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ABSTRACT 

 

PIPELINE OF PRINCIPALS:  INVESTING IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

ASSISTANT PRINCIPALS 

 

 

Emily Welborn Lipe 

May 2016 

 

 

Doctor of Education 

 

 

EdD Program in Educational Leadership 

High Point University 

School of Education 

 

 

Dissertation in Professional Practice Chair:  Dr. James Davis 

 

The challenges of the principalship are many, and the transition from assistant 

principal to principal is a difficult one.  As aspiring principals begin the road to the 

principalship by enrolling in a university-based principal preparation program and then 

first serving as an assistant principal, they often find a disconnect between training in the 

traditional principal preparation program and the duties actually performed by the job of 

assistant principals on the pathway leading to the principalship.  This Dissertation in 

Professional Practice focuses on a problem of practice in a school district in North 

Carolina where there had been no formal process of socializing assistant principals for 

the leadership role that superintendents expect in the principalship.  The researcher shares 
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the literature relative to the topic, providing insight into developing solutions for solving 

the problem of practice in creating a pipeline to the principalship. 

Following implementation of a prototype of a district leadership academy, the 

researcher conducted a needs assessment to determine strengths and weaknesses of the 

first launch of the academy and worked collaboratively with a Strategic Planning Team to 

create a plan of action to direct the improvements of a second academy.  Data from the 

needs assessment indicated that the participants wanted greater development in the area 

of using data to impact student achievement as a school leader.  In response to the data 

and the strategies created by the Strategic Planning Team, the researcher of this study 

examined current research on data use for school leaders, identified professional 

educators as presenters, and organized key sessions to focus specifically on the data sets 

that were identified.  Feedback from participant reflections and surveys administered to 

evaluate program effectiveness indicate that the action plan goal of increasing academy 

participants’ understanding and use of data to impact student performance was a 

competency learned at a high level with 100% of participants rating this competency as a 

strength  

With the school leader having such a tremendous impact on the overall success of 

the school he or she serves, it is critical that assistant principals are prepared to assume 

the day-to-day duties of the principal while leading with vision, cultivating a positive 

school culture, providing instructional leadership, and managing human and fiscal 

resources.  The rationale for communicating the results of this study is to validate the 

importance of investing in potential school leaders, increasing capacity of new leaders, 

and ultimately creating a plan for supporting leaders within the district. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction to the Problem   

Principals make a difference.  Much research describes the principal as the key 

agent in school change and the lynchpin in the enormously complex workings of a 

school, including its physical and human dimensions (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 

2005; Sherman, 2008).  The path to becoming a principal usually begins with an educator 

enrolling in a university-based principal preparation program and then beginning an 

administrative career by first serving as an assistant principal.  University preparation 

programs are commonly grounded in standards of principal leadership; however, assistant 

principals tend to be assigned managerial tasks, often causing a disconnect from their 

previous training in a university preparation program.  Problems arise when the educator 

recognizes the disconnect between training in the traditional principal preparation 

program and the duties actually performed by the job of assistant principals on the 

pathway leading to the principalship (Hale & Moorman, 2003).  When assistant 

principals become principals, they change roles from manager to leader—a challenge for 

the newly appointed school principal who may not be fully prepared to lead a school after 

working in a subordinate capacity. 

In considering the role of the principal, one must recognize the complex, 

demanding role for assistant principals to transition into their first principal’s position 

without leadership competence and experience (Ferrandino, 2003; Holloway, 2004).  

Modern day school leaders, now charged with being more than building managers, are 

also responsible for instructional progress as well as staff and curriculum development 

(Wilmore, 2002).  Demanding and multifaceted, this role requires principals to be 
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instructional leaders, while creating a balance between traditional practices and 21
st
 

century responsibilities (DuFour, 2004).  The principal must be a skilled change agent, 

personnel director, chief problem solver, and a building manager (Blasé, & Kirby, 2000).  

With the disconnect between leadership training in traditional graduate programs in 

school administration and the managerial focus of the assistant principal, aspiring school 

leaders find themselves inadequately socialized for the leadership role that 

superintendents expect in the principalship (Marshall, 1985).   

Statement of the Problem 

Welborn County Schools, a pseudonym for a public school district in North 

Carolina, currently relies heavily on an in-house approach in assigning school leaders for 

the principalship from among those presently serving as principals.  According to 

Assistant Superintendent Eloise Phipps, this school district of 35 schools, 2521 

employees, and approximately 20,000 students traditionally selects principals from those 

currently serving as assistant principals, recognizing that there has been little to no formal 

transition between the two roles (personal communication, 2014).  Even as Welborn 

County Schools used this method of selecting principals, the school district did not have a 

comprehensive leadership training program in place to transition and prepare assistant 

principals for the role of principal; yet in many cases of recent principal selection, the 

new principal was expected to perform as school leader on the first day of the job.  If the 

district were to develop a targeted transitional program for aspiring school leaders, it was 

the belief of the superintendent that this program would increase the efficacy of internal 

applicants for school leadership positions in the system.  Growing leaders from the ranks 

of assistant principals within a system in which an investment has been made heightens 
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the level of commitment and ultimately strengthens the school and system.  Additionally, 

when aspiring leaders participate in a district designed preparation program, greater 

emphasis can be placed on specific district initiatives and more focus on district priorities 

(Mitgang & Gill, 2012). 

The district’s new strategic plan for 2014-2018 stresses that “each staff member 

should be empowered to contribute to the improvement of Welborn County Schools” 

(Welborn County Schools, 2014) and dedicates an entire section of the plan to leaders 

and leadership within the district.  Acknowledging that effective schools are led by 

skilled leaders who have been deliberately coached in well-designed, site-based programs 

that immerse aspiring principals in real-world leadership experiences, the researcher of 

this study developed a prototype of an aspiring principal program for Welborn County 

Schools in fall 2014.  The new superintendent wanted to implement the district’s strategic 

priority to build leadership capacity across the district by initiating numerous action 

plans, one of which was to develop a prototype of an aspiring principal program, with the 

goal of strengthening the development of the program after its implementation.  

It is critical to the district’s progress to have a succession plan for the 

principalship—a comprehensive investment in building leadership capacity of assistant 

principals.  The researcher of this study led the development of a strategic plan to 

strengthen the overall initial prototype of the Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA), 

thereby addressing the gap between managerial role of the assistant principalship and 

expected leadership role of the principal.   

In recent years, the federal government had supported state and local agencies to 

prepare teachers and administrators in alternative, creative ways to more adequately 
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educate our students (U.S. Department of Education, 2005).  Although leadership 

academies of this type had been designed and implemented across the nation, it had not 

been done in Welborn County Schools.  According to the district’s superintendent, in 

2015, qualified, competent and innovative leaders were needed in varying situations to 

lead all types of schools with unique student populations.  In North Carolina, principal 

preparation programs were redesigned beginning as early as 1996 with the North 

Carolina Principal Fellows Program to address the need to train and develop principals; 

however, all assistant principals in Welborn County Schools have already completed a 

university based program and obtained principal licensure.  The state requires 

superintendents by standard and practice to build leadership capacity across the district 

(North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2007).  Therefore, in the fall of 2014, 

this researcher implemented the aspiring principal program to generate a pipeline of 

effective school leaders prepared to become principal leaders in Welborn County 

Schools. 

Designed for the purpose of building leadership capacity for assistant principals, 

the Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) in Welborn County Schools offered a rigorous 

learning experience to assist in the development of personal and professional 

competencies required for district principals.  The researcher recognized the need to 

develop and implement a prototype for this leadership training in answer to a request 

from the superintendent.  The ultimate goal of ALA was to complete a program 

evaluation for improving the academy as part of this research.   

To begin development of the ALA, the researcher examined several contemporary 

district leadership academy models.  These models included Akron Public Schools 
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Aspiring Leadership Academy, Pioneer RESA New Principal Academy, Harlingen CISD 

Aspiring Assistant Principal Academy, Dallas Independent School District Aspiring 

Principals Program, Richmond County Aspiring Leaders Academy, and New Leaders 

Aspiring Principals Program.  After thoughtful review and collaborative discussions with 

other educators who had experienced some type of post university leadership training, the 

researcher decided that the leadership academy in Welborn County Schools would focus 

on instructional, organizational, and transformational leadership growth using curriculum 

rich in theory and grounded in practice.  

Built around a cohort approach, the ALA followed the research which shows a 

positive correlation of collaborative training resulting in a bonded cohort connection 

among participants.  Studies indicate that in an increasing number of administrative 

programs, students who worked together in fixed groups more readily achieved common 

goals.  Because of this, many school district and university leadership training programs 

are converting to a cohort component of their leadership model (Barnett, Basorn, Yerkes, 

& Norris, 2000; Kelly & Peterson, 2000).  Speaking to the cohort model, John Daresh 

(2000) of the University of Texas at El Paso, notes that children and adults learn better 

when they form learning communities.  As a result, the initial cohort was planned to 

include between 10-15 members.  Criteria established to identify participants for cohort 

one are as follows: 

 Master’s Degree or Administrative Add-On Licensure from an accredited 

university in school administration or related field 

 A minimum of three years of teaching experience and two complete years 

of service as an assistant principal or in a district level leadership role 
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 Completed application including resume, three leadership artifacts, one 

letter of recommendation, a personal purpose statement, and signatures of 

endorsement from both the principal and superintendent 

The researcher presented information about the leadership academy to principals at a K-

12 principals’ meeting in October of 2014.  Once principals were informed of the 

opportunity for assistant principals, formal letters with attached applications were sent to 

all principals and assistant principals in the district, with only those meeting the criteria 

considered for acceptance into the program.  The application deadline was set for 

November 5, 2014.  Fourteen assistant principals applied, one being denied having served 

only one year as an assistant principal.  Subsequently, assistant principals received a 

letter that granted acceptance into the first cohort of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  

The first meeting was scheduled for November 24, 2014.    

 Participants of the inaugural cohort were introduced to the Welborn Board of 

Education at the December 2014 meeting.  On behalf of the board members, the board 

chairman conveyed support and appreciation to the members of the program as well as to 

the researcher as program director. The final meeting was held in June of 2015.  Of the 

original 13 cohort members, 11 completed the program as two members accepted 

principalships during the school year, requiring them to exit the program.  At the 

Welborn County School Board meeting in June 2014, each of the 11 assistant principals 

who completed the program received a lapel pin and a certificate in recognition and 

appreciation for their having successfully participated in the first cohort.  Five of the 11 

assistant principals completing the program were named principals for Welborn County 

Schools in academic year 2015-16.  
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Problem Context  

National 

School leadership is an issue of national concern.  With the importance of quality 

school leadership for raising achievement and closing gaps in individual schools, the 

nation cannot afford to ignore the growing concern of hiring and retaining effective 

principals (Rampey, Dion, & Donahue, 2009).  Principal turnover is a common 

occurrence nationwide.  In fact, Cullen and Mazzeo (2008) found that approximately 

22% of principals switch jobs from one year to the next.  Although low-achieving, high-

poverty schools and schools with higher minority, limited English proficiency students 

are more likely to turnover principals at higher rates (Besley & Machin, 2008; and Cullen 

& Mazzeo, 2008), it remains a critical concern for all schools, regardless of 

demographics.  Research demonstrates that principal turnover has negative implications 

for schools specifically connected to student achievement, graduation rates, teacher 

retention, and decrease in teacher quality (Clark, Martorell, & Rockorff, 2009; Fuller, 

Young & Baker, 2011).  Nationally, school districts must act with urgency to create 

programs that not only increase principal quality but also support retaining effective 

principals in all schools.  

In a study published by School Leaders Network (2014), "Churn: The High Cost 

of Principal Turnover," the author examines the impact of both financial and academic 

tolls on schools when effective principals leave.  According to the report, same-school 

principal turnover rates are highest in North Carolina, Rhode Island, Alaska, California, 

Oregon, New Mexico, Delaware, Nevada and Idaho.  In those states, principals stay at the 

same school an average of 2.7 to 3.5 years.  According to the Job Openings and Labor 

http://connectleadsucceed.org/sites/default/files/principal_turnover_cost.pdf#page=1&zoom=auto,-15,792
http://connectleadsucceed.org/sites/default/files/principal_turnover_cost.pdf#page=1&zoom=auto,-15,792
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Turnover Survey (JOLTS) from the Bureau of Labor Statistics at the US Department of 

Labor (2013), there are only three industries that have a higher turnover rate than 

principals: mining and logging, retail trade, and leisure and hospitality.  Demonstrating a 

high turnover rate in the principalship, the implication of these statistics is an ominous 

sign of the inadequate preparation of aspiring principals.    

States and districts are more committed than ever to ensuring that school leaders 

are prepared for the principalship as published in “The Making of the Principal: Five 

Lessons In Leadership Training” (Mitgang & Gill, 2012).  Over the last decade, much 

progress has been made nationally in revising principal preparation programs.  Although 

administrative licensing requirements vary state to state, all states have adopted new 

learning-centered leadership standards (2012).  Furthermore, in a study conducted by 

Hale and Moorman (2003), with the exception of South Dakota and Michigan, all states 

required principals to have a state license from an approved university program.  In the 

mid-1990s, 32 educational agencies and 13 professional organizations formed the 

Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) to establish standards for 

leadership preparation programs to ensure a higher quality of training for all principals.  

A decade later in 2002, the ISLLC standards--examined and approved by the National 

Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE)--became the Educational 

Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) (Young, Crow, Orr, Ogawa, & Creighton, 

2005).  Used for accreditation of university leadership preparation programs, these new 

building-level standards continued to be revised as late as 2015, when the ISLLC 

Standards (2008) were replaced by new Professional Standards for Educational Leaders 

(2015).  Based on several assumptions, the ELCC standards used today for leadership 
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preparation of school principals share the belief that the central focus of school leaders 

should be to increase student achievement (Young et al., 2005).  Each of these standards 

embraced several elements describing the actual skills involved in effectively managing a 

school, improving the teaching and learning process by communicating a shared vision, 

and using data to identify school goals to assess the overall effectiveness of the school.  

In their report Mitgang and Gill (2012) discover that in addition to states creating 

standard learning centered leadership standards, approximately half the states have 

mandated mentoring programs for newly hired principals.  This report contends that 

many districts such as New York City, Boston, Chicago, Louisville, Denver, and San 

Diego have either created partnerships with universities or formed leadership academies 

within their districts.  Research further reveals that schools led by better trained principals 

significantly impact student achievement (Mitgang & Gill, 2012).  Additionally, some 

educational leaders believe there to be a correlation of lower principal turnover rate in 

districts where there has been a strategic investment made in leadership training and 

mentoring support for new principals (Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & 

Anderson, 2010).  Another educational leader, JohnYoungquist, reveals his support of 

training future administrators as a fiscal benefit in his interview with Mitgang and Gill 

(2012), published in “The Making of the Principal: Five Lessons in Leadership Training.” 

Youngquist writes, “There is a real cost to bringing in new principals every year, and if 

we can lower the number of principals we’re bringing in by increasing their tenure 

through better support and preparation, then dollars become available that we 

can reallocate” (p. 5).  Clearly, pre-service training and mentoring programs for aspiring 

principals and school leaders are a cost and resource savings for school districts.   
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Arthur Levine, former Columbia University Teachers College President, criticizes 

university based leadership programs.  In his article, “Educating School Leaders,” Levine 

argues, “These programs have turned out to be little more than graduate credit 

dispensers.  They award the equivalent of green stamps, which can be traded in for raises 

and promotions to teachers who have no intention of becoming administrators” (Levine, 

2005, p. 24).  Obviously, the challenge to find and promote the very best leaders to the 

principalship is of paramount importance with a substantive accumulation of evidence 

demonstrating that inadequate leadership training programs must be rethought and 

reformatted with new conceptions of trained leaders, ensuring that the most effective 

principals are those who have been prepared and vetted for their school leadership role.  

Together, this increased recognition of leadership’s importance and the growing body of 

evidence on what works in preparing new leaders offer hope that inadequate preparation 

programs will eventually be replaced by ones that better reflect the new conceptions of 

school leadership and the tough challenges facing districts to ensure that the most 

effective principals are leading schools.  

The research is clear that putting the right principal in place and supporting 

that principal are keys to retaining them in their leadership role.  A number of researchers 

state that principal turnover has the potential to impact schools negatively in a variety of 

ways.  Creating a culture to support principals, the Aspiring Leadership Academy can be 

a valued tool to increase their longevity.  With a countless number of principals having 

served five years or less in their principalship, exposure to on-the-job training before 

being “on the job” is of paramount importance.    
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State   

Dr. Shirley Prince, Executive Director of North Carolina Principals and Assistant 

Principals Association, explains principal turnover rate in the state:  “We don't have a 

verified figure, but we think it's between 25-30%.  There is a group of researchers 

working to gather more data on principals since the university system jettisoned gathering 

data several years ago.  Hopefully, we will have a more accurate number in the near 

future” (personal communication, 2015).   

The Greensboro News and Record reported on February 8, 2015, that Guilford 

County’s Dudley High School in North Carolina has had at least 14 assistant principals in 

eight years.  Citing the current principal’s departure after only seven years further 

“underscores recent complaints about principals and assistant principals churning through 

a school that would benefit from, among other things, stable and effective leadership.”  

This article highlights comments of Guilford County School Board Vice-Chairman Amos 

Quick who reveals, “It takes years for principals to get their footing,” particularly in high-

poverty schools with students who consistently struggle to pass state tests.  Looking at 

Guilford County Schools as a whole, the News and Record reported that teachers and 

principals are the most crucial school-based factor affecting student achievement.  Even 

though principals may not leave the principalship, it does not mean that they stay at the 

same school.  In this article the News and Record reports, “out of 128 principals--21 have 

been at their current school for less than a year; 37 of 124 assistant principals have been 

at their current school for less than a year.  The majority--74 principals and 66 assistant 

principals-- have been at their school from one to five years.  Only 10 school leaders have 

been at their school for more than 10 years.”  The News and Record also notes that the 
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Winston-Salem/Forsyth County School system has the highest percentage of principals 

with more than four years’ experience while “Only about 22% of Forsyth County 

principals have three or fewer years of experience.  By comparison, about 43% of 

Guilford’s principals are in their first three years in that role.”  Quick’s most significant 

quotation in the article with regard to having an Aspiring Leadership Academy 

proposes, “If the principal is great at training other principals, then he should be used 

district wide to do so.”  Again, the need and importance of a district designed, 

implemented, and supported training program for aspiring principals is clear.  

In November 2014, Nelson and Zachary reported for the Urban Institute at UNC 

Charlotte on sustainable jobs for principals.  Their data reflect that school principal 

turnover is a major concern in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools.  Citing 62% of 

current CMS principals were appointed since 2012; 48%, since 2013, they further report, 

“Half of all principals in CMS have been at their current school for less than two years” 

(p.1).  Nelson and Zachary also found that the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools had a 

22% principal turnover rate in 2013-2014 and an even higher 26% principal turnover rate 

in 2014-2015.  They cite supporting evidence from Coelli and Green (2012) that 

advocates for the development and sustainment of an aspiring leadership academy when 

they conclude, "The downside of principal turnover--teacher turnover, low morale, lower 

student performance–is more likely if a school has a first-time principal who has no 

leadership experience at a prior school” (p.2).  Statistics presented by Nelson and 

Zachary highly support the argument that in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg system, new 

principals are more likely to be at elementary schools and high-poverty schools: "In CMS 

68% of elementary schools have principals in their first principalship and 60% of all Title 
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I schools have a first-year principal” (p.2).  Statistics, like these presented by Nelson and 

Zachary, highly support the need for districts to train and connect aspiring leaders prior to 

their appointment to the principalship so that they are prepared and equipped to 

understand the schools in which they are placed.    

Approximately a quarter century ago, the state of North Carolina made a 

commitment to maintain the highest quality principal and assistant principal education 

programs to enhance the competence of professional personnel certified in North 

Carolina. General Statute 115C-284 asserts that in an effort to ensure that principal and 

assistant principal preparation programs are upgraded to reflect a more rigorous course of 

study, the State Board of Education was required to submit a plan to promote this policy 

to the General Assembly by March 1, 1992.  The state board was charged with 

considering such factors as requiring programs to include additional preparation for site-

based decision making, enhancing program entrance requirements to include assessment 

of an applicant's ability to complete the program and perform as a principal, and 

augmenting the overall content of the programs.  Not only would this program strengthen 

preparation programs across the state, but it would also create greater consistency in 

program content and experiences among universities in an effort to ensure that more 

qualified candidates entered the role of assistant principal and ultimately, the role of 

principal.  

The State Board of Education approved Standards for School Executives for 

implementation in the 2010-2011 school year.  As the premise of the evaluation process 

for administrators in the state, these standards also authorize university based principal 

certification programs in North Carolina.  Even though the roles of assistant principal and 
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principal are different in that assistant principals primarily practice functions found in the 

managerial standard, both positions require the same certification.  This lack of clarity 

creates a challenge in leadership preparation as assistant principals are expected to be 

trained to function outside the managerial standard but are frequently limited on their 

function as a practicing assistant principal.  If assistant principals spend the majority of 

their time dealing with management tasks, they are inhibited in their growth as a leader.  

Research reveals that educating assistant principals beyond that standard is a crucial 

missing link in the pipeline to the principalship.  While NC State Board Policy allows 

assistant principals to be hired with a provisional license until degree and certification 

requirements are complete, the state still requires that all principals hold a principal 

license as a condition of employment.  

In December 2015, federal legislation renewed the 1965 Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).   

Effectively, this legislation shifts more power and authority back to the individual states.  

It remains to be seen how this act will affect the leadership training programs and the 

principalship.  Effective July 1, 2017, the North Carolina State Board of Education shall 

require 

that all students in school administrator preparation programs demonstrate 

competencies in using digital and other instructional technologies and supporting 

teachers and other school personnel to use digital and other instructional 

technologies to ensure provision of high-quality, integrated digital teaching and 

learning to all students. The State Board of Education shall include continuing 
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education in high-quality, integrated digital teaching and learning as a 

requirement of licensure renewal.  (GS 115C-296) 

With new, impending federal and state legislation on the horizon, it is critical that local 

districts in North Carolina proactively prepare their leaders of tomorrow.  As education 

policy continues to evolve, it will be an added challenge of university training programs 

to meet the demands of federal law, state law, and State Board of Education policies.  

Where there are failures to train or gaps in training, programs like the Aspiring 

Leadership Academy must be in place to ensure the success and future efficacy of all 

administrators entering the principalship. 

Local 

 With 35 schools in Welborn (pseudonym for the purpose of this study) County 

Schools (18 elementary, 7 middle, 6 traditional high schools, 3 alternative high schools 

and one developmental center), the district needed strong leaders at all school levels.  

Eloise Phipps, assistant superintendent of human resources, pointed out that in Welborn 

County Schools, there has been 37% principal turnover in the past three years.  Of the 13 

vacated principalships, three were initiated by human resources, four were due to 

retirement, two left to accept non-principal positions in other districts, and four principals 

were promoted to other positions within the district.  Interestingly, teachers who hold NC 

principal licensure are moving into the job of assistant principal, and assistant principals 

are moving into the principal’s role at a much more rapid pace in Welborn County due 

primarily to retirements and restructuring.  In Welborn County Schools, when assistant 

principals move into principal roles, they are awarded a two-year contract, receiving no 

formal mentoring support, yet being expected to be successful in managing the new role 
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(E. Phipps, personal communication, 2015).  In the 2014-2015 school year, 100% of all 

principals were promoted to the position from an assistant principalship within the system 

(E. Phipps, personal communication, 2015).  An analysis of the demographics of 

Welborn County Schools’ 34 assistant principals reveals key information for the 

researcher.  Among the 34 assistant principals, there are eight males (23.5%) and 26 

females (76.5%), ranging in age from 30 to 66, with an average age of 43.  Collectively, 

these assistant principals have served in education an average of 17.7 years; in the role of 

assistant principal, an average of 3.5 years.  It must be noted that in this school system, 

all assistant principals are Caucasian.  The researcher also found that assistant principals 

are being promoted to the principalship with as little as two years’ administrative 

experience (HRMS reporting system 2015).  In August of 2014, 30% of the 35 schools in 

Welborn County opened school with a new leader at the helm.  Of 10 new positions, five 

served as first-year principals; two accepted positions at different levels; and three 

transferred to different schools within the system.   

 In academic year 2013-2014, the superintendent who had served for 18 years 

retired from the district.  The newly appointed superintendent assumed the position in 

January 2014.  Following expectations of the school board and adhering to her entry plan, 

the superintendent spent several months reorganizing district responsibilities and roles.  

When new superintendents are appointed, they are also expected to serve as both 

manager and leader (Kowalski, 2013).  Therefore, reorganizing district resources and job 

roles promotes the superintendent’s ability to strike the balance of manager and leader.  

Based on stakeholder feedback including staff, parents, and community members, the 
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newly hired district leader’s reorganization involved the creation of new positions and 

realignment of job responsibilities with new and current titles.   

 Due to retirements of key senior leadership positions, the superintendent had two 

critical vacancies to fill—a new assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction 

and an executive director of auxiliary services.  Additionally, the superintendent also 

hired a new director of elementary education and a director of secondary education.  The 

director of secondary education was a newly created position, combining two former 

positions of a middle and high school director.  In addition to these positions, a team of 

eight instructional program specialists were appointed to serve K-12 teachers.  These 

master teachers represented areas of humanities and STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Math), as opposed to the more traditional approach of lead teachers 

serving on each level: elementary, middle, and high.  Other position repurposing merged 

the instructional technology department under one chief technology officer, thereby 

creating a more cohesive unit between the instructional side of media and technology and 

the operational side.  The chief technology officer oversees the entire technology 

department which ensures that technology is a resource for enhancing learning, rather 

than simply operating as a physical device.  Two positions were re-titled from executive 

director to assistant superintendent and director to chief public relations officer.  Through 

this reorganization process, the new superintendent balanced hiring from the outside-- 

bringing fresh ideas to the district--and promoting experienced, highly qualified 

individuals within to propel the district forward.   

The new superintendent’s approach to improvement and district significance 

promotes leadership at all levels of the organization.  In each of the district’s 35 schools, 
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the superintendent expects strong leadership from the principal.  To emphasize this 

expectation, a new leadership program for all principals with three years’ or less 

experience was established.  Fifteen novice principals with less than four years’ 

experience participated in this leadership program, focusing on building a school culture 

that leads to a successful school.  Sessions are led by a university professor; principals 

learn and discuss research-based practices that cultivate a positive school culture.  

Additionally, assigned through this partnership, a university mentor supports one 

principal through the early years of the principalship.  Supporting and mentoring new 

principals, district leadership in Welborn County Schools has prioritized resources, 

including personnel and financial costs, thus making an investment in building leadership 

capacity at the school level.  

In addition to developing practicing principals’ leadership capacity, the 

superintendent believes that to become grounded in leadership, assistant principals need 

experiences to socialize them to this critical role, different in many ways from the 

managerial roles in which they have been immersed as assistants (personal 

communication, 2014).  In response to this visionary philosophy, the assistant 

superintendent for curriculum and instruction urged assistant principals at the opening 

meeting to seek ways to add value to their role in an effort to grow into their careers as 

principals.  Therefore, the newly appointed director of secondary education, designed a 

prototype to launch an aspiring principal academy.  The director, who is also the 

researcher of this study, relied on her previous leadership experience, the literature, and 

the designs of other academies to develop the initial prototype launched in November of 

2014.  With a formal declaration of critical need to build leadership capacity, the 
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superintendent approved an academy design as an initial prototype, with plans to 

strengthen the academy based on feedback from the initial launch.  The purpose of this 

study is to strengthen the Aspiring Leadership Academy by development of a strategic 

plan to guide the pathway for continuous improvement of this new initiative.  

Problem Analysis 

In fall 2014, in Welborn County Schools, 81.25% of assistant principals who 

aspire to be principals wanted to be part of a district level principal leadership academy.  

In reality, as an assistant principal, there is often insufficient time to gain leadership 

experience demanded of principals because assistants are typically inundated with the 

daily operations of school (Oliver, 2003).  In many schools in the district, based on 

observations of district-level administrators, some principals do a better job than others of 

“teaching” assistant principals and providing leadership opportunities.  The situation in 

the district was such that, depending on the principal, assistant principals were provided 

varying degrees of on-the-job leadership experience.  Obviously, this situation had 

created an inequity among aspiring school leaders.  This information and data 

demonstrate that the on the job method of training assistant principals to become 

principals was neither practical nor effective in ensuring that all assistant principals are 

equipped to handle the demands of being the sole leader when they accept the title of 

principal.   

The state of North Carolina encourages the concept of distributed leadership in 

schools.  This concept requires that emergent leadership be recognized, acknowledged, 

and implemented by principals to create conditions whereby the school is led by many 

persons, based on expertise and need.  Due to the vast demands and complexity of the 
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principal’s job, this concept allows for leadership to be fluid, applying strengths of 

leadership where needed across schools (Leithwood et al., 2012).   

Until November 2014, a leadership program for aspiring principals had not been 

implemented in Welborn County Schools because previous central office leadership 

neither sensed a need nor necessarily endorsed the concepts of distributed leadership and 

building leadership capacity.  However, with high stakes accountability, a shift in 

curriculum to personalized learning, changing school demographics, and new standards 

for visionary school leaders, the sense of urgency to have more leadership become critical 

to meet needs of students and teachers.  In the case of the principalship, succession 

planning is a concept endorsed by the new district office leadership which expects to 

have aspiring principals “ready” for the principalship as a strategic priority.  Research 

supports that it is critical that leaders of organizations act with urgency when making 

change.  Kotter (2008) presents a strategy to create action that is “aimed at winning, 

making some progress each and every day, and constantly purging low value-added 

activities- all by always focusing on the heart and not just the mind.”  Since the new 

district-level leadership recognizes the significant impact that building leaders have on 

student achievement and growth, the willingness to invest in strong school leadership 

programs of educational training and experience are paramount.  The role of principal 

reflects student performance, teacher satisfaction, and community engagement—many of 

the dimensions of schooling that Welborn County Schools wants to improve.  

