduce each case of leadership coaching. 

Case Vignettes  

Zara.  Zara became an urban charter school principal after working as a 

classroom teacher, teacher leader, instructional coach, and resident principal.  She 

worked in both traditional public schools and charter schools as a classroom teacher prior 

to taking on additional responsibilities as a grade level team leader, where she was tasked 

with coordinating lesson planning and upcoming events with her grade team peers.  
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While still a classroom teacher, she was offered an opportunity as a teacher mentor, a 

teacher leader position at her school, which enabled her to participate in school-wide 

instructional leadership team meetings and observe and coach teachers in their 

classrooms.  This position allowed her a glimpse of life outside of the classroom, which 

she was interested in pursuing, stating that she “had always thought about going into 

leadership.” She then moved on from the classroom to the role of instructional coach, 

where she was a full-time teacher coach, supporting teachers with lesson planning and 

delivery.  She was subsequently selected to be a resident principal, where she worked 

alongside the principal of her school as well as had the opportunity to take on the role of 

acting principal at another school for a few months during her residency.  During this 

time she also enrolled in a school leadership program at a university where she was part 

of a cohort of aspiring leaders who visited each other’s schools and discussed best 

practices.   

Consistent with her own leadership development pathway from teacher to team 

leader to teacher mentor to instructional coach to resident principal, Zara views 

leadership as “an ongoing learning process” of learning how to best support the other 

people with whom she works.  During her first year as a principal, her school contracted 

with an organization to conduct a school quality review.  She requested to work with a 

coach who had participated in the quality review, and she emphasized that it was 

important that the coach had experience in the education field, having been a teacher, 

principal, and program manager.  However, she also added that her work with the coach 

extended beyond instruction to other aspects of leadership.  She then continued to work 

with a coach from that organization for the following two years of her principalship, 
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meeting for a half day in person each month.  She reflected that her coaching experience 

helped her to “be a better principal,” however, she stated that her coaching work also 

helped her “build up what my strengths were and look at, actually, I need to be doing 

different work right now,” ultimately helping her reach the conclusion to leave her job as 

a charter school principal. 

John.  John’s work in education is deeply rooted in his belief that “education is 

the great equalizer.”  Ever since he was in college, he knew that he wanted to go into 

teaching, majoring in education and participating in the Teach for America program, 

working in high-needs schools since his college graduation.  He stated that “receiving a 

quality education has afforded me the luxuries of being a conscious, knowledgeable 

individual, and that’s the same I want for my students.”  He enrolled in graduate studies 

in education leadership and policy, which further inspired him to work within 

communities that have been “historically marginalized.”  He stated that it was his desire 

to not just be a principal, but to be an effective principal, therefore, he intentionally took 

on additional opportunities in his school to manage other adults before becoming an 

assistant principal.  Prior to entering the principalship six years ago, John decided he 

needed to be “more thoughtful and methodical in what type of school I wanted to lead,” 

which is how he ended up at his charter school. 

As he did when he was an aspiring principal, John has continued to seek out many 

opportunities outside of his role at school to further his own leadership development.  

One such opportunity that he has utilized is the school leader network, provided by Teach 

for America for program alumni.  This network is an opportunity for leaders to share 

challenges with each other through the use of a consultancy protocol.  He has also 
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participated in the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) 

and attended conferences to network with other school and district leaders.  In addition, 

he is pursuing a doctorate in education, and he is active in a program to support urban 

school superintendents that is provided through his university. 

John’s coach is also his supervisor.  He emphasized the importance of his coach 

being “someone who actually has been in the shoes that I’m wearing,” meaning, someone 

who has served as a school principal.  He recalled with a laugh that when he learned 

about his supervisor’s extensive background in the field of education leadership, he said, 

“You’re not just going to be my supervisor, you’re going to be my coach.”  They set 

aside time once a week to have coaching sessions in addition to their regular meetings.    

Cristina.  Cristina started her work in education right out of college, serving as 

the office manager in a new charter school.  She laughed upon reflecting that, “I changed 

titles pretty much every year that I was there.  I really enjoyed it.  I loved it, everything.”  

Over the course of her work at the charter school, she was a classroom teacher, a team 

leader, and then a teacher coordinator, a position where she oversaw and coached new 

teachers at her school to help them get acclimated.  She then went on to become the 

principal of the same school for two years before moving on to another charter school as 

the principal for the past two years.   

 Cristina emphasized the importance of coaching in her work, stating that knowing 

who her coach would be at the new school “was actually one of the main reasons that I 

moved jobs…”  Furthermore, it was important to Cristina that the person coaching her 

had been a principal.  In her past school, her supervisor had not been a principal, and at 

her new school, her coach, who also served as a supervisor, had been a principal for 
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nearly a decade.   Cristina and her coach met every week for about two hours, over the 

past two school years. 

Frank. Frank stated that, “any sort of success I’ve had with my school is just 

directly attributed to the fact that I have the best coach in our city.”  Frank began his 

teaching career through Teach for America and taught in another city in the traditional 

public school system before becoming a teacher at a charter school.  As a charter school 

teacher, he took on additional responsibilities as the team leader for his grade and then 

was promoted to a dean, where he supported student achievement through coaching 

teachers’ instructional practices and analyzing student data to improve achievement.  He 

then started a principal residency where he participated in workshops with leaders from 

his organization, went on school visits to other high performing charter schools to learn 

best practices, and took on a new role at a different charter school to learn from a 

different principal.  

Frank’s coach was also his supervisor, and was initially assigned to him.  They 

met about four hours a week together for the past five years. His work with his coach is 

so essential to him that before agreeing to take on a new role within his organization, he 

made sure that his coach and he could continue their work together.  

Amina.  Amina was a Teach for America corps member in a traditional public 

school before becoming a teacher at a charter school.  Despite being unsure if she wanted 

to continue teaching after her initial teaching experience, Amina was referred by multiple 

colleagues to be a teacher at a charter school, where she ended up teaching for two years.  

She then went on to become a dean at the charter school.  Her experience supporting both 
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instruction and school culture helped her to see how essential a strong school culture is in 

order to implement academic changes.   

Amina chose to pursue more formal leadership development through two 

principal residency programs, one within her charter management organization and an 

additional program at another charter management organization.  When asked to 

interview to become a principal she “tried to keep [herself] from taking the seat….and 

then I ended up doing it anyway…,” reflecting that she truly enjoyed her role supporting 

school culture.  She stated that as principal she wanted to shift the mindset of those 

working at and attending the school, to help them achieve excellence.  Amina was 

assigned to her coach, who is also her supervisor, during her first year as a principal.  

They have met about one full day each week for the past four years.    

Susie.  Susie taught at traditional public schools for many years before starting 

her work in charter schools.  She became a teacher at a charter school and started 

coaching other teachers at her school, which she enjoyed.  She then moved out of the 

classroom into a full-time position supporting and coaching teachers as well as managing 

the curriculum.  Although she said she “never actually thought that I wanted to be a 

principal,” she was interested in the way that a specific leadership development 

organization was developing new school principals, through a year of residency and 

additional supports.  She chose to pursue leadership development through this residency, 

during which time she visited many schools in order to understand “what creates 

excellent schools.”  She also attended multiple workshops on data-driven instruction, 

staffing, setting a vision, school culture, time management, adult learning and 

professional development, and entry planning, as well as worked alongside a principal 
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during the course of the year.  Her thoughtful and conscientious approach to leadership is 

reflected in her emphasis on bringing “equity to voice” and “clarity to process and 

outcomes” through the use of protocols in adult learning.   

Susie started working with a coach after her school contracted with an external 

organization to conduct a school quality review.  She stated that she “was really excited 

about the strategic thinking and action planning that came out of that work. And I said to 

my…supervisor, that I'd be very interested in coaching work if we could work with an 

organization…that has a really clear vision around what leadership can be.”  She met 

with her coach once a month in person and then spoke with her over the phone about 

twice a month.  

Harvey.  Harvey worked as a teacher in traditional public schools but stated that 

he “was frustrated by the choices of public schools in the community where I was 

working and wanted to continue working in that community,” so he and a colleague 

started “from scratch with charter law” to create their own school. Although he was a co-

founder of the school, he was not the original principal, joking that he was “plan C of the 

hiring process.”  Despite not actively seeking out the principalship, Harvey embraced the 

opportunity to serve in this capacity. 

Harvey has given much consideration to what it means to be a leader and what 

leadership means to him, stating that, 

Most people I work with, even peers, don't think about what leadership 
means. They have assumptions. And I have a pretty strong conviction 
about what leadership means, and most of what I see in the media and the 
culture and so on that is called leadership is just being loud…and I have I 
found in my experience that when I have invested in the loudest voices 
and followed or been a follower that way, it's always hurt the school. 
When I have challenged the people who I see as taking action that meets 
the organizations goals, then I've found myself developing leadership. And 
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so my definition of leadership is action that meets common goals and 
brings other people along to those common goals.   
 

Harvey chose to engage with a coach through a school consulting firm, to address what 

he described as an “existential crisis” that his school was going through, and to help him 

build a strong team.  The coach, who had also been a school principal, and he met once a 

month in person and spoke weekly on the phone over the past school year.   

Lewis. Lewis worked in an independent school as a teacher for over ten years 

before becoming the director of a division of the independent school.  He attended 

conferences and sessions for aspiring leaders, which made him think about his future in 

education and specifically in educational administration.  He decided he wanted to get 

more training on how to lead and work with adults, and so he decided to pursue a 

master’s degree in school leadership.  When he started to look for principal jobs at 

different schools in the area, the mission, vision, and student body diversity of this 

charter school attracted him.   

Upon encountering challenges in effectively communicating with some board 

members, Lewis came to coaching through the suggestion of his board.  He chose to 

engage with a coach who was “really more an executive coach, somebody that really 

dealt with…upper management, either CEOs or executive directors…” with the goal of 

working on his communication style.  Lewis met with his coach weekly at the beginning, 

then bi-weekly after about six months, gradually moving from in-person meetings to 

phone conversations.   

Below is a summary table, which highlights whether the coach was internal to the 

organization or external, if the coach also served as a supervisor to the principal, and the 

number of years that the principal and coach had worked together. 
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Table 4.1: Summary of Cases 

 Zara John Cristina Frank Amina Susie Harvey Lewis 

Is coach 
internal (int.) 
or external 
(ext.) to 
organization? 

Ext. Int. Int. Int. Int. Ext. Ext. Ext. 

Coach as 
supervisor? 

No Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No 

# years 
working with 
this coach? 

2 6 2 5 4 2 1 1 

 

The three themes introduced below provide cross-case comparisons to address the 

research questions.  Theme 1, The Coaching Process, introduces how principals viewed 

the role of the coach, the content covered in the coaching sessions, and their 

interpretations of leadership coaching based on these experiences.  Theme 2, The Impact 

of Coaching, describes the coaching practices that both facilitated or inhibited the school 

principals’ leadership development.  Theme 3, Principal Leader Identity Construction, 

describes the way in which the school principals viewed themselves as leaders through 

the coaching process. 

Theme 1: The Coaching Process  

 The first theme was how the principals experienced the process of coaching.  This 

included how they interpreted and understood the role of the coach, what was discussed 

during the actual coaching sessions, and how they defined the process of leadership 

coaching.     

 Coach Role.  The principals viewed the coaches’ roles through a variety of 

lenses, ranging from content expert to moral supporter to thought partner to supervisor.  
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Zara thought of the coach as being an expert, someone who had developed his or her own 

expertise to share with the coachee, stating, “…you also need to rely on the kinds of 

knowledge you have that you're bringing in, whether it's in leadership or it's in education 

or whatever it is, but you have to have some expertise as well.” As an example of this, 

Zara looked to her coach to teach her specific protocols and methods for conducting 

school-wide walk-throughs. 

