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How Academic Deans Support Data-Driven Decision Making in High Schools: A 

Case Study to Examine Perceptions from District Leaders, Principals, Academic 

Deans, and Teachers 

 

Wendy Renee Goodwin, Ed.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Rubén D. Olivaréz 

 
There continues to be a growing body of literature regarding data-driven decision 

making practices in elementary and middle schools; however, there is limited literature 

regarding the practices in the high school environment, especially as they are juxtaposed 

against the role of the academic dean.  The purpose of this study was to identify the 

functions of an academic dean and how the role supports data-driven decision making and 

changes in instructional practices.  The study followed a qualitative methodology 

approach, a case study design and was guided by an interpretivist paradigm; it took place 

at a public high school in central Texas.  Participants consisted of a district leader, 

principal, assistant principals, the academic dean, department chairs, and teachers whose 

perceptions and understandings were gathered individually or through focus group 

interviews.  This study addressed the following research questions: (1) What is the role of 

the academic dean with data analysis activities? (2) How does role of the academic dean 

support principals in using data to make effective instructional decisions? (3) How does the 

role of the academic dean support teachers in using data to change instructional practices?  
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Based on the three research questions and cross-analysis of participant responses five 

significant findings emerged. These five significant findings included: (1) Types of data 

analysis activities; (2) Provide a data culture and climate; (3) Challenges encountered by 

the academic dean with data analysis activities; (4) Promote a climate of trust through 

cognitive coaching; (5) Support instructional capacity through clinical coaching.  There 

were also two subcategories that emerged not commonly shared: (1) Challenges of 

understanding the role of the academic dean and (2) Data expertise. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

Educators are faced with mounting pressures of accountability and the constant quest for 

meaningful ways to identify various types of critical data sources, how to collect and analyze 

data properly, and most importantly, at the core of educator focus, is how to use the data to 

improve instructional outcomes for overall effectiveness (Wise, Lufkin, & Roos, 1991; Monsaas 

& Engelhand, 1994; Halverson, Gregg, Prichett, & Thomas, 2005; Mandinach, Honey, & Light, 

2006; Marsh, Pane & Hamilton, 2006; Wayman, Midgely, & Stringfield, 2006; Wayman, 2007; 

Shen & Cooley, 2008; Park & Datnow, 2009).  In response to more rigorous accountability 

demands, educators are increasingly required to initiate changes in instructional practices and to 

elevate student achievement (Monsaas & Englehand, 1994; Halverson et al., 2005; Kerr, Marsh, 

Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006).  A widespread response of educators to these continuing 

pressures is to use data analysis as a method of identifying student needs and facilitating changes 

in instructional practices (Halverson et al., 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Mandinach et al., 2006; 

Wayman, 2007; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh, Sloan-McCombs, Martorell, 2010).  This 

approach to improve school outcomes is often referenced as data-driven decision making 

(DDDM).  Advocates of data-driven decision making argue when instructional leaders, data 

coaches, and teachers address data, the discussion unites curriculum, teaching, remediation, and 

distribution of human capital practically and with relevance to the needs of the students 

(Halverson et al., 2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Protheroe, 2009).  Effective data-driven decision 

making presumes shared expertise among campus level instructional leadership teams (e.g. 

administrators, coaches, and teachers) (Lachat & Smith 2005; Spillane, 2008; Park & Datnow 

2009; Marsh et al., 2010), which is paramount in supporting gains in the academic achievement 
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of students.  President Obama endorsed The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (2009) 

that clearly outlines the expectation for cultivating campus principals and teachers through such 

techniques as coaching and data cultured professional development targeting collection, analysis, 

and changes in instructional strategies for gains in student achievement.  As federal and state 

mandates increasingly define data use and building data capacity as a basis for school 

improvement, many school districts are hiring designated personnel to support principals and 

teachers with data use and shifting instructional practices (Borman, Feger, Kawakami, 2006; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Mangin & Stoelinga, 2008; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 

2009; Marsh et al., 2010).  The designated instructional leadership personnel are identified by 

various monikers, such as associate principal, academy director, dean of academics, deputy 

principal, instructional assistant principal, and academic dean; the latter is the moniker used to 

unify all of these terms.   

The Academic Dean 

 One of the earliest references to a designated instructional leadership position in America 

is the Dean of Women, which was first established in 1913 in Chicago (Johnson, 1929).  The dean 

at the turn of century maintained a certain set of qualifications, attributes, and standards for 

character education. In the 1920s, academic dean employment relied heavily on the principal and 

his or her determination of the appropriate qualifications, including trust in the candidate’s 

expertise and knowledge of educational practices in multiple content areas, teacher certification 

requirements, having at least ten years of experience at the high school level, awareness of school 

procedures, and the ability to coordinate the details related to planning events (Johnson, 1929).  In 

1929, the requisite qualities of the academic dean included attributes such as the ability to organize 

educational endeavors related to both small and large scale initiatives, thoroughness, ability to 
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multitask, sensibility of decision making, being a good listener, demonstrating a delightful 

personality, and the ability to administer Intelligence tests (Johnson, 1929).  In addition, academic 

deans in the 1920s assisted principals in providing experiences intended to strengthen moral and 

social standards, indoctrinate character traits, such as trustworthiness and etiquette, teach personal 

cleanliness, inform students on character development opportunities, encourage healthy practices, 

and support good social responsibility (Johnson, 1929).  Without a doubt, the role of the 1920s 

academic dean, in some behaviors, looked very different from the role of high school academic 

dean of the 21st century however; some similarities still exist today.  While some of the 

qualifications and roles remain the same, the academic dean of the modern era has the added 

responsibility of guiding campus educators through the processes needed to find success in the 

data-driven culture brought forth by the era of accountability.  

  In the United States, the contemporary portrait of the academic dean draws many 

similarities to the role of the collegiate or university dean.  The academic dean is considered an 

intermediate position responsible for managing administrative demands while developing 

relationships among various parties (Wolverton, Wolverton, & Gmelch, 1999; Gmelch, 

Wolverton, Wolverton, & Sarros, 1999; Guthrie, 2003; Rosser, Johnsrud, and Heck, 2003; Buller, 

2007).  As Buller (2007) notes, this can be problematic because the decisions made by the dean 

are the result of a delicately balanced relationship among numerous agendas, visions, or objectives 

placed on them by these various groups.  The qualifications of the college or university dean are 

determined by a set of criteria usually based on experience as an administrator, membership with 

campus committees, leadership charges undertaken, and service as a department chair (Bright & 

Richards, 2001; Buller 2007; Gmelch, Hopkins, & Damico, 2011).  Furthermore, the roles and 

responsibilities of the university dean encompass many areas, including working with department 
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chairs, providing a safe environment in which to exchange ideas and opinions, supporting the 

mission of upper executive teams, developing strong collegial relationships, overseeing financial 

accountability, conducting evaluations and hiring processes, using time management and 

organizational skills, and fairly distributing workloads among the departments (Bright & Richards, 

2001; Guthrie, 2003; Rosser et al., 2003; Buller, 2007; Gmelch et al., 2011).  

  Almost a century after the birth of the position of academic dean, the literature is still 

limited in regards to pinpointing how to structure the role of coach (academic dean) to best 

support principal and teacher effectiveness nor does it examine what productive measures are most 

effective in changing instructional practice with the goal of supporting long-term principal and 

teacher effectiveness (Datnow, Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007; Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Bean, Draper, 

Hall, Vandermolen, & Zigmond, 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  To contribute to the body of research 

on school improvement, this study examined the role of the academic dean, the types of data 

activities they led, perceived instructional changes resulting from data analysis, and how they 

supported principals and teachers with data use.  Chapter One outlines the statement of the 

problem, the purpose of this study, the research questions, the significance of the study, and a brief 

overview of the methodology, including the delimitations, limitations, definition of terms, and 

assumptions.  