Other obstacles that have prevented a district-level leadership academy from 

being launched center on resources, both human and fiscal.  There must be personnel to 

lead the academy and financial resources to fund the initiative.  If the academy’s program 

http://et.al/
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is to be locally developed, the question brought to the forefront is “Who will ensure that 

it is an academy of quality?”  Securing resources, training, and cultivating a new 

generation of school leaders to foster and facilitate a high level of success within schools 

are issues at the core of the problem that exists in Welborn County Schools.  

The initial prototype was developed as a quick learning launch in November 

2014.  Populated by its first cohort of assistant principals and based on a rigorous 

selection process, Welborn County Schools’ Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) was 

designed for the purpose of building leadership capacity for Welborn County Schools’ 

assistant principals.  The ultimate goal for the ALA is to offer assistant principals 

rigorous learning experiences to assist them in the development of personal and 

professional competencies required for Welborn County Schools’ principals.  The ALA 

focused on instructional, organizational, and transformational leadership growth using 

curriculum rich in theory and grounded in practice.  The ALA used teamwork, campus-

based projects, authentic problem solving, principal shadowing, and mentoring to prepare 

participants to lead a school effectively.  The first cohort completed the program in June 

2015, but the district needed a well-designed strategic plan to guide the future 

implementation of the overall program, along with a rigorous evaluation plan to 

determine the effectiveness of the academy.   

Significance of the Problem   

 It is imperative that a well-designed leadership academy be implemented to 

improve the readiness of each school leader making a transition from assistant principal 

to principal.  Data collected from the initial ALA indicated that if this prototype is not 

improved, educators would be placed in critical roles of leading our schools not highly 
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prepared to lead successfully and effectively.  In this era of high-stakes accountability, 

the district needed to avoid a leadership gap by proactively training principal ready 

leaders in the pipeline to employment.  Although districts may not always be able to 

anticipate principal vacancies, there must be a succession plan in place that has assistant 

principals job ready.   

In addition to the overall success of a new leader, current research is clear that 

student achievement is higher in schools with principals who have participated in a 

leadership academy.  The Charlotte-Mecklenburg School System in North Carolina has 

trained over 145 leaders in the Emerging Leaders and Aspiring Principals Programs, and 

those leaders have impacted close to 20,000 students.  As detailed in the “Charlotte Fact 

Sheet” (2013), for the New Leaders Organization, 85% of principals who completed 

emerging leaders programs led schools that met or exceeded growth expectations set by 

the state in the school year 2012–2013.   

Consequently, leaders who promote teachers utilizing effective instructional 

practices and delivering engaging lessons will create a culture focused on high 

achievement (Leithwood & Louis, 2012).  Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom 

(2004) state, “There is not a single documented case of a school turning around its pupil 

achievement trajectory in the absence of a talented leadership” (p.5).  School districts and 

their boards must support the leadership development of its leaders to ensure that 

talented, trained principals are tapped for these roles.  

With the ever-present spectra of accountability, schools cannot have a gap in 

effective leadership. Research is clear that new principals become more effective with 

time and experience (Beteille, Kalogrides, & Loeb, 2012).  Christie, Thompson, and 



 
 

  

23 

Whitely (2009) determine that “getting the right people to become school leaders is very 

important, but so is providing these people with the right set of skills to be effective 

leaders” (p. 4).  However, the reality is that time and experience are often limited.  As a 

result, reactions and responses must be considered to facilitate positive change.  In a 

study conducted by The Wallace Foundation, Mitgang and Gill (2012) note a positive 

movement toward improving principal preparation through national programs that 

support the new learning-centered leadership standards.  Additionally, there is a trend at 

the local level for districts to create their own leadership programs for future leaders: “It’s 

too soon to say for sure, but early evidence suggests payoffs for schools might include 

lower principal turnover and higher student performance” (p. 2), supporting the argument 

that leadership programs may be worthwhile. 

Created in 1948, by Southern governors and legislators, The Southern Regional 

Education Board (SREB) recognized the link between education and economic growth 

and worked with 16 member states to improve public education at every level.  In the 

study, Who’s Next? Let’s Stop Gambling on School Performance and Plan for Principal 

Succession, the vice president of SREB, Gene Bottoms, states:  

Two changes must take place, high up in the leadership food chain, to address this 

chronic weakness in the American public school system: 1) State leaders have to 

decide that  a steady and reliable supply of effective principals is crucial if we are 

going to make long-term improvement in education; and 2) school 

superintendents and school boards must accept that the old system of choosing 

school leaders—so often characterized by patronage and accommodation—is a 
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huge barrier to improving schools. (Southern Regional Education Board, 2011, p. 

i). 

Bottoms further determines that districts need a much more objective, transparent process 

to place principals in a position to equip them for success.  The Southern Regional 

Education Board (SREB) encourages school systems to identify talented educators and 

develop them as school leaders.  School districts must accept responsibility of creating a 

plan that trains and supports leaders to ensure that aspiring principals are on their way to 

becoming successful, effective 21
st
 century leaders.  Additionally, Clark (2001) provides 

a solid rationale for recognizing leadership in aspiring administrators: 

If we really are expecting sustained change in public schools and improved 

student achievement as the result, then it is imperative that we begin by 

developing the leadership skills of our building-level administrators in an 

organized, intentional way.  To fail in this endeavor and still expect results is 

indeed administrative insanity. (p.3) 

This rationale serves as evidence in support of change via the use of alternative 

approaches to preparedness.  

A Review of the Literature 

Available literature provides insight into the research and significance related to 

the problem of building a high-quality, district-directed aspiring principal academy.  The 

driving force behind this study is research that identifies effective schools that have 

strong leaders (Grubb & Flessa, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2010).  The first section of the 

literature review focuses on the qualities that superintendents seek in 21
st
 

century principals who have the ability to lead schools effectively, specifically 
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emphasizing the call for principals who understand the importance of and the use of data 

as a vehicle toward school improvement.  The second section of the literature review 

centers on information regarding current principal preparation training and development 

programs, with a description of standards that influence much of the curriculum of school 

leadership training.  This review also draws attention to the design of these programs and 

how they fit traditional and non-traditional molds.  Research by Levine (2005) points to 

the increasing need for improved, formalized leadership development programs, both 

traditional and non-traditional, due to the changing role of the school principal.  A large 

body of research devoted to analyzing principal leadership development exists and 

conclusively supports the need for leadership preparation aligned to the demands of a 21
st
 

century principal.  The third and final portion of the review recognizes the gap between 

principal preparation and a certificated individual obtaining a principalship and explains 

how the literature posits a knowing-doing gap between the training and the attainment of 

a principal position--thus, pointing to the need for innovative programs with a goal of 

developing strong leaders in an aspiring leader academy. 

Effective School Leaders 

To have the greatest impact on individual student achievement, a school system 

must have a clear vision, an intentional focus on best instructional practices, an ongoing 

network of support for teaching and learning, and a comprehensive monitoring process to 

insure quality teaching and learning.  The superintendent, as the most important 

instructional leader in the district, is clearly the critical component in the development of 

a high-achieving school system.  Superintendents today must support research based, 

instructional practices that clearly define what must be taught, how it will be assessed, 
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and then evaluate those results with improving instruction at the forefront. The North 

Carolina Standards for Superintendents (North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction, 2007) requires that superintendents hire and retain the most effective 

principals to lead schools to excellence (Standard 4: Human Resource Leadership). In a 

personal interview with the Welborn County School Superintendent, Dr. Audrey Scott 

deduces, “It is important for principals to understand how to use all types of data to move 

their school forward.  A few specific examples include student suspension data, staff or 

student attendance data, North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey results or 

student achievement data.  Principals must be able to find the root cause of any issues or 

concerns and possibly make hard decisions as they focus on continuous 

improvement.  The bottom line is that good leaders need to be data savvy.  They must 

constantly evaluate and re-evaluate all data metrics in an effort to lead their respective 

staffs to make needed adjustments in helping them increase student achievement” 

(personal interview, 2015). 

Jim Hull (2012) in his publication, The Principal Perspective: Full Report, 

describes the impact of an “effective” principal: 

An effective principal is defined as one whose students make greater than average 

gains than similar students in other schools.  Those gains are calculated using 

value-added growth models, which compare the change in student achievement 

from one year to the next of a large group of students with similar demographic 

characteristics and prior achievement.  Students who attend a school led by a 

principal with high value-added scores would, on average, make greater 

achievement gains than if they attended a school led by a principal with lower 
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value-added scores.  In contrast, students attending a school led by an ineffective 

principal would, on average, make fewer gains than if they attended a school led 

by an average effective principal.  (p.3) 

 Hull’s definition clearly articulates the need for effective school leaders to have a 

complete understanding on student achievement and the role data play in achievement 

gains. 

The Department of Defense Education Activity released a document on January 7, 

2014, entitled, “The 21
st
 Century Principal:  21

st
 Century Teaching, Learning, and 

Leading.”  In this document, the DoDEA asserts that the 21
st
 century school leader should 

effectively demonstrate excellence in four roles:  visionary leadership, instructional 

leadership, organizational leadership, and collaborative leadership.  Figure 1 from the 

DoDEA document illustrates the cyclic connections each of these four roles have to one 

another and how they are interconnected.  This study broadly encompasses and 

categorizes the general roles of a 21
st
 century leader, clearly showing how data is a key in 

the collaboration of an effective school principal.  

 

Figure 1.  This figure, created by the Department of Defense Education, illustrates the 

characteristics of the 21
st
 Century Principal (2014) 
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In an article written by Cedrick Gray (2015), superintendent of schools in 

Jackson, MS, and published by the National Association of Secondary School Principals, 

there are five characteristics highlighted as qualities superintendents consider when hiring 

principals: 

1.  Leadership and Management Skills-Effective school leaders are called 

upon to manage things, while leading people.  Principals must be equipped to 

manage the fiscal and physical aspects of a school, while leading with a 

vision to achieve common goals of the school. 

2. Loyalty- Superintendents must feel a sense of loyalty from all principals, not 

only for the superintendent, but for the district as a whole. The school leader 

must be an ambassador for the district and the school, promoting a positive 

image of support for the school system. 

3. Insulation- School principals who are deemed effective must provide a layer 

of “insulation” between the school and the district office.  Superintendents 

seek principals who have the skills and disposition to reduce potentially 

negative situations from escalating into the greater community.  Principals 

who are skilled in this trait have strategies, systems, and people in place to 

diminish the majority of problems.  

4. Instructional Leadership- Effective superintendents desire a school district 

where schools are led to academic success which is largely dependent upon 

the instructional leadership of the principal.  This is one characteristic of the 

principal that has most greatly evolved in the past fifteen years.  Principals 

are expected to lead teachers and district teams to exemplary levels of student 

achievement.  Superintendents must rely on the building principal to identify 
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key instructional strategies for improvement, hold teachers and students 

accountable for teaching and learning, and utilize appropriate data to measure 

growth of student success.   

5. Communication- Principals must effectively and appropriately communicate 

with all constituents of the school community.  Superintendents expect 

principals to represent the district and school in a professional manner when 

communicating with parents, students, staff, business and community 

leaders, and the media.    

School leaders have been defined as “educational visionaries, instructional and 

curriculum leaders, assessment experts, disciplinarians, community builders, public 

relations experts, budget analysts, facility managers, and special program administrators, 

and expert overseers of legal, contractual, and policy mandates and initiatives” (Davis, 

Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005, p. 1).  To embrace to the fullest extent 

all of these qualities, effective educational leaders must acknowledge that while 

the challenges are great, superintendents expect principals to satisfy all roles while 

improving student achievement at the school.  Published by New Leaders (2011), the 

article, “New Leaders Urban Excellence Framework,” explains that principals succeed by 

focusing on three key areas:  learning and teaching, creating an effective, aligned staff, 

and school culture.  Accompanying these three areas must be strong personal leadership 

with systems that support the end goal of student achievement. 

School leaders must make instructional leadership a priority, and their practice 

must be informed by professional and ethical principles to balance the pressures of 

accountability and the needs of students, teachers, and parents (Hall, 2009; O’Doherty & 
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Ovando, 2013).  Effective school leaders focus on classroom learning and instruction as 

the catalyst behind increased student achievement.  A body of research explaining the 

principal’s role as an instructional leader and its direct relationship on changing 

instructional practice to improve student performance emphasizes that the principal’s role 

is critical to the development and maintenance of an effective school (Quinn, 

2002).  Effective school leaders oversee curriculum and instruction to ensure that 

teachers adhere to the curriculum, write lesson plans aligned to the standards, and 

incorporate best practices in their delivery of instruction.  Therefore, it is imperative that 

principals spend time in classrooms observing teachers both formally and informally to 

provide feedback for improvement (Leithwood et al., 2004).  The research is clear that 

the complete effectiveness of a school leader has many components bound together to 

form the leader’s total strength.  Without the combination of these elements working in 

tandem, a significant weakness affects the leader’s ability to lead effectively. 

The Impact of Data 

With a plethora of school improvement strategies and scenarios, the impact of 

data upon teaching and learning must always be a visible lighthouse guiding the school 

leader home.  In “Improving Teaching and Learning with Data-Based Decisions:  Asking 

the Right Questions and Acting on the Answers,” Protheroe (2001) proposes seven key 

points regarding the impact of data and cites evidence that data can improve instruction.  

She expounds on the impact of data to show how to 

 Formulate the right questions 

 Collect the appropriate data 

 Analyze and validate the data 
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 Respond to what the data tells us 

 Improve teaching strategies 

 Identify special instruction for students who need it 

 Provide support for staff  

Protheroe intimates that how to use data is the most critical question facing school 

leaders, making the important connection that leaders can no longer ignore the integration 

of this type of information in the decision-making process.  Historically, she asserts that 

the marriage of assessment and instruction was driven by factors outside of school 

control and only recently have school leaders brought these two singularities into a 

meaningful relationship to support the teaching and learning process.  When discussing 

how data provides support for staff, Protheroe focuses on how districts that used data to 

improve instruction have varied the process with their staffs including the following: staff 

development on how to read and analyze assessment result reports, principal or district 

level presentations and support, one-on-one sessions with a school leader and the teacher 

to discuss and review an individual teacher’s results, or the use of an in-school trained 

data expert (typically a teacher) to help teams of teachers use and apply the data.  

In a white paper released by the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals (2011) on using student achievement data to support instructional decision 

making, five recommendations are made to help principals put student achievement data 

to the best possible use.  NAESP recommends that principals “make data part of the 

ongoing cycle of instructional improvement, teach students to examine their own data 

and set learning goals, establish a clear vision for school wide data use, provide supports 

that foster a data-driven culture within the school, and develop and maintain a 
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districtwide data system” (p.3 ).  In suggesting how to use data as part of an ongoing 

cycle for improvement, NAESP proposes that a variety of data be used as well as 

allowing for interpretation of that data to develop hypotheses for improved 

learning.  The NAESP's recommendations are consistently married to the idea that having 

a common implementation process and practice is key to the successful use of data.  Yet, 

the recommendations also caution that a culture of data use must be in place in order for 

success to be evident.  Instructional leaders or data facilitators are key in leading and 

growing a school culture centered on the collection, use, and understanding of data by all 

stakeholders.   Continuous professional development in all of these areas defines and 

strengthens the role of each stakeholder in the data process and supports the idea that 

simply collecting data is not an effective use of data.  Of all conclusions made by the 

paper, NAESP clearly articulates the need for principals to establish a clear vision for 

school-wide data use.   

An additional white paper, Data-Driven Decision Making: A Powerful Tool for 

School Improvement (2004), released by John Messelt, executive director of the Central 

Minnesota Educational Research and Development Council, reinforces the fact that data 

collection is not a new idea, but it has only been in recent years that schools and school 

leaders have been able to utilize and understand the powerful connection of data to 

school improvement.  Messelt captures key points of why data-driven instruction is 

important to the school leaders citing that data: “narrows achievement gaps between 

student subgroups, improves teacher quality, improves curriculum, and increases 

dialogue within the educational community” (p. 3).  Subsequently, Messelt points to a 

process of data-driven decisions that center on collecting appropriate data, providing 
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meaningful analysis of the data collected, getting that data to people who need to utilize 

it, using that data for improvement, and communicating the results of decisions made by 

the data to stakeholders.  Messelt identifies the 2002 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

legislation as a driving force behind the movement of data use in schools.  This 

legislation required school leaders to inspect and reflect upon achievement data for 

targeted groups and subgroups of students.   With the renewal of Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act of 1965 by Congress in December of 2015 (now known as the 

“Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA)), the focus of school accountability shifts away 

from the federal level to the state level.  However, as Messelt underscores, data will 

continue to remain of paramount importance for school leaders and principals because of 

the powerful knowledge contained within it.  Furthermore, Messelt (2004) identifies one 

school in Minnesota that effectively used data to focus on the achievement level of a 

student subgroup.  Subsequently, the school was recognized for understanding techniques 

used for data analysis, allowing the school to help evaluate the design and approach to the 

school’s instructional program.  As a result, Messelt points to three key techniques for 

analysis of data:  disaggregation (breaking down the data for different groups and 

subgroups), longitudinal (using data to measure changes over long periods of time with 

the same students/groups), and cross-tabulation (used to compare multiple sets or 

subgroups).  By emphasizing how data may be helpful to stakeholders, he (Messelt, 

2004) conveys a more meaningful understanding of what the information is telling 

stakeholders in a school by utilizing easy-to-read charts and jargon-free 

reporting.  The simplification of data reporting can help all stakeholders be crystal clear 

on decisions that must be made for the school.  For the overall concept of effective school 
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data analysis, Messelt reiterates that the school leader must be an outspoken champion for 

the vision and cause of the school so that all stakeholders will realize the impact of data 

analysis. 

Research further supports the use of meaningful data as a tool to improve student 

learning.  In “Data Analysis and The Principalship,” Theodore Creighton (2001) asserts 

that many school leaders make decisions about instructional leadership by using their 

intuition rather than considering data collection and data analysis.   Creighton proclaims 

that “Few things are more feared than statistical analysis” (p. 52).  His bold assertion 

substantiates the critical importance of knowing what data to seek and how to utilize that 

data.  Creighton also illustrates two very distinctive connection points for principals in 

using data-- relevance and technology.  To be highly effective in their use of data, 

principals must understand the relevance of the collected data to each stakeholder and to 

utilize current technology to their advantage when solving school problems.  Creighton 

cites advancing technology and user-friendly computer software in the facilitation and 

relevance of statistical presentations for educators.  North Carolina school leaders very 

commonly use EVAAS data as a resource in predicting student success.  EVAAS is an 

acronym for education value-added assessment system.  What new principals know about 

EVAAS data varies significantly from school to school based upon factors such as what 

their current principal’s understanding of EVAAS is as well as what exposure they have 

had to the use and interpretation of the data contained within this system.  Creighton 

asserts that, in order to foster school improvement, data analysis and statistics must be 

useful and understandable by educators and by implication, school leaders.  It is less 

likely that a principal who does not have a clear understanding of data will nurture a 
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school culture that is data directed.  Principals must collect and analyze data both at the 

school level with teachers individually and in teams to monitor school and student 

progress to drive improvement of instruction (Whitmire, 2012).  Executing this type of 

instructional leadership requires principals to have deep instructional expertise as well as 

the skills to translate that expertise into useful guidance and feedback for educators.   

There are four types of data that should be considered when evaluating and 

improving a school’s success and progress:  achievement data, demographic data, 

program data, and perception data (Bernhardt, 2003). 

Achievement Data-determines the level of student achievement in a particular 

content area.  

Demographic Data- provides descriptive information about the school 

community such as enrollment, gender, ethnicity, economic status, student attendance, 

grade levels, school suspensions and behavioral problems. 

Program Data- defines the programs, instructional strategies and classroom 

practices of the teachers and school counselors.  Program data collected may be useful in 

making informed decisions and future program and curriculum choices.  

Perception Data- details what students, parents, staff and others think about the 

learning environment.  They include questionnaires, interviews, surveys and 

observations.  Collecting and evaluating the perception data allow educators to pay 

attention to the opinions and ideas of the community. 

Data and the use of data do not always fit into the mold of testing and 

accountability.  Bernhardt (2003), in her “No Schools Left Behind” article for 

Educational Leadership, asserts that almost any question about the effectiveness of a 
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school can be answered through the use of four kinds of data: data which she identifies as 

demographic, student learning, perceptions, and school processes, important for 

continuous school improvement and useful for addressing two issues: the “what data 

should be used” (p.26) question and the “what besides test results” (p.26) question, often 

posed by many school leaders. Bernhardt proposes that by looking separately at each of 

these data categories and intersecting them in two, three, or four ways, varying pictures, 

comparisons, and complexities of a school clearly emerge.  Bernhardt also points to the 

need for leaders and districts to have access to data through multiple resources--a data 

warehouse or some sort of database, having personnel in place knowledgeable of these 

tools and resources.  In summarizing her findings, Bernhardt challenges leaders to look at 

how students achieve through data and combine that data in the context of the school 

culture and climate to give holistic improvement for all students.  

Principal Preparation 

In the state of North Carolina there are over 2500 public schools serving over 

1,520,000 students in K-12 programs.  Leading those schools are 2,424 school principals 

(North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2010).  According to a December 2010 

news release from the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, State Board of 

Education Chairman Bill Harrison states, "With about half of the state's current school 

leaders eligible for retirement in the next four years, it is more important than ever that 

we focus on developing the next generation of great principals who will successfully lead 

our schools in the future"  (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2010).  

SREB (2011) reports that an estimated 18,000 principals will be hired each year 

nationwide (2011).  One question remains, “Will they be the right people with the right 
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preparation?” (p. 41).  The University Council for Educational Administration confirmed 

that states and other educational agencies must strive to design programs for new leaders 

in order to shape leadership behaviors and attitudes that support needed change in school 

culture and a focus on quality instruction (Brown-Ferrigno, 2014).  It is imperative that 

school leaders prepare to meet the needs of the schools they serve.  

Traditional Programs 

Historically, preparation programs for principals in the United States 

encompassed courses such as general management principals and school law with minor 

emphasis on effective teaching and student learning, human relations, and curriculum and 

organizational change (Levine, 2005).  To meet the needs for highly qualified leaders for 

traditional schools, university based principal preparation programs trained school leaders 

in programs aligned to standards.  One set of standards used by many universities is The 

Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards (Council of Chief 

State School Officers, 2008), which includes six standards that describe knowledge 

required for each standard, the dispositions or attitudes of the leader who is implementing 

the performances of the standard, and performances that could be observed by an 

administrator accomplished in the standard.  ISLLC, a consortium of national education 

leadership organizations, including the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals, the National Association of Secondary School Principals, the Council of Chief 

State School Officers and several others created these standards in 1996, revised them in 

2008, and then again in 2014.  The standards from 1996 and 2008 have been expanded 

from 6 to 11 standards in an effort to “articulate what effective leadership looks like in a 
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transformed public education system” (CCSSO, 2014, p.6).  The standards recommend 

that principals have knowledge in the following areas: 
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• Principles of effective instruction 

• Curriculum design, implementation, evaluation, and refinement 

• Principles related to implementing a strategic plan 

• Information sources, data collection, and data analysis strategies 

• How to inspire others with the vision that all children can learn at high 

 levels 

• Professional culture for teachers and staff 

These standards provide a broad overview that individual states may use to establish 

specific guidelines for school leaders.   

In North Carolina, the State Board of Education approved Standards for School 

Executives (2006) for implementation in the 2010-2011 school year.  These standards 

serve as the premise of the evaluation process for administrators in the state.  As reported 

in its document, “Public education’s changed mission dictates the need for a new type of 

school leader--an executive instead of an administrator.  No longer are school leaders 

maintaining the status quo by managing complex operations, but just like their colleagues 

in business, they must be able to create schools as organizations that can learn and change 

quickly if they are to improve performance” (North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction, 2006, p. 1).  With high expectations of student performance and the ratings of 

schools on the North Carolina Report Card, it is no longer acceptable for new principals 

to be given a few years to socialize into the role of principal.  On the first day of the new 

job, a principal needs to have evidence of efficacy in the eight standards of North 

Carolina’s standards for school leaders.  The eight standards of School Executives 

include: 
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• Standard 1:  Strategic Leadership  

• Standard 2:  Instructional Leadership  

• Standard 3:  Cultural Leadership 

• Standard 4:  Human Resource Leadership 

• Standard 5:  Managerial Leadership 

• Standard 6:  External Development Leadership 

• Standard 7:  Micro-political Leadership 

• Standard 8:  Student Performance  

In addition to these eight standards, there are many agencies that encourage 

principal training for responsibilities and duties of the principalship.  The Southern 

Regional Education Board (2001) outlines specific responsibilities for effectively leading 

today’s school: setting high expectations for faculty and all students, creating a caring 

school environment, providing in-service for teachers in the understanding of different 

learning styles, establishing effective communication practices, engaging parents, and 

using data to improve the teaching and learning process.  School principals are required 

to be more focused on student achievement than ever before, while still retaining their 

traditional administrative and building managerial duties (Usdan, McCloud, & 

Podmostko 2000; Levine 2005).  The increased focus on curriculum and instruction 

demands that principals spend a greater amount of time in classrooms, collect and 

analyze data, and provide professional development for their staffs in an effort to increase 

student achievement (Wallace Foundation, 2011; Usdan et al., 2000).   
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In addition to the ISLLC standards, state board of education requirements, and the 

SREB guidelines for effective leading, the 2012 Wallace Perspective Report defines five 

practices central to effective school leadership: 

1. Improving instruction to enable teachers to teach at their best and students to   

learn at their utmost 

2. Shaping a vision of academic success for all students, one based on high 

 standards 

3. Creating a climate hospitable to education in order that safety, a cooperative 

 spirit, and other foundations of fruitful interaction prevail 

4. Cultivating leadership in others so that teachers and other adults assume their 

 part in realizing the school vision 

5. Managing people, data, and processes to foster school improvement  

While these recognized and researched practices for training and evaluating school 

leaders are effective, there are also many benefits of non-traditional methods as 

alternatives to preparing assistant principals for the role of principal. 

Non-Traditional Programs 

In an attempt to improve leadership preparation programs to ready more 

sufficiently aspiring principals for the lead role, many states and districts are exploring 

alternatives to the traditional approach of principal preparation.  According to Orr, King 

and LaPointe (2010), several alternative programs are noted as effective: California 

School Leadership Academy, Chicago’s Leadership Initiative for Transformation (LIFT), 

KIPP Academies (Knowledge is Power Program), Broad Foundation Urban 

Superintendents Academy, Big Picture Company, and Charlotte-Mecklenburg School 
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District Program.  According to SREB (2011), the most respected alternative programs 

focus on seven topics: 

• Understanding and shaping school culture 

• Integrating technology into classrooms 

• Managing change 

• Resolving conflicts with all stakeholders 

• Ensuring needs of all children are met 

• Building a focus of learning for all 

• Attracting and retaining the highest quality teachers  

Quality programs also incorporate clinical experiences, a mentoring component, and a 

more pragmatic curriculum.    

Likewise, leadership programs or academies within districts are on the rise in 

response to the need to develop talent of those leaders waiting in the wings.  Future 

school leaders need opportunities to observe leadership in action, to participate in making 

leadership decisions, and then to practice leadership themselves under the supervision of 

an effective mentor or coach (Bottoms & O’Neill, 2001). 

The School Leadership Study (Davis et al., 2005) cites characteristics of self-

created school district leadership programs—the hybrid approach and a three-series 

approach.  The study further notes that these models are often seen in many large urban 

districts.  A specific example of a self-created school district leadership program 

highlighted was Boston Principal Fellowship (BPF) in Boston, Massachusetts.  The 

superintendent in this district valued a “home-grown” approach to leadership 

development that more closely aligned with specific district needs and initiatives.  
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Working with faculty from the University of Massachusetts, this program adopted a 

hybrid approach.  Candidates were selected on the basis of strong leadership potential and 

a commitment to continuous learning.  Those selected participated in a full-time 

internship, along with taking courses at the university that awarded credit toward a 

Master’s Degree in education.  Another example highlighted in this study was a school 

system in Fort Wayne, Indiana, that created a three-series approach for the district-based 

preparation programs to precede and follow traditional university programs.  The 

Investigating Series provided a sequence of meetings and trainings for those who were 

interested in pursuing school leadership in the future; the Exploring Series established a 

more formalized program centered on basic seminars and on-site leadership opportunities 

to individuals in the process of seeking principal certification; and finally, the Aspiring 

Leaders Series provided a year-long internship opportunity in local schools.  This 

program incorporates the leadership expectations in the district, the ISLLC standards, and 

the district’s core leadership beliefs about effective practice.  Both models, the hybrid 

approach and the three-series approach, offer districts options when considering non-

traditional programs.  

Other districts answering the need to develop leaders have created innovative 

programs designed to stretch learning experiences with a goal of developing strong 

leaders:   

 Kingsport City Schools (Tennessee) place aspiring leaders in a one-year 

position serving as an assistant to the principal; they are paid on the 

teacher salary schedule scale; they have administrative responsibilities and 
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are charged with improving instruction.  The majority of current principals 

in Kingsport have served as an assistant to the principal. 

 Hartford County Public Schools (Maryland) created a teacher-in-charge 

position in its elementary schools that shares the principal’s load and 

offers leadership practice in an authentic environment. 