John viewed the role of the coach as a thought partner, someone who would help 

to think through various scenarios and provide support.  He stated that, “Individuals often 

say, ‘Oh my God, it's so lonely at the top,’ and you need that think partner. You need 

someone to actually brainstorm with.”  John stated that he talked about all different types 

of issues, both personal and professional with his coach, who also served as his 

supervisor.  Similarly, Harvey described his coach as a thought partner, someone who 

helped him to see things differently within the context of his school.  

Although Cristina shared that her coach described her own role of coach as 

someone whose job is “to support you in meeting the goals of your school,” Cristina 

stated that her support went even beyond this description.  Cristina also mentioned the 

loneliness in the role of principal, and shared that her view of her coach was also as a 

kind of moral and emotional support person.  She stated that “she was so incredibly 

responsive to whatever I needed, that I felt like I was never alone. I actually think that 

that's one of the hardest things about being a principal, it’s weirdly such a lonely 

job…Everybody at my school either works for me or works for somebody who works for 

me, so I need an outlet and Dana's always that person.”  In addition to working with her 

coach to look at and analyze school-wide student achievement data and address school 
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culture concerns, Cristina went to her for emotional support when dealing with 

challenging situations that arose at the school.  

  Frank viewed his coach as someone whose job it was to maximize his leadership 

impact on the school and the student achievement.  He described examples where the 

coach’s observations of his leadership in action helped him come to realizations about his 

own leadership style.  He shared an example of the time that his coach gave him the 

feedback that his communication style was less direct and therefore less effective when 

he communicated with women versus men.  Frank shared that his coach told him, “You 

have a different level of directness, and we're seeing a direct impact in the success of 

their department. Let's talk about that.” He went on to reflect, stating, “Oh, interesting, 

I've got a gender thing going on. And so what she did, what I would call her doing right 

there is, she's able to name tendencies that I have that are more difficult for me to name 

on my own, because you've to be really meta-aware to figure that out.” 

 In half of the cases, the coaches were also in supervisory roles where principals 

reported to them. Principals had varying levels of comfort with this combination of 

coaching and supervising.  John, who had worked with his coach/supervisor for over six 

years commented that at times he had had concerns about sharing his struggles with 

someone who was also evaluating him.  He stated that “at one point, it got kind of rough. 

We also had to go back and say, ‘Okay, let's actually set some norms around our 

coaching session,’ and not using the coaching session as one of our conversations as 

principal to [supervisor] at that time.” 

 Amina also expressed concerns with the dual role of coach and supervisor, often 

using the words “coach” and “boss” interchangeably during her interview. She shared 
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that her “boss definitely drives the agenda” of her coaching sessions, and that she had 

specific tasks and homework for each session, which were requested of her through her 

supervisor/coach.  On the other hand, Cristina and Frank expressed a preference for the 

mixed role of coach and supervisor.   

As she reflected on the combined role of coach and supervisor, Cristina shared,  

They're commingled. In my head, when I think of that, a coach who's not 
your supervisor, I think of a mentor that you like to go to. I feel like if 
your coach does it right, if your supervisor does it right, you can go to 
them with problems without it making you look bad. Because I think that's 
the problem. You don't want to think the world is falling apart all the time, 
but that's the person you go to for advice. But I think if the person clearly 
sets it up that, “I am here to see you succeed," then I think it's not a 
problem. It's never been a problem for me that Dana is my coach and then 
she's my supervisor and evaluates me. And also, because we meet so 
often, nothing in the evaluation was shocking to me or I didn't agree with.  

 
Frank had a similar perspective, stating  

I personally don't have a difficulty resolving that tension… I think 
generally if you're stronger at your job, you appreciate that, because your 
coach knows you really well, and as your manager, they're going to be 
able to see the great things you're doing. So they're doing things like 
looking out for opportunities for you to expand your leadership, they're 
going to advocate for you for that…I don't remember any tension points 
where that came up. 
 

 Susie, whose coach was an external consultant but whose coaching bills were paid 

for through her charter management organization’s budget, brought up the conflict in the 

role of the coach as it relates to return on investment for the organization.  She stated that 

while the coaching relationship was confidential, the coach still had to report back to her 

supervisor in order to justify the investment in coaching.  While this challenge was not, in 

her words, “insurmountable,” the potential role conflict of coach as external consultant 

hired by the CMO was an issue that she reflected upon, stating, “If I were to just seek out 

coaching on my own, either using my own money, or a professional development stipend 
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within my own budget, then there's not necessarily that. You're my coach. I sought you 

out. Versus you are a coach who has been hired by my network to support these 

principals.” 

 Similarly, Zara brought up the role of the coach as it related to the CMO.  She 

noted that the goals she set with her coach were not necessarily the goals set out by her 

CMO or the goals that she was evaluated for in her annual review.  She wondered what 

value the CMO got from her work with the coach. 

Content of coaching session.  As highlighted in the vignettes at the beginning of 

this chapter, the principals each met with their coaches at minimum on a monthly basis, 

with some meeting as frequently as weekly.  Session lengths ranged from 1 hour on the 

phone to a full day in person.  In each case, the principals described the content of what 

was discussed during a typical session and how the session was structured.  Below are 

some examples of the specific content that was covered during the sessions, although in 

most cases, the content varied based on the needs of the school and the principal.   

Goal setting. Some of the principals identified a specific initial or current goal 

that they were addressing with the coach.  For example, Zara stated that her first year 

with her coach was spent focusing on her goal of building capacity in her leadership 

team.  Cristina shared that one of her goals was “speaking to the mission more,” and 

Lewis stated that he was working on effective communication with the board of directors.  

Amina’s work with the coach primarily centered around observing and critiquing 

instruction in order to increase student achievement.   

Other principals, such as John and Frank, described the progression of the work 

over time, both having worked with their same respective coaches for over five years.  
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John shared that he worked with his coach on many goals from effective staff 

management and having challenging conversations in the first few years as principal, to 

planning out his own professional growth and development plan more recently.  

Similarly, Frank highlighted initial goals around defining his “vision of excellence for the 

school,” stabilizing school culture, then later shifting to academic achievement, and most 

recently, to broader goals around leadership communication and interaction with his 

leadership team.  He stated that what he and the coach worked on would “look different 

depending on my stage of leadership and the context that my-- the situation that my 

school's in.” 

While most of the principals chose their own goals and directed the focus of their 

interactions with their coaches, two principals shared challenges around determining the 

content of the coaching sessions.  Amina worked on goals around academic achievement 

and coaching the other leaders, such as assistant principals and deans, in her school, 

however, she stated that her coach was the one who set out the expectations and drove the 

agenda of their time together, and that if she wanted to discuss something, she could put 

it on their agenda, but it would only be discussed for a short period of time.  When asked 

if he and the coach had worked on specific goals together, Harvey, who chose to engage 

with a coach in order to help him and the leadership team work through a challenging 

period in his school’s development, reflected, “We did have goals.  I can’t really tell you 

what they are at this point.  I don’t even know that we’ve measured them…”   

Assessments. A few of the principals mentioned the use of assessments in the 

work they did with their coaches.  Susie, Zara and Harvey all completed assessments 

such as the Myers Briggs or the DISC assessment at the beginning of their work with the 
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coaches.  The Myers-Briggs is a personality inventory with 16 personality types, and the 

DISC is a behavior assessment tool that identifies behavioral traits associated with 

leadership.  Both assessments may be used to help individuals learn more about 

themselves and how their style may interact with or be interpreted by others.  Harvey, 

who described his perception of such tests as, “It's kind of a Rorschach test. It's like the 

horoscope, so I don't really know. It's never been helpful to me” and then when he 

challenged the coach on the use of these tests, “his answer was, ‘Let me get back to 

you.’”  

Susie, on the other hand, found the initial assessments to be helpful, stating “And 

knowing my own profile, and then doing that with all my leadership team members, and 

doing that with the leadership across all of our network, it's just been an interesting 

reflection point for how am I communicating right now to this person? How am I being 

perceived? What's the best way to communicate to this person based on what I know 

about their leadership style?”  Likewise, Zara stated that she and the coach “spent quite a 

bit of time looking at the results of those assessments, and using it to inform how we 

function together as a team.” 

Instructional support.  In many cases, the coaches worked closely with the 

principals on instructional support, which typically consisted of visiting classrooms and 

co-observing lessons and then sharing feedback to improve instruction, as well as 

analyzing student achievement data.  Susie stated, “The first couple visits she really just 

shadowed me. What am I doing, what am I saying to teachers, how am I looking at 

instruction, how is my time spent.” Amina described a 90-minute block of time that was 

spent with her coach and a secondary leader on her team on a weekly basis.  She 
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described a cycle of co-observing a teacher with the dean for that team and her coach, 

then discussing ways to improve the lesson and providing feedback to the teacher. 

Similarly, Cristina would do “walk-throughs” of classrooms with her coach, and in 

addition, they “would look at the data from the benchmarks. Often Dana [coach] would 

break down data for us, and data for me, so that she and I could look at it really quickly 

together and then often, we would go into classrooms.”  As she reflected on the many 

ways she and her coach interacted, Zara mentioned that “of course we always observed 

classrooms too,” reflecting the importance of instructional leadership in the coaching 

work. In these examples, each of the coaches were experienced school principals, some 

of them acting as both coach and supervisor to the principals interviewed.   

 Not all coaches worked on instructional support with principals.  Lewis, for 

example, expressed that with over a decade of experience observing teachers and 

improving instruction, he chose to spend his time with his coach on his communication 

goals rather than focus on observations and feedback to staff, due to his level of 

competence in that area.  

Observing interactions and providing feedback. Both Zara and Frank described 

time spent with their coaches on working on their interactions with their respective 

leadership teams.  Frank shared that his coach observed his conversations with leadership 

team members, stating “when I was meeting with my deans, she would always give me 

feedback on how I coached them, and that was really how I progressed.”  Similarly, Zara, 

as she explained her work around building the capacity of her leadership team explained 

that her coach “would spend time observing me in one-on-ones with various members of 

my leadership team. She'd also come to grade team meetings with me, team leaders' 
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meetings with me, that I was leading, and observe there.”  In these situations, coaches 

were embedded in the day-to-day work of the principal, observing and providing 

feedback on the principals’ interactions with team leaders and school leaders. 

Exploring points of discomfort. Zara and Lewis each shared that some of the 

work they did with their coaches extended to areas of discomfort for them, in other 

words, pushing them out of their comfort zones.  For example, Zara stated that she “tried 

things that made me uncomfortable, like I videotaped some of my one-on-ones with my 

leadership team, that I wouldn't have wanted to do, but actually helped me a lot.”  Lewis 

explained that “the coach that I'm working with knows how to push me, what questions 

to ask, where is my discomfort-- and the discomfort for me generally lies in taking, I 

guess, too much credit for certain things.” 

Planned and unplanned content. As mentioned earlier, the content of the 

coaching sessions typically varied depending on where the school was in its 

development, where the leader was in his or her development, and what the current issues 

were, depending on the context.  Therefore, some principals brought up that the content 

was both pre-planned and structured, but that there also was space for the unexpected and 

unplanned in their sessions.  Susie described this by saying “So there was some really 

strategic planned out work, and then there was just some very reactive work because 

there's so much that happens in the life of a principal where you have to react.”  Zara also 

allowed for some flexibility within the structure of her coaching.  She stated that,  

Some of the things that I ended up working on with Jordan [coach], I 
didn't know those were going to be the things that I worked on with her. 
But because we talked pretty often and she knew really well what was 
happening at my school, we were able to come to things, work on small 
things together that maybe we wouldn't have identified if I had kept her 
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like as, ‘No, we're only working on this one thing.’ But I had a very open-
door policy with her, she came to everything with me….I was really open. 