Statement of the Problem 

 With increasing pressure from state and federal accountability systems that require school 

districts to continuously improve instruction and outcomes for all students, educational leaders 

must balance the demands of reviewing and monitoring local and state assessments, developing 

interventions to increase student performance, designing meaningful staff development for 

teachers, organizing test preparation for students, and developing effective instructional strategies 
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based on data results.  The accountability standards required of all public schools presume a 

particular focus for high schools.  Legislation such as House Bill 5 (HB5) passed by the Texas 

Legislature in 2013, imposes specific requirements to determine students’ successful completion 

and eligibility for high school graduation.  The requirements of HB5 include alignment to high 

school students’ performance on designated end of course exams; students’ outcomes on these 

exams highlight two implications for schools.  The first implication is that high schools continue 

to be measured for school effectiveness through accountability ratings based on the success of 

students with end of course exams and second, the timeliness of students to graduate within four 

years of their original enrollment date into high school.  Data analysis for instructional 

improvement is considered an integral part of addressing accountability demands; however, 

additional research is needed to showcase the vehicles used for data planning and, more 

importantly, how the results of data planning relate to altering and improving instructional 

practices (Wayman, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008). Investigation is also needed to 

examine the role of the coach (academic dean as data coach) at the secondary level (Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Lockwood, Sloan – McCombs, & Marsh, 2010; Marsh et al., 2010) and how this 

type of leadership role can mitigate obstacles to data use and effectively forge relationships 

between principals and teachers with regard to data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; 

Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 2011).   As school districts look to coaching 

as a support mechanism to promote desirable instructional practices and elevate student 

achievement, additional data are needed to strengthen the argument for this practice and to 

determine the most effective role definition as it relates to the current archetype of instructional 

and data coaching (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey, Meyer, & Walpole, 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 

2009; Lockwood et al., 2010).  With the number of designated instructional leadership and 
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coaching positions such as the academic dean, there is limited empirical research describing the 

role of coach with regard to data-based decision making and how to best structure this position to 

maximize increases in student and teacher performance (Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Bean et al., 2010; 

Park & Datnow, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010).  Much of the available research to help explain the 

roles and responsibilities of the academic dean is rooted in instructional coaching practices, 

models from elementary school literacy initiatives (Duessen, Coskie, Robinson & Autio, 2007; 

Blamey et al., 2008; Bean et al, 2010; Marsh et al., 2010), and colleges and universities (Bright & 

Richards, 2001; Buller, 2007; Wolverton et al., 1999; Gmelch et al., 2011).  Developing a portrait 

and understanding of the academic dean role is from inferences made through literacy and 

instructional coaching research and DDDM literature around data coaches.  When the term 

academic dean appears it is in the context of the existing research on various types of coaching 

positions. Little research exists at the secondary level of public schools for understanding data 

coaches (academic deans)--their role, the multiplicity of data analysis behaviors they undertake, to 

what extent instructional practices improve based on their support of data analysis and how they 

support principals and teachers with data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Marsh et al., 2010).   

Purpose of Study 

Much about what we know about the culture of data use has resided in elementary school 

research (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  In comparing the culture 

of data use in high schools to elementary schools several factors need to be taken into 

consideration: (1) results from standardized assessments are used to guide instruction and teaching 

practices and elementary schools have been in the tradition of using data more readily over the 

past three decades (Wayman, 2005); (2) school organizational configurations widely vary between 

high schools and elementary schools; (3) there is an heightened awareness of high stakes 
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accountability with not only the school rating but with other individuals and groups as well 

(departments and students) (Blamey et al., 2008; Wayman, Snodgrass, Jimerson, & Cho, 2010).  

Embedded arrangements, such as the self-contained classroom, allow elementary teachers to 

collaborate around data by grade level or subject area more often and make adjustments to 

instructional practice more easily.  In high schools, the nature of departmentalized subject matter 

coupled with systemic gradations of perceived privileges in teacher academic autonomy are 

heavily entrenched; thus causing significant distinctions between elementary and high schools in 

the social life of teachers in the work place (Blamey, 2008).  Secondary settings involve increased 

scheduling demands, multiple curricula, numerous campus reviews, variations in teaming, and 

copious attitudes and opinions.  Due to the disparity in student enrollment between elementary and 

high schools, the presence of other instructional support staff, such as counselors and assistant 

principals play a part in data analysis and instructional planning (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey 

et al, 2008; Love, Stiles, Mundry, & DiRanna, 2008; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Park & Datnow, 

2009).  Designated roles such academic deans infuse different dynamics in how teachers 

communicate and collaborate around data use.  Initiatives for serving various populations of 

students (i.e. immigrant, migrant, special education, gifted and talented) also present marked 

differences in the incorporation of data for instructional decision- making (Blamey et al., 2008; 

Wayman et al., 2010).  

 Employing designated instructional leaders, such as the modern-day academic dean, is on 

the rise.  However, there continues to be a dearth of research aimed at understanding the most 

appropriate use of this type of role, particularly as it relates to the data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Although inferences about the role of the academic 

dean, as data coach, in existing research may be made through terms such as the “go to person” 
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(Wayman & Cho, 2008; Jackson, 2013) or “data-oriented coach” (Duessen et al., 2007; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009) or “member of a data team” (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2006; Love et 

al., 2008; National Council of Teachers on Mathematics, 2010), much of the research regarding 

the responsibilities commonly associated with the modern-day academic dean is gleaned from 

elementary-level studies focused on literacy efforts (Duessen, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton 

& Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) with little emerging research addressing these 

responsibilities at the secondary level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008; Lockwood et 

al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  Research is particularly needed to examine the specific role of the 

coach (academic dean), with particular emphasis on collecting empirical data from the high school 

level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008).   

The purpose of this study was to add to the body of knowledge related to the roles and 

responsibilities of the high school academic dean as they related to data use.  Furthermore, the 

researcher intended to contribute to the existing literature on academic deans by exploring how the 

role of the academic dean may best be used to support campus principals in making sound 

instructional decisions.  Finally, the researcher intended to add to existing literature by examining 

and elucidating the strategic and structured data activities academic deans use to support teachers 

with data use and instructional improvement.  

Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the role of the academic dean with data analysis activities?  

2. How does the role of the academic dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 
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3. How does the role of the academic dean support teachers in using data to change instructional 

practices? 

Overview of Methodology and Procedures 

This study was conducted through a qualitative methodology approach, a case study 

design and guided by an interpretivist paradigm.  A case study design was selected because it 

promotes a deeper consideration and description of the role of the academic dean by situating the 

researcher into the practical environment where the academic dean functions in a position to 

inductively understand the totality of their data use experience (Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007).  

The data sources for the study included the notes and transcripts of six individual interviews, two 

focus groups, and a review of various district and campus level documents.  The research site 

was a Texas public high school purposefully selected from a pool of high school campuses that 

met the following criteria:  (1) the site must be a central Texas public high school; (2) have an 

allocated academic dean position for an extended period of time at the high school; (3) have a 

high population of economically disadvantaged students (40% or higher) who received support 

from an academic dean and shown academic gains; (4) competitive with state averages on 

college readiness standards for Math and ELA.  All interview and focus group participants were 

employed within the identified Texas school district.  The approach to data analysis for this study 

was the constant comparative method of analysis outlined by Corbin & Strauss (2008). 

Definition of Terms 

Academic Dean [Data Coach].  The data coach is the “go to” person who incorporates data, 

models school data use, and helps to collect and analyze data (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman 

& Cho, 2008).  The academic dean, for the purposes of this study, is an administrator position 

that performs as a support role for the academic progress of students and also assists principals 
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and teachers in their data and instructional efforts towards student success.  Data coaches are 

assumed under many titles (Associate Principal, Academy Director, Dean of Academics, Dean of 

Instruction, Academic Coach, Deputy Principal, Instructional Assistant Principal) however; the 

term academic dean was used to unify all of these terms for this study. 