 The state of Tennessee added an Aspiring Instructional Leadership 

License; with this license comes official recognition of becoming a leader-

in-training who will be supervised by school leaders. (Southern Regional 

Education Board, 2011) 

Many school systems throughout the country have developed leadership 

preparation programs for aspiring administrators (Quenneville, 2007).  As districts 

implement non-traditional preparation programs, they must respond to the reality that 

new principals need more than a list of duties.  In addition, districts must understand the 

challenges principals face, how they approach their tasks, and the things that either help 

them or get in their way of effective leadership. Portin et al. (2003), in Making Sense of 

Leading Schools, examines researchers’ advocacy of non-traditional programs to include 

such topics in their preparatory curriculum:  

• How to change the culture of a school 

• How to integrate technology successfully into the classroom 

• How to manage change 

• How to resolve conflicts and deal with unhappy, dispirited, or angry 

parents 

• How to ensure that the needs of all children are being met 
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• How to build a focus around learning for all concerned—student, teacher, 

and community 

• How to manage the conflicts arising over resource competition 

• How to attract, support and retain the highest quality teachers 

Every principal participating in this study states that “their preparation for the 

principalship was poorly aligned with the demands of the job” (Portin et al., p. 38).  To 

address these needs, the body of research points to common elements of quality 

preparation programs: 

• Research-based instruction  

• Curricular coherence 

• Adult learning theory 

• Problem-based instruction 

• Experience in authentic contexts/internships 

• Use of cohorts 

• Utilization of mentors 

• Emphasis on instructional leadership, change management and 

organizational development 

Non-traditional programs have more flexibility and are more apt to be tailored to focus on 

innovative courses and curricula than traditional academic institutions (Adkins, 2009), 

while supporting the development of leaders within specific districts.  

To this end, there has been a renewed interest in examining the quality of 

principal preparation programs in recent years, and many researchers have found that 

traditional preparation programs do not provide candidates with the appropriate skills and 
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competencies needed by today’s leaders (Orr et al., 2010).  Recently, reports from the 

National Staff Development Council, the Rand Corporation, the Institute for Educational 

Leadership, the Wallace Foundation, and the Woodrow Wilson Foundation show a 

noticeable decline in in the quality of principal preparation programs (Orr et al., 2010).  

Levine (2005) purports that the majority of traditional leadership programs “range from 

inadequate to appalling, even at some leading universities” (p.23).  This study reveals that 

most all schools of education have low admission and graduation criterion, lack focus, 

provide inadequate clinical training, and offer disjointed courses that do not align with 

today’s standards, usually being taught by adjunct faculty.   

Redesign of Traditional Programs 

With knowledge of standards, research, best practices, and criticism that principal 

preparation has not prepared school leaders well, traditional university programs have 

begun to redesign their programs.  The literature examines the demand for revision of 

principal preparation programs due to the increasing role expectations and challenges of 

today’s school leaders.  Funded by the Wallace Foundation, the 2003 study, Making 

Sense of Leading Schools: A National Study of the Principalship, researchers conducted 

interviews with 21 principals from four different US states.  When principals in this study 

were asked what best prepared them for the complex role of the principalship, experience 

ranked at the top.  Many gave little or no credit to their university preparation program as 

adequately preparing them for the challenges of effective leadership (Portin, et al., 2003).  

Most frequently, they cited “hands-on” types of experiences such as internships and 

mentoring as the most beneficial practices of their preparatory training.  In her 2004 

publication, Staffing the Principalship:  Finding, Coaching, and Mentoring School 
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Leaders, Suzette Lovely, superintendent of Carlsbad Unified School District, declares 

that school districts and universities must invest the time and resources required to select 

the very best leaders for schools.  

 As the primary means of preparing instructional leaders has in the past rested 

within university programs, it is critical that steps be taken to improve the traditional 

programs as they exist today (Styron & LeMire, 2009; Young & Brewer, 2008).  The 

National Commission on Excellence in Educational Administration (NCEEA) issued a 

report in 1987 titled, Leaders for America’s Schools, which surmised that of the country’s 

505 preparation programs in administration, there were fewer than half meeting the 

current demands of what an instructional leader is expected to accomplish.  Furthermore, 

they advocated to have the remaining programs closed (Levine, 2005).  Shortly after this 

report was issued, the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) 

established rigorous standards for school leaders that have been implemented within the 

administrative licensure programs in 40 states (Davis et al., 2005).  Although an attempt 

has been made to align the university programs more closely with the ISLLC standards, 

several studies have illustrated that a sufficient disconnect still exists between the 

programs offered at universities and the imperative need to ensure that potential leaders 

are prepared for the role of school principal (Bottoms, O’Neill, Fry, & Hill, 2003; Daresh 

& Male, 2000; Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, Syat, & Vine, 2003).   

At this time, 48 of our 50 states require that a state-approved program of 

preparation for K-12 principals be completed in order for an aspiring leader to receive 

certification (Mazzeo, 2003).  Rolling Up Their Sleeves, a report released in 2003, cites 

that 72% of superintendents and 67% of school administrators participating in the survey 
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reported that the formal training they received did not prepare them adequately for the 

task of maintaining a school environment (Farkas et al., 2003).  Even as early as 2001, 

the Who’s Next study, reported by the SREB, recommended that the following 

improvements be made in the traditional arena of formal preparation programs: 

• Adding rigorous course work with a focus on the fundamental shift from 

manager to instructional leader 

• Utilizing practicum experiences and internships  

• Coaching and mentoring aspiring leaders 

• Establishing cohort structures of support for aspiring leaders 

• Creating solid partnerships between districts and universities (p. 25) 

In Making Sense of Leading Schools, Portin, Schneider, DeArmond, and 

Gundlach (2003) support these findings and cite several factors surrounding traditional 

preparation programs.  Among those citations is a collection of coursework focused on 

managerial aspects of school leadership, the lack of delving into the role of an 

instructional leader in all of its complexities, and a lack of developing the many facets of 

the leader with regard to strategic, cultural, and external development.  In addition, the 

preparation programs lacked mentoring experiences and higher-level activities relevant to 

the role of an instructional leader, but they still emphasized the completion of many 

managerial tasks.  Among the topics that principals preferred to have been included in 

their programs were a sensitivity to myriad cultures, resolving conflicts, diagnosing and 

solving problems, and organizational practices.  A focus on the financial, day-to-day 

business involved in maintaining a school was at the top of the principals’ wish lists.  It is 

noteworthy that “All of the 21 principals interviewed viewed their preparation for the 
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principalship as poorly aligned with the demands of the job” (p. 39).  This study suggests 

that a vital strategy for improvement within these traditional programs would be pairing 

aspiring leaders with a mentor to learn in a no-penalty zone.  Among the better programs 

in the country, one would find that the philosophy of preparing for instructional 

leadership should be seen on a continuum of learning experiences, not singular events 

(2003).  Arthur Levine (2005), CEO of Woodrow Wilson Foundation concludes: 

Educational administration is the weakest program that schools of education offer. 

It found that few strong programs exist; most vary in quality from inadequate to 

appalling.  Their shortcomings include irrelevant and incoherent curricula, low 

admission and graduation standards, inadequate clinical instruction, weak 

faculties, degrees that are irrelevant to the jobs students eventually hold, 

insufficient financial support, and poor research. (p. 16)   

The Need to Prepare Future Leaders 

While universities have been redesigning programs to meet the demands of highly 

qualified school leaders, the job of the principal continues to evolve.  The role of the 21st 

century educational leader has become quite complex, changing dramatically in recent 

years.  In previous decades, a principal’s primary tasks centered on dealing with 

personnel issues, supervising bus transportation, maintaining school facilities and 

ordering supplies (Usdan et al., 2000).  Davis, et al., (2005) have clarified the ever-

demanding role of the principalship, regardless of the level in which they serve: 

More than ever, in today’s climate of heightened expectations, principals are in 

the hot seat to improve teaching and learning.  TThis is a tall, but very accurate order for 

principals today.  One study, How Leadership Influences Student Learning, determined 
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that leadership was the second most important school-based factor in student academic 

achievement--second only, in fact, to effective classroom instruction (Leithwood, et.al 

2004).  The principalship has always been a multi-faceted job, but now, more than any 

point in the past, principals are expected to possess a varied skill set to satisfy challenging 

expectations. (McCarthy & Forsyth, 2009; Wilson, 2010).  

In addition to the increased and varied demands of a school leader, the time 

between attaining a Master’s Degree in school administration and actually transferring 

the knowledge and skills learned from the assistant principal to the principalship creates a 

need for additional preparation.  The logical sequence to becoming a principal is to serve 

as an assistant principal for some time before being assigned to a school as the senior 

leader (Militello, Gadja, & Bowers, 2009).  However, in reality, there is little to no 

opportunity for the principal to devote quality time and resources to prepare the assistant 

principal to step into the role of school leader outlined by the state.  

Assistant principals spend much of their day dealing with tasks that do not align 

with leadership required of today’s principals.  In fact, many view assistant principals as 

those who are paying their dues before moving into the role of principal (Militello, et al., 

2009).  From a 1988 Pellicer survey, Marshall and Hooley (2006) report that assistant 

principals primarily spend their time completing duties associated with student discipline, 

teacher evaluation, and student attendance.  Additionally, Marshall and Hooley (2006) 

cite a 2004 Texas study that surveyed over 1200 assistant principals related to their daily 

tasks.  These tasks ranged in priority order from dealing with student discipline to 

parking issues (see Table 1).  The cited evidence signifies that duties and tasks fail to 

prepare aspiring principals for the role that they will assume.  
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Table 1  

Secondary Assistant Principal Tasks in Rank Order 

Rank Order Tasks 

1 Discipline 

2 Campus Building/Safety 

3 Student Activities 

4 Building Maintenance 

5 Teacher Evaluation 

6 Attend ARD 504 Meetings 

7 Textbooks 

8 Duty Schedule 

9 Tutorial Programs 

10 New Teachers/Mentor Programs 

11 Assessment Data 

12 Staff Development 

13 Supervise Departments 

14 Community Activities 

15 Attendance 

16 Graduation 

17 Campus Decision-Making Team 

18 Lockers 

19 Master Schedule 

20 Curriculum Development 

21 Transportation 

22 Keys 

23 Parking 

 

Additionally, a compelling need in North Carolina is to distribute leadership.  The 

NC Standards encourage the superintendent to build leadership capacity in districts and to 

create conditions where leadership can be distributed.  Distributive leadership, often 

known as team leadership, is centered on the decision-making process within a school 
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being distributed, or stretched, over the entire school community.  The idea of 

distributing leadership allows for capacity building and for an educational community to 

work together toward a common vision.  Teacher leaders may emerge as discussed 

above, but the practice of leadership can also be distributed to them as they become, to 

their supervisors, integral members of a school’s growth and development.  As a school 

develops and teachers grow, teacher leaders will often emerge naturally.  Using the 

practice of distributive leadership serves to assist in capacity building for the entire 

educational community working together for one vision.   

Without a distributive approach many principals find themselves trying to be all 

things for all people.  Using the distributive approach embraces the concept of teamwork, 

allowing educational leaders to teach others how to make defensible decisions and clarify 

decision responsibilities as they work together toward a common goal (Gordon & Louis, 

2009).  When implemented, this approach allows leaders to realize the power found in the 

cultivation of a network of individuals who are given the opportunity to lead (Spillane & 

Diamond, 2007).  Northouse (2013) exposes another facet of the process by describing 

distributive leadership as embracing a style that “involves the sharing of influence by 

team members who step forward when situations warrant, providing the leadership 

necessary and then stepping back to allow others to lead” (p. 113).  Varied leadership 

functions may be achieved at all levels of an organization when leaders develop and 

foster the contributions of others (Leithwood & Seashore-Louis, 2012). 

Districts and schools must focus on shared leadership and re-defining the role of 

the assistant principal.  Crow and Pounder (2005) explain that if a school leader truly 

practices shared leadership, then the assistant principal’s role reaches beyond normal 
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tasks and includes a greater emphasis on instructional leadership and monitoring, 

accountability, human resources, and strategic planning.  Effective principals mentor 

their assistant principals, modeling best practices to help them grow as leaders.  However, 

districts have a greater responsibility-- to support all assistant principals through the 

development phase in order to maximize growth opportunities  

Benefits of Preparing Aspiring Leaders 

Due to the evolving demands of leading as a 21st century principal and the 

realization that there will be many vacancies as current school leaders retire, much 

attention has been focused on finding and tapping into the pool of aspiring future leaders.  

As the literature shows, the redirection of preparation programs has been quite substantial 

and with varied benefits.  Regardless of the execution of the principal-preparedness 

programs, aspiring principals are strengthened as leaders by participating.  Additionally, 

many districts nationwide are implementing leadership programs for future school 

administrators as well as strategically creating a plan for succession, as opposed to 

relying on more traditional methods.  

Published by the National Association of Secondary School Principals (2007), the 

article, Changing Role of the Middle Level and High School Leader, suggests that 

specific models must be at the forefront of the change process.  However, districts across 

the country currently use the following strategies while searching for new school leaders: 

• Assume that things will happen naturally, without focused attention 

• Believe there is not, nor will there be, a shortage of prepared leaders 

• Create policies mandating the moves of principals after a certain time has 

passed, instead of working strategically based on the needs of the schools 
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• Advertise on a national level, making it more expensive to recruit and 

making turnover greater 

The reality is that these processes do not lay the foundation for a strategic, formalized 

succession for attaining and sustaining high quality leadership. 

Participating in succession planning ensures that districts invest time in the 

process of identifying characteristics to sustain within schools and finding ways to build 

the capacity that supports the sustainment of these characteristics.  In fact, Hargreaves 

and Fink (2005) studied the succession of leadership in eight high schools in Canada and 

the United States and discovered that this issue is one of the most inhibitive factors 

influencing the sustainment of school improvement.  Traditionally, it has been the 

primary duty of university programs to prepare leaders for principalships rather than 

examining the benefits of preparing aspiring leaders.  

The time for a paradigm shift and preparation restructuring has become clear. 

Bottoms (Southern Regional Education Board, 2011) states, “Districts have to accept 

responsibility to be equal partners with the university in preparing future principals. In an 

era when school budgets are extremely overstressed, district leaders may have to be 

especially creative to carve out the resources necessary to support a principal internship 

program but internships are essential.  Up to 80% of what principals learn about the job is 

learned on the job” (p. ii).  Districts need a principal succession plan that includes a 

balanced combination of theory, research-based information, and an opportunity to 

participate in an experiential internship with coaches and mentors devoted to assisting the 

aspiring leader with gaining the knowledge and skill sets to lead successfully in schools.  

In suburban, urban, and rural America, districts that do not have succession plans—
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including the components listed above—will not be able to rise to the maximum level of 

school and student performance.  Bottoms (Southern Regional Education Board, 2011), 

further concludes, “It is as stark and simple as that” (p. ii).   

Research clearly proves that top-performing school districts consistently promote 

leaders from within their district.  In fact, the most recent recipients of the Broad Prize for 

Excellence in Education pulled less than 10% of its leaders from areas outside the district 

in which they work.  Most effective districts create processes to build capacity from 

within.  Several of these key practices include: 

• Knowing the people within the system 

• Rewarding the performance(s) of those people 

• Distributing the leadership among the potential leaders 

• Valuing the professional development provided 

• Cultivating the professional learning communities within the district 

• Developing and selecting the aspiring leaders considered to be the best 

• Providing supportive working conditions 

An emphasis on growing leaders as a best practice is consistent with private 

sector management and succession planning literature.  In his book Good to Great, Jim 

Collins (2001) observes, “Only 5% of his “great company” CEOs were external hires...”  

Throughout decades of research, SREB (2011) notes that it is imperative that districts 

adopt a practice utilized by much of the private sector as it relates to furthering leadership 

by “creating a development-oriented culture rather than a replacement-oriented culture” 

(p. 23).  The research clearly supports preparing future school leaders from within, 

similar to the process used by successful corporations.  
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At this time most of the districts across the nation do not have procedures in place 

to plan for succession of leaders.  In fact, they rely on ‘hire and hope’ practices, common 

in the private sector as well as public schools searching for candidates when positions 

become available.  Joseph Bower (2007), in The CEO Within: Why Inside-Outsiders are 

the Key to Succession Planning, refers to this as ‘test-tube development’ and determines 

that this is not an effective practice.  The idea of selecting principals, putting them in a 

test tube, turning up the heat, and seeing what one gets, is not a viable plan of succession 

but rather a very risky strategy that potentially impacts students negatively.  

The Southern Regional Education Board (2011) understands this issue and has 

taken necessary steps to define layers of a conceptual framework that encourages and 

supports planning for succession:  

• Identify and develop talent among aspiring leaders 

• Select the leaders that match the needs and use an effective onboarding 

system  

• Evaluate the leaders and procedures within the district. (p. 41) 

Those making decisions at the state level must be sure that districts are supported 

in the following ways: 

• Creating a procedure for finding leadership talent inside the district 

• Holding all principals responsible for developing those educators who 

aspire to become leaders 

• Expecting districts to join forces with colleges and universities in 

providing programs that blend coursework and experiences within the 

field  
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• Providing principals with support in coaching and maintaining flexibility 

required to lead effectively as principalships are attained. (p. 41) 

Bottoms (Southern Regional Education Board, 2011) declares, “In essence, the 

state has to send a clear message—not only to schools but to parents and community 

leaders—that unless more attention is paid to the selection, development, and support of 

principals, there is not much hope that we are going to move all of our schools to higher 

levels of performance” (p. ii).  Districts can glean abundant knowledge from studying the 

practices that Alabama has put into place as they are paving the way to take responsibility 

required of developing skill sets and building capacity among their teachers.  In fact, 

Standard 3 of Alabama’s instructional leader’s evaluation instrument demands that 

several key indicators involving human resource development be part of the process of 

developing aspiring leaders.  Among these indicators are the following: 

  



 
 

  

58 

• Ability to provide opportunities of growth for aspiring leaders 

• Ability to collaborate with others to plan professional development that is 

differentiated 

• Ability to utilize many supervisory modes in an effort to improve student 

learning and teaching  

• Ability to transfer learning strategies of adults into professional 

development (SREB, 2011, p. 39). 

It is clear that programs for developing aspiring leaders are of absolute benefit in 

present times.  Not only do districts need to be responsible for developing their own 

talent from within the system, but they also need to build strong partnerships with 

universities and colleges to ensure that future leaders are prepared.  The succession of 

principals over the course of the next few years demands that systems seek to find the 

necessary talent to best meet the needs of each school in the nation.  The most important 

impact this will have on districts will be able to benefit from planned strategies.  They 

will have the knowledge and understanding to prescribe the effective leader for each 

school so that maximum growth can occur.   

Summary of Review of Literature 

Districts must embrace a paradigm shift to prepare and secure new school leaders.  

As Michael Fullan proclaims (2012), “You can’t just start with the principal… it starts 

with a foundational bedrock of quality teachers across the board.  Then you can spawn 

leaders, developing other leaders, pipelines of potential future leaders learning leadership 

in the settings in which they work” (p. 6).  Perhaps, the greatest benefit of the 

restructuring of preparation programs for school leaders is that the true transformation of 
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a leader can only occur within authentic experiences in the leadership role.  As aspiring 

leaders are supported by programs, mentors, and natural leadership experiences, the pool 

of candidates becomes not only larger but more than capable to accept the demands of 

leading schools. 
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Chapter 2:  The Strategic Plan 

Introduction 

The emergence of the problem of practice saw fruition through a focus on 

creating a pipeline to the principalship.   During an August 2014 conversation with the 

superintendent of Welborn County Schools, the researcher focused on leadership across 

the district and the creation of a leadership program for aspiring principals to address the 

problem of practice, thereby setting the stage for the work of the strategic plan dedicated 

to principal leadership.   Prior to this time, there had been no formal process of 

succession planning or leadership development within the district on any level. 

Literature supports providing leadership growth opportunities for assistant 

principals who aspire to become principals.  After launching the initial prototype of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) in Welborn County Schools, the researcher asked 

for participants to identify how they experienced the program and what value it added to 

their leadership experience.  With the district’s focus on building leadership capacity, the 

initial prototype of the ALA focused on participant competence in 11 areas aligned to NC 

Standards for School Executives as detailed in Figure 2.  Upon completion of the ALA 

requirements and experiences, participants will have gained experience and competence 

in the five dimensions of the NC Standards for School Executives.  
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Standard I 

Strategic Leadership 

 Resilience- the ability to stay positive 

and keep momentum going when faced 

with challenges  
 Communication 

 Situational Problem-Solving 

 

Standard II 

Instructional Leadership 

 Focus on Student Learning 

 

Standard III 

Climate and Culture 

 

 Climate and Culture 

 

Standard IV 

Human Resource Leadership 
 

 Personal Behavior (Practice of 

Leaders) 

 Accountability for Professional 

Practice 

 Supervision of Instructional and Non-

Instructional Staff 

 

Standard V 

Managerial Leadership 
 

 Time/Task/Project Management 

Technology 

 

Figure 2. ALA Focus Aligned With NC Standards for School Executives 

 

The initial prototype of the Aspiring Leadership Academy was based on a theme 

of the journey of leadership as participants would “chart their course” as leaders by 

discussing specific topics such as improving problem solving skills, revealing personal 

strengths of leadership, and strengthening communication as a school leader.  At the first 

meeting, assistant principals received a course syllabus (see Appendix A) and discussed 

an overview of the eight-session professional development.  Meetings were three hours in 

length held at varying times during the day--morning, mid-day, and afternoon.  The 

rationale for the varying times of meetings was an effort to avoid pulling assistant 

principals from their schools at the same time each month, allowing them not to miss the 

same responsibilities continually.  The syllabus included session dates, times, and titles 

for the entire program, along with a description of each session’s theme.  
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The November 2014 session was titled, “Charting the Course.”  Since this was 

the initial meeting for the ALA, it was critical to define the first session, being very 

clear as to the direction of the academy.  The academy was framed with the following 

introduction:   

As we begin the series, clear direction is critical.  To promote direction, leaders 

will be provided an opportunity to self-examine and reflect in order to determine 

personal attributes that will drive them to success.  This session will build the 

foundation for the rest of the series and promote meaningful cohort experiences 

to follow.   

In this initial cohort meeting, assistant principals in the program were welcomed 

by the researcher and given an overview of the eight-session program.  Participants were 

asked to define what the word “aspire” meant to them and then in a group discussion 

clarify the definition.  As the tone was set to embark on this leadership journey through 

the Aspiring Leadership Academy, the first portion of the book, StrengthsFinder 2.0 

(2009), was the initial assignment.  The book, distributed to each member of the cohort, 

had a personalized code that the participants used at the second session to take a 

leadership style assessment.  As part of the program, participants were required to 

identify a problem of practice in their schools or within the district and then solve the 

problem prior to the conclusion of the course.  Participants received specific directions as 

well as a shared article to deepen their understanding of the concept of the problem of 

practice.  A presentation on Google Classroom served as the electronic blended learning 

environment for participants to hand in assignments and receive communication from the 

researcher in addition to other assistant principals in the program.  As a part of Google’s 
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Apps for Education, the electronic program Google Classroom was introduced to the 

district during the fall of 2014.  Use of this technology tool modeled for the participants a 

strategy that they could use as an instructional leader.  The first meeting concluded with a 

TED Talk video, “Everyday Leadership.” Assistant principals were asked to write three 

“thank-you” notes to anyone who had helped them on their leadership journey.  The 

researcher offered closing remarks and explained an electronic survey they would receive 

which asked for three responses:  

1. What about session one has validated, inspired, or caused a change in your 

thinking?  

2.  What practices or ideas did you learn that you can implement as a leader?  

3.  I still would like to learn more about ___ as I grow and develop as a leader.  

The second session, “Treasure Your Findings,” held December 17, 2014, 

specifically focused on recognizing, utilizing and celebrating the strengths of those 

persons one chooses to surround themselves as a leader.   

Knowing your own strengths will help you seek the gems and jewels that will 

make your team shine.  Build a team that will operate effectively because faculty 

members’ strengths are recognized, valued, and utilized to take your school to the 

optimal level of success.  In this session we will explore the many facets of 

promoting “treasures” in the workplace and how this must be one of your highest 

priorities.  Utilize treasures to maximize leadership!  

After the welcome and introduction, one of the district’s technology facilitators trained 

participants on Advanced Google Tips & Tricks.  This training encompassed the 

numerous tools available through Google to improve proficiency as a school 
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leader.  After defining Theory X and Theory Y leadership styles, the researcher led an 

activity in which participants answered a series of questions that determined their style as 

one of the two types.  Cohort members discussed ideas for their problem of practice 

among themselves.  To conclude session two, participants took the StrengthsFinder 2.0 

(2009) online assessment, followed by an activity whereby groups of three shared their 

results from the assessment.  Topics of discussion focused on which strengths appeared 

as dominant and whether or not individuals identified with the leadership descriptions 

produced by the assessment.  The superintendent was invited to attend the final activity 

which included a “treasure hunt” where the researcher presented each academy member, 

along with the superintendent, an embossed Aspiring Leadership Academy portfolio and 

a professional photograph of the group.  This discussion of “treasure your findings” 

concluded with the program director sharing, very transparently, artifacts saved as 

professional “treasures” throughout the years as an educator, thus encouraging these 

aspiring leaders to do the same.     

“O Captain! My Captain,” the session title of the third meeting of the ALA, was 

held in January of 2015.   

The success of those you lead IS your success, right?  In this session we will 

carefully examine your role in the success of others while operating in the context 

of service leaders.  Three important questions for your consideration are as 

follows: 

1.  What do your superintendent, board, and school community expect of you? 

2.   Do you know what your faculty, staff, and students expect? 

3.   What do they need from you? 
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  In this session, we will carefully examine your role in the success of others while 

operating in the context of service leadership.  

The session began with a debriefing of the book, StrengthsFinder 2.0 (2009), as 

participants shared responses from guided questions given at the previous session.  The 

questions asked participants to reflect on their identified strengths and how they planned 

to use their top themes as a leader to work most effectively.  The researcher prepared 

questions for assistant principals to guide their reflections:  

1. What are your top themes and the patterns of behavior that result?   

2.  How do you communicate with others?   

3.  What drives you?   

4.  How will you set direction and make decisions?   

The researcher then provided assistant principals an overview of the North 

Carolina Principal Evaluation Instrument by detailing each standard and previewing 

specific artifacts that supported evidence of completing the standards.  Dr. Dennis 

Gurley, former superintendent of Winston-Salem Forsyth Schools, attended this 

session as a guest speaker.  He was selected not only for his vast, successful experience 

as a superintendent, but also as someone who could offer a different perspective of what 

superintendents look for and expect of principals.  Following his presentation and a 

question-and-answer period, the researcher explained an upcoming principal shadowing 

experience for program participants.  This proposed activity would provide participants 

the opportunity to spend three hours with two different principals in the district.  The 

researcher assigned each cohort member to a principal who currently serves on each 
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academic level (elementary, middle, and high) a strategic plan to expose the assistant 

principals to varying experiences.  

Held in February of 2015, the fourth meeting focused on the challenges of 

leadership as expressed in “A Life Preserver for Troubled Waters,” the session’s theme. 

This session will bring to the forefront the many tools you will need to master in 

order to survive the rough waters that WILL come your way.  Critical 

conversations, the varying perceptions of the principal, time management, the 

importance of communication, and practicing a No-Fault Policy are just a few 

examples of the “storms” of the sea.  Life preservers, well-developed strategies, 

will promote smooth sailing.  

In this fourth session assistant principals were presented an overarching theme of the 

importance of establishing and maintaining effective communication with staff and 

parents, while maintaining a positive relationship.  Key strategies were shared to ensure 

success in conflict and challenge management that led to participants bringing forth their 

own questions as they engaged and embraced the theme of the session.  Participant 

examples included topics such as sensitive conversations with students, parents, and 

faculty surrounding key areas of grading, discipline, communication, test data, 

evaluation, and individual strengths and weaknesses of each of these stakeholders while 

maintaining professional ethics for all those involved.  Other key points of discussion 

included maximizing time and creating a professional and approachable image as a 

principal in an effort to serve all stakeholders most effectively.  

“A Long Way from Shore” was the March 2015 session title to introduce the 

special skills needed to keep engagement at an optimum level.  
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March is the perfect time to consider the skills a principal must possess to keep 

the momentum that promotes a strong, effective ending.  At this time of year, the 

end seems “too” far from shore.  This is a critical time, and the most effective 

principals know how to keep engagement high in order to finish strong.  In this 

session we will examine the ebb and flow of the year and how the principal 

keeps everyone--including themselves--operating at top level.  

The March session began with several participants sharing with the group their initial 

experiences of the principal shadowing activity.  With the help of the researcher, 

participants created a chart of “promising practices” observed as they completed their 

visits:  the principal being visible, greeting students and staff, treating students as 

individuals, celebrating staff success, and monitoring in classrooms and public areas.  It 

was also noted by the assistant principals that the time commitment required of 

principals, regardless of level, is paramount to a successful school year.  As part of the 

shadowing activity, assistant principals shared the realization that principals must 

possess a wide knowledge base, be well-versed in a multitude of areas, and support 

teachers in implementing the best and most effective instructional practices.  The 

reflections shared were very powerful as some assistant principals indicated learning a 

great deal about levels in which they had not worked either as a teacher or an 

administrator.  In addition to sharing the shadowing experience, a discussion revolved 

around the importance of keeping teachers and students engaged as the school year 

comes to a close, a critical time of year as teachers work diligently to ensure all 

curriculum objectives have been taught prior to the year’s end, while maintaining 

students’ focus.   
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The April 2015 meeting, “Navigate the High Seas,” focused on being an 

instructional leader.   

Curriculum and instruction always take precedence and must guide every decision 

that you make. Using data as a tool, principals must provide clear direction for 

instructional teaching and instructional learning.  Data that drives what happens 

next to effectively and efficiently engage learning for both students and teachers 

will take your school to the highest level of success.  As captain your curricular 

expectations will help you navigate the HIGH seas.  

This session focused on the importance of instructional leadership.  Several key 

components presented to the group for consideration when planning professional 

development include the following: developing a vision for professional development, 

planning strategies to support district initiatives based on best practices for teaching and 

learning, and supporting teachers after professional development has occurred to ensure 

implementation in classrooms.  Other topics of discussion included assessing teacher 

performance and utilizing different types of data with the goal of improving teaching and 

learning.  The guest speaker for this session was Eloise Phipps, assistant superintendent 

for human resources.  Ms. Phipps shared the importance of professional resume writing 

and effective interviewing strategies with the participants.  Given the opportunity to ask 

Ms. Phipps questions pertaining to the specific interviewing and hiring process, the 

participants found this session very timely in that many of them would apply and 

interview for principalship openings in the following months.     
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Leading with vision was the topic of the May 2015 session.  “Anchor Your 

Beliefs.”  Typically, successful organizations advertise for a ‘visionary leader’ to serve 

them:   

The most effective leaders are often described as visionary. 