 
Cristina illustrated how the structure of her meeting time with the coach built in time to 

allow for both planned and unplanned issues to be discussed.  She stated “We would 

usually start with just an update about what's going on…we'd spend 15 minutes just 

catching up on what had happened, and then we'd usually spend 15 minutes talking in 

relation to one of my goals” prior to delving into that day’s more in-depth work. 

Rehearsing communication.  As described earlier, Lewis’ primary goal with his 

coach centered around effective communication, particularly with his board of directors. 

Therefore, much of the work he did with his coach was to this end.  He stated that, much 

of his work with his coach was around “how do I take credit for work that's been done, 

versus saying the school did this, or so on and so forth. So she's pushing me to use a lot 

of I statements, which isn't generally my piece because I do so much with my team, and 

my leadership team, and the teachers are involved.” He went on to explain that he 

practiced his communication by writing down his thoughts and then sharing them through 

what he jokingly referred to as “proclamations” at the board meetings.  

Zara also used her time with the coach to hone her communication skills with the 

network level leaders in her charter management organization.  She stated, “if I had a 

meeting with my supervisor, she [coach] would role play those with me before I'd go to 

the meeting, because that's something that I identified needing help with.”  John also 

talked through challenging communication with his coach.  They discussed difficult 

situations with staff members and how to approach conversations with specific staff 

members in order to communicate high expectations while demonstrating empathy.  
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Defining leadership coaching.  During the interviews, some of the principals 

offered their definition of leadership coaching, based on the experiences they have had 

with their coaches or based on the desired experience they would want to have had.  

Cristina shared that, “when done well, I think leadership coaching is the goal setting and 

monitoring to help a school leader achieve whatever their school goals are.” Zara defined 

it as a “flexible individualized approach to professional development, that, by its nature 

it's inquiry-based, but also relies somewhat on your expertise of the trade.” 

John stated “when you think about even a coach, it's comparing it to sports and 

other areas of coaching and is designed just to make you better. To recognize that ‘I don't 

have this all figured out.’ And you as a person that has played the game, that knows the 

strategies on how we can actually win this, I'm really leaning on you. And so where you 

also see that I can actually utilize some development in this, I want you to identify that, 

but I also like the idea to say, ‘This is what I actually want to get better in.’’ 

Theme 2: The Impact of Coaching 

 Principals shared the impact that coaching has had on their leadership 

development, both in facilitating and inhibiting it.  Some ways that coaching enhanced 

their leadership development were through improving their communication, time 

management and accountability.  In addition, coaching helped to support principals 

emotionally as well as provided support for instructional leadership and people 

management.  At times, coaching created frustration or additional stress for the 

principals, particularly when the coach’s and the principal’s priorities did not align. 

 Facilitating leadership development.  Principals shared many ways in which 

their work with coaches facilitated their leadership development.  These consisted of 
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improving their time management skills and accountability practices, supporting the 

principals in improving teaching and learning practices, supporting principals in 

managing adults and building the capacity of their staff, providing moral and emotional 

support for the principals, and supporting the development of the principals as reflective 

practitioners. 

 Time management & accountability.  In many cases, time management and 

accountability practices were highlighted as impacts of coaching that enhanced 

principals’ development as leaders.  Cristina stated that her coach modeled many 

practices that she began to adopt in her own practice, such as note taking templates and 

agendas.  She reflected that what “has helped me is just being strategic about how I'm 

using my time and what I'm prioritizing,” as a result of observing and adopting some of 

her coach’s time management and note taking.  Similarly, Amina reflected on whether 

her own meetings and the time she spent with her team were as purposeful as they could 

be, due to her work with her coach.  She explained that her coaching sessions were 

focused with clear objectives, stating, “there is a consistency to us meeting. He'd always 

have an agenda.”  Working with her coach helped Amina translate these practices to her 

own work with team members in her school.  Susie also felt that her coach had helped her 

to be more reflective about how she used her time.  She stated that her coach helped her 

see “what's worth my time and what's not worth my time, what's to delegate and what's to 

dig into. So I definitely think it's made me a more thoughtful leader.” 

 Amina also stated that her coach has helped her improve her accountability.  She 

said that she thought her coach was very effective at pushing her to think about how her 

work translated into practice and results.  She shared that now, “the question that I'm 
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constantly referring back to is how am I going to know that this actually mattered….So 

that's the question I ask, ‘Great. That was great. So now how are you going to follow up? 

What's going to happen in three weeks? And what happens if it doesn't happen in three 

weeks’ versus, ‘Great job. Back to work,’ kind of thing.”  Holding herself and others 

accountable for the work was one way that Amina’s practice as a leader was impacted by 

her work with the coach.  

 Supporting teaching and learning.  Many of the principals focused on the impact 

that coaching had on their work supporting teaching and learning.  As described in the 

content of the coaching sessions in Theme 1 above, many principals spent time doing 

walk-throughs, learning walks, classroom observations, and student achievement data 

analysis with their coaches.  Cristina emphasized the impact that coaching had on her 

instructional focus, stating, “Student achievement, student achievement, student 

achievement, and I feel like she [coach] instilled that in me.…I was able to pare down to 

what are the most important things, and so I think we're focusing on the more important 

things because of her.” 

Amina reflected that she saw leading professional development sessions for her 

teachers and leadership team as one of her strengths, but that her coach helped her see 

that the sessions were not translating effectively to practice. She recounted an incident 

when she had delivered what she thought was an effective teacher workshop, saying “‘it 

was good.’ And he's like, ‘Really? Because nobody's doing it.’”  Her coach’s focus on 

translating the adult learning with teachers into practice with students helped her to more 

effectively impact instruction and student achievement.   



 

 72

Managing adults and building capacity of staff.  Many cases mentioned the 

impact that coaching had on how they managed adults through improving their own 

communication skills and leadership skills in managing and understanding different work 

styles.  Through her work with the coach, Zara was able to reflect on her own 

communication style as it related to talking with various team members.  She stated, “I 

had a hard time understanding that different people have different communication styles. 

And I understand things like this, why doesn't everyone understand what I'm saying. So it 

was really helpful to understand that not everyone wants things direct or, what I think is 

clear is not what everyone thinks is clear.”  Through the conversations and feedback with 

her coach, as well as by reflecting on the results of the assessments that she and her team 

completed with the coach, she was able to adapt her own communication style in order to 

more effectively communicate with the various team members.  Coaching also impacted 

how Zara interacted with her supervisor at the network level.  Through her discussions 

with her coach she “was able to recognize the strengths that my supervisor had…he's 

really strong in intellectual communication and so it allowed me….to hook on to that part 

of his leadership.”  Understanding her supervisor’s leadership strengths enabled Zara to 

more effectively communicate with him.  

John also mentioned how his communication was impacted through coaching.  He 

shared that talking about challenges with his coach helped him to understand “that you 

have to have that sometimes tough conversation with a person to say, ‘We are going to 

work on this, and this is why.’ And so, giving that person that you are coaching the ‘why’ 

behind what is it that you've identified as the area I really want to coach you. Because as 

adults sometimes we can get into our feelings, and just like I just felt like, you know, it 
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was a personal attack. But it's not, it's just to make you better.”  John shared that his 

coaching sessions helped him to think through challenging conversations that he needed 

to have with staff members.  For example, his work with his coach helped him to think 

through his decision to let a staff member go, and to plan out how he would communicate 

this decision to the person. 

John also shared that his coach helped him to approach different staff members in 

different ways, stating, “With some people… you can have what we call the adult-to-

teenage relationship with that person, where it may be some negotiation and compromise, 

and then for some, because you have seen the work, and you know where they are, it is a 

little bit more, here is some guidance. That was huge in my coaching session, and it's also 

helped to be able to discern what type of relationship I need to have with all of these 

different adults that I'm managing. So that was one huge takeaway from the coaching…” 

 Similarly, Zara reflected that through her work with coaching she learned that 

“you just have to get at people in different ways.”  She discussed the importance of 

building relationships with each staff member and getting to know the people on her 

team, as well as understanding that different people are motivated in different ways.  She 

reflected, “some people need a lot of bells and whistles and external rewards, and some 

people really don't like that….I thought there was more of a right and wrong there, and it 

isn't….I'm very much, I'm going to do work, I just work really hard, and there's others 

who need just more recognition more often, and I didn’t recognize that before.”  Susie 

also emphasized how the coaching impacted her understanding of the various strengths 

and styles of her staff.  “That's something that I think is very important to me as a leader, 

is really understanding the styles that people bring to their work.”  She stated that the use 
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and analysis of the assessments like Myers Briggs and DISC with her coach “kind of 

helped frame my understanding of my work with her, and then my work with the other 

leaders in the organization.” 

 When Harvey asked his coach for support with building and managing his team of 

leaders, his coach referred him to a book that he found helpful in setting up norms and a 

cycle of collaboration and discussion with the leadership team. He said, “So based on the 

resource…I started implementing it and I set some goals after coaching was over, and it's 

made a very big difference in my management of my new team.”   

Moral/emotional support. Another impact that coaching had on principals was to 

make them feel supported and less isolated.  As mentioned in comments above as well as 

in the educational leadership literature, being a school principal can be a lonely job.  

Coaches provided a confidential and emotional outlet for some principals.  John 

explained that one challenge for him is that he gets very emotionally invested in people’s 

stories, and that coaching helped him to recognize this about himself, stating “that was 

definitely something that was helpful through my coaching session with understanding 

who I am as a person and not allowing those character and personality traits to inhibit me 

from being effective in the work.”  He said there were times when “You could just say, 

‘You know what? I’m going to throw my hands up. I’m done with this.’ So having that 

person to say that, ‘It’s okay’” was a source of strength for him. 

Susie also shared that coaching helped to provide some positive feedback, saying 

that “the coaching work helped confirm some of the things that I knew I was doing well. 

That I actually was doing those things well…which the principalship is really lonely… 

it’s hard to be like, ‘Am I actually—do I do anything well?’”  In this way, her coach 
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provided her not only with positive feedback, but also with moral and collegial support in 

an otherwise lonely role. 

Cristina shared a time when she experienced an unsettling incident on her way 

into work, but did not want to impose her stress on others in the school building, so she 

called her coach.  She said within 20 minutes her coach was at the school, sitting with her 

in her office, offering her immediate support.  This emotional and moral support provided 

principals with an outlet when they did not otherwise have peers or colleagues to go to. 

Being a reflective practitioner. Throughout the interviews, principals mentioned 

the idea of reflecting on their work, reflecting on their decisions, and reflecting on their 

personal and professional growth, and the impact that the coaching has on their level of 

reflectiveness.  Frank emphasized the importance of reflectiveness in a leader, stating 

“you have to be hyper-reflective, and you have to build in time into your day and your 

schedule when you fall down to think, ‘All right, why did that happen? What are my 

tendencies? How do I correct for them?’ And then when you do really well, you need to 

figure out, ‘How do I replicate that?” He believes that his work with a coach encouraged 

his reflectiveness and allowed him to grow more quickly as a leader. Harvey shared that 

“when the coach was able to ask probing questions and push me and make me come to 

realizations that I wouldn't have had otherwise, that was the most helpful.” John also 

mentioned how his coach asked him probing questions to help him consider various 

points of view.  As she thought back to a hiring decision that she later regretted, Zara 

shared that “in my reflections with Jordan, my coach, I realize those things that I had 

taken for granted.” Zara also shared that she came to the realization that she needed to 

leave her role as principal as a result of the coaching work.  She stated “I am able to 
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reflect on the work that I was doing and say, ‘This is actually not the work that I want to 

do right now.’”  She stated that without coaching she thinks she would have stayed longer 

at the school. 