American Recovery & Reinvestment Act [ARRA]. – The Obama administration and Congress 

approved this fiscal initiative in 2009 and from this, additional educational funding was provided 

to school districts across the nation (American Recovery & Reinvestment Act of 2009).  

Data-Driven Decision making [DDDM].  [DDDM] is referenced as data analysis activities 

systemically utilized by educators.  According to Marsh, Pane, and Hamilton (2006), DDDM is 

defined as “teachers, principals, and administrators systematically collecting and analyzing 

various types of data, including input, process, outcome, and satisfaction data, to guide a range of 

decisions to help improve the success of students and schools” (p. 1). 

Effective Principal.  An effective principal is “A principal whose students, overall and for each 

subgroup, achieve acceptable rates (e.g., at least one grade level in an academic year) of student 

growth” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p. 12).  

Effective Teacher.  An effective teacher is “A teacher whose students, overall and for each 

subgroup, achieve acceptable rates (e.g., at least one grade level in an academic year) of student 

growth” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009, p.12). 

House Bill 5 [HB 5].  Sanctioned by the 83rd Texas Legislature, this bill outlines the new 

accountability systems for public school systems, student assessment regulations, and curriculum 

requirements (House Bill 5: Foundation High School Program, 2013). 

No Child Left Behind Act [NCLB].  This law was developed by Congress in 2001 to focus on 

improving standards in public schools.  Schools are required to raise performance standards on 
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state assessments in an effort to close achievement gaps and advance students to higher levels of 

learning in a global society (NCLB, 2001). 

STAAR [State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness].  The Texas Education Agency 

[TEA] defines [STAAR] as The State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness. The 

[STAAR] assessment began in 2012 superseding the formerly used [TAKS] assessment.  

Assessments continue for students grades 3 – 8 and mirror those of the [TAKS] assessment 

however; at the high school level, students are now required to complete end of course exams in 

subject specific content rather than grade level exams (Overview of TEA, XX). 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills [TAKS].  The Texas Education Agency [TEA] 

defines TAKS as Texas Assessment of Knowledge of Skills. The statewide use of [TAKS] to 

address federal accountability measures began in 2003, incrementally adding testing measures 

for students in grades 3-11 (http://www.tea.state.tx.us). 

Texas Education Agency [TEA].  The Texas Education Agency is the state institute overseeing 

the activities and programs related to Texas education K-12.  The agency is responsible for a 

myriad of departments overseeing the progress of student learning, ensuring plans for successful 

student achievement, and providing support services for professional staff in Texas school 

districts.  Specific tasks covered by the Commissioner of Education and state employees of 

[TEA] is to address fiscal matters, administer statewide testing and accountability measures, 

develop a statewide curriculum and instructional materials alignment, maintain a data collection 

portal, and supervise activities in accordance to state and federal expectations.  

Cycle of Instructional Improvement.   An inquiry based approach to examine the instructional 

sequence related to the role of the teacher: assemble and analyze data, generate action plans 
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based on the data, establish and align resources, educate students, and gather and distribute data 

to learn the impact on student success (Datnow et al., 2007).  

Limitations 

There were some limitations associated with conducting this qualitative case study:  (1) 

research was limited by the sampling and participant pool as data was collected from one single 

campus; (2) as with case study research in general, the results from this study were limited by the 

generalizability of the findings; (3) the study was also limited by the possible participant 

subjectivity in interviews and focus groups (4) participant responses drew from personal 

experiences and were highly contingent upon the willingness of the participant to provide honest 

and accurate feedback; (5) the researcher in this study served as an academic dean and has 

bracketed those experiences to ensure that they do not influence the findings.  

         Delimitations 

Several delimitations, or boundaries, were placed around the structure of the entire study in 

order to better focus the work. Included in the delimitations of this study are: (1) the research was 

conducted only at the high school level; (2) the study was designed to be conducted within central 

Texas in the area known as the Educational Service Center Region-XIII; (3) data collection was 

gathered from selected participants from among all current professional employees at the site; and 

(4) this study does not include students.   

Assumptions 

  The researcher operated under several assumptions:  (1) it was assumed academic deans 

have the necessary data expertise and content knowledge to make an impact on student 

achievement;  (2) the study proceeded under the assumption district leaders, principals, 

teachers, and academic deans used data productively to increase overall school effectiveness 
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thereby, raising student performance; (3) the researcher assumed that all data obtained from the 

participant demographic profiles, interview questions, focus groups questions, and collected 

documents were truthful and accurate; (4) campus and district level individuals would be 

familiar with the title academic dean, or it’s equivalent as related to the campus, and finally, (5) 

it was assumed, the authenticity of the research was based on an inductive process that was not 

fixed but rather fluid, spontaneous, and capable of changing throughout the process (Creswell, 

2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009). 

Significance of the Study 

There are sixty school districts spanning sixteen counties within the scope of Region XIII.  

Included within these school districts are a total of forty 4A and 5A high school campuses, 

fourteen 4A and twenty-six 5A campuses.  Of the 14 5A campuses representing six school 

districts, thirteen schools employ an academic dean or the equivalent.  Of the 26 5A campuses 

representing twelve school districts, seventeen schools employ an academic dean or the 

equivalent.  With such a significant number of these positions across these campuses, more 

research on the role is needed.  The findings from this study contribute to educational research by 

better focusing the functions of the academic dean. This study also provides more in-depth 

research about the relationship between the academic dean position and effective data use.  This 

study contributes to educational research by focusing the data role of academic deans, or the 

equivalent at the high school level. For district leaders, this research provides an operational plan 

outlining contextually bounded best practices for the data related expectations for this position. 

For campus principals, this research proposes an instructional toolkit of best practices for guiding 

more applicable DDDM practices.  For future academic deans, this research provides insight into 

the strategies used by successful academic deans for collecting and analyzing data and using it to 
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change instructional practice in response to accountability demands.  For teachers, this research 

offers a better understanding of how this role can best be utilized for collecting and analyzing data 

to forge instructional changes in the classroom.  

Summary 

“Effective classrooms in the 21st century will not focus solely on imparting siloed 

information to students in discrete classrooms. Rather, researchers and teachers project 

that effective education will be increasingly about how well topics and skills can be 

interconnected, critical and strategic thinking. It is not just what teachers can access, but 

how they use those accessed resources to advance instructional excellence, that will 

determine their effectiveness and their longevity in the profession”. (Berry, Daughtery, & 

Weider, 2009, p. 6)   

 The accountability era and related data-driven culture that often results are impacting the 

leadership structures in high schools around the state and nation.  As school leaders turn to 

academic deans as support mechanisms for data activities on high school campuses, this 

research provides awareness into the role of the academic dean and his or her influence on data 

use.  By advancing a better understanding of how the role of academic deans can be most 

resourcefully structured to impact principal and teacher leadership with respect to data use, 

campus and district leaders will be better equipped to make decisions related to the creation and 

use of the academic dean position.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Traditionally, educators have been held to some degree of expectation regarding student 

learning and increasing student aptitude; however, public expectations increased to a new level 

as a result of the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act [NCLB] (2002).  NCLB was 

passed to ensure educational equity and increased academic achievement for all students.  The 

legislation charged school district leaders with holding schools accountable for alignment with 

national and/or state standards that often mandated significant gains in student academic 

achievement, particularly for low-performing student populations, and that is measured by 

student performance on high-stakes tests.  The test results created the data analyzed to design 

instructional services in order to “promote high-quality instruction and improve student 

achievement” (Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney 2006, p.497).  NCLB’s accountability 

standards challenged public schools to articulate incumbent practices particular to grade levels, 

and identify specialized leadership to guide and monitor district practices at the central and 

campus level.   