1.  What is vision?   

2. What is the difference between the visionary leaders and an ordinary leader?   

3. How do you get the vision?   

In this session, we explore the difference between vision, mission and beliefs and the role 

of the principal in developing and sharing a vision for the school.   

This session began with two novice principals, Willys Scott and Elizabeth Goins, 

sharing their experiences from their first year of the principalship.  Program participants 

wrote questions that the researcher sent to both principals prior to the meeting.  As a 

result of this activity, the principals answered all questions, providing specific evidences 

from their first year in the role.  Other agenda items for this meeting included participants 

presenting their problem of practice and ended with a final discussion on what it means to 

be a visionary leader.  Participants were provided information about the importance of the 

mission and vision and how they contribute to the overall success of the school.  

Additionally, assistant principals learned the significance of involving others in the 

process of creating mission and vision statements and how to successfully take the 

necessary steps to ensure that these statements are realized.   

The final session, held in June 2015 was titled, “Clear Sailing,” keeping the idea 

of the journey as an ongoing process.   
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At this point you should be ready to Set Sail on your journey as a Welborn 

County Schools’ Principal.  This culminating session will bring together 

everything that we have focused on through the Aspiring Leadership Academy 

Navigational Chart.  Bon Voyage!!   

Assistant principals shared final problems of practice at this last session.  The researcher 

facilitated a discussion on lessons learned in leadership.  Participants were given an 

opportunity to reflect on the experience of the program and offer the researcher 

suggestions for strengthening the program in future years.  All members of the first 

cohort were asked to attend the Welborn Board of Education meeting in late June to be 

recognized as academy graduates where they were presented a lapel pin and certificate by 

the superintendent.  

Components of the academy program were based on the NC Standards for School 

Executives, promising participants professional growth as leaders in the following 

dimensions of the leadership performance standards: personal behavior, leadership 

resilience, communication, instructional leadership, supervision of instructional and non-

instructional staff, climate and culture, time/task and project management, and the use of 

technology as a school leader.  Seminars included guest speakers: Dr. Dennis Gurley, 

former superintendent of Winston Salem-Forsyth County Schools, Eloise Phipps, 

assistant superintendent of Welborn County Schools, Willys Scott and Elizabeth Goins, 

first year principals, and a book study, StrengthsFinder 2.0 (2009), a tool to help assistant 

principals recognize their leadership strengths and the importance of identifying 

individual strengths as part of a team, and completing a problem of practice.  Other 

components of the monthly meetings included principal shadowing experiences, 
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individual coaching, and interview preparation.  No additional funding was required in 

the initial launch of this prototype.  Funds from the curriculum budget--previously 

established for professional development--covered all costs of program.  

Program Evaluation Methods and Outcomes 

Once the implemented prototype for the Aspiring Leadership Academy in 

Welborn County Schools had finished, the researcher felt it necessary to diagnose the 

effectiveness of the prototype for future cohorts.  The purpose of the program evaluation 

was to collect data on the ALA goals of improving the competence and experiences of 

assistant principals enrolled.  To determine the participants’ assessment of the structure 

of the ALA, an evaluation of the curriculum topics (their benefit), and the participant’s 

personal leadership development, the researcher conducted a mixed methods study that 

provided the Strategic Planning Team (SPT) information about the ALA’s initial 

prototype and ways to strengthen the ALA.  

For the qualitative aspect of the needs assessment, the researcher used a 

phenomenological approach.  According to Creswell (2007), a phenomenological study 

describes the meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 

phenomenon.  The phenomenon in this study is the Aspiring Leadership Academy and 

the 13 participants who were a part of this experience from November 2014 through June 

2015.  Utilizing focus group interviews, the researcher collected data to develop a 

description of the ALA consisting of "what" they experienced and "how" they 

experienced it.  The research questions for this part of the study included: 

1.  How do participants assess the structure of the ALA?  

2. How do participants assess the curriculum of the ALA?  
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3. What did the ALA experience mean to them in their leadership development? 

The researcher, an assistant principal from 1999-2002, who then became a 

principal in the fall of 2002, has rich experience with the assistant principalship as well as 

training and development in principal leadership as a North Carolina Principal Fellow in 

1997-1999.  Currently, as director of secondary education for Welborn County Schools, 

the researcher was the major developer of the ALA from its inception.  This experience 

supported the researcher in analyzing the data collected to describe the essence or 

meaning of their experiences as related to the ALA.  Furthermore, Creswell’s (2007) 

description of phenomenology as an interpretive process validates this researcher who 

has lived similar experiences.  In fact, the researcher of this study developed and attended 

every session of the ALA, providing her rich experience and an opportunity to understand 

fully the results of the data in planning for an improved program.  

To conduct this part of the study, the researcher divided the participants into three 

groups by school level.  This process allowed for smaller groups, yielding deeper insights 

into the lived experiences.  Originally, there were seven elementary assistant principals, 

two middle school assistant principals, and four high school assistant principals who 

participated in the program.  There were 12 female and 1 male assistant principals in the 

ALA.  All participants are Caucasian.  Eleven assistant principals completed the entire 

program, with two departing from the program early to accept principal appointments in 

the district.  

Prior to collecting any data, the researcher secured IRB permission from High 

Point University. High Point University’s Institutional Review Board initially approved 

the research to be conducted by the researcher in September 2015 (see Appendix 



 
 

  

73 

B).   Following submission of the IRB application, a set of revisions based upon the 

initial submission, and a final resubmission the research application was approved as 

presented.   In the final, approved submission, the IRB application focused on describing 

the process of developing the program evaluation.  This process involved the following 

components: conducting three focus interviews with 11 of the first cohort participants in 

the Aspiring Leadership Academy, examining evaluations completed by assistant 

principals at the conclusion of each Aspiring Leadership Academy Session, and 

compiling competency rating survey data completed by each participant in the program.    

Additionally, the IRB application identified and structured the questions and 

procedures as well as the protocol to be used for each stakeholder group and the consent 

forms that would be provided for the participants.  Using both qualitative and quantitative 

results, this study, by definition, is a mixed method study and provides various 

viewpoints and perceptions about the experiences gained by the participants during the 

prototype of this leadership academy.   Finally, information gathered from the program 

evaluation will drive continuous improvement for the Aspiring Leadership Academy in 

the Welborn County Schools.  

Focus Group Interviews 

Process 

Following granted appropriate approval from the university, ALA participants 

were given an informed consent letter, (see Appendix C) in person, asking for their 

consent to participate in a focus group interview.  To conduct the focus group interviews, 

the researcher invited each group to a central location in the district.  With a recording 

device and the administrative assistant for secondary education to take notes, the 
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researcher and participants convened in a discreet location to complete the focus group 

interviews.  The standard questions were aligned to three research questions: 

1. ALA Structure:  The ALA was designed to cover a period of eight months. 

Each session was three hours.  How did the time span and time frame work for 

you?  

How did the format of the ALA sessions work for you?  This includes guest 

speakers, resources, activities, discussions, simulations, group work, and 

individual projects. 

2. ALA Curriculum:  What session topics contributed to your competence as a 

school leader? 

What program activities contributed to your competence as a school leader? 

3. ALA Experience: What experiences of ALA contributed to your development 

in your own personal leadership journey?  

What experiences would address a gap that you think you have in your own 

personal leadership development? 

Additionally, there were two summary questions to finalize the focus group interview. 

Overall, what other topics were not covered that would address a gap in your 

knowledge? Is there anything else we should know as we implement the next ALA for the 

second cohort?  

Data Analysis 

 The focus group interviews provided an opportunity for participants to elaborate 

on some of the data in the competency rating survey completed at the conclusion of the 

ALA prototype.  Time was a consistent element that surfaced in participant responses.  
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As it related to the prototype, a significant number of participants noted that the time span 

of the program--with meetings being held monthly in three-hour time frame for sessions--

was very effective.  Several participants also indicated that beginning the program in 

November and ending in June, in addition to the length of each session, proved effective.  

Compliments suggested that the monthly meetings worked well, allowing time in 

between each session to complete assignments and reading without taking them away 

from their campuses an excessive amount of time.  A recommended change made during 

the focus group interview process was to begin the program earlier in the year going 

forward, to conclude prior to June, the busiest time of year.  When given focused 

questions about the three-hour time frame of each session, a majority of the cohort 

members reported that they liked the variance of the meeting times, scheduled at different 

times of the day to avoid taking assistant principals from their respective schools at the 

same time each month.  A significant number of participants indicated that the morning 

meetings worked best for their schedules as it is difficult to leave their school after 

beginning the work day in lieu of the expected--more often the unexpected--school duties 

administrators face each morning.  Participants indicated an appreciation for the time 

dedicated to planning each session, yet valued the opportunity for discussion as topics 

emerged and felt that time was used wisely while moving at an appropriate pace.   

Assistant principals in cohort one took part in a book study, Strengths-Based 

Leadership.  The researcher specifically asked participants during the interviews to 

articulate points of this activity that most contributed to their competence as a future 

principal.  Participant responses indicated that the activity proved very helpful and 

encouraged them to reflect on their strengths as a leader while focusing on traits to 
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expand as a principal.  Participants also emphasized that the activity not only helped them 

understand their leadership strengths but also served as a point of comparison of strengths 

between the assistant principal and principal, ultimately creating a conversation 

connected to the functionality of their school-based leadership team.  One member of the 

program shared that knowing strengths had proven invaluable and advocated the 

continued use of the book study as a key component of the program.  A significant 

number of participants reported discussing their strengths, as revealed in this book, while 

involved in district interviews for a principalship.  It was the consensus of the participants 

in the academy that knowing their individual strengths would be an asset in shaping their 

leadership development.  The participants felt that they needed more time devoted to the 

book study, looking at their individual strengths as well as becoming aware of strengths 

of others on their leadership team.   

A significant component of the first prototype of the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy was a “principal shadowing” activity, whereby assistant principals were paired 

with two principals who serve on a level differing from the assistant principal.  The 

participating assistant principal was responsible for setting up the visit and spending two 

hours with the assigned principal.  Participants indicated unanimously that these visits 

were, by far, the most beneficial aspect of the program.  They expressed significant value 

in observing principals on different levels with varying experience and diverse leadership 

styles.  Several participants voiced that they felt an appreciation for the opportunity to 

shadow different administrators but recognized more extended growth was gained 

through follow-up discussion at the next session.  Most importantly, participants made 

suggestions for improvement for this activity to include a shadowing experience of more 
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principals, an increased amount of time of the shadowing experience, and the autonomy 

for the participant to select one principal of choice in addition to the two chosen by the 

program coordinator.   

 At the recommendation of the superintendent, a component of the Aspiring 

Leadership Academy was added to require participants to work through a problem of 

practice.  To gather data on the effectiveness of this activity, the researcher asked 

participants to reflect on this experience.  Although the participants found solving a 

problem of practice in their particular school challenging or difficult, all participants 

concluded that it was a worthwhile experience, providing an awareness of the importance 

of being a proactive leader and correcting a potential problem before it arises.  Many 

participants also commented that the activity enabled critical reflection, evaluation, and 

problem-solving experience in an effort to improve on a continued basis individual 

schools and the district as a whole.  In addition, participants suggested another 

improvement--to begin the process earlier in the series of program sessions and devote 

more time at individual sessions to the concept of the problem of practice.  Finally, while 

presentations were scheduled at the conclusion of the academy, some participants 

recommended completing the presentation component throughout the latter part of the 

academy as opposed to presenting only at the end.   

Guest speakers were invited to speak to the ALA participants.  Those speakers 

included Dr. Dennis Gurley, former superintendent of Winston Salem-Forsyth County 

schools, Eloise Phipps, assistant superintendent of Human Resources for Welborn County 

Schools, and two novice principals from the district, Willys Scott and Elizabeth Goins.  

Participants saw value in the varied offerings and conversation points brought to the 
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program by the inclusion of each of the guests.  Participants clearly appreciated hearing 

the perspective from a former superintendent outside the district.  Interviews of the 

participants found significant the former superintendent’s philosophy of the importance 

of building relationships as a leader, regardless of the role.  Participants indicated that the 

presentation by the district’s assistant superintendent for human resources held significant 

value for the content shared, especially the practical information pertaining to the 

interview and hiring process because of the personal impact on the future career of each 

participant.  Transparency of both was noted and rated as a very effective element of the 

program connected to the participant’s growth as leaders.  Interviews suggested that the 

information shared by two novice principals who participated added varied scope and 

interest to the participants.  One noted outcome of the participants hearing the novice 

principals centered on the lived experiences gained in a relatively short amount of time.  

Participants cited that improvement in this component of the ALA could be made with 

the involvement of experienced principals as a part of the panel.  Through this panel 

presentation, participants learned of an Entry Plan required by the superintendent for all 

new principals in the district.   Participants felt that the Entry Plan required by the 

superintendent should be a stand-alone component of the ALA, rather than discussed 

only by the novice principals. 

The interview process concluded with participants offering recommendations for 

the overall improvement of the Aspiring Leadership Academy for the future.  

Opportunities for strengthening the ALA should include the following: 

 Schedule shadowing visits of principals outside of Welborn County Schools 
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 Invite more guest speakers from additional areas--such as finance and auxiliary 

services 

 Arrange a panel of parents, students, and teachers to share their ideas of what 

makes an effective principal 

 Develop more in-depth studies of budgeting, data, and successfully having critical 

conversations 

Discussion of Findings 

A review of the focus group interview data provided by the participants of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy shows the overwhelming support to continue the program.  

The summary of data also indicates that there was no activity or component the 

participants found ineffective.  Although there were suggestions for strengthening the 

program, it was clear that the participants felt confident in the fact that the ALA 

contributed to their growth and development as a school leader.   

ALA Session Evaluations 

Process 

For the second part of the study, the researcher utilized data from eight ALA 

session evaluations.  During the time of the prototype launch, individual sessions of the 

initial prototype concluded with each participant submitting responses: 

1.  What about session ___ has validated, inspired, or caused a change in your 

thinking? 

2.  What practices or ideas did you learn that you can implement as a leader? 

3.  I still would like to learn more about ___ as I grow and develop as a leader. 
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Using Survey Monkey, an electronic collection method, the researcher gathered session 

evaluations at the conclusion of each meeting from program participants, where they 

indicated the impact the session had on individual growth as a school leader.   

Data Analysis 

The researcher then analyzed the data, aligning major topics of the ALA with NC 

Standards for School Executives (see Figure 2).  This data analysis provided a description 

of program impact while also indicating to the Strategic Planning Team a synopsis of the 

topics which had a significant influence on participants and those that did not.  

Following data analysis from all session evaluations, common themes 

emerged.  Participants gave positive support to the discussion of professionalism in 

relation to becoming an effective principal.  This point of support was particularly 

impactful to participants when focusing on interaction with all stakeholders of the school 

community.  The importance of professionalism was highlighted in relation to all aspects 

of the interview process including resume writing and presenting the individual 

candidate in a professional manner.  Exposure to varying leadership styles was an 

additional attribute noted by the participants.  Participants expressed support for the time 

allowed during sessions for discussion with each other, as opposed to the facilitator and 

guest speakers presenting as the expert in all situations.  This opportunity allowed 

assistant principals to reflect on session topics, formulate their own ideas, and share their 

thoughts and experiences with other cohort members.  Upon conclusion of the academy, 

the data fully support the summation that the participants felt strongly that 

their leadership skills had grown immensely.  The data reveal that the participants saw 
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personal growth in their discovering and reflecting upon individual strengths as leaders, 

thereby giving them a greater knowledge of balance in the leadership role.  

Participants expressed a need to increase their level of comfort by having 

conversations with teachers who are struggling in their performance as a teacher as well 

as dealing with difficult situations that may arise with students, staff, parents, and 

community members.  Additionally, aspiring principals in Welborn County Schools want 

to grow in the area of being an effective instructional leader, regardless of the level 

served.  Other areas noted by the participants for strengthening the program include more 

information centered on using data as an instructional leader, facilitating the budget 

process, and improving schools as a school leader.  
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Discussion of Findings 

Evidence gives clear support to the need for an Aspiring Leadership Academy as 

a learning-by-doing process for assistant principals who desire to progress and move 

forward in the leadership process.  The candor in discussion by the participants indicated 

an emerging, ever-present need for learning experiences from trusted and successful 

principals in the profession.  Critical to the success of growing these leaders are 

experiences not available in isolation in day-to-day work situations.  It is clear from the 

research that there are missed connections as assistant principals contemplate and activate 

a transition from their role of leadership support into the role of the leader who supports 

all stakeholders.  The need to construct a relevant, rewarding pipeline to the principalship 

is a significant opportunity in the overall picture of Welborn County Schools.    

ALA Participant Surveys 

Process 

For the third part of the methods, the researcher surveyed 9 of the 11 participants 

who completed the program using a competency rating survey.  The purpose of the 

survey determined the competence of the participants in the stated outcomes of each 

objective of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.   

Instrument 

Eleven survey questions comprised this survey aligned with the objectives of the 

program.  Participants answered using a Likert Item, rating their proficiency pre-and 

post-participation in the program by indicating: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, 

Disagree, and Strongly Disagree (see Appendix D).  The 5-item Likert Scale was used to 

assess the degree to which participants felt the learning outcome of the ALA was 
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achieved.  When using a Likert Scale question, it is important to note that all questions 

are categorically similar in order to strengthen the reliability of the measurement (Fowler, 

2008).  To attain an overall measurement of the experience of the ALA, the 5-item Likert 

Scale was administered, as opposed to a 7-item scale, to reduce answer choices to help 

participants focus more on their alignment of views of the program.  

Data Analysis 

 Data are presented from the competency rating survey completed by 9 of the 11 

ALA participants in cohort one.  The survey results clearly indicate that leadership 

behaviors was a competency learned at a high level with 8 of 9 respondents answering 

Strongly Agree (88.9%); 1 respondent, Agree (11.1%) for a total of 100% rating this 

competency as a strength.  Developing skills in project and time management proved to 

be another competency in which cohort members felt that they grew as leaders.  The data 

showed 6 of 9 participants rated this competency as Strongly Agree (66.7%); 3 

participants ranked it as Agree (33.3%), and 1 totaling 100% between the top two 

categories.  Leadership resilience ranked third highest in the survey with 5 of 9 

respondents selecting Strongly Agree (55.6%); 3 respondents identifying Agree (33.3%), 

and 1 respondent indicating neutrality about their achieving this competency.  Overall, 

88% of the assistant principals involved in the prototype indicated they felt that they 

learned more about becoming a more resilient leader from the work completed in the 

academy.  

 It was equally clear from the data shown in Figure 3 that two areas of focus are 

learning to use data to increase student performance and using technology to more 

efficiently handle administrative tasks.  Only one participant agreed (11.1%) that they 



 
 

  

84 

enhanced their learning in the competency of utilizing technology to complete 

administrative tasks.  Five of nine participants indicated a neutral response (55.6%), and 

three disagreed that the academy provided beneficial growth in this area (33.3%).  This 

data showed 88% of cohort members felt either neutral or disagreed, which definitely 

reveals this as a need of improving the program.  Additionally, participants surveyed 

reported that only 4 of 9 (44.4%) either agreed or strongly agreed that they strengthened 

their knowledge of using data to impact student performance.  Obviously, this component 

of the ALA must be addressed fully going forward with subsequent cohorts. 

The use of the methodology and procedures described informed the researcher of 

the effectiveness of the prototype of the ALA in Welborn County.  Once data were 

collected, the researcher, along with the Strategic Planning Team, identified 

component(s) for improvement and intentionally created a plan to increase effectiveness 

of the program.  
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ALA Program Evaluation Participant Survey Responses  

Discussion of Findings 

 In analyzing the data from this instrument, it is evident that overall the 

participants of cohort one felt confident in their growth as future school leaders.  The two 

overarching areas for focused improvement using data to impact student achievement and 

using technology as a tool to complete administrative tasks, are identified in Figure 3 and 

Figure 3. 
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was at the forefront of planning the curriculum of the next cohort of the Aspiring 

Leadership Academy.  A third area was identified by the SPT.  It is equally important to 

note that all areas of developing resiliency of leadership, creating a positive culture, 

exhibiting effective leadership behaviors and learning the skill of time management rank 

extremely high as competencies gained and strengthened through the ALA.  

 

 

Figure 4. ALA Program Evaluation Areas of Focus for Improvement  

Summary of Findings 

From all sources it was clear that needs existed in several areas: using data to 

impact student achievement, ongoing training in the use of data and technology as a 

school leader, varying principal shadowing experiences, devoting more time to the 

development and presentation of the individual problem of practice activity as well 

greater in-depth training in the daily operations of school management.  In addition, the 

data supported beginning the program earlier in the school year, therefore, concluding the 

program before the end of the school year as this is a difficult time for assistant principals 
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to be out of their respective buildings.  These needs will be addressed during the second 

cohort of the ALA during the fall of 2015 and spring of 2016 to provide an improved, 

enhanced ALA program.  In conclusion, information about needs, strengths, and areas for 

improvement can work to inform district leadership about the best practices in developing 

training programs for aspiring leaders in the future. 

Overview of Strategic Planning Process 

To create a strategic plan, the researcher must work collaboratively with a team, 

as opposed to working in isolation.  In early fall of 2014, the researcher met with the 

superintendent of schools to seek approval to launch a prototype of a program to enhance 

leadership skills in assistant principals in preparation for the role of principal.  The 

researcher shared with the superintendent her passion for developing leadership of those 

educators who would one day enter the principalship.  As a former principal, the 

researcher took great responsibility for strengthening assistant principals with whom she 

worked but realized that all assistant principals may not have that same opportunity.  As 

the superintendent of Welborn County Schools had recently led the district in creating a 

strategic plan focused on developing leadership capacity within the district, this problem 

of practice resonated with her.  The superintendent embraced and approved the research, 

sharing her enthusiasm for the work as well as giving her total support of the prototype 

implementation.   

The Strategic Planning Team 

 The next meeting held in November of 2014 was with Welborn County School 

Superintendent Dr. Audrey Scott to discuss the details of the Strategic Planning Process 

as well as requirements established by High Point University for the internship coach.  
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Dr. Scott agreed to sit on the University Doctoral Committee and facilitate as coach 

throughout the strategic planning process.  At this meeting the researcher and 

superintendent also discussed potential members who would convey varying perspectives 

and experiences to the Strategic Planning Team.  The team, from its beginning, consisted 

of six members who were all leaders in some capacity in the district.  

Initial planning consisted of assembling the Strategic Planning Team to begin in 

January of 2015.  The team included six members who brought a wealth of varied 

credentials and experiences to the entire team.  The role of each member was critical to 

the vision and mission which had been set for the team.  Team members included Dr. 

Audrey Scott, superintendent of schools, Dr. Hayden Alexander, assistant superintendent 

for curriculum and instruction, Katie Carrick, assistant director for academic support, 

Kevin James, principal, Elizabeth Goins, principal, and Regine Hutchins, instructional 

program specialist/assistant principal. 

Dr. Audrey Scott, superintendent of schools for Welborn County, serves as the 

internship supervisor and district representative on the candidate’s dissertation 

committee.  She has played an instrumental role serving not only as an advisor but also 

offering unique insight into the researcher’s problem of practice from its inception.  Dr. 

Hayden Alexander, assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction, has assisted 

with the planning and initial implementation of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  To 

add validity, the researcher chose both an experienced and a novice principal to serve as 

team members.  Kevin James, an experienced middle school principal, is currently in his 

first year as a high school principal.  Elizabeth Goins is an elementary principal who has 

completed one year of successful principal experience.  Assistant director for academic 
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support in the Welborn County Schools, Katie Carrick, a former elementary and middle 

school principal, is a leadership mentor to many novice principals in our district.  Regine 

Hutchins, a newly appointed assistant principal at East Welborn High School, most 

recently served as an instructional program specialist and assisted with planning of the 

initial Aspiring Leadership Program.  Ms. Hutchins continues to serve on the team.  

Following the initial selection process, the researcher sent potential team 

members an email requesting their participation as part of the candidate’s Strategic 

Planning Team to finalize the selection process.  Prospective team members learned by 

the initial email the focus of the researcher’s problem of professional practice as well as 

the purpose of creating the planning team as part of the researcher’s requirements for the 

Dissertation in Professional Practice (DiPP).  The team members were asked, as part of 

the process, to provide insight in the development of a plan to address the problem of 

professional practice chosen by the researcher.  Expectations of individual roles as part of 

the team were clarified as the researcher explained that members are not expected to do 

the work of the doctoral candidate but rather to serve as collaborators with the candidate 

in a planning capacity.  Potential team members were asked for their collaboration in this 

work and were told that they would receive acknowledgment in final writings and 

presentations.  The researcher concluded the email by stating that goals of this process 

include growing from each other’s knowledge and expertise as well as enhancing 

professional practice by working together to improve leadership capacity in the district.  

All members invited readily accepted the invitation to serve on the team.  
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The Planning Process 

Meeting One 

            Preparation for the first meeting began in the summer of 2015, with the initial 

meeting date set for August 2015.  In planning for the initial meeting with the Strategic 

Planning Team, the researcher created a PowerPoint to be used as a tool to outline the 

team’s role as individual members of the Strategic Planning Team.  The presentation was 

titled, “Pipeline of Principals:  Investing in the Development of Assistant Principals”.     

            The inaugural meeting took place on August 26, 2015, with all team members 

present.  The researcher reviewed information included in the PowerPoint and distributed 

copies of the documents from the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  Key points of the 

presentation consisted of revisiting the process leading to the meeting.  The first step was 

the formation of the team itself, an outgrowth of the creation of a Strategic Plan for the 

Dissertation in Professional Practice.  The members of the Strategic Planning Team are to 

provide insight into the development of a plan to address the problem of the pipeline of 

principals.   The main goals of this meeting were to clarify the role of each individual 

team member and to ensure a clear understanding of the research topic.   

Team members were introduced to the methods of research utilized to determine 

areas of strength and those areas of improvement as the focus of the study.  The 

researcher shared the three methods used in collecting data: session evaluations, 

competency rating surveys, and the questions used in participant focus group 

interviews.  The content of the meeting centered on the post-launch of the initial 

prototype of the Aspiring Leadership Academy in the Welborn County Schools.  This 

launch identified needs from participants based upon their program experience and the 
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value it added to their leadership experience.  This identification also coincided with the 

district’s focus on building capacity with this group of stakeholder’s competencies in 11 

areas aligned to the North Carolina Standards for School Executives, the standards set by 

the state for evaluation of principals.   

 At the conclusion of the meeting, several team members responded that they 

clearly understood their role as part of the team and had gained a deeper understanding 

not only of the Aspiring Leadership Academy but also the focus of the research for the 

study.  The researcher sent members of the team meeting minutes and established the 

date for the next Strategic Planning Team meeting where data are to be reviewed and a 

vision and mission statement for the Aspiring Leadership Academy are to be created.  

Meeting Two 

Planning for the second session meeting of the Strategic Planning Team took 

place in early September.  The second meeting was held on September 14, 2015.  All 

team members were in attendance.  One of the most important responsibilities of a leader 

is establishing a vision and inviting others to share in its development (Gabriel & Farmer, 

2009).  According to Kouzes and Posner (2009) in their article, “To Lead, Create a 

Shared Vision,” when respondents were asked what they looked for and admired in a 

leader, 83% noted that honesty was the most important trait, while 72% indicated that 

being “forward-thinking” was the second highest attribute.  The main thrust of the team’s 

second meeting, therefore, was to create the vision that would drive the remaining work 

involving principal leadership in Welborn County Schools. 

The objective of the second meeting was to create vision and mission statements 

that would further the work of preparing aspiring leaders for the role of the principalship 
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in Welborn County Schools.  In preparation for this meeting, the researcher studied the 

work of Kouzes and Posner (2009), mentioned above, and focused on vision and mission 

creation materials made available by High Point University faculty and 

resources.  Created and shared by the researcher, a PowerPoint provided an overview of 

the definition of a vision and a mission.  The term vision was defined as follows: 

providing a common direction of growth, inspiring a team, organization or program to be 

better, announcing to stakeholders where you are heading, and inciting stakeholders to 

want to be a part of the journey.  Later, the term mission was defined for team members 

as a statement that guides toward the vision, gives stakeholders stronger motivation 

toward the goal, and provides a clearer picture of what is valued.  Sample vision and 

mission statements were reviewed from non-educational organizations, as well as the 

vision and mission statements of Welborn County Schools, so that a variety of models 

could be used to guide the development of the team’s own mission and vision 

statements.   

To define the role of and distinguish between the vision and mission, the 

researcher used the analogy of a lighthouse and a ship.  The researcher explained the 

analogy to the group so that all could be consistent in the use of the metaphor--the vision 

(lighthouse) guides the mission; the mission (ship) transports the ideas illuminated by the 

vision (lighthouse).  One cannot be accomplished successfully without the other. In 

differentiating the distinguishing characteristics of vision and mission, Kouzes and 

Posner (2009) clearly express, “A vision is an ideal and unique image of the future for the 

common good” whereas mission statements "give educators stronger motivation and 

provide parents with a clearer picture of what the school values.”  Additionally, Kent 
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Peterson, in his 1995 article, “Critical Issues, Building a Committed Team,” urges 

schools to create a clear vision and a common mission in attaining progress toward 

achieving learning goals.  Peterson argues that this keeps staff and students on target for 

academic success.  With terminology clearly defined and established, the team 

independently began brainstorming ideas for a vision for the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy.   

From this initial brainstorming session, team members shared their ideas in 

statements. Some even wrote a vision statement in its entirety.  As statements were read 

aloud, the researcher recorded the ideas on chart paper in front of the room where all 

team members could see the process evolving.  The team reached consensus fairly 

quickly, and a vision was created that could serve as a mental picture of the future 

direction of the program.  The vision statement reads as follows: The vision of Welborn 

County Schools’ Aspiring Leadership Academy promises to promote and assure that 21
st
 

century instructional leaders have a positive impact on all stakeholders, thus ensuring the 

success of their schools.             