Throughout the interviews, principals also demonstrated their reflectiveness in 

how they answered the interview questions.  For example, while answering a question 

about how he reflected on his work with his coach, Harvey said “any time I can sit and 

talk and reflect, this is helpful right now, talking about it, putting this in perspective.”  

Similarly, as she started to describe her artifact selection, Amina paused to say, “So this 

is so interesting to me, now that I'm thinking about it.”  Principals demonstrated through 

both their direct responses as well as their introspection in the moment, the impact that 

coaching had on their reflectiveness as practitioners.   

Inhibiting leadership development.  There were also some impacts of coaching 

that inhibited leadership development for principals.  Inhibiting impacts for leadership 

development included those that generated frustration as well as those with disconnected 

priorities between coaches and principals. 

Generating frustration.  Amina described that when she started working with her 

coach, it was affecting how she acted, stating “when he's around, he's high-strung, like 

everything's an emergency. So I started to take that on for a while.”  She was unaware of 

this until other staff members came to her to let her know that they were noticing a 

change in how she was acting on the days when her coach was at the school.  She said 

they told her that on those days,  “Everything's an emergency, you text 12 times, 

everything, and that is stressing all of us out.  And so I'm really glad that early on, they 
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gave me that feedback because I realized I was starting to take on the characteristics of 

how I was being managed. And the stress that I was under, I was putting on them.”   

Zara also encountered challenges with her coach’s persistent lateness, as it put 

additional demands on Zara’s schedule.  As she reflected on the stress that this caused, 

she stated that “sometimes she was disorganized, and she was late almost every single 

time.  And you know, just that kind of stuff's hard, because it's like, I have blocked off 

this time to work.” 

Harvey also experienced frustration as a result of working with his coach.  His 

coach’s lack of follow through on goal tracking, and general disorganization made it 

challenging for Harvey to maximize the work with the coach. Harvey had specifically 

sought out coaching to help him work with and develop a leadership team, and he stated, 

“I would have liked more guidance and maybe somebody who was more attuned with the 

development of the team,” explaining that his coach did not seem to have the necessary 

skills to support Harvey’s development in this area. 

 Disconnected priorities. In addition to creating frustration or stress for principals, 

at times the coaching felt inhibiting to leadership development due to a disconnect 

between the principals’ and coaches’ priorities.  Zara commented that there were times 

when her coach honed in on something that Zara did not agree was a priority.  She stated, 

for example, “sometimes she'd come with me when I had lunch duty. And she really 

cared about kids having something they were supposed to do every minute, so it really 

was not okay with her that, while kids were waiting to get in line for lunch, they talked to 

each other, and they didn't have a ton of supervision… She was like, ‘They should have a 

song to sing.’ And I didn't agree with that.”  Zara explained that her perspective did not 
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always align with her coach’s, which resulted in talking about some topics that she did 

not believe were a high priority.  She stated when she did not follow through on her 

coach’s recommendations, her coach “read me not getting things like that in place as 

being not persistent…That's not, to me, the most important thing…That could be a little 

bit hard, but that didn't happen that often.” 

Cristina noted a similar incident where she and her coach had opposing 

approaches, although she also stated that this was extremely rare in her work with the 

coach.  She explained that there was a situation where a student had pulled the fire alarm 

and her coach did not agree with her decision to not have everyone leave the school.  She 

felt that it was unnecessary because they knew there was no fire, but the coach was 

adamant about evacuating everyone, until Cristina ultimately evacuated the school.  

Theme 3: Principal Leader Identity Construction 

Much of the work around coaching had to do with principals’ own reflections on 

their experience within the context of urban charter schools and navigating the role of 

leader within their school.  Specifically, principals often worked with their coaches to 

understand their own role as school leaders, including reconciling their own perceptions 

of the role with the perceptions of others, as well as their evolving understanding of their 

roles over time.  Additionally, participants reflected beyond their roles as principals and 

into their own self-perceptions as leaders. 

Understanding my role as an urban charter school principal.  All of the 

principals in this study intentionally chose to work in urban charter schools in order to 

serve traditionally underserved or historically marginalized populations.  Most had 

previously worked in traditional public schools, one came from independent schools, and 
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one had experience solely within the charter school world.  John spoke about his passion 

for urban education, stating, “This is some difficult work that we're doing, and when you 

think about all of the other variables and factors that are impacting your work, it can be 

quite daunting when you think about poverty and its impact on education, when you think 

about children who have academic deficits and you received them in the fifth grade and 

they're coming in on the second grade level.”  He explained that he chose to move away 

from the traditional public school system and lead a charter school, explaining,  

Looking at what charter schools are providing for students, I just felt that 
one, it was definitely transformative, particularly at the level of leadership 
with actually being able to have that autonomy, to know what is the need 
for the students and really being able to create a culture of achievement. 
And not saying that you cannot do that in the district school but being in a 
charter school really allows you to really have that flexibility. I actually 
really liked the whole idea of the autonomy, and with the autonomy, also 
the higher level of accountability and that's important because we have to 
be accountable and that's what drew me to the charter sector. 
 
Harvey was also drawn to the charter sector because of the increased autonomy.  

As Harvey explained, when he was a teacher in a traditional public school, he was 

frustrated by the lack of the choices for quality public schools in the area, and so he chose 

to start a charter school because it gave him more control over curriculum, hiring, and 

philosophy than the traditional public school system would have allowed.  However, with 

that increased autonomy also came increased accountability, as he experienced when his 

school was approaching its renewal, the crucial time in a charter school’s life when the 

charter authorizer determines whether or not to renew, or extend, the charter school’s 

existence.  He stated, “The state test scores that summer had dropped…the City was 

telling us, ‘You've got to get your scores up now at all cost or we're shutting you down.’”   



 

 80

Cristina also brought up a challenge of the pressure placed on charter schools that 

resulted from the increased accountability.  She stated, “I think part of what's hard being 

in a charter school, honestly, I feel like, you have a job, and then your principal always 

tells you a hundred other random things that you need to do. It's like that "all-in" 

mentality.”  That “all-in mentality,” described by others as a high level of intensity or 

pressure came up throughout the interviews as a concern for many principals, with some 

commenting that they felt their role was to diminish stress or to project calm to their staff. 

 Each principal reflected on the day-to-day responsibilities that he or she had, and 

particularly what parts of the role as principal inspired them in their daily work.   

Although nearly all of the principals had completed or were in the process of completing 

school leadership residencies or master’s degrees in school leadership when they became 

principals, many commented on how their perceptions and expectations of the role of 

principal differed from how they ultimately experienced it.  Below are some of the ways 

that principals described both the inspiring and challenging elements their roles. 

 Tone setter.   One way that principals perceived their roles was as the person who 

sets the tone across the school, both for students and for teachers.  Cristina and Zara both 

commented on their enjoyment of greeting students in the morning.  Cristina stated, “I 

stand downstairs and greet everybody, so I have the first, for the most part, positive 

interaction with the kids. I enjoy those moments with children.” Similarly, Zara enjoyed 

the morning greeting time, explaining,  

It was a part of the day that I didn't really plan for, but a time that I was 
just getting some information about the students and families, and got to 
see them in a totally different context and learn about, you know, like how 
they say goodbye in the morning and how they're-- when they're coming 
in. Many times after arrival, I would then spend time dropping into 
classrooms to tell teachers like, "Hey, look out for [this student] today," or 
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"Here's her lunch." And that also gave me a chance to kind of check in 
with teachers in the morning too. 
 

Similarly, Amina commented on her enjoyment of interacting with students in 

non-academic contexts, such as when on recess duty. 

Cristina also enjoyed the aspects of her role as a principal where she could 

create a calm culture for the adults.  She commented that she put an emphasis on 

the little things that make people happy, such as “making sure that all the 

calendars are set, and all the information is going out to them on time, and that 

everybody always knows what's going on, and there's never that stress of like, 

‘There's a random schedule tomorrow, and I don't know what it is.”  

From setting the tone with students at the morning greeting, to planning 

logistics for the day to set a calm culture for adults, to interacting beyond the 

classroom with students each day, these examples seek to illustrate role of setting 

the tone for the school that the principals played.  

Nurturer of others.  Almost all of the principals mentioned their passion for 

helping others grow and develop.  Referring to his students, John stated “coming in and 

seeing my babies and actually having those conversations and really seeing their 

development” as one of his biggest inspirations as a school leader.  Harvey described his 

inspiration as a school leader in seeing growth of teachers “master their craft,” and 

Amina also stated that supporting and celebrating teachers’ professional growth brought 

her joy as school leader. Frank also mentioned the joy he derived from feeling “at flow” 

at work, which he found came when he “was unleashing and unlocking the potential of 

[his] deans” through action planning with them on how to meet the “bar of excellence.”   
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Part of supporting teachers’ growth came through the role of leading and 

facilitating adult learning or professional development (PD), which was often done by the 

principals.  Zara explained that “being in the classrooms and seeing how all the PD was 

translating to the day-to-day, on-the-ground work, I would say is the most enjoyable. To 

see, is this stuff working, is all the stuff we're doing behind the scenes actually working 

for students?”  Susie also commented on her use of protocols to facilitate adult learning.  

As he explained the important aspect of his role as a school leader as someone who 

facilitates adult learning in order to support student growth, John explained, “you have to 

think about how adults learn, because that's what's actually going to really move the 

needle, because those individuals are the ones that are on the front line.” In these cases, 

principals highlighted the important aspect of their role of nurturing and coaching growth 

for both students and teachers. 

Team facilitator.  John stated that he sees himself as someone who facilitates 

teamwork, stating “We're so family and team-oriented, and just thinking about the 

amount of knowledge and the drive and the passion that these people actually have to 

ensure that young people are receiving quality education is just, it’s incomprehensible. 

And so that's very enjoyable that we sit down and we actually have shared decision-

making and that everyone has some level of ownership in the work that we do and it's 

not, you know, big me, little you. And so that's something that I really enjoy.”  His 

emphasis on everyone having a level of ownership was also echoed by Harvey, who 

emphasized that leadership was not only held by him, but by everyone on the team. 

 Zara also commented on her role of facilitating her leadership team. She stated 

that she held a leadership team check-in meeting every morning after students arrived in 
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order to ensure that her entire leadership team knew about any pertinent issues for the 

day.  She reflected that this meeting “set us up really well to be on the same page.”  This 

aspect of the principal role as one of a facilitator of a team was one important way that 

principals perceived their roles. 

Change agent.  Embedded in many of the comments was the idea of facilitating 

an organizational change process.  Throughout his interview, Harvey referred to the work 

he did in setting a vision and working toward it, through both short- and long-term 

strategic planning.  John clearly illuminated this idea in his comments, stating, “I like the 

idea of being able to be creative and to be transparent, to say, "You know what? That did 

not work." So let's actually really think about how we could do this better and not have it 

to go through a bureaucratic system of a way of accomplishing that change effort.”   

Challenges of the role.  In addition to the many components of the principal role 

that brought joy to participants, there were also some challenges that were brought up 

across cases.  These challenges had to do with challenging communication with parents 

of students, staying true to the school’s mission during turbulent times, and managing up 

in the cases that involved CMOs. 

Communicating with parents.   Many of the principals recounted difficult 

situations in working effectively with parents of students who were experiencing 

challenges at school.  Zara stated, “we reached a situation with a parent that just didn't 

ever seem to end, and tried so many things, and really tried to approach parent 

relationships with growth mindset, there were definitely-- when I think about things, I 

would just go home thinking about, and fall asleep thinking about, and wake up thinking 



 

 84

about, it was certain parent relations that just really were so hard to see any light at the 

end of the tunnel. So those were hard.”  