As rigorous accountability mandates require campus educators to demonstrate sounder 

instructional skills guided directly by the analysis of performance data, four challenges emerge: 

(a) lack of leadership vision based on effective data use, (b) requirements for more sophisticated 

technology skills, (c) increased needs for re-designing professional development to address data 

skills, and (d) data overload creating demands on teachers’ instructional time for data analysis. 

Effective leadership has been identified as a critical component for guiding school improvement; 

however, leaders who fail to establish a vision supported by thorough analysis of student 

performance data will be unlikely to focus instructional changes in critically needed areas.   
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The use of various types of technology, timely turn around of data reports, access to data sets, 

and insufficient technology skills training (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Marsh et al., 2006; Wayman, 

2005; Wayman et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 2011) are conflicting variables that confound 

creation of a clear vision and stable infrastructure for the implementation of sound technological 

practices.  Many technology-related issues can contribute to confusion rather than focus on the 

critical areas needing improvement. 

Additional challenges with successfully examining multiple assessments include the lack 

of skills, know-how, and professional development for understanding the implications of data 

results and the lack of guidance in developing timely and appropriate responses for modifications 

in pedagogy (Wayman, 2005; Marsh et al., 2006).  Some researchers argue these are a direct 

consequence of data as a less than significant part of school cultures (Ingram, Louis, & 

Schroeder, 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005).  Assessments are beneficial to provide a current review 

of progress and to identify areas for continued progress; however, data users often become 

overburdened with excessive data decreasing opportunities for in-depth analysis (Ingram et al., 

2004; Marsh et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Popham, 2008; Coburn, Honig & Stein, in 

press).  

Finally, one of the most critical challenges posed by the requirement for data analysis in 

schools is the impact on available instructional and planning time.  Increasingly, teachers are 

required to engage in multiple educational activities: preparing lessons plans; contacting parents; 

conducting student conferences (Guskey, 2000); facilitating tutorials; attending admission, 

review, and dismissal (ARD) conferences for students receiving special education services; 

participating in team planning; grading papers; and creating common assessments.  In addition, 

at the high school setting in particular, numerous daily tasks overshadow a principal’s use of data 
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(Cooley & Shen, 2003; Lachat & Smith, 2005): scheduling classes, coordinating calendars 

between extra-curricular activities and day-to-day operations (e.g., parent meetings, safety 

checks, classroom visits, and teacher evaluations), and resolving budgeting issues.  

In spite of these challenges, the active use of data analysis by educators is at the core of 

changing educational practices, assessing value of initiatives, and monitoring budget allocations 

to address accountability concerns.  Using data in response to pressures of accountability has 

proven to be difficult.  In an effort to assist campus leaders with reducing challenges, some 

school district leaders create positions designed to directly support teachers in their data use 

(Lachat & Smith, 2005; Marsh et al., 2006; Wayman & Cho, 2008; National Council of Teachers 

of Mathematics 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  Literature shares information about the ways these 

designated coaching positions may be used for instructional support; however, there is not 

abundant research to understand the role of these positions and their use of data (Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh, et al., 2010). 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore educational leadership practices academic deans 

use to assist decision making teams in crafting effective, data-based instructional changes to 

improve student performance.  This review summarizes the research on barriers to achieving 

effective data-driven decision making [DDDM] and the data-related roles and responsibilities of 

academic deans as currently established in professional coaching literature.  Next, the review 

highlights areas of promise illustrated by existing research on effective data-based leadership and 

the use of data coaches to overcome identified barriers to fruitful, data-based decision making.  

A conceptual framework regarding the role of the academic dean is examined.  Finally, 

conclusions and implications for structuring future research on effective leadership use of 

academic deans are addressed. 
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Barriers to Effective Data Analysis for Instructional Decision making 

Among its many mandates, NCLB (2002) required school district leaders to consistently 

use data as a means to effectively improve student achievement.  “Terms such as ‘data use,’ 

‘data-driven decision making,’ and ‘data-based decision making’ are increasingly a part of the 

language of today’s educator" (Wayman, 2007, p.156).  By incorporating DDDM methods, 

campus leaders assist teachers with replacing unwanted behaviors (i.e. ineffective data 

collection, incomplete analysis, ineffectual technology use, and inefficient time management) 

with more collegial relationships grounded in effective data use leading to common instructional 

practices.  

Although the intention of DDDM is to deliver an inquiry-based approach to guide data 

discussions about effective data collection, analysis, and curriculum alignment, several barriers 

impede the momentum of DDDM.  Barriers include misalignment of vision and goals and a lack 

of communication and clear expectations for imparting the data vision (Wayman et al., 2010; 

Wayman et al., 2011), cultural challenges (differing outlooks, intuition, practices, belief systems) 

(Ingram et al., 2004; Bezzina, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Coburn, Honig & 

Stein, in press), resistance (Borman et al., 2006) and isolation (Ingram et al. 2004; Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Bezzina, 2006; Breiter & Light, 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Wayman et al., 

2010), ineffective leadership, inadequate technology systems (Wayman, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; 

Shen & Cooley, 2008; Wayman et al., 2010), lack of professional growth opportunities (Guskey, 

2000; Schmoker, 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 2011), and 

strains on educators’ time (Ingram et al., 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman et al., 2010).  

All of these barriers are critical variables for understanding the role of data coaches. 
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Leaders who fail to create data-informed visions with team collaboration.  Wayman, 

et al. (2011) found that district and/or campus leaders create shared vision that impacts data use 

when they understand how data is meaningful to the accomplishment of the overall goals.    

Effective leaders create a shared vision that resonates with the educator personally (Nystrand, 

1981; Dufour & Eaker, 1998; Bezzina, 2006; Fullan, 2008; Spillane, 2008; Wayman, 2005), 

creates a sense of commitment toward common objectives for the future (Lachat & Smith 2005; 

Senge, 2000), and provides a way to candidly monitor effectiveness of the instructional practices 

to achieve the designated targets (Fullan, 2008; Park & Datnow, 2009).  Misalignment of shared 

vision and goals may occur for several reasons.  Misalignment may occur when diverse groups 

of stakeholders hold different opinions that are at odds about what is included in the vision and 

goal statements (Wayman, 2011; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008).  Also, when a team 

leader lacks both vision and adequate communication skills to share the vision, stakeholders fail 

to coalesce around common goals.  As indicated above, researchers found that ineffective leaders 

express ideas about creating a vision but lack follow through on how to share the vision 

systemically throughout organization.  Administrators and teachers are often expected to 

implement change initiatives without distinctly understanding why or how they alter their 

instructional practices for the better.  The vision must be clearly communicated to shareholders.  

A district leader can specify expectations but fail to communicate them well, thus weakening the 

power of the expectations for change (Wayman et al., 2011).   

Empirical studies repeatedly find that strong leadership is necessary to realize the goals 

of data-driven decision making (Veenman & Denessen, 2001; Marzano, 2003; Wayman, 2005; 

Bezzina, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006, Wayman, 2007; Park & Datnow, 2009; Shen, Cooley, Ma, 

Reeves, Burt, Rainey, & Yuan, 2012).  The excessive amount of time devoted to multiple 



 20 

managerial tasks is a barrier pulling focus of the principal away from solid data practices. 