As the second meeting progressed, team members repeated the process of 

working independently to create key ideas or statements that could serve as possible 

mission statements guiding the district in reaching its vision for the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy.  A discussion narrowed the traits that define a 21
st
 century instructional leader: 

globally competitive, student-centered, and results-oriented.  Each of these descriptors 

plays a vital part of building leadership capacity that informs the mission statement and 

specifies additional descriptions to achieve a cohesive understanding of the importance of 

the vision.  The team agreed upon the importance of having descriptors to prepare each of 
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the aspiring leaders to achieve the vision.  The discussions resulted in the following 

mission statement:  The mission of the Aspiring Leadership Academy in Welborn County 

Schools is to build leadership capacity by developing globally competitive, student-

centered, results-oriented future leaders through an engaging curriculum deeply rooted in 

relevance, rigor, and relationships.  

Unanimously, the vision and mission statements were accepted by the team.  As a 

final step in meeting two, members of the team reviewed data collected through the 

methodologies employed by the researcher.  After obtaining all results and reviewing 

them, the researcher performed a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and 

Threats) analysis.  Stanford University’s Albert Humphrey, often credited with SWOT 

analysis development based upon a research project in the 1960s-1970s, focused on 

Fortune 500 companies in the United States. Humphrey ultimately developed his Team 

Action Model (TAM), a management concept that enables groups of executives to 

manage change (Panagiotou, 2003).  Moreover, others note that SWOT was used by 

Harvard academics during the 1950s-1960s (Haberberg, 2000).  

Finally, large posters were on the wall in the meeting room, and team members 

extemporaneously shared ideas for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats while 

the researcher recorded their responses.  Figure 5 represents the results of the SWOT 

analysis performed in Welborn County Schools when considering all data points 

provided by the mixed methodology used by the researcher. 
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SWOT—Welborn County Schools Aspiring Leadership Academy 

 

Strengths:  

District and building level support, 

communication skills, opportunity to come 

together and focus on their own personal 

leadership journey, ongoing professional 

learning, resources, shadowing 

experiences, and guest speakers 

  

Weaknesses: 

How to utilize data as a means to increase 

student achievement, how to integrate 

technology as an administrator, how to 

understand the budget and finance process, 

and how to share the problems of practice 

  

Opportunities: 

Increase use of social media, exploring 

Google forms and applications, creating a 

fictitious school to increase practical 

learning experiences, attending a 

professional conference, and creating a 

teacher leader academy 

  

Threats: 

 Time, sustainability, resources, 

participants, turnover, and resistance of 

teacher leaders to enter administration 

 

Figure 5.  Welborn County Schools’ Aspiring Leadership Academy SWOT Analysis 

 The researcher expressed appreciation to the team members for their time and 

work dedicated to this project.  After the conclusion of the second meeting, the researcher 

finalized the vision and mission statements, editing them as recommended by team 

members.  As a follow-up to the meeting, the researcher sent team members the meeting 

minutes as well as typed versions of the vision and mission statements.   

Meeting Three 

            The third Strategic Planning Team meeting was held on October 15, 

2015.  Members present were Dr. Audrey Scott, Dr. Hayden Alexander, Kevin James, 

Elizabeth Goins, Katie Carrick, and Regine Hutchins.  The third meeting of the Strategic 

Planning Team was critical to the forward progression of the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy because this meeting used important data to chart the next course and direction 

of the academy.   

At the onset of the meeting, team members were given copies of an Aspiring 
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Leadership Academy brochure with the revised vision and mission statements created by 

the team.  The researcher then distributed results of the Aspiring Leadership Academy 

effectiveness review to the Strategic Planning Team. Data collected from participants in 

their review focused on gains in experience and competence from the initial prototype of 

the ALA.  The team was given an opportunity by the researcher to have substantive 

conversation regarding the results.  Using a Google form (see Appendix E) to collect 

data, each team member ranked the areas of ALA outcomes.  The 11 areas in the program 

evaluation included Leadership Resilience, Communication, Situational Problem Solving, 

Using Data to Impact Student Performance, Learning Focused School, Climate and 

Culture Creation, Leadership Behaviors, Project and Time Management, Professional 

Learning as a Leader, Supervision of Instructional and Non-Instructional Staff, and Use 

of Technology in completing Administrative Tasks.  The rankings indicated by the 

Strategic Planning Team demonstrated that the team members felt the gain was  

two-fold--either a priority (needs attention) or not a priority at this time.  The researcher 

chose this model because the built-in analytics from Google allow for instantaneous 

results.   

It was important to the researcher to have only two choices for each of the 11 

assessment areas so that the team did not labor in the ranking process from the first 

observation of the data.  The researcher’s intent was to allow the data to direct the 

forward momentum of the Strategic Planning Team rather than each team member 

struggling to weigh or rank the importance of each item.  Having the results of the 

individual assessment was important to set in motion the second phase of the meeting.  

Figure 4 depicts data results from the team’s assessment and inventory and revealed three 
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primary areas of focus.  Those areas included Using Data to Improve Instruction, 

Supervision of Instructional and Non-Instructional Staff, and the Use of Technology in 

Managing Administrative Tasks.   

 

 

Figure 6. ALA Program Evaluation Needs Assessment Results as analyzed by the SPT 

During the second phase of the Strategic Planning Team meeting on October 15, 

2015, the researcher divided the group of six team members into teams of two.  After 

viewing the immediate feedback from the assessment and inventory just completed 

(Figure 4), the researcher assigned each group one of the top three areas identified as 
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priority-needs attention.  Each team of two members was challenged to brainstorm three 

to four strategies to serve as points for improvement for the next Aspiring Leadership 

Academy.  Each of the three teams was also asked to specify desired results for the key 

strategies they chose for continued success of the academy.   

 A Google form (see Appendix F) was used to collect the data from the Strategic 

Planning Team for efficiency and accuracy.  Once all pairs had completed developing 

strategies for the assigned goal, the researcher facilitated discussion among the team, 

allowing additional ideas to be contributed for each goal.  The meeting concluded with 

the researcher thanking all team members for their valuable contribution to the strategic 

planning process.  Team members were informed that they would receive notes from the 

third meeting electronically as well as a synthesized report of the work of the Strategic 

Planning Team.  

The Final Strategic Plan 

WELBORN COUNTY SCHOOLS- Strategic Plan for Developing Aspiring 

Principals 2015-2018 

Organizational History 

The Welborn County school system is one of 115 school administrative units of 

public schools of North Carolina within the Department of Public Instruction.  There are 

35 schools in the Welborn County Schools--including 6 traditional high schools, 7 middle 

schools, 18 elementary schools, a specialized high school, a career academy, a school for 

students with special needs, and one early college high school.  According to the school 

system’s website, these schools “distinguish themselves as safe and orderly places where 

diverse student populations excel in academics, arts, athletics, and exhibit excellence in 



 
 

  

100 

all arenas.  Our staff is trained to teach all learners, and pride themselves in having the 

best community spirit anywhere.” 

The State Board of Education for North Carolina marks the earliest interest in 

public education following 18
th

 century colonization:  “Missionaries with the purpose of 

educating North Carolina’s future ran the first schools.” (SBE 21OCT15)  In was the 

State Constitution of 1776 that directed a school or schools to be established by the 

Legislature for the “convenient instruction of youth, with such salaries to the Masters 

paid by the public” (SBE 21OCT15).  Later, in 1817, Archibald Murphey presented a 

plan to the General Assembly to establish a public school fund managed by a state board 

of public instruction with six members who would represent areas to the east and west of 

Raleigh.  In 1825, less than a decade later, the General Assembly created a literary fund 

to support public education.  The fund consisted of “bank stocks, proceeds from sales of 

vacant lands, dividends from navigation companies, license taxes and money received 

from the federal government for aid in the removal of the Cherokee Indians.” 

(SBE21OCT15)  The board created to administer this fund is identified as the first 

governing body for public education in North Carolina.  However, it was not until 1839 

that the first common school law of North Carolina was passed by the legislature 

establishing the principle of combined state and local funding for public schools as well 

as dividing of the state into districts with local boards of education.    

Welborn County instituted a public school system in 1843, four years after the 

North Carolina state legislature passed its first common public school law.  In the early 

history of the Welborn County Schools, the voters refused to tax themselves to support 

public schools, leaving their county as one of only seven of the 68 counties at that time to 
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do so. (NDMS 21OCT15).  Eventually, the voters of Welborn County agreed to a tax 

levy for public schools.  In response to the decision of the voters, the Welborn County 

commissioners identified 5,259 school-age children and allotted $1,400 to forty-four 

school districts.  An initial survey established 28 white school districts and 16 non-white 

districts.  Six years later this number grew to 59 school districts within Welborn County. 

              Out of economic concern, a movement in the 1920s gained momentum to 

consolidate these early school districts into larger units, allowing them to offer a wider 

range of services and learning opportunities for the students.  It was not until 1931 that 

the last of the old community and private academy schools closed in Welborn County and 

set form to what is more closely aligned with today’s school system.   

Today, the mission of Welborn County Schools is to empower students to achieve 

high academic goals and to challenge educators to attain high professional standards.  

The vision of the school system is to graduate all students future ready and globally 

competitive. Welborn County Schools value caring, inspiring learning environments that 

reinforce high expectations for all students and educators, collaboration among all 

students, educators, parents, and community members to encourage open communication 

for personal and professional growth, and commitment to the efficient use of human and 

financial resources. 

The Welborn County Schools strategic plan for 2014-2018 highlights leadership 

as Goal 4 of the plan, emphasizing leadership development of all educators in the system.  

Creating a leadership academy within the district is one way to answer the need to 

prepare aspiring principals for the role, bridging the gap between theory and practice.  

Therefore, a strategic plan devoted to strengthening a program designed to develop 
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aspiring principals is directly correlated to the focus of leadership in the district.  

VISION: The vision of Welborn County Schools’ Aspiring Leadership Academy 

promises to promote and assure that 21
st
 century instructional leaders have a positive 

impact on all stakeholders, thus ensuring the success of their schools. 

MISSION: The mission of the Aspiring Leadership Academy in Welborn County 

Schools is to build leadership capacity by developing globally competitive, student-

centered, results-oriented future leaders through an engaging curriculum deeply rooted in 

relevance, rigor, and relationships. 
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Goal 1:   

Increase Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of how to utilize 

data to positively impact student achievement 

Strategies:  

Steps 

 

1. The researcher will read Data Wise (2005) and facilitate a 

book study through various professional development 

sessions. 

2. Guest speakers will be invited by the researcher to share 

and model current data resources and demonstrate their use 

in strategic planning for increased student success-- 

 Instructional Program Specialist:  Demographic 

Data 

 Assistant Director of Academic Support:  Program 

Data and Perception Data 

 Assistant Principal:  Correlation of Walkthrough 

Data and Formal Evaluation Data to EVAAS Data 

 Principal:  How to utilize Walkthrough Data to 

impact Teacher Effectiveness 

 Director of Secondary Education:  NCTWCS 

 Doctoral Student:  EVAAS 

3. The researcher will identify available data resources for 

participants to use in common practice. 

Who’s Responsible Researcher, Director of Testing and Accountability, Director 

of Secondary Education, Assistant Director of Academic 

Support, Instructional Program Specialist 

 

Timeline November 2015 – March 2016 

 

Budget The cost of the book, Data Wise (2005), used in the book 

study 

  

Resources Needed Data Wise (2005) book, personal computer, access to varied 

data sources- EVAAS, Achievement, Attendance, 

Demographics, Discipline, Graduation Rate, Teacher 

Evaluation, NC Teacher Working Conditions Survey and NC 

Report Card 

 

Desired Outcome To have all ALA participants model a data-analysis strategy 

for their cohort members at the conclusion of the academy, 

resulting in their continued ability to put into common practice 

this strategy in their own leadership at the school level.  

 

Milestones Results from session evaluations 
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Communication 

Plan 

The researcher will communicate this goal at the onset of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy, beginning in November 2015. 

Goal 2: 

Increase Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of methodology 

utilized during the supervision of instructional and non-instructional staff 

Strategies:  

1 Coach Aspiring Leadership Academy members in strategic 

methods for observing and giving concrete feedback on the 

five standards of instruction 

 

2 Pair an Aspiring Leadership Academy member with a 

principal in another building to do observations together to 

align expectations (This could be a component of the 

shadowing experience.) 

 

3 Train participants on how to follow up on feedback given to 

staff 

 

Timeline August 2015 – June 2016 (Ongoing with the ALA Program) 

 

Benchmarks January 2016 

June 2016 

 

Desired Results 1. Increase the outcomes for students in the classroom. 

2. Provide teachers personalized feedback on teaching and 

learning.  

3. Create an individualized plan for all teachers to create 

effectiveness.  

4. Prioritize feedback for teachers so they understand what 

they need to work on first. 

Persons Responsible Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources, Director of 

Secondary Education, Director of Elementary Education, 

Assistant Director of Academic Support, Instructional 

Program Specialists, Model principals as coaches/mentors 

 

Metrics to Establish 

Progress of Goal 

1.  Reviewed the five standards of instruction as presented in 

the Welborn County Schools Curriculum Leadership 

Development Program (CLDP) 

2.  Documented use of the Welborn County Schools online 

     Walkthrough Observation tool 

3.  Completed reflections of co-observation experiences 

during the Aspiring Leadership Academy 
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Goal 3: 

Increase Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of how to use of 

technology more effectively in administrative tasks 

Strategies: 

1 Continue to work with Instructional Technology Facilitators 

on emerging technology tools and trends  

 

2 Provide Google training on all features and options available 

for administrators 

 

3 Expose and demonstrate to administrators relevant technology 

resources that streamline their workflow allowing for more 

engagement in instructional leadership 

 

Timeline August 2015 – June 2016 (Ongoing with the ALA Program) 

 

Benchmarks January 2016  

June 2016 

 

Desired Results Administrators will be proficient in the use of technology to 

guide daily work. 

 

Persons Responsible Chief Technology Officer, Director of Secondary Education, 

Instructional Technology Facilitators, Model Teachers and 

Administrators who excel in the use of technology in 

completing administrative tasks 

 

Metrics to Establish 

Progress of Goal 

1. Prioritize and document at least three daily tasks which 

use technology 

2. Identify three administrative tasks that would be enhanced 

with technology 

3. Document the implementation of a specific technology 

used for administrative tasks and share with cohort group 

4. Incorporate technological component or into the 

presentation of the Problem of Practice activity assigned 

as part of the ALA program 

 

The first goal of the Aspiring Leadership Academy action plan is essential in 

assisting the participants in their understanding of the use of data in positively impacting 

student achievement.  Research underscores the researcher’s findings with ALA 
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participants that their knowledge of data types is broad, often lacking focus on a specific 

system for use in making targeted improvements for student groups.  Modeling specific 

data collection systems for the participants with presentations by school district experts in 

their use will shape participants’ competence in data use and implementation as they 

enter the principalship. 

Implementation of the second goal of the Aspiring Leadership Academy action 

plan has a specific focus to broaden and strengthen the participants’ ability to utilize and 

implement the supervision of both instructional and non-instructional staff.  Often new 

administrators are aware of the tools utilized for the supervisory process of staff; 

however, they lack the in-depth study of how to use the tools effectively and 

purposefully.  Participants need to spend time with district leaders understanding the five 

standards of instruction used by the district and discover practical feedback that may be 

offered to staff members on their use of the standards.  Through a focus on strategic 

methods used by experienced principals and by pairing each participant with an 

experienced principal, a more solid and aligned understanding of supervision will 

emerge.  

The third goal proposed to be implemented as part of the action plan to improve 

the effectiveness of the Aspiring Leadership Academy is to increase academy 

participants’ understanding of how to use of technology more effectively in 

administrative tasks.  The strategy of focus is to expose and demonstrate to administrators 

relevant technology resources that streamline their workflow, allowing for more 

engagement in instructional leadership.  In his book, Insights into Action, William 

Sterrett (2011) interviews Pam Moran, superintendent of schools in Albemarle County, 
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Virginia, who advocates for school leaders to be frontrunners in the use of technology.  

Moran explains, “I’m convinced that we as administrative leaders have an obligation to 

initiate new learning, become skillful in the use of new tools that accelerate and advance 

our learning work, and share with others what we are learning” (p. 80).  Not only does 

utilizing technology as a school leader model for staff and students the importance of this 

resource as a learning tool, but it also provides an avenue to align system work in a 

productive manner, ultimately creating more efficient use of time.  

Action Plan Proposal 

 An important outcome of the Strategic Planning Team’s third meeting was the 

formulation of an action plan to align the identified outcomes of the data analysis and set 

into motion immediate, measurable objectives as next steps.  Of the three goals 

enumerated by the Strategic Planning Team, one goal was prioritized as having the 

greatest impact on the second cohort of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  The 

researcher chose the strategy to model the use of data as part of an ongoing cycle of 

instructional improvement through presentations detailing varying types of school data 

and a facilitating a book study focusing on the importance of using data as a school 

leader.  

Serving in the role of director of secondary education for Welborn County 

Schools, the researcher was responsible for planning and leading the sessions of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy.  The second implementation of the ALA strategically 

focused on the types of data and data sources which have the greatest influence on 

student achievement.  The researcher emphasized the significance of data through the key 

placement of presenters in the ALA who had proven success in the use of data within the 
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school setting.  While the academy spanned across eight months of the 2015-2016 school 

year, the initial implementation of this action plan took place between December 2015 

and February 2016. The researcher monitored the progress throughout the plan’s 

implementation.   

Action steps for all Aspiring Leadership Academy participants included an 

extensive study using the book, Data Wise (2005), during sequential professional 

development sessions, experiencing presentations from various guest speakers sharing 

and modeling best practices related to data in schools, and solving a problem of practice 

using data as a school improvement strategy.  Necessary resources to complete the action 

plan included purchasing the book, Data Wise (2005), and gaining access to varying 

types of data to be examined (demographic, NC Teacher Working Condition Survey, 

EVAAS, attendance, discipline, drop-out, teacher evaluation, and the NC Report Card).  

Guest presenters as additional resources for the ALA included the assistant director for 

academic support, an instructional program specialist, the director of testing and 

accountability, and school based administrators.  These presenters were secured and 

prepared for scheduled sessions.  

The presenters for the ALA provided a variety of data types during the ongoing 

sessions.  ALA participants examined these various data types to improve their ability to 

view data as a catalyst for school-wide conversations and to enrich their respective school 

faculty’s ability to identify obstacles to change, foster collaboration among constituents, 

and enhance student success.  At the conclusion of the professional development sessions 

using data as an instructional leader, the assistant principals participating in the Aspiring 

Leadership Academy were given a survey and an open-ended evaluation to assess the 
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researcher’s presentation and communicate their understanding of how to effectively 

utilize data types for student success.  

A potential and relevant challenge the researcher faced was rooted in the inherent 

responsibility and often overwhelmingly busy schedule required as a curriculum leader of 

16 schools while simultaneously balancing the planning, coordinating, and leading the 

seven members in cohort two of the academy.  An additional, intersecting challenge 

included the compacted time frame involved in the marriage of a book study as 

background information infused with real-world experiences and practitioners offering 

best practices.  The researcher wanted the importance of the effectiveness evaluation of 

the action plan and the quality and depth of instruction to enhance the overall experience 

of the participants with regard to utilizing data within their own schools.   

The Strategic Planning Team examined the results of session evaluation surveys 

and focus group interview responses.  Successful outcomes are evidenced in the results of 

varying data collection but, more importantly, success articulated as products modeled by 

participant demonstrations.  Participant products demonstrated understanding of data 

analysis and the significant role of data as a vehicle on the school and student growth 

highway.   

Reflections on Leading the Strategic Planning Process 

The strategic planning process was a true collaboration. Each member of the team 

equally contributed and eagerly worked toward the goal of improving implementation of 

an academy to strengthen leadership capacity of current assistant principals.  This plan 

enhanced the collaborative district culture of building leadership capacity on all levels.   
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A powerful component of the strategic planning process included the actual 

members of the team.  These individuals brought to the sessions an extraordinary wealth 

of experience and insight into the conception and evolution of a strategic plan to enhance 

the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  The meetings with the team underscored and 

enhanced the researcher’s passion for the entire process of developing quality principals.   

 As a researcher there were several obstacles to overcome along this journey.  The 

coordination and planning of the Strategic Planning Team meetings was a top down 

process that always centered on identifying the availability of all participants.  Without 

the input of every member, an integral part of the process would be missing.  Through 

careful planning and commitment by members of the team, each meeting was fully 

represented.  This fact alone underscores the importance the district’s leadership in 

meeting the needs of building leadership capacity.  It was equally demanding as a 

researcher to balance the requirements and needs of the role as a district leader while 

integrating the tasks and commitments required to implement quality investigation, 

reflection, and projection of the dissertation in professional practice.    

 Even though there were obstacles to overcome, the celebrations of this 

dissertation in professional practice surpass any previously set idea or milestone.  Being 

able to witness the implementation and fruition of the first Aspiring Leadership Academy 

was a true accolade; however, experiencing the teamwork of the Strategic Planning Team 

in partnership and sharing in this passion for an improved principalship pipeline were the 

true inspirations.  Watching excitement build through substantive conversation, data 

analysis, and a shared vision for connecting ideas into common practice has been one of 

the most rewarding components of this process.  Knowing that this dissertation was not 
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merely a document, but rather a true reflection of a work in progress, strengthened by my 

resolve to champion building better school leaders--one person at a time.    
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Chapter 3:  Implementation of the Action Plan 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study focused on solving an ongoing problem of practice for 

the Welborn County school district as it relates to creating a pipeline to the principalship.  

The metaphor of a “pipeline” represents the need for leadership training within the 

district for aspiring school principals to bridge their management duties as an assistant 

principal to the leadership responsibilities as principal of a school.  To solve this problem 

of practice, the researcher created a leadership academy to implement targeted and 

prescriptive training within the district for aspiring school principals.  The 

implementation of the first Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) followed lengthy 

conversation with the superintendent of Welborn County Schools regarding a gap in the 

district’s leadership pipeline.  While assistant principals in the district had served their 

management role well and had been tapped for promotion to the principalship, they still 

had noted gaps in their leadership training.  An academy designed to improve the 

readiness of each assistant principal for the leadership role of the principalship could 

make a significant impact upon the socialization of assistant principals to the principal’s 

role.  The ALA offers to aspiring leaders who might not otherwise have these experiences 

training and development to offset a gap in leaders who are fully trained and ready to 

assume the principalship. 

While the ALA was successful in its initial prototype implementation, survey 

results and conversations with participants yielded significant data leading to improved 

focus and direction for the second implementation of the ALA.  With approval from the 
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University Doctoral Committee (UDC), the researcher proceeded to implement an action 

plan initiating improvement of the ALA.   

 In preparation for the second cohort of ALA participants, an extensive needs 

assessment and SWOT analysis were completed and analyzed from the first cohort.  The 

researcher, along with the Strategic Planning Team, recognized the need to increase the 

participants’ understanding and use of data as a significant improvement point for the 

ALA.  The action plan designed by this study, using a Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) 

model, focuses on implementing Goal 1 of the Strategic Plan.  Chapter Three focuses on 

the implementation of the single most important area for improvement identified by the 

participants--how to utilize data to impact student achievement.  The researcher provides 

an overview of the action plan, a description of implementation of the action plan, the 

findings from the implementation of the plan, and the barriers experienced.   
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Goal 1:   

Increase Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of how to utilize 

data to positively impact student achievement 

Steps 

 

1.  The researcher will read, Data Wise (2005), and facilitate a 

book study through various professional development 

sessions. 

2. Guest speakers will be invited by the researcher to share 

and model current data resources and demonstrate their use 

in strategic planning for increased student success-- 

 Instructional Program Specialist:  Demographic Data 

 Assistant Director of Academic Support:  Program 

Data and Perception Data 

 Assistant Principal:  Correlation of Walkthrough Data 

and Formal Evaluation Data to EVAAS Data 

 Principal:  How to utilize Walkthrough Data to impact 

Teacher Effectiveness 

 Director of Secondary Education:  NCTWCS 

 Doctoral Student:  EVAAS 

 

3.  The researcher will identify available data resources for 

participants to use in common practice. 

Who’s Responsible Researcher, Director of Testing and Accountability, Director 

of Secondary Education, Assistant Director of Academic 

Support, Instructional Program Specialist 

 

Timeline November 2015 – March 2016 

 

Budget The cost of the book, Data Wise (2005), used in the book 

study 

 

Resources Needed Data Wise (2005) book, personal computer, access to varied 

data sources- EVAAS, Achievement, Attendance, 

Demographic, Discipline, Graduation Rate, Teacher 

Evaluation, NC Teacher Working Conditions Survey and NC 

Report Card 

 

Desired Outcome To have all ALA participants model a data-analysis strategy 

for their cohort members at the conclusion of the academy, 

resulting in their continued ability to put into common practice 

this strategy in their own leadership at the school level.  

 

Milestones Results from session evaluations 
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Communication 

Plan 

The researcher will communicate this goal at the onset of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy, beginning in November 2015. 

 

Based on data from the needs assessment and upon reflection of the first ALA 

implementation, it was clear that the curriculum of the ALA must be revised to integrate 

data as an enriching, more meaningful part of the total academy.  The PDSA model 

detailed in Figure 7 explains the researcher’s implementation plan for Goal 1: Increase 

Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of how to utilize data to 

positively impact student achievement 

  

  

Figure 7.  Implementation Plan for Goal 1--Plan, Do, Study, Act Model 

The use of the plan-do-study-act (PDSA) methodology, also known as the 

Deming Wheel, assisted the researcher in addressing the need to strengthen the ALA data 
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component.  The PDSA method, with a heavy emphasis on data-directed change, is an 

adaptation of the scientific method for action-oriented learning and improvement.  School 

leaders value data and its use in directing improvement of teaching and learning.  In an 

educational world of an abundance of data, school leaders must possess a comprehensive 

understanding of data and how it can be applied in decision-making.   

The Plan 

The researcher began the planning phase with the goal to increase aspiring 

leadership academy participants’ understanding of how to utilize data to impact student 

achievement.  This phase involved planning several components to add to the ALA.  The 

ALA in WCS is a year-long academy comprised of several sessions targeted to give 

aspiring leaders training in finding their strengths as leaders, working collaboratively 

with a team, being an instructional leader, and cultivating a positive school culture.  The 

curriculum for the newly designed data sessions of the ALA involved identifying data 

sets most effective in improving student achievement, designing a book study as a 

professional development tool, and selecting guest speakers to share their knowledge of 

using data with ALA participants.   

In planning a comprehensive curriculum, the researcher examined current 

research on data use for school leaders.  The researcher found that it was critical to assist 

participants in formulating questions that approach data with an inquiry mindset.  In fact, 

the research underscored the need for school leaders to investigate multiple data sources, 

to understand how to utilize the data and train other stakeholders in the utilization 

process, to make the analysis of the data meaningful to stakeholders, and to develop an 

action plan and a new direction from the analysis of the data collected.  Through dialogue 
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and discussion with the aspiring leaders in Welborn County Schools, the researcher 

recognized that there were numerous needs with regard to understanding critical data.  

Together, with the SPT, the researcher identified critical data sets often utilized by 

principals in WCS.  These important data points included student achievement data, 

program data, equity and subgroup data, discipline data, school climate and cultural data.   

After identifying the data sets that would be included in the ALA, the researcher 

planned several key sessions.  First, the researcher selected Data Wise (2005) to facilitate 

a book study through various professional development sessions during the 2015-2016 

academic year.  This text was selected because of its close alignment with the 

Instructional Rounds process in which the district is already involved.  In April of 2015, 

district leaders had attended professional development through Harvard University in the 

Instructional Rounds protocol as a systems approach to school improvement.  

Instructional Rounds is a process whereby teams of educators visit classrooms and collect 

non judgmental data specifically focusing on the instructional core.  Following the 

premise of medical rounds, they collaborate with team members to generate next steps of 

improvement based on data.  As an enhancement to the Instructional Rounds practice, the 

Data Wise (2005) text was recommended as a method to study data and support a district 

initiative of examining data more strategically.  Prior to the researcher conducting this 

study, the district had no system-wide approach to reviewing, using, or initiating change 

based on data.    

Although the book study encompassed portions of each session during the ALA’s 

eight month implementation, two sessions were completely dedicated to data.  Session 

One was held January 29, 2016; and Session Two, February 19, 2016.  The purpose of the 
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new data-use ALA sessions, whether the emphasis was the book study or learning more 

about appropriate uses of data in schools from guest speakers, was to elevate participants’ 

level of understanding of how to use data to impact student achievement.  

Curriculum Leaders 

Katie Carrick, assistant director for academic support; Shannon Jordan, an 

instructional program specialist; Martha Roberts, a principal; and Angela Spencer, an 

assistant principal--all from Welborn County Schools, and Deborah Rutherford, a 

doctoral student and former director of accountability in another school district, were 

chosen as presenters for delivering curriculum.  These presenters were selected because 

of their knowledge of varying data types and their apparent success in utilizing a 

particular type of data to improve schools.  The researcher had worked with all speakers 

with the exception of one, and she was highly recommended by a university professor 

who has deep understanding of both the researcher’s need as well as the expertise of the 

presenter.  Each presenter was approached by the researcher either face-to-face or 

electronically and was asked to share her knowledge and experience of successful data 

use with the ALA members.  The researcher specifically instructed each presenter what 

the expectations were of their presentation based on the purpose of the action plan--to 

increase participants’ knowledge of types of data and how to utilize data to improve 

schools.  The researcher further explained what other presenters were sharing with 

participants to meet the overarching goals of the plan for the academy.  Each presenter 

agreed on the length of the presentation based on the topic to be delivered.  There were 

no monies paid to any presenter.  With the exception of one, all presenters were 

employed by the district.  Likewise, the presenter from outside the district accepted no 
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money.  In fact, she used the preparation for presentation--as well as the presentation 

itself--as internship hours toward the completion of her doctoral degree.  A personal 

thank you note was written to each presenter, along with a gift card provided by the 

researcher.   