Frank also shared that, particularly at the beginning of his time as principal, as his 

school was going through a turnaround, he experienced “difficult interactions with our 

kids' families…in the first few months I was like… ‘I completely understand, it's 

completely our fault, but you can't lose total credibility in our school right now.’ That 

was really-- I did not enjoy that.”  The challenges in handling difficult situations with 

students’ families was one aspect of the role that was mentioned in many interviews as 

being challenging, with the exception of Amina, who enjoyed “partnering with parents” 

and felt it was one of her strengths. 

Staying true to the mission.  John shared that he was constantly trying to navigate 

through the focus on standardized test scores while still staying consistent with the 

school’s vision.  He shared, “we have a strong belief, philosophically, that the 

constructivist approach to teaching works best for young people. … And we really want 

our students to have that depth over breath, but then many times your requirements to 

standards that have to be taught, and have to be taught by this time, can really detract that 

whole philosophical belief that we have on how teaching and learning should look.” 

Similarly, when faced with the daunting process of charter renewal amidst low test 

scores, Harvey shared that his school, which also adhered to a constructivist philosophy, 

abruptly changed course to a more simplified, teacher-directed method of teaching in 

order to raise student test scores.  He described this intentional shift in the school’s 

approach as a short-term fix, however, explained that once teachers became accustomed 

to a more teacher-directed and simpler approach, many found it easier to implement. This 
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shift ended up creating an “existential crisis” for the school, in essence, forcing everyone 

involved to reflect on and evaluate who they were as a school, what they believed, and 

how to implement their philosophy.   

Managing up. Amina mentioned a challenge for her in her role as principal was 

“managing up,” which included effectively communicating with her network level 

supervisors, and balancing her supervisors’ requests for work or demands on her time 

with her priorities.  For example, when she was told to script out her upcoming 

conversations she was planning to have with her team members, she felt that this was 

“busy work” and that it took away from other more important aspects of her role.   

Cristina cited a similar challenge of a former supervisor “helicoptering” over her work as 

one reason why she left her previous role as principal.  Similarly, Zara also mentioned 

challenges in aligning the network’s expectations and priorities and her own goals for the 

school. 

In addition to the various roles that the principals enacted within their work, a 

major component of their own reflections was the way they saw themselves in their roles 

as they developed over time. 

Self-reflection: evolving from “doer” to facilitator.  Many of the principals 

commented on how they had initially envisioned their roles as a “doer” or someone who 

was involved and hands-on in every aspect of the school.  For example, Amina reflected 

on her leadership in the first year, “I saw myself as the doer, the kind of, ‘Just move out 

of the way and let me do it. I am here to do it, they hired me to do it.’”  Lewis also 

described his first few years in the start up phase of his school as being involved in every 

aspect of the school, from the physical set up of the classrooms to the security of the 



 

 86

building to the custodial work, due to the limited budget.  Over time, and as the school 

grew, Lewis hired and trained an assistant principal and a director of operations, and he 

came to the understanding that, “I don't need to have my hand in every pot or to be a 

manager of every division.”  

 Zara reflected that her work with her coach helped her reach a similar conclusion.  

She stated that without her coach,  

I think I would've ended up doing everything. I think that I wouldn't have 
done a good job of cultivating my leadership team and everything 
would've just fallen on me, every parent issue, every escalating student 
issue, operation stuff that wasn't getting done. I think there would've been 
no kind of front line to the school. It would've just been I'm doing 
everything all the time, because I didn't have the skills to build on others 
in their own leadership. 

 
John stated that he now sees his role as “getting my work accomplished through these 65 

individuals that I manage and supervise. And having that understanding of what it takes 

to get the work accomplished through them. I did not actually know what that looked like 

when I first walked in here…”  Frank summed this up by saying “my view of my role as 

a principal is that my job is not to do anything, it's to coach my deans to do things.” 

 Susie commented on her growth in setting clear expectations, both for school 

culture and for instruction.  She reflected on her early years as a principal, saying, “I 

think I felt much more comfortable saying, ‘This is our culture here, this is what we do’ 

so that the school's consistent for kids. And in early years I didn't realize I have to do that 

exact same thing for instruction, I can't take it for granted that these teachers know.”  As 

a result of her work with her coach she honed in on specific instructional expectations 

and practices to improve instruction. 
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 As he thought back to his first few years, John reflected on how he first 

envisioned making change, stating “this is what I would like to happen and I know that 

this can happen in this amount of time. And it's like now looking at it, realistically 

looking at how change is made, how to actually create a culture, how it's about getting 

the right people on the bus.”  Due to his ongoing work with his coach and his own 

personal reflections, he was able to appreciate and better understand the complexities of 

the role, and the challenges in managing change. 

Understanding who I am as a leader through artifact analysis.  Extending 

beyond the role of the principal and the growth within the role over time, principals also 

contemplated their identity as leaders.  This included how they viewed themselves as 

leaders, how others viewed them, or how they would like for others to view them.  How 

principals viewed themselves and how others viewed them as leaders extended beyond 

the constraints of the actual role.  In order to better understand how principals viewed 

themselves as leaders, they were asked to provide artifacts or images of artifacts to 

illustrate their identity as a leader or their leadership style.  Some of the participants 

described the artifacts without providing an image, while others shared the image of the 

artifacts.  Those artifacts for which images were provided can be found in Appendix C. 

Empty Table.  Frank shared an image of an empty table with chairs and a 

whiteboard on the wall.  He used this image to reinforce his view of himself as a leader 

whose job it was to “sit on the balcony and coach what’s going on and not be a direct 

performer.”  He explained that a desk set up with a computer would be a “trap to get into 

the work, and my job is not to do the work. If I’m doing the work, no one is coaching the 

work.”   
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This image of a table was also mentioned by John to symbolize collaboration. He 

explained that he chose this artifact because it represented that, 

It’s all about the team. It's about everyone coming to the table and having 
a voice….For me, I like to lose the principal desk. Know that I have to 
have it, but this is where the work is done. This is where I actually sit with 
teachers. This is where I actually sit and have those courageous 
conversations with parents. This is where I actually sit with my student 
government. It's about this is a team, and that shared decision making or 
that feedback that everyone needs… that everyone has a voice in it. 
 
Revived plant.  John also chose a plant in his office to represent his nurturing 

leadership style.  He joked that he does not have a “green thumb” but has a few plants in 

his office.  He described one plant as being “on death’s door.”  He reflected that the plant 

represented the care and perseverance that he puts into his work, just as he had to change 

out the soil of the plant, water it, and add fertilizer, he likened it to the work with 

children, stating, “thinking about what we deploy to our young people is putting in those 

deposits that is going to continue to grow and I always tell my teachers that the work that 

we do is either life or death. Education is either going to give children life or they're 

going to die. And so, when we think about plants, it's life, and that's what we are here to 

give children, and nothing else.” 

Books, candles, and thank you notes.  Zara chose multiple artifacts to illustrate her 

identity as a leader.  She took a picture of the books in her office to convey her identity as 

a continuous learner, someone who is always reading and learning and growing.  In 

addition, she chose thank you cards to represent her leadership style, stating the 

importance of recognizing and appreciating the hard work of others.  She also shared a 

candle to represent her calm leadership style.  She stated, “I think there is a lot of things 

that you can get riled up with, and projecting-- the biggest compliment that anyone could 
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ever give me at school is to say that I was calm. And people did say that, and even in my 

head and my heart, I often didn't feel calm, I wanted people to think that I was so that 

they could do their jobs and not worry.”   

Keep calm poster.  Cristina also shared an artifact that she felt illustrated her calm 

style as a leader.  It was a poster that her staff made and all signed, which read “Keep 

calm because you are the best principal.” She explained that being calm and projecting 

calm to others in the school differentiates her from other charter leaders, who can have a 

high level of intensity, stating that it is very important to her that others feel a sense of 

calm and that she helps to decrease the anxiety level in the school.  She stated, “I'm not 

around to make everybody feel so anxious. Because there's so much talk in the charter 

world about the urgency of our work, and I agree with that, but it doesn't need to trickle 

down to this super hardcore anxiety-producing environment at work. There's so much 

anxiety that just comes from having kids around that are volatile that, as adults, I think 

we need to stay super-calm and super-even keeled. And I pride myself upon doing that.” 

Beanie babies.  Similarly, Lewis discussed his role as a leader as infusing some 

levity into the important work that happens at the school.  Lewis chose an image of 

beanie babies that are on the conference table at his school.  He explained, “they 

represent, hopefully, what I believe in and espouse is that group and team piece and also 

a sense of humor and levity about work, because it is very important and crucial work 

that everybody's doing. At the same point, one has to understand that there is humor and 

joy in education, where sometimes that can get lost in the weeds.” 

Student photograph.  Harvey shared an image of his students when they were on a 

visit to the campus of a prestigious nearby university.  The students are looking out onto 
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the neighborhoods below from the vantage point of the university’s hilltop.  He explained 

that their vista had changed as a result of seeing “what the world was like on the other 

side of this privileged divide and looking at their own lives through a different lens.”  As 

a school principal, Harvey sees himself as part of the leadership team that makes this shift 

in perspective possible. 

DISC Profile.  Susie chose to share the results of her assessment work with the 

coach to illustrate her leadership style, sharing how they had helped her view herself in 

relation to others within her school.   

 Trophy case.  As she described the physical layout of her school, Amina 

explained that they do not even have a gym where their sports teams can practice.  She 

stated that as a result, when her teams play against other schools, they always have to 

play in the other schools’ facilities.  Despite these challenges, many of the school’s sports 

teams have been very successful, which she likened to her leadership.  She stated, “We 

are reigning champs, and we're defending titles every year without home court advantage. 

I feel that's how I see myself as a leader, I don't have home court advantage, space, 

budget, nothing. But that does not stop me from winning.”  She proudly shared that she 

has a trophy case full of her students’ trophies, which are prominently displayed. 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter presented findings that emerged from the analysis of the cases.  The 

chapter began with case vignettes describing each of the eight principals and their paths 

to leadership, and continued with the presentation of the three major themes of findings. 

The three themes were the coaching process, which described how the principal 

perceived the role of the coach and what was discussed in coaching sessions; the impact 
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of coaching, which included coaching practices that facilitated or inhibited principals’ 

leadership development; and the principal leader identity construction, which included 

how each principal understood his or her role as an urban charter school principal as well 

as how each perceived him or herself as a leader, as represented through artifacts.  The 

following chapter will delve into these findings to discuss and interpret them as they 

relate to research and practice. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion of Findings, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 

The purpose of this multi-case study was to understand the experiences of New 

York City and Washington, DC public charter school principals who have experienced 

leadership coaching, a component of leadership development. 

 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following two research questions 

were investigated: 

• How do public charter school principals describe the impact of leadership 

coaching practices on their leadership development? 

• How do public charter school principals describe their own leader identity 

construction through the process of coaching? 

The findings of this study consisted of the following three themes and their 

corresponding categories: the coaching process (coach role, content of coaching, and 

leadership coaching definitions), the impact of coaching (facilitating and inhibiting 

leadership development) and the principal leader identity construction (understanding my 

role as a principal, understanding who I am as a leader through reflection and artifact 

analysis).  This chapter will discuss these findings, present conclusions, and then provide 

recommendations for research and practice. 