Unfortunately, the work of the principal extends far beyond instructional matters and often times 

lead to an overwhelming task of balancing roles and duties (Duke, 1987; Doyle & Rice, 2002; 

Cooley & Shen, 2003; Horng & Leob, 2010).  Many secondary principals spend the majority of 

the work-week addressing daily parent issues, compliance mandates, student discipline, safety 

concerns, faculty supervision, and facility maintenance without the same luxury to speak to 

curriculum and instruction needs (Duke, 1987; Doyle & Rice, 2002; Cooley & Shen, 2003; 

Horng & Loeb, 2010). Research also suggest principals feel isolated, underprepared to analyze 

data, lack the groundwork and training for assessment from their university training programs 

(Cooley & Shen, 2003; Snyder & Johnson, 1983; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Stiggins & Duke, 2008) 

and are often overwhelmed by the amount of data flooding in from various sources forcing many 

to resort to traditional managerial approaches to schooling (Shen & Cooley, 2008).  Principals 

struggle with how to lead faculties to accept and implement instructional changes based on the 

use of data analysis.  Ineffective leadership may be the result of inconsistent support and 

expertise from district level staff (Kerr et al., 2006; Cooley & Shen, 2003; Shen & Cooley, 

2008), a lack of data vision (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008), expertise (Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008) insecurity of relinquishing control to allow 

ownership from others, lack of trust (Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008), technology issues 

(Wayman, 2010; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008) or demands on time (Lachat & Smith, 

2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008).  Newly appointed principals may lack the expertise to review, 

understand, and/or provide appropriate staff training regarding data practices.   

Lack of appropriate technology for data analysis.  Technology–related issues pose 

another barrier to DDDM practices.  DDDM may be profoundly affected by technology due to 
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the following factors: data storage systems that contain inaccessible information (Ingram et al., 

2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; Wayman et al., 2006; Coburn, Honig & Stein, in 

press), infrastructures that fail to support useful or timely reports (Breiter & Light, 2006; Kerr et 

al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008), and data merged into multiple files translating into too much 

information to be disaggregated and analyzed in a meaningful and timely manner (Breiter & 

Light, 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Wayman, 2007).  Instead of relying on one 

comprehensive school-wide technology system, many district teams rely on multiple systems for 

different purposes, further exaggerating issues involving technology maintenance, inaccuracy of 

reports, unwanted reports, and staff fatigue (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008; 

Wayman et al., 2010). 

Inadequate professional development on technology systems and data analysis skills.  

A lack of professional development for technology use poses another barrier to DDDM.  In order 

for educators to be informed about DDDM, appropriate training on how to access and properly 

use technology is essential.  As illustrated by Gusky (2000), professional development is usually 

scheduled at key points during the year to cover a broad range of topics, limiting the specificity, 

relevancy, and consistency of ongoing data training.  Deliverers of professional development are 

challenged by teacher attitudes questioning the validity of the data, deciding on what data is most 

important and the usefulness of the data analyses (Ingram et al., 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Marsh et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 2010).  Furthermore, if only a few professional development 

providers are responsible for working with data, a greater number of teachers remain unaffected 

and rarely realize data independence.  Individuals leading professional development are often 

taxed with tackling data requirements without the proper tools, training, or support to lead. 
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Data overload limiting instructional preparation time.  All of the barriers mentioned 

(lack of visionary leadership, lack of appropriate technology, and lack of needed staff 

development on data use) require serious attention; furthermore, many researchers acknowledge 

time as a major factor in all of these areas effecting data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Kerr et al., 

2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Wayman et al., 2010).  As principals try to balance many 

managerial responsibilities, data analysis is not always at the top of the priority list. Many 

educators view data collection and analysis as further burdening their schedules and interfering 

with an already full agenda.   

In addition to being overwhelmed with the high amounts of information and assessment 

data, many educators are frustrated with data formats (Wayman et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 

2008; Wayman et al., 2010), lack of specificity on what they need, missed opportunities to really 

process what they have received (Marsh et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Wayman et al., 

2010), and irrelevancy of the data (Breiter & Light, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006).  Student 

performance trends often cross through a variation of data points housed in different locations 

making it difficult for teachers to obtain an accurate student profile.  As a result of such data-

related confusion, educators may place students in inappropriate academic settings.  

The barriers to effective data analysis for instructional decision making create a fertile 

environment to identify the need for a specialized professional, such as an academic dean, to 

guide and monitor effective data analysis.  The use of campus-based data coaches (academic 

dean) shows promise toward decreasing barriers to DDDM and increasing successful data use 

(Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; Protheroe, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010).  

Roles of Instructional Coaches versus Academic Deans  
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Customarily, professional development is comprised of workshops or conferences 

offering educators a minimal amount of time to examine best practices and instructional 

strategies for the classroom.  While workshops and conferences are beneficial, educators often 

discover they are short lived and costly, not always relevant and fully implemented, or are 

misaligned with goals of the campus (Guskey, 2000; Duessen et al., 2007).  In an effort to 

combat these concerns, school leaders now commonly localize professional development 

activities (Borman et al., 2006; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et al., 

2010; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011).  Professional development currently consists of 

campus-based workshops led by peers, with a more centralized approach for teachers. 

Professional development closely resembles a community of learners (Dufour & Eaker, 1998; 

Senge, 2000; Bezzina, 2006; Servage, 2008; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011) working 

collaboratively to introduce and sustain changes in instructional practices.  To achieve goals of 

meaningful on-site collaboration, many districts and campus leaders employ coaches (e.g., 

instructional, academic, and subject-specific) to support teaching, learning, and classroom 

practices (Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et el., 2010; Bean et al., 

2010).  

Data activities and coaching initiatives have been the result of such federal programs as 

the Elementary and Secondary Act of Education 2000 (Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009); No Child 

Left Behind (Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Park & Datnow, 2009; Marsh et al., 

2010), Reading First (Carnahan, Righeimer, Tarr, & Toll, 2004; Blamey et al., 2008; Duessen et 

al., 2007; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) and Striving Readers (Marsh et al., 

2010).  Much of the research on coaching consists of providing elementary instructional 

frameworks through literacy coaching (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & 
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Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) with little emerging research at the secondary level 

(Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Accountability is the catalyst for improving teaching 

and learning; subsequently, an increased need for skilled staff members to support teachers 

through on-site professional development is evident (Knight, 2005; Borman et al., 2006; Kowal 

& Steiner, 2007; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Gallucci, DeVoogt-Van, Yoon, & Boatwright, 

2010).  Since the early 80s, coaching has been a progressive professional development strategy 

to improve instructional practices (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009).  In 

spite of the growing use of coaching as a professional development tool, there is minimal 

agreement on what coaching means (Poglinco & Bach, 2004; Bloom, Castagna, Moir, & Warren, 

2005; Borman et al., 2006; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Gallucci et el., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  

A small amount of empirical evidence exists to suggest coaching is effective in altering 

classroom instruction, methods of content delivery, or raising student achievement (Duessen et 

al., 2007; Bean et al., 2010; Lockwood et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  A lack of empirical 

evidence is available to establish clear connections among the many definitions used to describe 

coaching (Borman et al., 2006; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Walpole & Blamey, 2008; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009; Galluci, 2010; Carey, Philippon, & Cummings, 2011) and the evidence instead 

illustrates and substantiates the variability of how coaching is viewed within districts and 

individual school systems (Borman et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; 

Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Gallucci et al., 2010).  Data analysis is noted as the most successful 

method of improving student achievement; however, at present, there is no one academic-wide 

designation of position or role through which data analysis is consistently performed and data-

based guidance for pedagogical changes is systemically indicated.  Instructional coaching is a 

term used to most closely approximate this role; however, there are too many variations of roles, 
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activities, and skills to measure success associated with academic achievement (Duessen et al., 

2007; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Bean et al., 2010; Galluci et al., 2010).  The next section will 

attempt to define and place the role of the instructional coach in context for shaping the work of 

academic deans with DDDM.  Instructional coaching is discussed in the following subsections: 

definitions, activities, and skills.  