Guest speakers for these sessions asked three questions of the researcher. 

1. How lengthy do you want my presentation to be?  

2. What is the knowledge base of the assistant principals on this specific topic of 

data?  

3. Do you want me to prepare a multi-media presentation such as a PowerPoint 

for the presentation? 

ALA participants were not asked to prepare anything prior to attending the focus sessions 

on data. The researcher’s goal in asking the “right” people to present was aligned with the 

goal— to increase Aspiring Leadership Academy participants’ understanding of how to 

utilize data to impact student achievement.    

In addition to the invited guest speakers, the researcher of this study facilitated 

data discussions not only by leading the book study but also by sharing her expertise in 

using data to improve schools as a principal—specifically focusing on student 

achievement data, building a culture of data leaders, and examining the North Carolina 

Teacher Working Conditions Survey as an improvement tool.   

Evaluation Plan 

To determine if the presenters’ sessions and the book study were successful in 

increasing ALA participants’ understanding of how to use data to impact student 

achievement, the researcher planned an evaluation. As true in any teaching and learning 
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goal with adults, the information had to be relevant and the delivery effective for learning 

to occur.  Therefore, the researcher relied on the replication of methods used in the 

implementation of the initial prototype to assess the impact of both the book study and 

the data presentations by asking session participants to answer three open-ended session 

evaluation questions at the conclusion of each session and to complete a competency 

rating survey after the data focus sessions were completed in February of 2016.  The 

three open-ended questions included the following: 

1. What about session ___ has validated, inspired, or caused a change in your 

thinking?  

2. What practices or ideas did you learn that you can implement as a leader? 

3. What would you like to learn more about ___ as you grow and develop as a 

leader?    

The survey had 11 items which were aligned with the objectives of the program. The 

survey asked respondents to rate their proficiency pre-and post-participation in the 

program by indicating: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree 

(see Appendix D).  

Action Plan Implementation 

The implementation phase follows the Plan component of the PDSA cycle.  

During this segment of the problem solving approach, the components of the plan were 

implemented.  The director of secondary education for Welborn County Schools, who is 

also the researcher of this study, facilitated the sessions of the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy, the first one held Friday, January 29, 2016. Maintaining the nautical theme of 
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“Charting Your Course” for participants, this session was titled “Navigating the Sea of 

Data.”  This session included the following description:   

Curriculum and instruction always take precedence and must guide every decision 

that you make.   Using data as a tool, principals must provide clear direction for 

instructional teaching and instructional learning.  Data that drives what happens 

next to effectively and efficiently engage learning for both students and teachers 

will take your school to the highest level of success.  As captain, your curricular 

expectations will help you navigate the high seas.   

This session began with the facilitator welcoming all participants and reviewing the 

session’s agenda (see Appendix G).  Presenters for this academy session included the 

researcher in her role as facilitator of the academy and two presenters from Welborn 

County Schools: assistant director for academic support, Katie Carrick, and instructional 

program specialist, Shannon Jordan.  

Delivery of Curriculum 

The delivery of the curriculum specific to data sets for the purpose of this study 

took place in two sessions, both held in the board room of the Welborn County district 

office.  All seven members of the Aspiring Leadership Academy were in in attendance 

during both sessions.  The book study, also a component of the action plan, continued to 

occur until the conclusion of the academy in June of 2016.    

Session One 

The researcher began the first session with an introductory sharing time of 

leadership strengths that precipitated a division of the participants into two groups in 

preparation for the next activity.  Each group read an article centered on the Data Wise 
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(2005) text.  The first article was The Data Wise Improvement Process (Boudett, City, & 

Murnane, 2006).  Through group discussion in this session, participants learned of the 

need to create a data system and to organize the data.  One participant noted, “It seems 

the more you do this, the more it becomes second nature.”  It must be noted that a team 

should be established at the school to assist in this process.   From her own experience, 

the researcher shared with participants the importance of completing data analysis 

individually as a school leader prior to sharing the data with the staff for their 

disaggregation.  Equally important, furthermore, are opportunities allowing the faculty to 

become a part of the analysis process.   

Using the work of Boudett, City, and Murnane, the researcher helped participants 

discover the value of data use, specifically the value of involving stakeholders in 

disaggregating and analyzing data.  These collaborative activities allow the respective 

faculty to come together to discover the most critical or most important points in data 

dissection.  When a plan is put into place, it is important to decide how change will be 

measured.  Ultimately, using data to support student achievement growth needs to be a 

systematic, cyclic process.    
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Table 2 

 

Administrative Support for Data Wise Schools (Adapted from Boudett, City, & Murnane, 

2006) 

 

Set Up A Data 

System 
 What data to include 

 How to organize the data and update it 

regularly 

 Ease of use  

 Balanced access 

 Confidentiality 

Create Incentives  Require that school improvement plans are 

based on student assessment results (This 

encourages school teams to do the analysis.) 

Support New Skills  Critical Professional Development  

o Interpretation and Use of Assessment 

Data 

o Access to data 

o Graphic displays 

o Participation in group discussion of data 

o The development, implementation, and 

assessment of data action plans 

Find the Time  Create structures for teachers to work 

together 

o Weekly early release 

o Substitutes covering classes 

o Compensation for extra time 

Model the Work  District leaders should model the data 

improvement process to communicate a 

strong message to the district’s schools. 

 

A second article reviewed by the group was “Leadership Lessons from Schools 

Becoming Data Wise” (Steele & Boudett, 2008).  As discussion evolved in the group, the 

participants quickly came to a group consensus that data should not be viewed as a 

personal attack or a “wound” on a teacher or a leader.  The researcher reminded the 

participants that the overarching goal of a principal is using all resources to impact 

student achievement in a positive way.  The central idea of this article, in particular, and 

of data use, in general, further illustrates how data provide a critical element in a 
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complete toolkit for administrators in shaping the success of their school.  In sharing 

experiences of their current data use as an assistant principal, one male participant shared 

that in a group setting with the faculty at his school, teachers reviewing data of all 

teachers can be used to help discover which faculty can serve as resources for 

improvement in student growth.  Through group discussion and reflection, the 

participants reinforced the idea that teachers must have time to utilize data and plan as 

well as being sure that there are consistent expectations in place for data analysis and its 

use.  One assistant principal expressed that because of the district’s commitment to 

operating as a professional learning community, teachers now have a common planning 

time, which allowed for a more intentional focus on data.  This participant also stated that 

this session supported the idea of using common planning time for data analysis, noting 

that much information may be gathered and utilized by teachers and administrators in this 

setting.  Their discussion allowed for a timely segue into the second phase of this session-

-a focus on the use of North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey data as a tool 

for school improvement.  

Introduction of Data Sets  

Session One 

1.  North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey 

The researcher continued in her facilitation of this session of the Aspiring 

Leadership Academy with a focus on the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions 

Survey (NCTWCS), an anonymous statewide survey of licensed school-based educators 

to assess teaching conditions at the school, district, and state level.  The results of this 

survey may be used for collaborative school and district improvement plans.  In fact, a 
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significant portion of the researcher’s presentation focused on the utilization of the North 

Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey results as a part of school-wide 

improvement plan using a different type of data.  Conducted every two years in March, 

The North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey is an attempt to see how 

teachers feel and what their perceptions are of the school climate.  The researcher 

challenged participants to look at their respective schools and determine what the data in 

this survey reveal.  An important goal to stress is 100% participation in survey 

completion.  In the Welborn County Schools, an entry plan is required of the 

superintendent for new principals.  The entry plan allows the new principals to survey the 

climate, lending direction to their first year in the role.  Participants had thorough 

discussions on how the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey has the 

potential to assist a new administrator in understanding elements of their school including 

the academic, cultural, and structural components of that school.  It is important to let 

teachers know that the results of the survey will be used to improve the school as a whole 

and are not designed to single out individuals.  The survey itself is completed 

anonymously with each teacher being assigned a code.  The structure of the survey 

invites honest feedback from the respondents.  The researcher stressed that it is 

significant when survey results are released that administrators review what stakeholders 

have expressed in an open forum.  The researcher also stated the importance for 

administrators not to take the results personally because it will be difficult to improve the 

school if that becomes the focus.  While the survey can generate improvements for the 

school leadership, the overall goal of the survey is school improvement.  As a reference 

point, the researcher shared comparisons from a previous principalship in the Welborn 
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County School district of data from this survey and how data was utilized to increase 

student achievement and teacher efficacy.  Although the survey is required to be 

completed every two years, the researcher stressed how participants could do a scaled-

down version as a “temperature check” in the off years.  A temperature check might be a 

locally developed survey focusing on a significant area of improvement identified in 

results from the North Carolina Teacher Working Conditions Survey.  Deciding on what 

elements could be used or considered in a temperature check led the facilitator to shift the 

conversation and message of the session to the implementation of additional types of data 

that may have a positive impact on school change.   

2. Four Types of Data 

Participants agreed that it takes many tools to create effective change from school 

leadership.   To assist the participants’ understanding of the power of using teacher 

survey data as a school improvement tool, Katie Carrick, the assistant director for 

academic support for Welborn County Schools, presented to the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy, “Four Types of Data: The Use of Data to Effect Change for 

Principals.”  Carrick posed a question to the ALA participants, “How are students 

different as a result of what we do?”   Carrick reminded participants that differences of 

students (and all stakeholders) may be best presented through the lens of data.   The 

impact of all elements in school life, not only instruction, is made clearer to all 

stakeholders through the use of data.  Principals who proficiently use data must be able to 

access, analyze, interpret, and present data of all types and forms.  They view data as a 

vehicle not only to identify problems but to gain understanding of their causes (Seashore-

Louis et.al, 2010).   To accomplish these tasks, principals must be adept at all possible 



 
 

  

128 

methods of data delivery.  In her presentation on this topic, Carrick shared with the 

participants that data may be collected on achievement, competency, and standards or 

information related to these goals.   Carrick said, “Often principals forget that data can be 

used as an advocacy tool for a school.”   In addition to these decisions, the use of data 

drives funding within a school.  Frequently, data will be the basis for grant writing efforts 

and will focus school resources where they are most needed.  Energetically, an effective 

principal can create an urgency for change based upon the data collected and 

studied.  Carrick noted, “When used and applied wisely, a principal can allow data to be a 

catalyst for changing existing policies and help to engage decision makers, teacher 

leaders, and teams to create positive changes.”       

As the presentation progressed, Carrick challenged the ALA participants to 

consider, “What is data telling us about a student, a group of students or a whole 

school?”  The challenge of a principal is to understand how data helps to tell “their story” 

and to show evidence of what is happening in their school.   In light of principals 

“sharing their story” through data, Carrick elaborated on several concepts and types of 

data.   Key to the success of data use, the principal must share and celebrate success 

stories of the school based upon the results of the data.   In addition, data in a school help 

leaders recognize barriers to learning, point out system inequities, show progress of 

students, advocate for change, and help not only to monitor progress but also to recognize 

that data are a foundation for the promotion of progress.   Data do not merely measure the 

effort but the impact as well.  Without data, principals may be working with good 

intentions but not focusing on the accomplishments, the diligence, or the effectiveness of 

the work.  Therefore, the communication of goals and objectives is an essential impact of 
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data use.  As a school leader, it is critical to share effectively, through data, the purpose 

of the school or district goals, outcomes, and results.  Data also provide evidence to 

support continuation of a given path or the need to change direction.  In reality, it is the 

focus on long-term results.  There are multiple types of data to assist the principal in 

monitoring the progress of students and programs within a school.     
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Table 3 

 

Types of Data Available to Administrators 

 
Student Achievement 

Data 

 Achievement Related 

 Data 

 Standards/Competency 

 Related Data 

Disaggregate Data 

 Standardized Tests 

 College Prep 

completion rates 

 Dropout rate 

 Grade Point Average 

(GPA) 

 Program requirement 

fulfillments 

 SAT scores 

 ACT scores 

 Attendance rates/data 

 Alcohol/Drug/Tobacco 

violations 

 Course enrollment 

patterns 

 Discipline referrals 

 Extracurricular activity 

participation 

 Parent involvement  

 Suspension rates 

 Application of conflict 

resolution skills 

 Percentage of students 

on a Four-Year plan 

 Percentage of students 

who participate in Job 

Shadowing 

 Percentage of students 

with set and achieved 

goals 

 Ethnicity 

 Gender 

 Grade Level 

 Language 

 Socioeconomic Status 

 Special Education 

 Teacher of Record 

 

Through the use of multiple types of data, principals gain immediate, intermediate and 

long-range knowledge at various points in the process.   Collecting consistent data over 

these time frames fully illustrates what is happening over time.  

A significant portion of Carrick’s presentation to the ALA participants centered 

on the use of data for program evaluation to show how the leadership is making an 

impact on students’ academic achievement, social skills, and/or career-readiness 

skills.  Important to the use of program evaluation, data provide information that impacts 

school success and the significance it has upon patterns or gaps, problems, achievement, 

and opportunities for students and teachers as well as other school stakeholders.  Carrick 

discussed with the ALA participants three types of program evaluation data that may be 

used to help them in their leadership journey–process data, perception data, and results 

data.     
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Table 4 

 

Program Evaluation Data 

 

Process Data Perception Data Results Data 

 What a leader does 

 Where a leader’s time is spent 

 Who is impacted by the time 

 How the leader’s activities are 

conducted 

 Changing attitudes and beliefs 

 Gaining knowledge and skills  

  Demonstrating competency 

 

 Outcome data—answers so 

what? 

 Evidence of impact on student 

achievement  

 

 

Carrick’s presentation to the ALA participants greatly expanded their paradigms 

and perceptions of the available data for principals to utilize.  She stressed to the 

participants how the use of data “tells our story” and provides principals factual 

information to create a sense of urgency for change.  

3. Cultural Data   

Following Mrs. Carrick’s presentation, Shannon Jordan, an instructional program 

specialist for the Welborn County Schools, presented to academy participants, “The 

Significance of Poverty - An Equity Audit Project.”  Jordan shared the importance of 

using cultural data to identify factors contributing to the achievement gap in many 

schools and districts.  The basis of her presentation stemmed from an analysis of data 

found in a recent audit of poverty-stricken students in the Welborn County Schools.  

Examining this culture through the lens of achievement equity, she reported to the group 

that there are three additional components of the equity audit process: teacher quality, 

programmatic, and civil rights (Skrla, McKenzie, & Scheurich, 2009). 

Jordan shared with participants that according to the AdvancedED Executive 

Summary, Welborn County Schools serves approximately 20,000 students with a student 

demographic breakdown of 88.5% White, 3.1% African American, 5.5% Hispanic, 1% 

Asian, and .3% American Indian (www.ncreportcards.org).   Significant to Jordan’s 
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presentation were statistics centering on the socioeconomic status of students in Welborn 

County Schools with approximately 45% of students qualifying for free and reduced 

lunch.  Welborn County Schools serves 2.1% of their students in the English Language 

Learner program and 12% in the Special Education program. Fifty-two percent of 

students are male; forty-eight percent, female.  Jordan’s study germinated from 

conversations with the assistant superintendent of curriculum and instruction who 

requested her to address the breakdown of data specifically related to the male population 

following the release of testing data from the previous year. 

To generate her report, Jordan pointed out to the ALA participants, “I collected 

data from the SAS North Carolina Report Card website as well as data from 

PowerSchool.”  Her main data sources dealt with achievement equity.  That data included 

graduation rates, ACT proficiency scores, dropout rates and demographics, End of 

Course proficiency scores, suspension rates, and attendance data.  To address the specific 

concern of the assistant superintendent, Jordan chose to view each subgroup by gender, 

choosing two years of data including the 2013-2014 and the 2014-2015 academic 

years.   Jordan identified two feeder patterns in the district with high poverty rates--one at 

50%; the other, 45%.  Interestingly, both high schools in this feeder pattern have 

consistent inequities in male achievement.   

Significant to the ALA, Jordan explained how she analyzed and reported the data, 

further creating an action plan to combat the findings.   Based on the data, her action plan 

first gave focus to the dropout rate.  Jordan asserted that “To decrease the percentage of 

dropouts, students need to have a connection to school.”  She explained to the assistant 

principals that many disadvantaged students in urban and rural environments lack the 
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day-to-day experiences that stimulate their intellectual development.  Her research 

supports the idea that districts should focus on creating high interest after-school 

programs, building stronger relationships between staff and students, and securing 

funding through grants to increase innovative, interactive programs for students to 

explore during the school day--three ways to positively impact the graduation rate.  

Jordan’s presentation concluded with training on equity audits in which she 

modeled for assistant principals how to identify areas of concern, analyze the data, and 

plan strategically for improvement.  These areas are critical for an aspiring school 

administrator committed to improving student achievement for all students.  ALA 

participants left with a greater understanding of the plethora of data available and charted 

a course for a much smoother journey in their role as an aspiring principal.  The 

researcher concluded the session with asking participants to complete the session 

evaluation.  

Session Two 

 On February 19, 2016, in a presentation to the ALA (see Appendix H), the 

director of secondary education led the participants in a book study on the first chapter of 

Data Wise (2005).  To open the discussion, participants were asked to share their 

thoughts on their reading and the book.  The researcher used the following questions to 

prompt reflection and dialogue from the ALA participants: 

1.  As a school leader, what steps can you take to engage faculty and others in 

the use of data to improve student achievement? 

2. What support can central office, teacher leaders, and others provide to help in 

the study of data? 
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3. What is your belief about using data to improve high stakes assessments? 

4. What structure for data discussions would be possible in your schools? 

5. Does our district have, or can we construct, an inventory of assessments and 

instructional initiatives? 

6. Are there members of your faculties who would be willing to collect and 

manage your schools’ data? 

Participants described the information contained within it as “very practical, not 

theoretical.”  Another participant noted that the book “helped me to realize how data can 

help discover trends and systems within a school and school district.”  When speculating 

on what is happening in their own school, another participant noted that “If changes are 

to be made, data must be a part of the changes.”  One participant raised the point that 

reading the Data Wise (2005) book took her from knowing what data are “about” to 

understanding the necessity of having a plan to use it for a leadership purpose.  She said, 

“It gives you insight on even just where to begin.  Before reading this book, the concept 

of using data as a school leader was very overwhelming.”  Another participant, a high 

school assistant principal, shared his reflections:  

I have enjoyed this ALA experience, and in particular, the Problem of Practice 

opportunity. For the past couple of years, I have known that I wanted to look at 

the issue of low Math 1 scores in our building but have been stumped as to how to 

attack the problem effectively.  Through learning about the Problem of Practice 

process in our ALA group, I was able to organize my thoughts and a course of 

action. It was not until I began reading Data Wise with our group that I decided it 

was the numbers that could help me explain and communicate my theory not only 
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to my peers in education but also to parents and students. Using what Data Wise 

had to say about percentiles and how they can be used to measure student learning 

against similar students throughout our county and state, I was able to show that 

students are being improperly placed in math classes at the middle school level.  

The data clearly showed what I had suspected.  Without the ALA experience, it 

may have taken me years to figure it all out!  After presenting this information to 

numerous groups, I feel like positive changes are in store for numerous 

stakeholders in the county!  

A final comment expressed by participants connected to the leadership mindset and 

understanding that the book study could greatly help set the norms of PLC meetings.  

This participant said, “If we had read this book earlier, it would have changed our 

concept of setting norms this year.”    

The director of secondary education shared with the group that the creation of a 

culture of data is essential in creating change in a school:  “As a principal, each time I 

looked at data, I created spreadsheets before sharing the data.  Through studying the 

book, I realized the power of empowering others to share in the process.”  The researcher 

shared many examples of how she consistently and constantly reviewed data during her 

career, noting that this practice informed and shaped what happened in her schools as the 

instructional leader and continues to shape her leadership at the district level.  The 

presenter noted Data Wise (2005) “reminds all of us that one must have a system and 

structure in place to utilize data and that teachers must be able to collaborate and have 

time to collaborate during the review of the data.  If data are not a discussion of a PLC 

meeting, the meeting is not truly a PLC (or collaborative) meeting regarding data.”   
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Following the open forum participants were divided into two groups to answer questions 

about their book study.  The questions engaged participants on six focus areas: engaging 

faculty, support needed, beliefs about data, data structures, assessment inventories or 

initiatives, and the management of data.  The small group conversations led to the 

participants mapping their reactions on six charts in the room, allowing for a gallery walk 

of thoughts and opinions with time for sharing.    

Table 5 

 

ALA Participant Responses to Six Critical Components of Data Wise (2005) 

 
Belief About 

Data 

Data Management Engaging Faculty Inventory of 

Assessments/Initiatives 

Structures Support Needed 

 It aligns whether 
we want it to or 
not (EOG to 
Benchmarks) 

 Identifies areas 
of strengths and 
weakness 

 Will help to 
prioritize areas 
to target 

 Administrators 

 Counselors 

 Lead Teachers 

 Teachers 

 Teacher Leaders 
(IPS) 

 Make the data easy to 
access 

 Engage teachers 
more by focusing on 
data-based success in 
instructional practices 

 Provide consistent 
structures 

 Encourage/Allow 
teachers to lead 

 Increase Data 
Literacy with 
Professional 
Development 

 An inventory of 
assessments is 
needed, not 
something currently 
available  

 An inventory of 
initiatives is present  

 Walkthroughs 

 MTSS Inventory 

 Professional 
Development 
 

 

 PLC groups 

 Data dive 

 One-half day 
collaboration 
sessions 

 Department 
Meetings 

 Common 
Planning 

 Investment in 
human capital 

 Need for 
Lead Teacher 
or data 
support in all 
schools, not 
just Title I 

 IPS Team 
helpful but 
serve multiple 
schools 

 Systematic 
approach to 
sharing data 

 Training 

 

Table 5 revealed a broad needs assessment for the Welborn County Schools’ emerging 

leaders based upon their responses to the six questions posed by the presenter.  The 

researcher noted for the group that the book is divided into three different parts: Prepare, 

Inquiry, and Act.  Chapters two and three, the focus of the next ALA session, conclude 

the study of preparing to become a “data wise” school leader and to examine the 

importance of Inquiry as related to data analysis.  

Continuing Data Sets 

4. Walkthrough Observations as a Data Collection Tool 
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Following the researcher’s facilitation of the book study, Martha Roberts, 

principal of Central Welborn High School, shared her success of gathering teacher 

effectiveness data in a presentation titled, "The Importance of Walkthroughs as a Data 

Collection Tool.”  Roberts noted that as an administrator, conducting walkthrough 

observations is one of the most valuable actions to assist teachers in their growth.  As a 

tool in the observation process, Roberts pointed out that walkthroughs assist her in an 

administrative role to monitor what teachers are teaching to ensure that the curriculum is 

being followed, to provide feedback to teachers to help them reach their professional 

goals, to provide support for classroom management by enforcing of classroom and 

school rules, to keep abreast on what is occurring in the building, to allow administrators 

to partner teachers based on strengths and needs, and to share with all teachers what 

others are doing so that all stakeholders can learn and grow from each other. 

In order to accomplish the task of gathering data through the walkthrough tool in 

a timely manner, the administrative team sets weekly or monthly goals for a number of 

visits. At the beginning of the semester, the administrative team will complete a 

walkthrough for all classes daily for the first few days, then transition to every class in a 

week.  Following the initial weeks, formal observations begin, and a goal is set for each 

administrator to visit each class one time per month.  Each walkthrough is five to ten 

minutes in length and is generally recorded on the Welborn County Schools walkthrough 

form, a Google tool. 

Roberts shared with the ALA participants that knowing what to do with the 

collected data following the walkthrough is a key component of the process.  After 

conducting walkthroughs the administrative team highlights positive practices observed 
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in a weekly school newsletter and partners teachers to facilitate learning from each other.  

The administrative team will then send each teacher an email with feedback, allowing 

each teacher to know what the administrator observed and to understand the 

administrator’s comments.   Sometimes, the walkthrough data reveal the need to have a 

more serious conversation with a teacher if multiple occurrences of student misbehavior 

are occurring or the content is not being taught as it should be.   

Following a data analysis the formulation of an action plan is critical.  Roberts 

noted that--at the semester's end--the administrative team had used the data as a 

springboard for professional development for the faculty conducted by the district’s 

instructional program specialist on the standards being observed in the walkthrough 

observations. Through this professional development process, administrators seek an 

increase in rigor, differentiation, and rich student engagement/conversation in all classes. 

Roberts concluded her portion of the presentation with a question and answer 

session for the participants.  Questions from the participants were largely centered on 

how to establish a time frame or schedule to complete walkthrough observations on all 

staff members.   Roberts shared a chart with the participants that divided her faculty into 

a third, allowing each of the three administrators to keep track of which group of teachers 

they will observe.   The principal also explained to the participants that in order to utilize 

the data gathered in an initial set of walkthrough observations, she invited an instructional 

program specialist to complete a professional development session with her staff.   It is 

her desire to reset and clear her data collection information and begin the data collection 

process again to monitor the impact the professional development session had on change 

and growth for the faculty at her school.  
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5. Teacher Evaluation and EVAAS Data 

Presenting her problem of practice with regard to data, Angela Spencer, assistant 

principal of Alston Elementary School, and a member of the aspiring leadership group, 

entitled her presentation, “YOU are the Difference.”  Spencer’s presentation to the ALA 

group specifically targeted administrators who are assisting their teachers in reviewing 

their evaluation data gathered from the North Carolina Educator Evaluation System 

(NCEES).  Spencer began her presentation with a series of facts surrounding the 

perception of teachers regarding the use of the teacher evaluation instrument.  When 

posed with the question of considering the purpose of teacher evaluation to measure 

teacher competence or to foster teacher learning, she reported that 93% of the staff at her 

school indicated they felt the primary purpose of the North Carolina Educator Evaluation 

System is to determine the former—teacher competence.  Spencer hypothesized that the 

implementation of a systematic, post-observation protocol will help insure that teacher 

evaluations through the North Carolina Educator Evaluation System will be utilized for 

the purposes of developing teacher practice and efficacy.  Supporting this data from her 

school, Spencer noted that the research highlights the fact that traditional, large group 

staff development is ineffective.  With regard to teacher growth, Spencer also shared with 

the ALA participants that student performance is strongly tied to the teacher’s efficacy.  

To this end Spencer’s presentation suggested three ways to build teacher efficacy: 

allowing teachers to review lessons with colleagues, studying administrator and peer 

feedback to teachers on goal pursuits, and providing built-in time for teacher self-

reflection.  Spencer cited one study of the Cincinnati Public Schools showing significant 

growth among mid- career teachers in the five years following their evaluation year.  In 
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this study the average teacher’s students scored one-half standard deviation higher on 

standardized math tests in the evaluation year as compared to the prior years.  This study 

strengthens the idea that the evaluation instrument can lead to improvement in teaching 

effectiveness.  

To build upon the use of the evaluation instrument as a tool for teacher growth 

and guided staff development in her school, Spencer proposed several activities to give 

teachers support in understanding how their evaluation system works.  Initially, Spencer 

shared the idea that a variety of data will be collected to yield an understanding of current 

perceptions of the NCEES tool.  A complete disaggregation of current teacher evaluation 

data will also take place as well as student EVAAS data.  To assist the teachers in 

bridging their perception of the instrument to the reality of its use, Spencer plans to 

utilize a professional ready study from Marzano’s What Works in Schools.  Spencer 

explained that she chose this book because of its emphasis on how teacher-level factors 

influence the ability of a student to learn.  Following the selected book study, teachers 

will use baseline data in a collaborative approach to self-reflection, goal setting, self-

evaluation, and coaching.  Spencer surmises that her school will recognize the impact of 

these activities on increased teacher ratings in NCEES areas focused on by these 

activities and that teachers will observe an increase in self-ratings on the Teacher Sense 

of Efficacy Scale (TSES).   Most importantly, the outcome of these activities will be 

increased student achievement through the use of the teacher evaluation instrument as a 

means of teacher growth.   Ms. Spencer introduced Deborah Rutherford who continued 

the discussion of EVAAS data. 

6. EVAAS Data 
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Deborah Rutherford, a local university doctoral student, and a former 

accountability director from Ohio, presented EVAAS data.  Her presentation explored the 

value of EVAAS and its use to impact student learning and growth.  To open the 

presentation she asked the participants to rate their training level on EVAAS data on a 

1:5 ratio, one being very little; five, extensive training. Overwhelmingly, the participants 

agreed their training level on EVAAS data was approximately a one, indicating their lack 

of training.  Rutherford posed this challenge to the participants, “For any school with 

50% or more free and reduced lunch, growth is the greatest hope for the students.”  This 

allowed her to align her presentation with attention on achievement versus growth. 

In representing the EVAAS system, Rutherford stressed the importance of 

understanding the difference between student achievement and student growth.  She said, 

“Knowing the difference between these is highly important in understanding how 

EVAAS is the fairest model for demonstrating growth.”   Rutherford also posed the 

question, “How is 80% achievement and 20% growth state report card grade fair to 

students and schools?”   This discussion led the participant group to understand how 

demonstrated EVAAS growth should be promoted as equal and fair.  As a result, 

understanding the history of data is very important to the school principal.  Rutherford 

shared that as early as 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act proved that 

poverty had an effect on the ability of students to learn.  In the 1983 “A Nation at Risk” 

report, there was an acknowledgement that the level of the “individual learner” dictated 

one’s performing in ways that test and push back on personal limits.  With the passing of 

time and legislation, North Carolina saw the implementation of the “Race to the Top” 

grant in 2010, which focused on educational reform in four areas:  Great Teachers and 
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Principals, Data Driven Decisions at All Levels, Turnaround of Lowest Achieving 

Schools, and Statewide Standards and Assessments.  The presenter stated that this shift 

changed North Carolina from an accountability model to a “READY” model during the 

2012-2013 academic year.  She said, “The Ready Model not only adopted new state 

standards but created shorter and more rigorous assessments to check for student progress 

on the standards.”  The Ready Model, in line with ESEA legislation of 1965, measures 

student proficiency on state assessments as well as Annual Measurable Objectives 

(AMOs) for subgroups.  Rutherford expressed to the group that even though those four 

areas were targeted by the “Race to the Top” grant, they did not necessarily concentrate 

on student growth.    