Discussion of Findings 

 

Much of the previous research on school principal leader development has been 

conducted on traditional public school principals, typically within the first three years of 

their role as principal. Given that the experiences of traditional public school principals 

are represented in the literature on leadership coaching, this research extended the body 

of literature to incorporate the voices, perspectives, and experiences of public charter 
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school principals who have participated in leadership coaching. As much of the research 

on leadership coaching is focused on novice principals in traditional public schools, this 

study incorporated the experiences of those public charter school principals who had 

participated in coaching beyond their novice years to better understand the benefits and 

challenges of coaching more experienced school leaders. 

If it takes an average of five years for a school principal to put a vision in place, 

improve the teaching staff, and effectively implement policies and practices to positively 

impact the performance of a school, yet half of school principals are not retained beyond 

their third year of leading (School Leaders Network, 2014), then there is a demonstrated 

need for continued leadership development and support both to and through the third year 

of the job. This is particularly crucial for principals of charter schools, who experience a 

higher turnover rate than principals in traditional public schools (New York City Charter 

School Center, 2012; School Leaders Network, 2014).   This research provided an 

opportunity for charter school principals who had completed at least three years on the 

job to give voice to the experiences that they had with leadership coaching.  

While all of the participants in this study self-reported their participation in a 

leadership coaching experience, their descriptions of the coaching process and the role of 

the coach were at times at odds with the interpretation of coaching within the literature.  

For example, the meaning given to the word “coaching” as used in the participants’ 

everyday practice was illustrated by the way the principals talked about and referred to 

those who they said were coaching them.  Comments such as Amina’s, who referred to 

her coach as “my coach, or boss, or whatever…” and Cristina’s statement about thinking 

of a coach who is not her supervisor as being a mentor, illustrate the lack of clarity 
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around the meaning of coaching in education.  While the literature supports the idea of 

the mentor as someone who is not a supervisor, it also reinforces the mentor’s insider 

status within an organization, as someone who has a level of expertise and inside 

knowledge of the organization.  This is different from the role of a coach, who would 

typically not be a member of the organization and would not serve in the role of 

supervisor or evaluator (Bloom et al., 2005).  Overall, as insiders, mentors go beyond 

individualized goals, and tend to support others in fitting into and navigating the social 

and political aspects of an organization, while coaches focus on developing individuals in 

order to fulfill their goals as well as to determine their fit within an organization.  In 

John’s understanding of coaching, he chose the metaphor of a sports coach to illustrate 

the role of his coach.  However, ICF (2016) specifically addresses this metaphor, stating 

on their website, “Professional coaching, unlike athletic development, does not focus on 

behaviors that are being executed poorly or incorrectly. Instead, the focus is on 

identifying opportunity for development based on individual strengths and capabilities.”  

Again, this variation in how coaching is defined, understood, and experienced appeared 

throughout the interviews, highlighting that there was no one model or approach that was 

used consistently across all participants.   

 The use of the terms “coach” and “coaching” also came up frequently with 

principals as they described their own roles as school leaders.  Many principals referred 

to “coaching” their teachers, or “coaching” secondary leaders such as assistant principals 

or deans within the school.  This use of the term “coaching” illustrates how it is used 

within education as a “catch all” term for providing support and feedback, which is often 

mixed into a supervisory role.  While there are some benefits of approaching supervisory 
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work with a coaching mentality, there are also limitations to the extent to which coaching 

may be enacted, especially as it relates to developing individuals’ understanding of 

themselves and their fit within an organization.  

The participants in this study participated in the coaching process because they 

had either been assigned coaches by their CMOs or they had sought out their own 

coaches, either on their own volition or through the recommendation of the board.  Three 

of the principals received coaching that was managed by and provided through staff 

members of their CMOs, as evidenced by the fact that three principals in this study were 

assigned coaches who also served as their supervisors.  In this way, the CMOs, 

recognizing the need for continued leadership development, were seeking to proactively 

support the principals through coaching.  This approach could have benefits in terms of 

demonstrating the importance of leadership development as shown by the CMO’s 

investment in training and developing leaders through coaching, and when done 

effectively, could strengthen core beliefs and effective practices of leadership. However, 

it also may be detrimental if the framework for how coaching is understood, enacted and 

replicated is not in line with best practices, thus resulting in a negative and self-

perpetuating culture.     

In the cases where coaches were sought out, principals had slightly more 

autonomy in choosing their coach, although in these cases, only two of the four principals 

had complete discretion over the use of funds for his/her own professional development.  

For the others who requested or sought out coaching, the funding for the coaching was 

provided through the CMO.  In many cases, the CMO set the goals for the coaching, or 

was directly involved in creating the framework through which the coaching was enacted.  
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As a result of this, individual principals had varying levels of ownership over the goals on 

which they worked with the coach. This research suggests that a conflict of interest could 

arise from the involvement of CMOs, boards, and direct supervisors in imposing 

objectives or setting the goals for the coaching work.  This conflict of interest surfaced 

through comments that reflected distrust of, or tension with, the CMO.  This came in the 

form of comments about supervisors at the CMO not having the skills or the experience 

in education to coach the principal, and thus the coach being used as an intermediary 

between the CMO and principal in order to bridge that gap.  It also surfaced through 

comments on how coaches at the CMO level had insufficient leadership experience 

themselves to be in a position to coach others.  

In addition to how coaches were selected, the content and structure of coaching 

sessions was important in principals’ perception of the efficacy of the coaching 

experience.  On one end of the spectrum, Harvey’s experience highlighted the need for 

more structure and more goal tracking, yet on the other end of the spectrum, Amina’s 

experience highlighted the need for more flexibility in what was addressed in each 

session.  Susie commented on this balance in terms of making time for both planned and 

unplanned work.  Similarly, Cristina mentioned the importance of this in her comment 

about allotting 15 minutes to talk about current issues that had arisen since the last 

coaching session.  Staying focused and working toward specific goals while allowing 

room for the unanticipated issues that may arise is an important balance in the coaching 

sessions that were perceived more favorably by principals. 

Although absent from the literature, one coaching practice that two participants 

highlighted as having a positive impact was the use of assessments to understand their 
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own leadership and personality styles in relation to the styles of their team members. Of 

the three principals who brought up the impact of using assessments with the coach such 

as MBTI and DISC, two recounted the benefits of these assessments in supporting them 

in better understanding their own strengths and communication styles, and how these 

interacted with those of the other people with whom they were working.  The third 

principal, Harvey, did not feel that the assessments were helpful.  One explanation for 

this perception could be that the coach was unprepared to adequately administer such 

assessments or interpret the data.  In this data-driven era of education, and specifically 

amidst the higher level of accountability within the charter sector in particular, this 

finding suggests that some principals may value the data points and insight provided 

through the use of assessments and inventories, such as MBTI and DISC.  Just as there is 

a shift in practice to “data-driven instruction,” perhaps this finding suggests a shift toward 

“data-driven coaching.”  This is not to imply that coaching is not based on many forms of 

data, however, perhaps the tangible results of such assessments are presented in a way 

that more mirrors the charter sector’s use of data to drive progress.  One potential benefit 

of charter schools is to provide innovation into the education sector.  Fryer’s (2014) 

research on infusing charter school best practices for increasing academic achievement 

into traditional public schools demonstrates some ways that charter schools may drive 

innovation in traditional public schools.  The use of assessments may be one charter 

school coaching practice that may contribute to coaching practices in traditional public 

schools. 

As principals reflected on how they viewed their identity as leaders through both 

interviews and artifacts, elements of the leader identity construction theory, as proposed 



 

 98

by DeRue and Ashford (2010) were illustrated. Through artifacts such as the revived 

plant, the candle, and the books, principals represented their personal identity as a leader, 

which encompasses knowing yourself and incorporating the identity of the leader as a 

part of the self-concept. Through artifacts such as the empty table and the photo of 

students, principals illustrated the relational recognition as a leader, which include 

enacting leadership within a specific context, namely the context of the school itself, or 

the context of urban education, such that it is confirmed or rejected by others.  Finally, 

the collective endorsement occurs when individuals are collectively endorsed by the 

social group, where the leadership identity represents collective meanings among leaders 

and other group members.  The artifact of the keep calm poster, signed by all staff 

members provides an example of this collective endorsement.   

In addition to developing their leader identity, principals’ evolving understanding 

of their roles and the ways in which they navigated challenges with the support of the 

coach strengthen the findings of increased confidence in the job (James-Ward & Potter, 

2011) and development of self-efficacy (Wise & Hammack, 2011).  This ability to see 

oneself as capable and confident to complete the tasks or goals of the job as a principal 

relates to the social cognition theory, put forth by Bandura (1977).  Self-efficacy can be 

influenced through behaviors where individuals participate in mastery experiences, where 

they are successfully able to achieve increasingly complex tasks, through social 

modeling, which occurs when the individual observes another person model the desired 

behavior, and through an environment that is conducive to learning the new behavior 

(Bandura, 1977).  Bandura’s work also highlights that learning a new skill does not mean 
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that it is necessarily enacted in practice.  This points to the importance of the role of the 

coach in guiding the process of learning into practice 

In the examples of coaching described by participants, many coaches engaged in 

social modeling by demonstrating specific practices for the principal.  Many coaches 

supported the principals to achieve mastery experiences through co-observing, role 

playing challenging scenarios, and drafting talking points.  This suggests that the 

principals viewed the coaches through the lens of More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) as 

presented in Vygotsky’s social development theory (1978).  In this role, coaches co-

observed instruction with principals, analyzed and discussed student achievement data 

with principals, and went on instructional walk-throughs or learning walks with the 

principals and various members of their teaching and leadership teams.  This learning 

often happened in the zone of proximal development (ZPD), as coaches supported 

principals to try new practices, to move outside of their comfort zones, and to push their 

thinking.  

Conclusions  

Based on the interpretation of the findings as presented in the discussion above, 

this section presents the overarching results as related to existing literature.  The 

following three conclusions are offered: 

Conclusion 1: Participants’ experiences of coaching were inconsistent with the 

coaching literature.    

Conclusion 2: The impact of coaching was shaped by perceived competencies of 

the coach and the structure of the coaching session, thus supporting the literature. 
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Conclusion 3: Participants’ leader identity construction was supported through the 

process of coaching, thus extending the literature.  

Conclusion 1: Participants’ experiences of coaching were inconsistent with the 

coaching literature.  This study sought to understand the experiences of principals who 

had received leadership coaching, as they defined it, yet, many of the experiences shared 

in the interviews and highlighted in the discussion above would not fall under the 

definition of leadership coaching from the literature.  The International Coaching 

Federation provides its definition of coaching as “partnering with clients in a thought-

provoking and creative process that inspires them to maximize their personal and 

professional potential” (ICF, 2016).  While most definitions of coaching are related to 

improving practice and reflection in order to address specific goals or maximize 

potential, there remains variation amongst how coaching is both defined by and practiced 

with public charter principals. 

For example, there was a discussion of the literature regarding the differences 

between mentor and coach (Bloom et al., 2005; Reiss, 2006), however, often the role of 

the coach, as described by participants in this study, would be considered to be the role of 

a mentor.  The discussion also mentioned that some principals sought out external 

coaches and some sought out coaches that were internal to their organizations.  This 

internal versus external coach discussion was also referenced in the American 

Management Association’s (2008) report on coaching.  It stated, “Leaders may consider 

internal coaches to be less confidential.  External coaches, on the other hand, can bring 

greater objectivity, fresher perspectives, higher levels of confidentiality, and experience 

in many different organizations…” (p. 5-6).  In addition to the blurred role of mentor and 
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coach often shown through participants’ comments, the content of what occurred in 

coaching sessions did not necessarily align with leadership coaching. The large 

proportion of time spent on observing instruction and providing feedback as well as 

analyzing student performance data would be examples of instructional coaching more 

than leadership coaching, due to their intense focus on providing feedback to teachers to 

improve academic achievement (Knight, 2007; Leithwood & Louis, 2012).  