Instructional coaching role definitions. Terms such as literacy coach, peer coach, 

cognitive coach, academic coach, reading coach, reform coach, data coach, and instructional 

facilitators describe different types of coaching models.  Titles such as the ones listed above 

exhibit distinctive meanings depending on the relevancy to the campus and/or district (Borman et 

al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007).  For example, literacy and reading coaches concentrate on 

strategies for reading, writing, and targeted attention with individual students (Knight, 2007; 

Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010); peer coaching is two or more adult learners 

sharing a common role and assisting each other in improving individual practices (Costa & 

Garmston, 1994; Joyce & Showers, 1996); and an academic coach is a person who specifically 

assists students in raising their achievement performance on standardized tests in a particular 

subject area and supporting teachers with monitoring their progress (Kenny & Faunce, 2004; 

Hall & Youens, 2007).  In addition to these classifications, several meanings in the literature 

explain instructional coaches, although there is very little evidence on their role, what they are 

hired to do, or even the skills they possess to be successful leaders of professional development 

(Borman, 2006; Duessen, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010; Gallucci et al., 2010).  

Instructional coaches are generally defined as research-based practitioners who provide on-site 

professional development (Knight, 2005; Borman et al, 2006; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Marsh et 

al., 2010; Lockwood et al., 2010; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011); serve as external 
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consultants employed to assist teachers (Joyce & Showers, 1996; Halverson et al., 2005; Borman 

et al., 2006; Kerr et al, 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; Carey et al., 2011); and partners for 

professional culture (Kowal & Steiner, 2007).  Unless there is a clear indication of what coaches 

are hired to accomplish their role is compromised.  In addition to the many definitions outlined 

in the literature, coaching is described by a collection of activities. 

Instructional coaching activities.  Instructional coaching activities emphasize both 

clinical and cognitive processes.  According to Veenman, Denessen, Gerrits and Kenter (2001), 

coaching is most often referenced in the clinical sense because many technical activities are 

employed to engage teachers and support student achievement.  Clinical coaching activities 

focus on the logistical ways in which instruction is designed and delivered (Grimmett, 1981); 

they are demonstrated through a person of skill working with a person in need of better skills 

(Knight, 2005; Borman et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; Bean et al., 2010).  Coaches observe 

and model (Joyce & Showers, 2002; Carnahan et al., 2004; Knight, 2004; Knight, 2007; Blamey 

et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Bean et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010); share feedback 

(Veenman et al., 2001; Carnahan et al., 2004; Knight, 2004; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; 

Neuman & Cunningham, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010); organize professional development, 

workshops, and small group presentations (Carnahan et al., 2004; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; 

Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009); work with new curriculum and consult with 

teachers (Carnahan et al., 2004; Borman et al., 2006; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Duessen et al., 

2007; Blamey et al., 2008); facilitate one-on-one conversations about assessments and 

instructional practices (Carnahan et al., 2004; Bean et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010); work with 

students considered at – risk and in need of remediation (Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Bean et al., 
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2010); and plan and organize assessments (Duessen et al.. 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Bean et al., 

2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  

Cognitive coaching is the second category illustrating the coaching process.  Cognitive 

coaching does not refer to directly discussing data use to guide pedagogical practices, but instead 

focuses more on the coach’s development of a teacher’s relational aptitude.  Costa & Garmston 

(1994) describe cognitive coaching as a means to reflect on personal attitudes towards teaching 

and learning.  In this instance, coaching supports an inquiry-based approach assisting teachers to 

develop instructional techniques.  Borman, Feger and Kawakami (2006) state that cognitive 

coaching emphasis is placed on ideas and conclusions a teacher constructs within the framework 

of the classroom to challenge and define personal paradigms.  Cognitive coaching assists 

teachers in being cognizant of their choices through continual observation, feedback and 

discussion (Costa & Garmston, 1994; Veenman & Dennesen, 2001; Shidler, 2009).  This model 

helps guide a relationship built on trust between coach and teacher by sharing their belief 

systems prior to and after observation of the teacher’s instruction (Costa & Garmston, 1994; 

Carnahan et al., 2004; Bezzina, 2006; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009).  

Instructional coaching includes a plethora of duties not directly related to instruction and 

academic achievement (Borman et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; Bean et al., 2010).  Among 

these duties are checking email and preparing reports (Borman et al., 2006; Bean et al., 2010); 

substituting in the absence of the teacher (Duessen, 2007) conducting testing protocols and 

tutoring (Duessen, 2007; Marsh et al., 2010); communicating with parents, teachers, and 

administrators about student progress; scheduling computer lab usage; and assisting teachers 

with outside education (e.g., via an online program) (Bean et al., 2010).  Instructional coaching 

also includes evaluator activities such as examining research, developing protocols/documents 
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for school improvement, planning, reviewing, and administering assessments, and evaluating the 

teacher (Duessen, 2007; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Bean et al., 2010). While both clinical and 

cognitive models operate to increase teacher capacity, this dynamic is affected by the skill set of 

coaches.  

Instructional coaching skills.  Skills are a measurement of success for instructional 

coaches.  Finding two or more districts with the same set of criteria for hiring qualified coaches 

is not a common occurrence (Borman et al., 2006; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Marsh et al., 2010).  

Job qualifications and skills vary as job descriptions fluctuate.  Researchers indicate districts 

typically use three criteria around coaching skills for placing coaches appropriately: pedagogical 

knowledge (Carnahan et al., 2004; Knight, 2007; Borman et al., 2006; Kowal & Steiner, 2007; 

Neuman & Cunningham, 2008; Killion & Harrison, 2009; Blamey et al., 2008; Blachowicz, 

Buhle, Ogle, Frost, & Kinner, 2010), content proficiency (Carnahan, 2004; Borman et al., 2006; 

Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Neuman & Cunningham, 2008; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009; Killion & Harrison, 2009; Blachowicz et al., 2010), and interpersonal abilities 

(Carnahan et al., 2004; Knight, 2004; Poglinco et al., 2004; Borman et al., 2006; Kowal & 

Steiner, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Killion & Harrison, 2009).   

Pedagogical knowledge encompasses expertise in curriculum delivery, instructional 

organization, appropriate use of assessments, and alignment of content with standards (Carnahan 

et al., 2004; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009).  Pedagogical skills include the 

abilities to analyze the functional levels of students and to select appropriate instructional 

delivery methods to address the needs of individual learners—informed by careful analysis of 

assessment results.  
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Teachers value coaching when content knowledge and the ability to offer viable 

recommendations in response to problem-solving situations is available (Duessen et al., 2007; 

Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Bean et al., 2010).  Building upon this idea, teachers view coaches 

as learners along with them and as colleagues who perceive them in need of ongoing 

professional development to strengthen their personal skill set (Borman et al., 2006; Gallucci et 

al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  This implies teachers hold coaches in high regard if the coaches 

have had a successful teaching career, exhibit an elevated level of experience with understanding 

of subject-specific content and are well versed in the local curriculum (Kowal & Steiner, 2007; 

Marsh et al., 2010).   