G.S. §115C-83.15 directed the State Board of Education (SBE) to award North 

Carolina public schools overall school scores for “achievement, growth, and 

performance” and to “ designate that a school has met, exceeded, or has not met 

expected growth.” The law further stated, “The designation of student growth 

shall be clearly displayed in the annual school report card.” For schools serving 

students in kindergarten through eighth grade, the school performance scores in 

reading and mathematics, respectively, shall be reported separately on the 

annual school report card.  

Rutherford defined for the group what a growth score is and how EVAAS is used 

to calculate it.  She explained the growth score as follows: 

The growth score for a school is generated using Educational Value Added 

Assessment System (EVAAS).  EVAAS is a value-added growth model that 

uses EOG (math, English language arts/reading, and science) and EOC (Math I, 
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English II, and Biology) assessment data to measure the amount of growth 

groups of students make in a year.  The Growth Score for a school depends 

upon the EOG and EOC assessments administered in the school.  EVAAS 

calculates a composite index of growth, known as School-wide Accountability 

Growth Composite, which determines the designation of the school. There are 3 

designations of growth: 1) Exceeds Expected Growth, 2) Meets Expected 

Growth, and 3) Does Not Meet Expected Growth. For the purposes of the 

School Performance Grades, the School-wide Accountability Growth composite 

index is also converted to a 100-point scale so that it can be combined with the 

School Achievement Score for an overall Performance Score (NCDPI, 2015)  

Rutherford helped the participants delve deeper into what EVAAS means to an 

administrator by allowing the participants to make predictions for a sample school by 

looking at sample data.  Based upon the data to generate questions for considerations, 

participants were able to formulate questions as though they were the principal of the 

sample school.  Furthermore, participants were able to look at the decision dashboard to 

identify students who are not growing in particular areas, even though overall it appears 

the students are “green” or “blue.”  Rutherford noted that it is important to find ways to 

celebrate success even if there are many areas of concern.  Utilizing common assessments 

is a critical point to begin improvement when districts are struggling in the red.  The 

decision dashboard can be utilized to start data discussion at a comfortable or non-

threatening point.  Rutherford shared the prediction report area of EVAAS that allows 

teachers to group and regroup students to predict their future success.  One of the 

participants shared that she tried to avoid this report because some teachers view this as 
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discouraging.  Responding to this participant, the presenter suggested that the participants 

look beyond the prediction to find areas for possible growth, sharing with the group that a 

growth model is the most statistically valid way to evaluate and compare a school’s 

educational impact.  The most notable reason for this is the depth of research on 

educating a student who lives in poverty because using only a proficiency model is unfair 

to the student, not taking into consideration the impact of the teacher on the student.   

Rutherford suggested that the addition of goal summary reports, teacher growth 

analysis, quarterly assessments, common assessments and differentiating instruction 

based on individual student need are all helpful in growing students.  She pointed out to 

the group that these efforts, combined with EVAAS, make a huge difference in how data 

impact a school.  

As the strategies were executed as part of the Do step of the PDSA model, it was 

critical for the researcher to observe what happened once the plan was in motion.  Two 

questions included:   

1.  Did everything go as planned during the implementation phase?  

2. Were modifications to the plan required? 

The researchers should record observations throughout this entire phase as data will be 

important in studying the effectiveness of the action plan implementation. 

  



 
 

  

145 

Methodology 

The action plan was designed to improve the curriculum of the initial prototype of 

the Aspiring Leadership Academy with a more strategic focus on using data as a school 

leader to impact student achievement.  The researcher collected and analyzed data while 

monitoring the implementation of the plan using varying methods, which is the study step 

of the PDSA.   

Data Collection 

During this phase of the cycle, the researcher assessed the impact of the plan to 

identify if the data sessions fulfilled the purpose of helping aspiring leaders learn how to 

effectively use data as a school leader to impact achievement.  Therefore, the researcher 

used the indicators of the focus group interviews, open-ended session evaluations, and 

competency rating surveys, to measure success and identify problem areas of the newly 

designed data sessions added to the ALA.   

Prior to collecting any data, the researcher secured permission through a 

modification to the initial IRB from High Point University.  High Point University’s 

Institutional Review Board approved the modification to the research to be conducted in 

December 2015 (see Appendix I).  To determine if the goal for the action plan was met, 

the researcher used an identical approach of methods as in the needs assessment of the 

initial prototype.  This process involved the following components: conducting focus 

interviews with ALA participants, compiling competency rating survey (see Appendix D) 

data completed by each participant, and examining evaluations completed by assistant 

principals at the conclusion of each Aspiring Leadership Academy session.     
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According to Creswell (2007), a phenomenological study describes the meaning 

for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon.  For the 

qualitative aspect of the needs assessment, the researcher used a phenomenological 

approach.  The phenomenon in this study is the Aspiring Leadership Academy and the 

seven participants who were a part of this experience from November 2015 through the 

time of data collection in February 2016.  Utilizing focus group interviews, the researcher 

collected data to develop a description of the ALA consisting of "what" they experienced 

and "how" they experienced it.  The three research questions for this part of the study 

included: 

1.   How do participants assess the structure of the ALA?  

2. How do participants assess the curriculum of the ALA?  

3. What did the ALA experience mean to them in their leadership development?   

To conduct this part of the study, the researcher divided the participants into two groups 

by school level--elementary and secondary.  This allowed for smaller groups, yielding 

deeper insights into the lived experiences.  There were four elementary assistant 

principals, one middle school assistant principal, and two high school assistant principals 

who participated in the second cohort: six female and one male.  All participants are 

Caucasian. Table 6 outlines the participants’ gender, age, years in education, years as an 

assistant principal, and years at current school and level.  
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Table 6 

ALA Second Cohort Participants 

Gender Age Years in 

Education 

Years as an 

Administrator 

Years at 

Current 

School 

School  

Level 

F 31 10 2 2 Elementary 

F 33 12 2 2 Elementary 

F 34 14 3 3 Elementary 

F 35 13 3 7 months Elementary 

F 30 8 2 2 Middle 

F 39 17 3 3 High 

M 35 13 3 3 High 

 

Among the seven assistant principals participating in the second cohort of ALA, there 

were one male (14%) and 6 females (86%), ranging in age from 30 to 39, with an average 

age of 34.  Collectively, these assistant principals have served in education an average of 

12.42 years; in the role of assistant principal, an average of years 2.57; and at their 

current school, 2.24 years.  

Using both qualitative and quantitative results, this study, by definition, is a 

mixed method study and provides various viewpoints and perceptions about the 

experiences gained by the participants during year two of this leadership academy.  For 

the second part of the study, the researcher utilized data from ALA session evaluations.  

Each academy session concluded with participants submitting responses to the following:  
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1. What about session ___ has validated, inspired, or caused a change in your 

thinking? 

2. What practices or ideas did you learn that you can implement as a leader? 

3. I still would like to learn more about ___ as I grow and develop as a leader.  

These concluding responses were created by the Strategic Planning Team, and the 

researcher vetted them through criteria recommended by the Harvard University Program 

on Survey Research.  The ideal question accomplishes three goals:  It measures the 

underlying concept it is intended to evaluate; it does not measure other concepts, and it 

means the same thing to all respondents.  A recommendation made for validating survey 

responses included pretesting the survey by asking a few respondents to review the 

instrument prior to administering the survey.  Thereby, this pretesting process increased 

the effectiveness of the survey by ensuring clarity.  

For the third part of the methods, the researcher surveyed all seven participants 

using a competency rating survey.  The purpose of the survey determined the competence 

of the participants in the action plan goal of utilizing data to impact student achievement.  

Although the original survey was comprised of 11 survey questions directly related to the 

objectives of the program, only one question was used for the purpose of the action plan 

evaluation.  The researcher aligned the questions to the Interstate School Leaders 

Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008), 

which includes six standards that describe knowledge required for each standard, the 

dispositions or attitudes of the leader who is implementing the performances of the 

standard, and performances that could be observed by an administrator accomplished in 

the standard. 
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Participants answered using a Likert Scale, rating their proficiency pre-and post-

participation in the program by indicating: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and 

Strongly Disagree for the targeted response: The Aspiring Leadership Academy helped 

this participant gain experience and competence in the area of using data to impact 

student performance at the school level. 

Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed the data from all data collection methods: the personal 

interviews, the open-ended session evaluations, and the competency rating surveys.  The 

data analysis described the impact of the action plan to provide the Strategic Planning 

Team an overall view of impact of the intentional strategies designed to improve the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy.  This is also known as the Study phase of the PDSA 

model.   

To analyze the data, the researcher reviewed all responses from open-ended 

session evaluations—noting themes that were prevalent.  Additionally, the researcher 

tabulated the results from the competency rating survey as respondents indicated their 

rate of learning on a Likert Scale.  Findings from this study were used by Welborn 

County Schools to inform the direction of the Aspiring Leadership Academy moving 

forward.  The following discussion summarizes major observations and categorizes 

themes based on session evaluations and competency rating survey results.  

Question 1-What about session 3 and 4 “Navigating the Sea of Data” has validated, 

inspired, or caused a change in your thinking? 
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January 29 

 The Strengths Assessment confirmed many of my beliefs about the way I lead and 

has helped me identify areas that I need in my team.  It has also been very 

encouraging to hear what others are working on for their problem of practice. 

 I appreciated the conversation surrounding the NC Teacher Working Conditions 

Survey.  Dr. Scott's feedback to use the survey to gain cultural, academic, and 

structural information about WCS was important in thinking about future 

principal interviews. 

 I feel challenged to learn more about the NCTWCS. I am always both inspired 

and challenged to hear what exciting things are happening at other schools. 

 I love data, so I enjoyed hearing both presentations. 

 I would like to dig deeper in to what Katie Carrick shared regarding the different 

types of data we can use.  I also am glad we talked about the NC Teacher 

Working Conditions survey so that I can talk to my principal about how to 

encourage participation strategically and how we will plan to use the information. 

 Learning about what the guidance counselors’ role can now be as far as data and 

student programs have shown me what type of resource they can be. 

February 19 

 This was very impactful, particularly discussing our Data Wise (2005) 

reading/guiding questions with our similar level groups.  I also benefitted from 

more understanding of EVAAS from Ms. Rutherford.  

 I appreciate the emphasis on not just collecting data but using that data in an 

impactful way. 
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 Reviewing the Data Wise (2005) concepts and talking with the other elementary 

assistant principals gave me new ideas to think about implementing in PLCs 

concerning data analysis and how to move teachers forward once they have the 

data.  Answering the 'now what' is always the hardest part.  

 As always, I appreciate the real-world, real-time, practical experiences of the 

principals that are invited to speak at our sessions.  As an elementary AP, we are 

not currently using a walkthrough tool.  I think developing something like this for 

our school will allow us to gather more data on teachers that is substantive instead 

of just observed. 

 I am going to continue to reflect on the book study Data Wise (2005) so I can 

better apply the use of data in the school.  Our time spent reviewing EVAAS 

reports, including scatterplots was tremendously helpful and gave me the 

opportunity to view things from a different perspective. 

 I felt validated when we looked at our EVAAS data, and I was able to see all of 

the positive areas of growth in my school.  

 The EVAAS presentation today was great!  Deborah was a very knowledgeable 

presenter and showed us several things about EVAAS I didn't already know. 

Question 2-What practices or ideas did you learn that you can implement as a 

leader? 

January 29 

 I learned practical ways to gather data from various areas other than academics. 

 I liked the suggestion that we strategically plan a date to administer the 

NCTWCS.  I feel teachers would be more united in completing the survey in a 
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group setting rather than independently. Building a culture of data at your school 

is also important.  Ms. Carrick opened my eyes to other data that our school 

counselors could collect and analyze.  I think this helps them feel like members of 

the culture of the school, instead of a separate program. 

 I will work to learn more about NCTWCS and how to use that information to 

improve what we do at school. 

 I really appreciate the guidance presentation on data being shared with us from 

Ms. Carrick.  It helps to know what they are being told so we can continue to 

support them as well. 

 The different types of data that Katie Carrick shared can help me support my 

school counselor immediately.  I also want to keep working on the NCTWCS as 

well as the mindset behind the Data Wise articles we read. 

 Addressing the NC Teacher Working Conditions study to validate to your 

teachers you are listening is a valuable lesson. 

February 19 

 I am going to dig deeper into thinking about how to engage my faculty more into 

data collaboration.  I want them to feel like they don't need to depend on me to 

lead their data discussions.  I also want to dig into EVAAS more to see how to 

understand how we can get my school on the right side of the scatterplot!  

 Utilizing EVAAS and walkthrough data to impact professional development and 

data awareness are valuable components for evaluation. 

 I like having more examples of ways to use EVAAS with teachers.   
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 I REALLY enjoyed hearing from Martha Roberts about classroom walkthroughs.  

Any chance we can get to hear from practicing principals about best ways to 

implement new things (and then of course hear everything else that is shared) is 

great.  I need to do a better job with walkthroughs.  

 EVAAS reports-I would like to have further discussions with my principal so that 

these reports can be utilized. 

 I liked practical applications for utilizing EVAAS data and Walkthrough data to 

better support teachers and instruction. 

 I learned how to use the EVAAS data to identify areas of strength and weakness 

for my school. 

 Time has to be spent in data collection.  As the instructional leader, administrators 

must put the effort into collecting and organizing the data so that teachers can 

then use the results to improve their teaching and instruction. 

Response 3-I still would like to learn more about _________ as I grow and develop 

as a leader. 

January 29 

 I would like to learn more about how to create a "brand" for your school. 

 I would like to continue to hear from people who have been principals. Learning 

from their experience and work in the field is important to my personal growth. 

 I would like to learn more about budget and finances in the school. (anything like 

this that you don't have exposure to as an assistant principal but you will be 

responsible for as the  principal!) 



 
 

  

154 

 I would still like to learn more about the principalship -- what will be expected of 

me? What are the toughest challenges? How do we know what to prioritize? 

 I want to learn more about how to employ the Data Wise (2005) strategies 

 I still feel I need to understand how to use the Evaluation Instruments more 

effectively. 

February 19 

 I want to learn how to engage faculty more in data analysis and collaboration. I'm 

hoping to get more of that as we go into Data Wise (2005). I really enjoy the time 

to collaborate with other ALA peers and look forward to my principal shadowing 

experiences.  

 Ways to use EVAAS and data as well as implement the data process in school 

 I still would like to learn more about the many different ways schools do the same 

things -- as in here is how one school does it, but another school may do it 

completely different.   

 I would like to dig deeper in EVAAS data-for example actually being guided 

through my schools data and creating a plan to use it for Professional 

Development. 

 I am looking forward to the opportunity to continue delving into Data Wise 

(2005) to wrap my mind around putting stronger structures in place for data 

analysis. 

 I would still like to learn more about how to have critical conversations with 

teachers whose data shows that they are in need of instructional support. How do 

you initiate those conversations in a constructive way?  
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 I would like to learn more about EVAAS data and sharing it with teachers.  Just 

more time to explore and learn about the reports. 

Figure 8 depicts the responses from the January 29 session; Figure 9 shows 

responses from the February 19 meeting.  Both figures indicate the action plan strategies 

that the participants determined as having the most impact on their learning of how to 

utilize data as a school leader.   

 

 

Figure 8. ALA Participant Responses Rating Data Topics and the Impact on their 

Learning 

The bars in Figure 8 designate the percentage of responses demonstrating the curriculum 

topics that participants felt most valuable as it relates to deepening their understanding of 

data literacy as a school leader.  
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Figure 9. ALA Participant Responses Rating Data Topics and the Impact on their 

Learning 

Figure 9 depicts the percentage of participants’ responses regarding the action plan 

strategies that they determined as having the most impact on their learning of how to 

utilize data as a school leader from Session Two.   

In addition to the open-ended survey responses, overall, the data from the Likert 

survey shown in Figure 10 clearly indicate that the action plan goal of using data to 

impact student performance was a competency learned at a high level with 4 of 7 

respondents Strongly Agree (57%) and 3 respondents Agree (43%) for a total of 100% 

rating this competency as a strength.  Figure 10 depicts the responses from participants 

on the Likert-style questions pertaining to their understanding of using data as a school 

leader.  
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Figure 10.  Participant Responses Regarding Learning How to Utilize Data as a School 

Leader 

Summary of Findings 

 The major findings from the implementation of the action plan outlined in chapter 

three indicated that all participants rate their competency in using data to improve student 

achievement as a strength.  One-hundred percent of all participants ranked the 

competency associated with data as either agree or strongly agree after the ALA sessions 

focusing on the most effective uses of data as a school leader.  The participants ranked 

the Data Wise (2005) book study and presentations on EVAAS data, the four types of 

data, and the North Carolina Working Conditions Survey as the curriculum components 

having the greatest impact on their learning.   

Discussion 

The Act phase of PDSA involves taking action based on the findings from the 

Study phase.  The researcher planned to increase the ALA participants’ understanding of 

data use as a school leader.  In the planning phase several topics, data sets, and readings 

were considered for the curriculum of the ALA.  The implementation of exposing 

participants to varying types of data to be used in increasing student achievement was 

successful based on evaluations submitted by participants.  From the session evaluation 
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responses and the competency rating survey questionnaire, the researcher and the 

Strategic Planning Team were satisfied that the strategies of the action plan were 

successful in achieving Goal 1 of the strategic plan.  In a self-assessment, the members of 

the second cohort of the ALA asserted that they have a better understanding of data sets, 

which means the sessions in different data sets will remain in the implementation of the 

third prototype of the ALA.  After studying the plan, the implementation, and evaluation, 

the researcher suggested the following actions be considered in making changes to the 

ALA:  

 Consider eliminating the presentation on cultural data.  While it contained 

valuable data, it did not seem entirely relevant to the principalship, as it was more 

focused on a district problem.  

 Include a presentation by a principal showing the process of varying data 

collection and dissemination to the staff.   

 Model how to use EVAAS data to inform teaching practices.  It would be 

beneficial to see the process from receiving the data for analysis to reviewing it 

with teachers.  

 Link the real-life examples to the book study to make it tangible. The content of 

the book is excellent, but it is hard to digest unless it is put into practice. 

 Add time to listen to and dialogue with peers and the seasoned administrators who 

have "been there, done that" and can give solid, real, tried and true advice about 

growing, leading, and problem solving. 
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 Create a school specific question to problem solve and dialogue with the current 

principal using data (EVAAS, NCTWC, etc.) that seem to indicate need of some 

action.  

This study examined the initial prototype of an aspiring leadership academy.  

After completing a needs assessment, the researcher created an improved prototype for a 

second implementation.  The findings evidenced in this chapter provided insight for the 

researcher to improve the ongoing program in its third year of implementation.   

Limitations of the Study 

This study focused on development and implementation of an aspiring leader 

academy and more specifically, how to increase academy participants’ understanding of 

data as a school leader.  The researcher works in the district and made many decisions 

about the design and implementation of the Aspiring Leader Academy (ALA).  One of 

the limitations of a study in which the researcher is so closely involved in the work is the 

potential for researcher bias and subjectivity.   

With regard to data collection, the researcher faced the fact that some may fear 

the data may be “tainted” by the researcher’s involvement in collecting it since focus 

groups are a qualitative research method subject to methodological issues.  To combat 

researcher subjectivity, the researcher added validity to the research of the study by 

utilizing data triangulation in the study design, cross-referencing the data by referring to 

multiple data sources to produce a more comprehensive view of the phenomenon being 

studied.  

Any qualitative method--by its very nature--creates a potential conflict.  All the 

methods of interview, close and personal, facilitated focus groups, and “audience” have 
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potential of some form of researcher bias.  For this study the researcher addressed the 

problem of responses brought on by the qualitative method as “accurate data.”  As with 

any method or study, the researcher must be able to trust that the data collected are 

accurate and authentic for the Problem of Practice in the context of Welborn County 

Schools.  A focus group proved to be the right method for collecting data.  Because the 

question topics were of a less sensitive nature, they were especially helpful when one 

wants to get participants to open up about a specific phenomenon. 

The researcher reduced the chances of receiving “tainted” data by first making 

the point to the ALA participants that as the researcher and actual participant as focus 

group facilitator, the sincere desire is to gather authentic data to reflect the participants’ 

honest insight. The researcher asked cohort participants to view the facilitator of the 

program and focus group interviews as a “researcher” and explained fully that the data 

would only be used to strengthen the program. Appealing to the professionalism of the 

assistant principals, the researcher assured them of the confidentiality of their 

comments. The researcher pledged to listen objectively and did not provide clues that 

would persuade participants to answer in such a way to alter results.   

Because the researcher has been employed in the district for over twenty years, 

many of the participants have a professional relationship with the researcher.  This 

substantiates that the participants are more likely to provide the researcher with 

authentic data than they would a neutral party because of an established level of trust 

that may not be present with an outside facilitator.  In fact, the researcher of this study 

redefined a methodological limitation as a potential strength.    
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During the action plan implementation of the Aspiring Leadership Academy, the 

researcher was presented with several challenges.  The most substantial barrier that 

impacted the implementation plan was the self-imposed time frame from the approval of 

the researcher’s action plan proposal and the final due date of the implementation results.  

The researcher’s proposal for a plan to improve the Aspiring Leadership Academy was 

approved on November 17, 2015, and the final data analysis was scheduled for 

completion by the end of February 2016.  With time needed to plan session curriculum 

and select guest speakers to present at the January and February 2016 sessions, the 

researcher had a very limited amount of time for unexpected adjustments to be made.  

 Based on the research presented in the literature review, the researcher defined the 

critical data set proven to have the greatest impact on student achievement.  Additionally, 

the researcher relied on the research to determine how school leaders should prioritize the 

data they use in their respective schools.  Once the researcher decided what data to 

include in the two sessions dedicated to deepening the academy participants’ 

understanding of how to utilize data as a school leader to increase student learning, the 

next step was selecting presenters to share their expertise with cohort members.  The 

selection process of presenters also created a challenge in that the researcher felt it crucial 

to find presenters who are considered to be experts in their presentation field and to 

enhance the quality of the ALA experience with presenters who are not colleagues or 

possibly known to the participants.  This method of presenter selection supported an 

underlying mission of the ALA, bringing new and varied resources to emerging leaders.  

The researcher also felt it important to seek presenters who were not only qualified but 

who also matched the personalities and dynamic natures of the participants.  With a 



 
 

  

162 

limited amount of time in each session, building up the participants’ desires to delve into 

each element of data use--while keeping their interest keenly focused--elevated the 

overall success of the ALA.  Coordinating the schedule of the ALA with the schedule of 

each guest speaker within the two planned sessions presented a typical, expected 

scheduling barrier.  The original date of the February 2016 session was adjusted due to a 

scheduling conflict with one presenter.  Scheduling sessions in a school system during 

months when wintry weather was a concern that also created anxiety for the researcher.  

Fortunately, this potential barrier did not cause a significant problem for any session.   

 During the session presentations a small number of other obstacles became 

apparent which were addressed as the presentations evolved.  Through questions and 

formative conversations among presenters, the researcher recognized that there were 

paradigms or opinions about data use inherent to participant duty assignments 

(elementary, middle, or high) which also influenced their experience in data use with 

their current principal.  These conversations allowed the researcher to see clearly that it is 

not only important to share new methods and uses of data with the participants, it 

becomes necessary to help the participants shift into a growth mindset and think outside 

of their comfort level with current data use.    

A second concern gently raised by the participants through their formative 

conversation between sessions was the difficulty of transitioning to be a data leader while 

still serving as an assistant principal, taking opportunities to disaggregate data and use 

data even as an aspiring leader, not waiting for “the right time.”  Both of these points 

were small obstacles that were easily overcome with guided and substantive conversation 
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with the participants.  However, left unaddressed, these small obstacles could have 

become major barriers for the researcher and the participants.           

 Along with the obstacle of the time frame to plan sessions, implement strategies, 

and gather data, the researcher felt that in order to complete the components of the action 

plan, other topics of the academy curriculum had to be omitted or moved to a later 

session.  One session was lengthened by one hour to accommodate the facilitation of the 

book study as well as the presentations which centered on the focus of data. Once the 

February session concluded, the researcher collected and analyzed the results of the 

competency rating surveys and open-ended surveys completed by the participants.  It was 

imperative that this session be held as scheduled as not to lessen the time needed for 

thorough data analysis. 

 There were no barriers for the researcher that were insurmountable or that caused 

any significant delay in applying the action plan.   Building partnerships with the 

participants and the presenters allowed for flexibility in the ALA curriculum and 

presentation time frame.     

Conclusions 

The Aspiring Leadership Academy in Welborn County Schools will remain a 

prominent program to train aspiring leaders for the principalship.  Through the work of 

the ALA, assistant principals in the second cohort gained a deeper understanding of using 

data as a tool to have a significant impact upon both their current and future work as an 

administrator.  As an example, it was rewarding to have one of the cohort participants 

take a problem of practice for his own school using EVAAS data and talking points to 

make math recommendations for transitioning from eighth grade to high school.  His 
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theory is that too many students are taking Math I in the eighth grade which results in 

more problems with math scores for students as they are enrolled in math in high school.  

It is clear the ALA is making a difference to the participants as indicated by this one 

participant who moved beyond a study of data to a possible implication that could have 

an impact on a district-wide problem of practice.   

Perhaps what is most noteworthy about the implementation of the action plan was 

not only the deeper understanding that the participants gained but how they became much 

more reflective in their practice and ability to collaborate with their principal to use these 

new skills.  This was an unexpected and positive outgrowth of the second cohort in that 

the participants are actively seeking to employ their newly formed strategies now rather 

than waiting until they have their own principalship.    

The trust and partnerships that have been forged with the ALA participants have 

been an extremely fulfilling experience for the researcher.  Throughout this process the 

researcher has learned a great deal about herself.  Not only did the process help the 

researcher grow more in teaching others how to use data, it was a tremendous benefit as a 

district-level leader in making formative connections in best practices for data district-

wide.  This study has also led the researcher to the idea of possibly forming a “Data 

Wise” team, thereby, transferring more leadership across the district spearheaded by the 

second cohort of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  

In conclusion, the implementation of the action plan has improved the curriculum 

of the Aspiring Leadership Academy and specifically deepened the participants’ 

understanding of the importance of using data as a school leader:  what data are 

important, how should it be organized, and how data should be used to have the greatest 
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impact on student achievement.  The implementation of this action plan has been a truly 

beneficial springboard for the participants and the researcher in opening many positive 

doors and possibilities for the future growth of the Welborn County Schools.  The 

success of the Aspiring Leadership Academy supports the continuation of this program as 

an intentional force in strengthening the pipeline to the principalship. 

Summary 

The action plan was designed to improve upon the initial prototype of the 

Aspiring Leadership Academy in Welborn County Schools, a program created by the 

researcher, to better prepare assistant principals for the role of principal.  It is critical that 

21
st
 century school leaders be adequately trained and prepared to transition into the role 

from that of the assistant principal.  This study was designed to evaluate the effectiveness 

of the first ALA.  When evaluation of the outcomes of a program are gauged, it is much 

easier to justify the continuation and existence of the program (Trammel, 2005).  This 

evaluation of the Aspiring Leadership Academy is designed to do just that.  The launch of 

the action plan proved successful, as evidenced by the academy participants’ responses to 

the competency rating surveys, open-ended session evaluations, and focus group 

interviews. 
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Chapter 4:  Concluding Briefs 

 

Executive Summary 

General Introduction to the Problem  

The future of public school student success demands that states and districts 

actively seek, develop, and retain effective school leaders.  Ample research supports that 

the principal is second only to the classroom teacher in having the greatest impact on 

student achievement (Simkin, Charner, and Suss, 2010).  In a study conducted by 

Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005), the researchers discovered that approximately 

60% of a school’s impact on student learning is attributable to educators:  25% to 

principals and 33% to teachers.  While teachers have a positive impact inside their 

classrooms, principals are responsible for hiring, developing, and retaining effective 

teachers.  Teachers have a tremendous impact on the students they teach each year, while 

principals impact the overall success of teaching and learning in all classrooms.  In an 

article published by New Leaders (2011), United States Secretary of Education, Arne 

Duncan states, “Nothing is more important than leadership.  Principals are CEOs” (p.4). 

Published by New Leaders Organization (2013), the “Charlotte Fact Sheet” reports that 

97% of teachers attribute great leadership a significant factor in keeping good teachers in 

their school, thereby showing a direct correlation on student achievement and leadership 

of the principal.  

With 20% of the nation’s 90,000 public school principals leaving their jobs 

annually, more than 18,000 schools will be left with a new principal at the helm each fall 

(Battle, 2010).  Therefore, it is incumbent on schools and districts to meet this critical 

need to prepare aspiring principals to fill vacancies left by those who depart the 
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principalship.  Today’s principals are charged with being much more than managers.  

They must be instructional leaders, focusing particularly on teaching and learning, 

creating an effective staff, and developing a positive school culture.  In addition to these 

three critical areas, principals should excel in personal leadership (New Leaders, 2011).   

Research reveals that educating assistant principals beyond the managerial 

standard is a crucial missing link in the pipeline to the principalship.  Many aspiring 

principals come from the ranks of assistant principals.  Research shows there is a concern 

with the fact that once in practice, assistant principals are restricted by the demands of 

managerial duties.  It is evident that schools and districts will not have principals 

adequately prepared to assume the role of school leader without a transformation of 

school leadership programs on the university level or a district-led principal training 

program in place (Militello, et al., 2009).   