 In addition to how coaching is perceived and experienced by the school 

principals, another issue that emerged from the findings that was highlighted in the 

discussion section, was how the coach was selected.  These various ways that coaches 

and principals initially connected informed the ways in which the coaching relationship 

was manifested.  In the situations where coaches were also supervisors, the coaching 

relationship was designed in a way for coaches to support principals’ work while also 

evaluating them.  In some of those cases, principals enjoyed the commingled roles of 

supervisor and coach, as it provided continuous support and ongoing feedback; however, 

in other such cases, this mixed role created tension and insecurity that could be attributed 

to selection and funding of the coach.  Research shows that a positive coach-coachee 

relationship is associated with coaching effectiveness, thus supporting the importance of 

the leader’s comfort level and satisfaction with the coach (Baron & Morin, 2009; Kampa 

& White, 2002; Kampa-Kokesch & Anderson, 2001).  Furthermore, in three of the cases 

where coaches were supervisors, they were assigned to principals, thus denying 

principals the opportunity to select their own coaches.  Nyman and Thach (2009) 

emphasize the importance of the leader selecting the right coach through interviewing 

potential coaches to assess fit.   
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Only one of the eight participants was working with a coach who was not directly 

involved in the education sector, an executive coach who had experience beyond the 

sector with other CEOs and executive directors.  His experience with coaching appeared 

more consistent with previous literature on coaching in both the frequency of the 

coaching (two to four hours per month) and the focused content of the session on his own 

individualized goal (Goff et al., 2014; Huff et al., 2013). For the other participants, 

coaching covered a wide range of issues and goals, with coaches spending up to a full 

day a week with principals, far more time and breadth than the suggested two to six hours 

a month in the literature (Lochmiller, 2014; Silver et al., 2009; Wise, 2008).  As most of 

this research on coaching for school leaders was conducted with traditional public school 

principals, this may suggest a difference in how coaching is enacted with public charter 

school principals.  

Conclusion 2: The impact of coaching was shaped by the perceived competencies 

of the coach and the structure of the coaching session, thus supporting the literature.  

This research incorporated the public charter school principals’ feedback on ways in 

which leadership coaching impacted their leadership development.  It supports the 

previous findings that principals generally found the coaching experience to be positive.  

Specifically, this research reinforces the importance of differentiated and personalized 

support for school principals (Silver et al., 2009) engaging in critical reflection (Huff et 

al., 2013), and feedback as an integral part of the coaching process (Goff, et al., 2014).  

Principals expressed varying levels of satisfaction regarding the efficacy of their 

coaching experiences. This supports the findings presented in work by Huff et al. (2013) 

that different coaches offered varying levels of quality, which, in turn, provided uneven 
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levels of support for the principals.  They found that the coaches who principals 

perceived to be more impactful provided feedback to support principals’ critical 

reflection, used targeted questions to push thinking, used role plays to think through 

specific situations, and allotted time to revisit ongoing efforts or introduce new concerns.   

 This research reinforces many of the competencies from Wise & Hammack’s 

(2011) work in which principals identified coaching competencies that were most helpful 

to their performance as a leader.  Some of the most highly ranked competencies such as 

keeping commitments to the principal, asking open-ended questions to help the principal 

clarify thinking, and the coach being knowledgeable about best practices to enhance 

student learning surfaced through this research.  James-Ward (2013) also pointed to the 

importance in the coach’s knowledge of curriculum and schools.  This competency 

involving instructional expertise is incongruent with other work on coaching which states 

that the coach can be external and not have content expertise in the field of those being 

coached (Reiss, 2006).  This research supports findings of Wise & Hammack (2011) and 

James-Ward (2013) in that many charter principals do value instructional leadership 

experience, and purposely sought out coaches who had “been in their shoes” as 

principals.   

 Of the 11 coaching competencies listed by the International Coach Federation 

(2016), many competencies, such as active listening, powerful questioning, direct 

communication, creating awareness, designing actions, planning and goal setting, and 

managing process and accountability were either explicitly mentioned in interviews or 

implied in comments from participants.  However, some competencies of coaching that 

were not mentioned by participants were those of meeting ethical guidelines and 
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professional standards, establishing the coaching agreement, and establishing trust and 

intimacy with the client.  This may be related to the fact that none of the coaches who 

worked with the principals in this study were certified coaches through ICF, which, based 

on anecdotal evidence, seems to be the norm for coaches in education.  All except one of 

the coaches’ backgrounds were in the field of education, and often their training to 

prepare them as coaches was through the CMO or the school support consulting 

organization with which they were affiliated.  This points to the issue of the potential 

limitations of being trained for the coaching role within the same sector in which coaches 

are serving.  As former teachers and school principals, most of the coaches were most 

likely certified in their profession of teaching or school leadership, demonstrating an in-

depth knowledge of the sector and the unique aspects of the context.  However, the 

coaches’ lack of professional development and training beyond their own organizations 

and sector could limit both their own understanding of the profession of coaching as well 

as its potential impact. Not having completed professional training or certification in 

coaching indicates a potential unawareness of the profession of coaching and its ethical 

and professional standards, which are designed in order to provide clarity to the work and 

set guidelines around the coaching relationship.   

Conclusion 3: Leader identity construction was supported through the process of 

coaching, thus extending the literature.  One finding that emerged from learning about 

the public charter school principals’ experiences of coaching was how the principals’ 

view of themselves as leaders developed through the coaching process over time.  In 

these cases, the coaching work enabled and supported the principals to reflect beyond the 

day-to-day tasks of their current roles and into the more in-depth and nuanced 
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understanding of what it means to be a leader of an organization.  Through this leadership 

development, principals engaged in deep thinking beyond skill mastery and into an 

exploration of their identities as leaders. 

Lord and Hall (2005) emphasized the importance of individual identity in 

developing leadership, noting that effective leadership development depends on the 

successful integration of leader identity into the self.  Constructing a leader identity is an 

integral part of becoming a leader (Ely, Ibarra, & Kolb, 2011). In this study, as noted by 

Moorosi (2014), the three levels of leader identity construction, personal identity, 

relational recognition, and collective endorsement, overlapped and occurred in an 

iterative process.  Principals who provided more than one artifact often illustrated this 

iterative and dynamic process of leader identity construction.  For example, one 

participant chose books, which illustrate a personal level of leader identity as a leader 

who is a continuous learner, and also chose the candle, which illustrates the calm 

environment for others, which could be interpreted as relational recognition of her 

leadership.  Similarly, another participant chose the collaborative conference table, which 

could support his identity as a leader through relational recognition (with parents, 

teachers and students in the school), as well as the revived plant to illustrate his personal 

level of leader identity as a nurturer. 

It should also be noted that, in this research, two of the principals who sought out 

coaching did so in their fourth years as principals and one in her fifth year as principal, 

thus demonstrating their desire to continue their own professional learning and growth 

beyond their novice years by working with a coach.  This idea is supported by Priest and 

Middleton’s (2016) recent work, where the authors state that, “being clear about who you 
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are—will inform whether you engage in development and how you go about 

developing…we suggest that a person with strong self-awareness and leader identity 

would be more motivated to develop as a leader as well as to pursue leadership 

opportunities” (p. 45-46).   The findings of the present study support that those principals 

who stay beyond their third year of the role seek out continued professional learning and 

leadership development opportunities.   This finding reinforces the notion that 

reflectiveness enables these principals to self-identify strengths and areas for growth, and 

to actively seek out ways to address them.  There is a dearth of literature on leader 

identity construction through coaching, thus, the findings of this study extend the current 

literature. 

Recommendations for Research 

 
 As exemplified above, participants’ understanding of leadership coaching varied 

from the definitions in both professional practice and in the literature. Hence, one 

emerging area for qualitative research is a deeper understanding of the differences 

between the espoused models and processes of coaching and the models in use within the 

context of education.  This is important in order to better understand principals’ 

expectations for leadership coaching as well as to contribute to the literature the 

potentially unique elements of leadership coaching that may be used within the education 

sector.  Another area that may further the understanding of principals’ perspectives would 

be to examine how their shifts in mindset connect with their shifts in leader behavior.  

This may also shed more light on the process of internalizing and applying the lessons 

learned from coaching.    
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Given the use of assessments and inventories in some of the coaching work, 

another area for research is to investigate the use of such data in informing and framing 

the coaching work.  As some of the participants in this study identified these assessments 

as being beneficial to them in practice, further research is needed to identify which 

assessments are given, how the results are used, and in what ways this data may be 

maximized to support leadership development.  Specifically, research is warranted in the 

area of coach training, with attention to how coaches are trained to administer and 

interpret data from such assessments.   

Although the findings of this study support other findings of qualitative studies 

that show the positive impacts of leadership coaching for school principals, one area of 

research that is still emerging is measuring the impact of coaching on principal 

performance.  Leadership coaching is goal and result driven, emphasizing performance, 

which is very much in line with the data-driven environment of many charter schools.  

Although some work (Drucker, 2015) has sought to evaluate and quantify the impact that 

leadership coaching has on principal performance, more work is needed to empirically 

validate this practice.  For example, determining return on investment (ROI) for coaching 

would provide further insight into the impact and value of the practice as it relates to both 

the quality of principal leadership as well as the impact on student outcomes.  In addition, 

looking at the substantial cost of turnover as it compares with the investment of coaching 

and ongoing leadership development for experienced school principals also warrants 

further investigation.  This work may be even more relevant to the charter sector due to 

the higher level of accountability for results and the cultural emphasis on the use of data.   
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 Different coaches had different approaches, perhaps differentiated based on 

participant need, perhaps varying due to their own training or professional experience, 

and resulting in varying levels of satisfaction from the principals with whom they 

worked.  There is no one definition of coaching, particularly as it is enacted and 

experienced within the education sector, nor is there a prescribed protocol or structure for 

sessions.  This research suggests that allowing time both for pre-planned as well as 

unplanned, current issues is essential in supporting principals’ work.  Further qualitative 

inquiry into the specific protocols, structures, and session formats that take place in the 

coaching sessions is warranted to understand in what ways these sessions are structured 

and how this use of time is perceived by the principals.  Specifically examining how 

these structures may vary based on the principals’ level of experience would also 

illuminate potentially differentiated approaches for novice and experienced school 

principals.  Further research could examine similar structures for coaching among 

traditional public school principals and charter school principals to determine what 

similarities and differences, if any, are noted between the two groups.  This could also be 

examined through the lens of how organizational differences between the two kinds of 

schools may shape the leadership development of principals through coaching. 

 Research may also be enhanced by a closer look into one specific charter 

management organization’s leadership coaching program, particularly one in which 

leader turnover is below average for the sector.  By taking a deep dive into one specific 

program, more could be learned about how the same program is enacted with various 

coaches and principals, as well as what research-based and other practices are utilized.  

This type of research could also shed light on potential discrepancies between coaching 
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experiences among principals within the same organization, whether due to coach 

training, principal needs, or other factors.  Such an in-depth examination of a specific 

case of coaching at the organizational level could expand current research in the area.   

 Furthermore, this research focused solely on the perspectives and experiences of 

the principals, not those of the coaches.  Therefore, while certain conclusions may be 

drawn based on the experiences shared in this study, further research could examine the 

intentionality from the perspective of the coaches.  In other words, examining the 

coaches’ thought processes in choosing certain questions or intentionally focusing on 

issues related to personal or professional growth may shed light on how the coaches 

facilitate the coaching process with school principals.  More can be studied about the 

coaches’ intentions and plans in shaping the coaching interactions in order to support 

certain outcomes.   