Coaches are required to incorporate and finesse interpersonal skills for nurturing trust and 

conveying knowledge positively (Carnahan et al., 2004; Borman et al., 2006; Knight, 2005; 

Blamey et al., 2008).  Protecting confidentiality, and demonstrating strong listening skills (Costa 

& Garmstom, 1994; Carnahan et al., 2004; Knight, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 

2010); mentoring (Sturtevant & Linek, 2007; Hall, Draper, Smith, & Bullough, 2008); and 

collaborating (Carnahan et al., 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Jackson, 2013) help create a 

framework for trust.  All of these components establish trust when the coach is available for 

positive exchanges (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008) and communicates a personal 

investment in progress of the teacher.  Friendly and helpful relationships without judgment are a 

gateway for critical instructional change.  Several studies found that the more coaches shared 

collegial interactions with teachers, the more positive teacher perceptions were about coaches 

(Bean et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  

Discussion: Focusing the Role of the Academic Dean 
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While the above research provides an overview of definitions, roles, and activities for 

instructional coaches, the research does not lend specificity nor is it plentiful in offering insight 

about the academic dean as a designated position.  Although the number of coaches employed to 

address accountability concerns prompted by NCLB is on the rise, there is little empirical 

research describing the role of coach (academic dean) with respect to DDDM and explaining 

whether this role has any impact on the increase of student and teacher performance (Knight, 

2004; Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Bean et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  Currently, the term 

academic dean is sparsely seen in the literature and much of how this position functions is in the 

context of instructional coaching.  Inferences in existing literature about the responsibilities 

assumed by the academic dean must be made through terms such as the “go to person” (Wayman 

& Cho, 2008; Jackson, 2013) or “data-oriented coach” (Duessen et al., 2007; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009) or “member of the data team” (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman et al., 2006; 

Love et al., 2008; National Council of Teachers on Mathematics, 2010).  To focus the role of 

data coach (academic dean) more completely and complement empirical data collected thus far 

from the elementary and middle school level, research is needed at the high school level (Lachat 

& Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  High schools are complex structures 

and understanding how academic deans support DDDM in educational decisions at this stage is 

critical to the success of principals, teachers, and students.  

Leaders Who Build Data-Based Visions with Collaborative Teams 

High schools are institutions wrought with many challenges (i.e. scheduling, budgetary 

issues, multiple interventions, increased numbers of students and faculty, increased academic 

gaps, lack of technology) and diverse opinions about how to best resolve these challenges.  The 

vision-building process led by strong leadership has been cited as the cornerstone for 
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implementing consistent and meaningful change in general, but more specifically, with aligning 

attitudes and opinions among data users (Wayman, 2005; Wayman et al., 2010; Jackson, 2013). 

Implementing a strong vision for data use should begin with succinct knowledge and 

expectations concerning the data coach.  An academic dean, in the contemporary 

conceptualization, is responsible for many different activities making it even more difficult to 

understand what data expertise they possess, how they impact data use, and if coaching efforts 

around data really promote increases in student achievement (Duessen et al., 2007; Wren & 

Vallejo, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010).  Assigning role specific expectations for coaches (academic 

deans) and decreasing so many assignments, one might assume, leads to better outcomes and 

results from their work (Blamey et al., 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010).  

One example to illustrate a process for vision development and defining the data-coaching role 

of academic deans more clearly is calibration.  Calibration is a process, as outlined by Wayman, 

Midgley, and Stringfield (2006), which provides a guideline for launching a common data vision 

around what learning means, how instruction is structured to improve learning, and how learning 

is assessed.  Applying this concept of calibration might allow educators within the learning 

environment to decide if a data coach should be a designated position, how to evaluate hiring 

protocols and expectations for data coaches, how to develop expertise of the coach, and how to 

train and support coaches to review present data practices and use technology.  To fully realize 

the goals of calibration, more research is needed for examining the working relationship between 

the principal and the academic dean.  More specifically, research is needed concerning how a 

vision for data use is modeled collaboratively between the principal and the academic dean, what 

expectations are mutually agreed upon to illustrate unified support for data goals, what 

qualifications academic deans need to demonstrate, and how principals support the work of 
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coaches (academic deans) through school structures (Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Wren & Vallejo, 

2009).  

Effective Technology Systems for Data Analysis 

Since there are numerous purposes for data and types of data systems available, retrieving 

data in a useful and meaningful way can be problematic.  Understanding the types of technology 

available, choosing the best system for aligning multiple data sets, and monitoring data system 

outcomes to recognize trends in achievement, identify social-behavioral concerns, and evaluate 

existing instructional practices can be overwhelming.  In addition to state-level testing, district-

level and teacher-generated assessments are used to determine teacher effectiveness, increasing 

the amount of data to review.  Realizing which types of data that coaches find best for review is 

one area of research that would prove to be beneficial (Ingram et al., 2004; Kerr et al., 2006).  

Research may also prove to be beneficial regarding how data coaches are called upon to select 

technology systems for housing and retrieving data successfully.  

Professional Development Linking Data Analysis to Instructional Revisions 

Professional development is essential for developing data skills of teachers.  Currently, 

the relationship connecting collaboration and data use is only in the beginning stages of research 

(Datnow et al., 2007; Wayman et al., 2011; Coburn & Turner, 2012).  Much of the professional 

development involving data use and data technology is, unfortunately, not accomplished through 

a critical review process including teachers in a small group setting but rather through larger 

forums facilitated by central office staff or a default faculty person (Schmoker, 2004; Wayman, 

2005; Kerr et al., 2006).  Many educators at the secondary level often complain professional 

development is not relevant, consistently supported, or meaningful to their work; therefore, the 

positive effects of collaboration do not always translate into alterations in pedagogical practice 
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(Wayman et al., 2010).  Researchers suggest collaborative professional development should be 

localized to the campus and scheduled individually or in small group sessions through 

department and/or grade-level meetings (Schmoker, 2004; Borman et al., 2006; Wayman  & 

Cho, 2008; Marsh et al., 2010; Wayman et al., 2011).  Such practices are directly related to 

content-specific areas and provide reciprocal opportunities for teachers to share knowledge.  By 

working together as school, department, or subject area teams, educators construct a sense of 

collective capacity, collaboration and trust (Veenman & Denessen, 2001; Desimone, Porter, 

Garet, Yoon, & Birman, 2002; Wayman et al., 2006; Mullen & Hutinger, 2008; Blachowicz et 

al., 2010).  Although research previously discussed suggests coaches are key players in building 

relationships and changing attitudes through communication and collaboration, the ways in 

which academic deans do this is not so clearly defined.  Some individuals exhibit natural abilities 

to nurture trust without arousing anxiety in others; however, many academic deans need support 

in how to construct data relationships that are collegial rather than adversarial.  The literature 

offers two examples for promoting professional development based on data thus offering an 

avenue for instructional leaders engaged in data coaching to encourage trust and develop data 

analysis skills among teachers.  

Professional development for technology and data use can be delivered through technical 

training and instructional training.  Technical training is centered on particular aspects of how 

the data system is set up and functions while instructional training applies to how the system is 

used to support instructional change and increased student achievement (Datnow et al., 2007; 

Wayman & Cho, 2008).  Instructional training includes helping teachers understand the manner 

in which specific technology systems allow them to access data-based information for making 

instructional decisions.  The focus of instructional training is on extracting relevant information 
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for accessing, understanding, and formalizing a plan of action (Breiter & Light, 2006; Kerr et al., 

2006; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Blachowicz et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010; Darling-Hammond & 

McLaughlin, 2011). 

While these two types of professional development help guide data use and promote 

principal and teacher efficacy with data, research about other detailed types of professional 

development on data analysis skills and time requirements allowed for conducting professional 

development on data activities offered is lacking.  As Wayman, Snodgrass-Rangel, Jimerson, and 

Cho (2010) discovered in their research, instructional leaders engaged in data coaching tend to 

only provide an overview of data to teachers to illustrate trends, and offering general activities to 

address low performing areas without specifically outlining what those activities look like.  This 

generality of data activities leads to confusion about what specifically changes within classroom 

instruction.  