As high-stakes accountability presented an alarming need to grow leaders who 

could initiate and sustain positive change within schools across the state of North 

Carolina, legislatures worked to evaluate the effectiveness of preparatory programs that 

were currently in place.  Recognizing that schools need leaders who can successfully 

advocate for change, universities within the state were urged to align program content, 

expectations, and processes for assessing the readiness level of professional educators 

enrolled to serve in leadership positions.  In 1992, the North Carolina General Assembly 

and the North Carolina State Board of Education made a strong commitment to produce 

quality, certified professional personnel preparation programs by providing a more 

rigorous course of study, complimented by additional opportunities for site-based 

decision-making and a common system for determining completion.   
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Twenty years later the North Carolina State Board of Education approved 

Standards for School Executives for implementation in the 2010-2011 school year as a 

measure of accountability for administrators within the state.  Since these standards 

would be used to evaluate the effectiveness of leaders within the state of North Carolina, 

state university-based principal certification programs were authorized to implement 

standards as a way to measure and predict the readiness of future leaders.  Assistant 

principal and principal positions require the same certification; however, assistant 

principals’ work experiences within the school setting differ tremendously since assistant 

principals typically function in roles found outside of the managerial standard.  With this 

being the case, assistant principals are frequently faced with the challenge of lacking 

skills to function as principals as their specified roles do not permit opportunities to 

become skilled masters of the standards.  This limitation generates a need for functional 

practice that rarely exists from day-to-day tasks.  Most assistant principals do not 

experience practical application until they are hired in a principal’s position.  The reality 

then becomes one in which principals have spent the majority of their time dealing with 

management tasks while assistants under their supervision are challenged to be building 

leaders with very little opportunity for a strong skill set. 

We need strong principals to lead schools.  The job of the principalship has 

become increasingly more challenging, and turnover has added more principal vacancies 

than there are prepared assistant principals to move into the role.  It must be a priority of 

districts to ensure that assistant principals are prepared and ready to continue their 

journey along the principalship pipeline.  To address this problem, Welborn County 

Schools created a leadership program within the district to expose assistant principals to 
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leadership opportunities and experiences as a way to develop their leadership skills.  

Transition from one position to the next is challenging, but the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy promises to strengthen school leaders and support them through the transition 

from assistant principal to principal.  

A Focus on Leadership 

In January of 2014, Welborn County School district welcomed Dr. Audrey Scott 

as the new superintendent.  Within the first several months of her tenure in the district, it 

became evident that she was a superintendent who valued leadership at all levels.  Upon 

completion of her entry plan as superintendent, she led the district in a planning process 

with the end goal being the creation of a district-wide strategic plan.  Published in 2014, 

the district’s strategic plan devotes significant attention to leaders and leadership within 

the district.  In harmony with the vision and mission of the district’s strategic plan and the 

leadership that created it, the researcher of this study sought to develop a leadership 

academy that would focus on training and development of assistant principals to support 

them on their journey to becoming a principal.  

The Aspiring Leadership Academy  

Implemented in the beginning of the 2014-2015 academic year, the researcher 

created a leadership academy which acknowledged that leaders of effective schools are 

skillfully coached in a site-based program that provided real-world leadership 

experiences.  The Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) has become a valued part of the 

new superintendent’s implementation of the new district strategic plan as it builds 

leadership capacity throughout the district.  By initiating the Aspiring Leadership 

Academy, the new superintendent’s vision and call to action effectively transitioned from 
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a plan to a realization.  As the academy has evolved, it continues to become a 

significantly stronger part of the superintendent’s district-wide growth.  Moving from the 

initial prototype to a second implementation, the ALA has been strengthened through the 

efforts of a Strategic Planning Team to design tactical improvements.  The ALA, now in 

its second year of implementation, has been successful in meeting needs of each 

participant cohort group.  Findings from cohort one and cohort two reveal that 

participants find the ALA program valuable in their growth as a school leader.  Eighty-

eight percent of the assistant principals involved in the original prototype indicated that 

they learned more about becoming a more resilient leader from the work completed in the 

academy.  When completing a competency rating survey following ALA participation, all 

seven members of the second cohort responded that they felt prepared to utilize data to 

impact student achievement in their future role as a school leader.   

The researcher, who had a total of 15 years’ experience as an administrator--three 

years as a middle school assistant principal, five years as an elementary school principal, 

and seven years as a high school administrator--relied on her own personal lived 

experiences, along with national and state school executive standards and more than a 

decade of research to design the initial prototype of the Aspiring Leadership Academy for 

Welborn County Schools. Additionally, the researcher reviewed many other principal 

leadership programs, comparing components of curriculum to the essential needs of 

aspiring leaders in Welborn County Schools. 

Selection of Participants  

In keeping with the superintendent’s vision of preparing leaders at all levels, the 

researcher worked collaboratively with the superintendent in determining the academy’s 
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rationale, application and selection process, and curriculum topics.  The superintendent 

stressed the importance of having a deep level of commitment from all assistant 

principals who were selected to participate in the first cohort.  The researcher then 

developed an extensive and comprehensive application (see Appendix J) for all interested 

candidates to complete.  Selection criteria included possessing a Master’s Degree or 

Administrative Add-On Licensure from an accredited university in school administration 

or related field, a minimum of three years of teaching experience, and two complete years 

of service as an assistant principal or in a district level leadership role.  The completed 

application including resume, three leadership artifacts, one letter of recommendation, a 

personal purpose statement, and signatures of endorsement from both the principal and 

superintendent to be submitted to the facilitator of the academy, the researcher of this 

study.  Assistant principals interested in the academy are asked to respond to the 

following questions: 

1.  How would participation in the Welborn County School Aspiring Leadership 

Academy (ALA) benefit you as an assistant principal and future principal? 

2.  How do you demonstrate administrative leadership skills in your school?  In 

what ways might you expand your leadership opportunities in your school and 

within WCS? 

3.  What are the areas of leadership practice you would like to 

strengthen/improve?  How will this improvement impact student growth? 

4.  What are the most prevalent challenges faced by educators in the 21st century. 

5.  What would you like to know and be able to do as a future principal by the end 

of the Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA)? 
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The participants are selected by the academy facilitator in conjunction with the 

assistant superintendent of human resources and assistant superintendent of curriculum 

and instruction.  There were 13 assistant principals in cohort one, and five are currently 

serving as principals in the district.  In cohort two, there are seven members.  Six of the 

seven members plan to interview for a principal position in the district for the 2016-2017 

school year.  From the academy’s inception, the philosophy of the superintendent and the 

academy director has been that the cohort numbers are no larger than 12 to 15.  This 

allows for greater personal and professional growth of the members  

Description of Curriculum 

The initial prototype of the leadership academy spanned an eight-month time 

period, from November 2014 to June 2015, with 11 assistant principals completing the 

first cohort.  After their successful performance in the ALA, four assistant principals who 

participated in the first Aspiring Leadership Academy were selected as principals in the 

district.  The researcher conducted a needs assessment to determine strengths and areas of 

improvement of the initial prototype and lead a Strategic Planning Team in creating an 

action plan to increase the sustainable development of the ALA.  The goal identified by 

the Strategic Planning Team for intentional focus of the second cohort was to increase the 

assistant principals’ understanding of how to utilize data as an instructional leader with 

the end goal of improving student achievement.  The researcher designed and employed 

strategies to meet the action plan’s goal during the second cohort of the academy which 

began in November of 2015.  During an eight-week timespan and two ALA sessions, the 

researcher designed presentations that dealt with a myriad of data as well as facilitated a 

book study using the book, Data Wise (2005).   
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Major Outcomes of ALA  

One of the most significant outcomes of the action plan was the creation of a data 

plan by one of the cohort members to address a problem of practice at the school where 

he serves as assistant principal.  He has shared his plan with three different district-level 

groups. Due to the results presented from this project, several district-wide plans for 

curriculum have been modified for the 2016-2017 school year. 

At the end of the session focusing on data, cohort members were asked to 

complete a needs assessment identical to the methodology used with the first cohort to 

determine if the goal of the action plan had been satisfactorily met.  The data proved 

unequivocally that the goal of increasing all participants’ understanding of using data as a 

school leader had increased substantially.  Each of the seven assistant principals’ open-

ended feedback communicated the significant growth they experienced in this area of 

their leadership development.   

Communication Plan 

When a school district makes substantial gains in training of a population of 

stakeholders for the future, it is essential that information be communicated and shared.  

With an abundance of educational initiatives and changes advancing rapidly through an 

influx of technology, it could not be more timely or critical to insure districts have 

information on this program to help prepare aspiring leaders for the role of the 

principalship.  The researcher intends to share the results of the Dissertation of 

Professional Practice with local, state, and national stakeholders for the purpose of 

emphasizing the critical importance of the need to prepare assistant principals for the 

challenging role of today’s school leader and informing future planning as school districts 
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consider a system of succession planning.  In the spring of 2016, results will be shared 

with Welborn County school board members, administrators, and teachers comprising the 

local audience.  The rationale for this is to validate the importance of investing in 

potential school leaders, increasing capacity of new leaders, and ultimately, creating a 

plan for supporting leaders within the district.  Additionally, it is the desire of the 

researcher to help new and additional teachers and administrators who aspire to the 

principalship to learn of the benefits of the Aspiring Leadership Academy and set the 

stage for their participation in a future cohort group. 

The state and national audiences will encompass conference attendees at sessions 

held at various curriculum conferences in the fall of 2016 and spring of 2017.  In addition 

to communicating the study results to face-to-face audiences, the researcher is currently 

working on a publication, based upon this research, for publication by the Association of 

Middle Level Education (AMLE).  Proposals to present at both the North Carolina 

Middle Level Educators (NCMLE) Conference and the North Carolina Association of 

Elementary Educators (NCAEE) Conference have been submitted and accepted.  

Currently, the researcher is in the process of submitting proposals for presentation 

consideration at both the Piedmont Triad Education Consortium (PTEC) and North 

Carolina Association of Curriculum Development (NCASCD).  Through professional 

presentations and journal publications the researcher hopes to elevate the importance and 

awareness of the Aspiring Leadership Academy within the region and state to help 

prepare other districts to implement a similar program.  

There is an undisputed deficit of well-trained and prepared school leaders 

nationwide.  While many college-based training programs for the principalship exist, 
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there are few training programs that allow for focused on-the-job training to the needs of 

the aspiring leader.  The type of personalized training that this program offers to aspiring 

leaders is at a paramount of importance nationwide.  As a targeted transitional program 

for aspiring school leaders, this program is showing increased efficacy of internal 

applicants for school leadership positions in the Welborn County School district.  It is the 

hypothesis of the researcher that this same finding will hold true across the region, state, 

and nation.  Growing leaders from the ranks of assistant principals demonstrates an 

investment into the individual as a leader and heightens their level of commitment to 

becoming an effective and prepared school leader.  With greater than 80% of current 

assistant principals desiring a district-level leadership preparation program, there is 

evidence of a clear need for a program such as the Aspiring Leadership Academy to 

continue.  Communicating this study with each targeted group potentially will advance 

the development of school leaders, ultimately having a great impact on student 

achievement across the nation.  

Impact, Implications, and Significance of the Study  

Creating a pipeline to the principalship is a prevalent problem of practice in 

school districts across the state and nation.  Training that will meet the aspirations of 

assistant principals who hope to assume the role of a principalship in their near future is 

largely pragmatic and managerial, rarely delving into areas not used in daily practice.  

Analogous to an oil pipeline, a leadership pipeline must continue to flow and evolve as 

demand and use increase.  To be prepared fully for the principalship, assistant principals 

must have the opportunity to experience the skill sets of their direct leader and practice 

those skills with a cohort of like-minded peers.  The Aspiring Leadership Academy meets 
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the needs of the assistant principals where they are and elevates their prior knowledge 

and skill-set in preparation for the principalship role.  Prior to this study Welborn County 

Schools did not have a systemic, intentional plan for preparing assistant principals for the 

role of the principalship.  Gross (2004) indicates that most districts have failed to provide 

concentrated programs to help new principals with the same intensity that they have used 

in supporting new teachers.  He further explains that the isolation of the position and 

demands of the job make the need of this level of support crucial, adding, “Any strategy 

that will help new leaders find their way and become grounded is important to consider” 

(p. 13). 

With school leaders having such a tremendous impact on the overall success of 

the school they serve, it is critical that assistant principals are prepared to assume the day-

to-day duties of the principal, while leading with vision, cultivating a positive school 

culture, providing instructional leadership, and managing human and fiscal resources.  

The traditional training approach offered by most university programs often prepares 

school leaders in a vacuum, leaving assistant principals with little or no practical, on-the-

job training.  New principals trained in traditional programs often report that their time as 

an assistant principal was filled with managerial tasks and placement with a principal 

who was ineffective as a mentor, creating a disconnect between the practiced tasks of an 

assistant principal and the needed tasks of the principal.  To answer the call to better 

prepare aspiring leaders in Welborn County Schools, a district-led leadership academy 

was created and later evaluated for its effectiveness in developing future leaders. 

The implementation of Goal One of the action plan created by the Strategic 

Planning Team has positively impacted the district as well as the personal and 
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professional growth of the researcher.  The goal of focus for improving the curriculum of 

the ALA and increasing leadership academy participants’ understanding of how to utilize 

data to impact student achievement positively has been achieved.  The result is a deeper 

understanding by all ALA participants of the role of data in being an effective 

instructional leader.  Additional components of the ALA that participants in both cohorts 

deem as beneficial include learning more about the hiring process of principals: resume 

writing, professional dress, and interview questioning; experiencing the principal 

shadowing activity; hearing two first-year principals share their experiences; and 

increasing understanding of a superintendent’s expectations of principals.  

Furthermore, to validate the need for a leadership academy within the district, 

three first-year principals, members of the first cohort of the ALA, shared their 

experiences in the program:   

Having the opportunity to be a part of the Aspiring Leadership Academy (ALA) 

through Welborn County Schools helped prepare me in multiple ways for 

fulfilling the role of principal.  The program provided assistant principals the 

opportunity to examine and reflect upon their leadership style in a meaningful 

way.  It also allowed participants to visit with principals and ask questions about 

the principalship as well as to see how school operates at a different level from 

the one they were serving as assistant principal.  Furthermore, the ALA had 

participants identify a problem that existed within their own school and to present 

a viable, working solution to address that problem.  Overall, this experience is one 

that was very valuable to me as an assistant principal, and one that I am glad I had 

before entering into the role of principal.  I am thankful such a program exists 
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within Welborn County Schools.  [First-year principal-38 years old, 8 years 

assistant principal, 16 years in education, Welborn Early College High School] 

 

I feel that my participation in the Aspiring Leadership program in Welborn 

County was an exercise in self-awareness and an opportunity to refine my 

leadership skills.  Although I was appointed an interim principalship early in the 

program and did not complete the entire year, I have found the knowledge and 

experiences I gained have already served me well.  We read Strengths-Based 

Leadership by Conchie and Rath, which I found to be a unique way of improving 

your leadership abilities.  By completing the Strengths-Finder 2.0 as part of the 

session, I was able to confirm my areas of strength as they relate to leadership.  I 

found my strengths to be:  positivity, empathy, developer, connectedness, and 

communication.  Often, I have completed surveys and online tests to find my 

strengths, and resulting activities typically focus on making efforts to improve 

your weaknesses.  However, according to Conchie and Rath, leaders need to focus 

their energy on maximizing their strengths in order to demonstrate effective 

leadership.  It was eye-opening to reflect, “Why am I so focused on my 

weaknesses when I could use my abilities to be a better leader?”  It makes sense 

that not every leader can be adept in data analysis and strategic planning.  I can, 

however, use my strengths in communication, development, and positivity to 

delegate the right individuals to these roles within my school and create a climate 

of mutual leadership.  I can use my strengths to encourage teacher leadership in 

some of these areas, and facilitate planning that includes key stakeholders.  By 
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using this information, I can already see a difference in the way I approach issues 

that arise in my school.  The culture and climate have improved, and I feel this 

exercise has contributed to my gains.  I hope that this program continues in our 

district.  It represents our district’s dedication to investing in the human capital of 

school leaders who impact every aspect of the schools they lead, including student 

learning.  [First-year principal- 41 years old, 4.5 years as an assistant principal, 13 

years as educator, Quick Elementary School] 

 

Last year, I had the good fortune to be part of the Aspiring Leadership Academy 

led by the director of secondary education for Welborn County Schools.  I was a 

third year assistant principal at the time and gained an invaluable experience by 

being part of this group.  The most beneficial aspect, aside from the comradery 

with fellow assistant principals, was being able to shadow two principals.  I 

visited an elementary school principal and the principal at the alternative school in 

Welborn County.  While visiting both, I interviewed them and had insightful 

conversations in regard to dealing with difficult staff and just the day to day 

experiences of a principal.  Because of ALA I felt more comfortable going into 

my first year as a principal.  Through conversations about leadership styles, guest 

speakers, and school visits, I do think I was more prepared for the principalship 

than if I had not been part of this group.  Through these experiences and 

conversations, I attained firsthand knowledge about being an instructional leader, 

cultivating a positive school climate, and establishing an effective staff—all 

which are critical to my success as a school leader.  [First-year principal- 45 years 
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old, 3 years as assistant principal, 24 years in education-Welborn County High 

School] 

This study will have a long-lasting and far-reaching effect on the Welborn County 

Schools.  The school district is committed to strengthening leadership at all levels.  With 

the addition of a program to prepare aspiring school leaders more adequately, an 

opportunity has been created that has never been explored in the district.  The Aspiring 

Leadership Academy has the potential to attract educators to apply for assistant principal 

positions from outside the district who value the idea of further development.  Studies 

that the researcher consulted as part of this work support a training program for assistant 

principals.  Studies also indicate that trained principals become better leaders who are 

able to impact student achievement.  In essence, the Aspiring Leadership Academy is a 

significant milestone in closing the management leadership gap.  The hope is that 

assistant principals who successfully complete the program will make a more efficient 

transition into the role of principal and realize greater success in their leadership of 

schools.  Given that evidence suggests a lack of systematic training and development of 

school leaders exists across the nation, this model could provide an exemplar for other 

districts to emulate.  

Advice to Future Scholar Practitioners 

 Being a member of the first cohort of doctoral students at High Point University 

to be awarded the Doctorate of Educational Leadership is something that makes the 

researcher exceedingly proud.  The process of completing the Dissertation in Professional 

Practice has been the most challenging task ever completed by the researcher, yet by far, 

the most rewarding.  Four years ago when beginning the program entitled, Educational 
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Leadership: Solving Problems of Practice, the researcher did not have a full 

understanding of what the program would encompass.  Although the program promised 

students would grow as visionary leaders--specifically focusing on strategic planning, 

using data to make instructional improvements, building a culture of trust and 

understanding how theory guides the educational leader to solve problems of practice—it 

was not until nearing completion of the journey that the researcher fully understood the 

impact of what that mission would mean as a leader.  The purpose behind this study was 

to create and implement a prototype for a district leadership academy, to identify aspiring 

leaders within the school district, and to offer them a leadership experience to better 

prepare them for the role of school leader.  The expected outcome of this study was two-

fold: to improve upon the initial prototype of the district academy, and to increase the 

level of leadership preparation of assistant principals as they enter the principalship. 

Completing a Dissertation in Professional Practice (DiPP) required the researcher 

to engage in a regimented process.  The initial phase of the project presented an 

opportunity for the researcher to identify a problem of practice specific to her school 

district.  For the greatest gains and most significant impact, future practitioners will 

benefit most from selecting a topic that has a meaningful purpose both professionally and 

personally.  It is not only important to study the problem of practice but also rewarding 

for the researcher to impact the problem in a rich, exhaustive manner.  Once the problem 

of practice was established, the next step was to embark on the research portion of the 

task.  There is a wealth of literature focusing on the critical role of the school leader, 

essential attributes of effective leaders, and the importance of preparing aspiring leaders 

for the role.  Indeed, the literature points to recent concerns over the quality of 
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preparation that prospective leaders receive in traditional training programs, while 

advocating for a more non-traditional approach such as districts collaborating with local 

universities or providing training from within.  

Once a problem of practice is established and research on the topic underway, the 

researcher should consider potential members for both the university doctoral committee 

(UDC) and the Strategic Planning Team.  The purpose of the UDC is to guide and 

support the researcher through every facet of the study.  There is a tremendous time 

commitment required of both the chairperson and internship supervisor.  The UDC chair 

must be knowledgeable in all aspects of the university’s expectations of the candidate, 

while providing direction, encouragement and support throughout the entire process.  

Competency in the content area of the researcher and the semantics of scholarly work are 

critical for the internship supervisor.  Ideally, the internship supervisor, committee 

chairperson and other committee members must work in tandem insuring the researcher 

the most well-rounded experience.  The researcher’s UDC was an integral part of the 

successful completion of the Dissertation in Professional Practice.  The personal 

experiences shared by each UDC committee member with the researcher proved to be 

essential for the researcher in completing the project.  

When assembling the Strategic Planning Team, it was important to select 

members that shared the researcher’s passion for the work, are willing to share their 

experiences and expertise, are comfortable sharing honest feedback--even when it may be 

of a different perspective or opinion than other group members--and yet, are willing to 

work together collaboratively.  The input of the SPT members is vital to the overall 

success of the process.  In order to create the desired change, members of the Strategic 
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Planning Team have substantive conversation and deep dialogue that probe for a 

problem’s solutions and direction.  Finding the team members with the same value on 

imparting effective change is crucial to the researcher.  The commitment a committee 

member extends to this team is vital and is demonstrated through their active 

participation and attendance.  Without every team member, each step of the way, the 

dynamic of the team changes and the full impact of the work of the committee is lost.  

The researcher’s passion for the study led to the design and implementation of an 

initial prototype of a leadership academy that would later be used as the focus of the 

needs assessment.  The researcher feels this experience was the most meaningful aspect 

of the entire process.  The passion of the researcher for this work was a driving force and 

motivating factor in completing this scholarly work.  Through the study of the art of 

leadership, the researcher was able to clearly see growth of young leaders and follow 

their maturity into the principalship.  Of all outcomes and rewards possible in this study, 

the researcher experienced no greater satisfaction than watching new principals enter the 

profession with measurable success because, in part, of their participation in this 

program.  In addition to the affirmation of the very personal achievement achieved by the 

researcher, she finds great reward in what this program has brought to aspiring leaders.  

Due to this doctoral program being in a stage of infancy, changes in philosophy of 

requirements were made as candidates progressed.  These changes required cohort 

members to adapt to the expectations.  Although this produced frustration at times, there 

was authentic growth realized in the process.  The researcher relied on the mantra used in 

an intense professional development seminar at Harvard University, “You learn the work 

by doing the work.”  It is critical that a future practitioner understand the importance of 
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an initial data set in beginning of their work.  In exploring uncharted territory the 

researcher’s problem of practice necessitated an initial prototype to gather data and then a 

second application of the prototype for comparative data.  This was a challenge that many 

researchers doing similar work did not experience.    

On a personal level, the researcher notes that a system of support is critical as part 

of the journey to provide the researcher with encouragement, motivation, and focus.  

Having the support of family, friends, and colleagues who listen, advise, encourage, and 

help makes an enormous difference in the progress of the work of the problem of 

practice.  Not only is it important to have this type of support, it is critical to reach out 

and utilize it.  Although this process may begin as an individual goal, it is anything but an 

individual accomplishment.  The researcher must remember to include people most 

important along the way, communicating the struggles and successes throughout, but 

equally as important remember to show sincere gratitude for their support.  

For Welborn County Schools, this work is one small step leading to a huge leap 

for the advancement of principal leadership.  The Aspiring Leadership Academy must 

continue providing leadership growth and development for future principals.  The 

program should continually be evaluated and modified to meet the needs of the 

participants and the district.  As an outgrowth of this study, the researcher recommends 

that the district explore creating a teacher leadership academy for teacher leaders who 

aspire to become assistant principals or merely desire to improve their leadership abilities 

as school leaders.  In addition, the researcher would also like the district to consider a 

novice principal mentoring program.  Both of these recommendations, along with the 

continual implementation of the Aspiring Leadership Academy, will continue to propel 
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the superintendent’s vision of creating and sustaining leaders at all levels.  The researcher 

is extremely proud to have played a role in facilitating a district-wide network among 

those who aspire to lead. 

The researcher of this study likens the entire experience to marathon running.  

Although the analogy may appear simplistic, it bears witness and comparison to many of 

the strategies that lead us forward on the path: set a goal, create a plan, and follow the 

plan–making adjustments when necessary.  As with a marathon experience, you surround 

yourself with people who share the same passion as you–people who will teach you, 

coach you, push you, and support you every step of the way.  Finally, keeping in mind 

that this endeavor is a marathon, not a sprint, you keep moving…reminding yourself that 

going forward is progress…it is okay to struggle, but not to quit…one foot in front of the 

other…always keeping your eye on the prize…and as you cross the finish line, remember 

to share in the celebration with all of those who experienced the journey by your side. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

ALA Program Syllabus- Page 2 
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APPENDIX B 

IRB Approval for Research 

HUMAN PARTICIPANTS INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

HIGH POINT UNIVERSITY 

833 Montlieu Avenue    High Point, North Carolina 27262-3598    (336) 841-9000  

  

September 22, 2015 

 

Protocol #: 201508-385 

Title of Research: Pipeline of Principals 

Primary Investigator: Emily Lipe, Graduate Student, School of Education 

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. James Davis, School of Education 

 

The High Point University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed and approved this research 

protocol under an expedited review in accordance with Title 45 CFR 46.110. 

 

If you require any modifications that alter methodology in a substantial way, change the Principal 

Investigator (PI) or Co-Investigator(s), or any changes in the selection of your participants, you must notify 

the IRB before implementing the modifications as required by Title 45 CRF 46.103 (b) 4iii. To report 

changes, you must a protocol modification for review. 

 

The project is approved for one year. A study completion report must be submitted by September 22, 2016. 

Not filing the final report by the anniversary date will result in the termination of your protocol approval 

and reporting of this termination to any funding agency as required by Title 45 CFR 46.103 (b) 5. 

 

The IRB approved consent form (focus group portion) must be used for all informed consent procedures on 

all human subjects in this study. The signed consent forms must be kept under lock and key on university 

property for the duration of the study plus three years. These consent forms are subject to inspection during 

this time period by the IRB. A copy of the consent must be provided to each subject participating in the 

study. 

 

The IRB approved the waiver of written, signed consent for the anonymous survey and online anonymous 

survey portions. 

 

All investigators listed in this protocol must maintain current human subjects training certificates for the 

duration of the study. 

 

If you have any questions related to this research or to the IRB, you may contact me at (336) 841-9246. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Dr. Kimberly Wear 

Associate Professor of Psychology IRB Chair 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Consent Form for Participation in Study 

Consent Form 
You have been asked to participate in a research study.  Please read this form carefully and ask 

any questions you have before agreeing to take part in the study. 

 

What the study is about:  Evaluation of a prototype for a leadership academy in Davidson 

County Schools.  

What you will be asked to do: Complete a survey- written and electronic and participate in a 

focus group about the effectiveness of the Aspiring Leadership Academy.  

What good will come from the study: Benefit will come from improving the program based on 

data collected and a strategic plan for growth written and implemented. 

 

Important Things to Know about Being Part of the Study 
1. You don’t have to do this.  Participation is completely voluntary and you can withdraw 

at any time without penalty, even after you start.   

2. Pay.  There is none for doing this.  You are doing it for free.  

3. Risks to you.  We believe that there are minimal to no risks to you.  If you are hurt, your 

health care insurer will have to pay.  If you have any questions about what your insurer 

will pay for, you should contact them.  

4. Your responses will be kept confidential.  Your name will not be stored with your 

responses and only those involved in the research project will have access to the 

responses of individuals.  Responses will be audio taped for the sole use of the 

researcher. The audio tape will be kept by the investigator for one year and then 

destroyed.  

5. If you have questions about the study.  Contact Emily Lipe: elipe@davidson.k12.nc.us 

or 336-242-5557  

6. If you have questions regarding your rights as a subject in this study.  You may 

contact Dr. Kimberly Wear, IRB Chair, (336) 841-9246, kwear@highpoint.edu. 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and have received answers to any 

questions I asked. I agree to participate in this research study and am at least 18 years of age.   

Signature:           Date: __________________ 

Printed Name: ____________________________________ 

 

Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and understand and agree to be 

audiotaped. I agree to participate in this research study and am at least 18 years of age.   

Signature:           Date: __________________ 

Printed Name: ____________________________________ 

 

Person Obtaining Consent: I have explained to the above named individual the nature and 

purpose, the potential benefits and possible risks associated with participation in this research.  I 

have answered any questions that have been raised and I will provide the participant with a copy 

of this consent form. 

 Signature:           Date: __________________ 

Printed Name: ____________________________________ 

 

This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least one year beyond the end of the study 

and was approved by the IRB on (date). 

  

mailto:elipe@davidson.k12.nc.us
mailto:kwear@highpoint.edu
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APPENDIX E 

ALA Program Evaluation Gains and Competence Ranking 
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APPENDIX F 

 

ALA Next Steps for the Strategic Plan 
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APPENDIX G 

ALA Agenda Data Session One 
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APPENDIX H 

ALA Agenda Data Session Two 
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APPENDIX I 

IRB Approval for Modification of Research 

HUMAN PARTICIPANTS INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

HIGH POINT UNIVERSITY 

833 Montlieu Avenue    High Point, North Carolina 27262-3598    (336) 841-9000  

 

December 18, 2015 

Protocol #: 201508-385 

Protocol Title: Pipeline of Principals 

Primary Investigator: Emily Lipe, Graduate Student, School of Education 

Faculty Supervisor: James Davis, School of Education 

 

The High Point University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed and approved your request for 

modification of your protocol in accordance with Title 45 CFR 46.110. The expiration date will remain the 

same (September 22, 2016). 

 

If you require any further modifications that alter methodology in a substantial way, change the Principal 

Investigator (PI) or Co-Investigator(s), or any changes in the selection of your participants, you must notify 

the IRB before implementing the modifications as required by Title 45 CRF 46.103 (b) 4iii. 

 

The IRB approved consent form must be used for all informed consent procedures on all human subjects in 

this study. The signed consent forms must be kept under lock and key on university property for the 

duration of the study plus three years. These consent forms are subject to inspection during this time period 

by the IRB. A copy of the consent must be provided to each subject participating in the study. 

 

All investigators listed in this protocol must maintain current human subjects training certificates for the 

duration of the study. 

 

If you have any questions related to this research or to the IRB, you may contact me at (336) 841-9246. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Dr. Kimberly Wear 

Associate Professor of Psychology IRB Chair 
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APPENDIX J 

ALA Application 
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