Recommendations for Practice 

 

Coaches working with principals should structure their coaching sessions in such 

a way as to support both the ongoing goals that have been set with the principal as well as 

the unexpected challenges that may arise.  Coaches should allow the principal to drive the 

agenda of the work and build in enough flexibility into the sessions to account for the 

unexpected.  Furthermore, coaches should demonstrate that they value principals’ time by 

staying organized, maintaining an agenda, tracking goals, and arriving on time. 

Some of the challenges presented in this research have sought to be addressed 

through the professionalization of coaching and the code of ethics, which clearly outlines 

definitions for the process, the roles, and the standards of conduct (ICF, 2016). While this 

research does not suggest that coaches working with school principals need to be certified 
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professional coaches, it does suggest that some of the practices, such as setting up a 

coaching contract or clearly delineating amongst the roles in the coaching relationship 

may be beneficial.  For example, ICF clearly differentiates the roles of “client,” as 

someone who is being coached and “sponsor” as the entity paying for the coaching.  It 

emphasizes, “coaching engagement agreements should clearly establish the rights, roles 

and responsibilities for both the client and sponsor…”  (ICF, 2016).  This clarity around 

roles is necessary in order to avoid the potential conflict of interest or confusion that can 

arise from coaching by supervisors or coaching that is paid for by the CMO.  Another 

recommendation for coaches is to formalize a coaching contract in order to more clearly 

set up expectations for the work. 

Coaches should seek out additional training beyond their in-sector organizations 

in order to broaden their training base and expand their coaching toolkit, with a potential 

benefit of bringing new and effective practices back into the education sector.  

Additionally, training on administering and interpreting assessments such as DISC and 

MBTI could be of use to these coaches. 

CMOs and leaders in the charter school sector may also want to re-examine the 

pervasive practice of the use of the term “coach” when referencing a supervisor.  

Although a supervisor may provide guidance, support, and feedback, there is still a need 

for external and non-supervisory coaching, as evidenced by the four principals in this 

study who engaged in coaching beyond their most recent coaching engagement.  Along 

these lines, another recommendation for practice is for CMOs to provide principals with 

professional development budgets that they may direct toward their own leadership 

development and growth, or to have professional development stipends for principals 
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included in the school level budget.  For unaffiliated charter schools, this may be less of 

an issue as principals have greater autonomy over their budgets. 

The concept of leadership development has been extensively studied and there are 

many organizations and programs that exist beyond the education sector to develop, 

sustain, and retain leaders across all sectors.  Given the high turnover rate of school 

principals, which is even higher in urban charter schools, combined with the relatively 

nascent practice of coaching for school principals, practice would greatly benefit from 

additional cross-sector collaboration.  Such collaboration could occur at the 

organizational level between CMOs and universities or management consulting 

organizations.  At the individual level, this collaboration could occur between ICF-

credentialed coaches working outside of the sector and those coaches, typically not 

certified, working with school principals.   As much of the work coaches did with charter 

school principals extended beyond education-specific work and related to managing 

adults and effectively communicating with various stakeholders, there are best practices 

beyond the education sector that may be adopted from more experienced and seasoned 

programs.  Likewise, there are education sector specific practices that may be beneficial 

beyond the education sector. 

 There is also a need for more intentionally designed leadership development 

through coaching for school principals beyond their third year as principals.  The risk that 

the charter sector runs in reinforcing the quick ascension from teacher to school principal 

is the risk of oversimplifying or reducing the role of principal to a list of tasks and skills 

that may be mastered in two to three years.  By doing so, the very thoughtful and 

conscientious people who are drawn to the charter sector may view leadership as a 
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stepping stone rather than a developmental journey.  There needs to be more 

intentionality around further developing these school leaders beyond the day to day of 

their roles and into the more in depth and nuanced understandings around what it means 

to be a leader.  This thoughtful and engaging work will continue to enhance the 

leadership development of charter school principals well after their third year on the job.  

Furthermore, the more seasoned principals should be connected with coaches beyond the 

education sector who may enable them to more effectively develop as leaders. 

Final Thoughts  

 

 The charter school movement emerged as an alternative to the traditional public 

school system’s bureaucracy and lack of autonomy.  Charter schools have grown rapidly, 

allowing for innovation in structures and practices, as well as creating accelerated career 

paths for many would-be school leaders within the sector.  This accelerated career path is 

illustrated through multiple participants’ promotion from teacher to dean or secondary 

leader to principal in a span of less than ten years.  It is further supported by the choice of 

two of the participants in this study to leave their role as principal after only their third 

year on the job to pursue roles in principal support and supervision.  

 Ironically, individuals may be drawn to the charter sector for the increased 

autonomy, yet as the charter sector matures and charter schools begin to replicate through 

expansion via CMOs, they run the risk of recreating the very systems and structures that 

they sought to avoid.  One example of this is in the interpretation of the role of the charter 

school principal and the means by which individuals in this role are developed and 

supported in their work.  While many of the original founders of charter schools were 

entrepreneurial leaders, the common practices of school replication and network 



 

 113

expansion once a charter school shows demonstrated success encourages streamlining 

and simplification.  This may inadvertently codify ineffective practices or run the risk of 

oversimplifying the complex and nuanced work required by effective school principals 

by stifling innovation.  

If effective school leadership typically takes five years, we must ask what may be 

lost or overlooked in this accelerated path to and through leadership, and are there 

substantial opportunities built into these experiences to allow for deep levels of 

reflection?  This is important, particularly in the charter sector, since many of the network 

level positions, including coaches supporting school principals are filled themselves with 

former charter school principals with fewer than five years of experience.  In these cases, 

the very autonomy that has drawn individuals into the sector may in turn push them 

away, as the definition and role of the school principal is one that must be reduced to 

what may be learned and mastered within two to three years.  Perhaps in an effort to 

simplify the role and make it more sustainable for the short-term, this interpretation of the 

role may actually be contributing to charter principal turnover. 

 This study has incorporated the voices and perspectives of experienced public 

charter school principals who have participated in leadership coaching into the literature, 

highlighting the process of coaching, the impact of coaching, and the way that coaching 

facilitates the construction of the leader identity.  Based on the analysis of documents, 

interviews, and artifacts, the findings support the use of leadership coaching as a 

differentiated approach to leadership development for more experienced public charter 

school principals, as well as suggest ways to improve upon the practice in order to 

maximize its effectiveness.  This study offers recommendations for future research and 
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practice, with the aim of refining the understanding and improving the implementation of 

leadership coaching for public charter school principals. 
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Appendix A: Participant Selection Survey 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/create/?sm=6azF8cQXly2cq8fosJz0c_2BL4tqke_2BuO
GsDfTYNd4Rbc_3D 
 
NYC and Washington, DC Charter Principal Coaching Study Participant Interest Form 
I am a former New York City charter school principal currently pursuing a doctorate at 
the George Washington University in Washington, DC.  I am looking for participants for 
my dissertation, which will examine the practice of leadership coaching with experienced 
NYC and Washington, DC charter school principals.   
 
I understand that your time is very limited; participation in this study will consist of 
an interview for approximately an hour over the summer at a location of your choice.  In 
preparation for the interview, I will ask you to take pictures or bring artifacts that reflect 
who you are as a leader and your leadership approach.  You will also be asked to share 
documents that pertain to your leadership coaching experience.   
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please take three minutes to complete 
the questions below and I will follow up with you with more information.  Also, please 
forward this link to other colleagues you may have who have participated in leadership 
coaching.  
 
Thank you! 
 
Anne Lackritz 
Doctoral Candidate, The George Washington University 
 
1. Please complete the following: 
       Yes       No                                                         
I currently am (or have been within the last year) a New 
York City or Washington, DC charter school principal. 

  

I have been a school principal (at any school, including 
charter), for three full school years (including this past 
school year). 

  

I have worked at least once a month with a leadership coach 
for six consecutive months. 

  

My leadership coaching work is either ongoing or was 
completed within the past school year. 

  

 
2. I would like the researcher to follow up with me to set a time to discuss my 
experiences with leadership coaching. 
__Yes  
__No 
__Need more information 
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3. If yes, please provide your name and the best way to contact you below, or please 
contact me at your earliest convenience at annelackritz@gwu.edu:  
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Appendix B: Interview Guide  

 

Introduction 

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today about your experiences with 

leadership coaching. I know how busy you are, and I am grateful for your time.  

This interview will take about an hour, and I hope that you will feel comfortable 

to answer the questions openly and honestly.  As you know, I am eager to hear 

from you, but before we begin, I just want to let you know that I would like to 

audio record our conversation and jot down notes as we talk. Is that ok with you?   

Also, I would like you to know that when I transcribe this conversation later, your 

name and school name will be replaced with pseudonyms to preserve 

confidentiality.   

Please note that at any time you may choose to skip a question or to stop the 

interview.  Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Warm Up 

• How did you become a school principal?  

Follow-up questions/probes if not addressed in response: 

o How did you decide to be a school principal? 

o What training/leadership development did you receive to prepare you for 

the role?  

o Please describe some of the leadership development opportunities you 

have participated in since becoming a principal.  

• Please describe your day-to-day tasks as a school principal.  

o Which of these tasks would you describe as joyful?  Why? 
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o Which would you describe as challenging? Why? 

• How is your perception about the role of school principal different now than 

before you became a school principal? 

• How did you arrive at X charter school?  

Follow-up questions/probes if not addressed in response: 

o Where did you work before? What is your educational background? 

o How did you come to work in charter schools? 

o How do you perceive your role as charter school principal as it compares 

with a school principal in a traditional public school? 

Main Questions   

I would like to continue our conversation with questions that will allow me to understand 

your experience with leadership coaching in particular. 

• Please describe your leadership coaching experience.  

Follow-up questions/probes if not addressed in response: 

• How did you get started with coaching? 

• How long have you been working with a coach? 

• Tell me about your coach. 

� Background? 

� Frequency/location of meetings? 

� Topics discussed? 

• Describe a typical coaching session. 

• How does coaching in particular compare with other leadership 

development opportunities available to you? 
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• So, based on your experiences, how would you define leadership 

coaching? 

• Now that you have described these experiences, how would you describe the 

impact of working with a coach on your leadership?  

Follow-up questions/probes if not addressed in response: 

• How might you be different right now as a leader had you not had 

coaching? 

• How do your expectations of coaching compare with your experience? 

• What are some ways that leadership coaching has affected you?  

� As a leader? 

� In your thought processes? 

� Personally? 

� Other? 

• What are some of the benefits of working with a coach? 

• What are some challenges of working with a coach? 

• As you think back to your coaching experience, what would you have 

changed in order to make this a more fulfilling experience? 

• Thinking back on your own experiences, how would you define leadership 

coaching? 

• Please take a moment to think of a type of situation that you encountered 

both prior to and after coaching.  Describe how you addressed these 

situations prior to and after coaching.  

Follow-up questions/probes if not addressed in response: 
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o Why do you suppose you approached the situations this way? 

o If you think your approach differed based on coaching, please describe 

how. 

Artifacts  

• Could you please share with me some of the photos and/or artifacts that represent 

you as a leader or your leadership approach?  For each, please talk about why you 

chose it. 

Cool Off 

• What advice would you have for school principals who are interested in working 

with a coach? 

• What suggestions would you have for coaching programs, processes, or coaches 

specifically working with charter school principals?  

Closure 

Thank you so much for your time.  Is it ok if I reach out to you with any follow-up 

questions that may arise once I’ve listened to the interview?  

After I transcribe the interview, I will send it to you for your review.  Due to the 

timeframe of the study, I will ask you to send back to me any corrections or changes 

within ten days of reviewing the transcript.   If I don’t hear from you during this time 

period, I will assume that you do not have any changes.  

Does that sound ok to you? 

Thank you again for your time! 
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Appendix C: Leadership Artifacts 
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