Preserving Instructional Focus of Teachers 

There can be no doubt that much of the educational research supports the teacher as the 

central variable in raising student achievement (Parsley & Corcoran, 2003; Rice, 2003; Berry et 

al., 2009; Varlas, 2009; Stronge, 2010; Ulug, Ozden & Eryilmay, 2011).  Teacher effectiveness 

involves many components, with data being only one portion of a much broader context.  Some 

studies report teachers devote a minimum of a couple thousand hours towards schoolroom 

endeavors (Earthman & Lemasters, 2009) but only about twenty five percent of their efforts on 

assessment review and planning (Stiggins & Duke, 2008).  Other researchers find teachers 

examine individual student data more closely rather than broad trends across groups or grade 

levels (Mandinach et al., 2006). Teachers who experience low efficacy with data use are more 

reluctant to be involved in DDDM processes (Kerr et al., 2006).  When more time is given to 
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data activities embedded within the structure of campus instructional routines, teachers increase 

collaboration, trust, and aptitude with data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Duessen et al., 2007; Park 

& Datnow, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010; Wayman et al., 2011).   

The present need to develop teachers’ use of data towards effective instruction provides 

the framework for such a position as an academic dean.  Scheduling time for data discussions, 

for example, academic deans are able to support inquiry and help craft data discussion protocols 

to review and analyze data with principals and teachers.  Increased time spent by academic deans 

with teachers may lead to a positive change in instructional practice; however, many designated 

instructional leadership positions spend their time on a variety of activities outside of data 

support and it is unclear how much time must be devoted to data coaching in order to make 

systemic changes (Duessen et al., 2007; Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Marsh et al., 2010).  Academic 

deans, through the lenses of instructional coaching, support the processes of modeling data use, 

observing how data is being reviewed, and sharing feedback (Wayman & Cho, 2008; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010).  Some researchers argue data use is encouraged by 

providing a step-by-step process for recognizing and tackling concerns of data integrity, 

modeling skill in posing serious inquiries centered on data, using data to track improvement, and, 

finally, distinguishing areas needing necessary intervention (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Knight, 

2007).  By facilitating the work in these areas, designated instructional leaders devoted to data 

analysis often provide relief from the time-consuming tasks of data analysis, and allow teachers 

to focus on instructional planning and implementation (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; 

Marsh et al., 2010).  Alternatively, other research suggests that these positions may prove to be 

more of a hindrance due to hiring and providing professional support to them (Wayman & Cho, 

2008).  The increasing use of data to define effective instructional practice that result in 
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increased student achievement, especially at the high school level, and the role of the academic 

dean in the enterprise evokes the need for additional research.  

Conceptual Framework of the Role of the Academic Dean in Relation to Data-Based 

Decision Making  

    The increasing designation and use of an academic dean position to facilitate use of 

data to inform instructional practice (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh et al., 

2010) imposes a need to identify a framework that guides the work of an academic dean.  School 

organizations are home to several key stakeholders. Each of these stakeholders is responsible for 

instructional improvements, largely reliant on appropriate data analysis.  Academic deans are a 

leadership position intended to model technical and social support for improving student success.  

Academic deans work with principals, department chairs, and teachers and are a crucial element 

in the cycle of instructional improvement model at the high school level (see Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1:  Conceptual Framework 
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Two models serve as foundational models for this intended review of data and 

improvement in instructional practice as provided by academic deans: The Cycle of Instructional 

Improvement (Datnow et al., 2007), and Data-Driven Decision Making conceptual framework 

(Mandinach et al., 2006).  The Cycle of Instructional Improvement model provided by the 

NewSchools Venture Fund (Datnow et al., 2007) outlines a five-step process for instructional 

planning (see Figure 2).  Within each of these areas, data collection and analysis is an ongoing 

process.  The academic dean is responsible for facilitating discussions with principals, 

department chairs, and teachers based on this model of inquiry. 

 

 

Figure 2:  The Cycle of Instructional Improvement 

Source: NewSchools Venture Fund (Datnow Park, & Wohlstetter, 2007, pg. 18) 
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Figure 3: Data-Driven Decision Making Conceptual Framework 

Source: (Mandinach, Honey, & Light, 2006, pg. 7) 
 
 The data-driven decision making framework supports the cycle of instructional 

improvement by interjecting data use at key times during the instructional process (see Figure 3).  

The DDDM lens reflects the pressing accountability demands on the public education system 

from a federal and state perspective, as well as, the demands placed on principals and teachers 

for a more thorough acceptance of how to better utilize data.  Earlier discussions have pointed 

out the federal and state expectations for principals and teachers is to clearly understand data and 

to enhance their skill set for more in depth analysis of student assessment that is intended to 

facilitate changes in instructional practice (Mandinach et al., 2006; Wayman, 2007; Park & 

Datnow, 2009; Jackson, 2013).  Data has become a very important indicator for campus success.  

The critical campus data role fulfilled by an academic dean involves the coordination, collection, 

and analysis of multiple, interrelated sets of educational data, and guiding faculty to use data 

analysis to improve instructional delivery.  Assessment has been a way for school leaders to 

gauge what content knowledge and skills their learners have mastered (Joshua, Joshua, & 
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Kristonis, 2006; Kerr et al. 2006) as well as a measure for addressing teacher effectiveness 

(Cruickshank & Haefele, 2001; Ingram et al., 2004; Joshua et al., 2006; Varlas, 2009).  This 

individual is essential to the use of DDDM, which is guided by three practices: collecting data, 

analyzing data (Wayman et al., 2006; Marsh et al., 2006), and curriculum alignment (Shen & 

Marsh et al., 2006; Cooley, 2008).  DDDM takes into account a multitude of data to inform 

decisions appropriate to students and staff.   

Academic deans must be aware of what types of data are requested, what types of data 

are available, and how to interpret the data to inform decisions.  For example, data may be used  

specifically to: examine progress of at-risk learners; hire trained and skilled staff; review  

outcomes of special programming/interventions; re-teach material; assess goals; guide 

professional development; address instructional concerns and/or monitor curriculum work  

(Wayman et al., 2010).   

  Second, DDDM emphasizes analysis.  Administrators and teachers search for proven 

applications for refining data analysis.  Inquiry is one such strategy to generate more widespread 

data analysis through collaborative conversations in which teams continually explore how and 

why certain practices impact educational decisions (Copland, 2003; Carnahan et al., 2004; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Bezzina, 2006; Breiter & Light, 2006; Wayman et al., 2006; Love et al., 

2008; Park & Datnow, 2009; Blachowicz et al., 2010; National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics, 2010; Protheroe, 2010; Habegger & Hodanbosi, 2011).  Teams use the inquiry 

process to articulate vision and goals and to monitor systems for data use.  In order for campus 

administrators to achieve a data culture built on inquiry, teachers need ownership in the process 

and a sense of safety to pose questions and participate in open discourse about what is desirable 

for student achievement (Copland, 2003; Wayman et al., 2006; Love et al., 2008; Park & 
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Datnow, 2009; Blachowicz et al., 2010). 

The final component of DDDM is curriculum alignment (Shen & Cooley, 2008; 

Wohlstetter et al., 2008).  Shen and Cooley (2008) view data as a conduit for reviewing 

curriculum decisions, implementing interventions, providing academic reviews of student 

success, and facilitating ongoing professional development.  Educators find that so many 

variations of coaching models, activities, and skill requirements are difficult to manage.  

In spite of the challenges associated with DDDM, researchers find that data analysis is a 

useful tactic for approaching school effectiveness and overall improvement however; research on 

how educators interface and react to data remains limited (Coburn & Turner, 2012).  With 

accountability looming, DDDM has become a way to structure leadership discussions among 

district leaders, principals, academic deans, and teachers.  Data use is not isolated to one 

particular group of individuals but rather affects almost all members of the organization in some 

way or another.  “Researchers who investigate the practice of data use seek to understand what 

actually happens when people engage with data in the course of their ongoing everyday work 

and how that relates to organizational learning” (Coburn & Turner, 2012, p. 102).  By 

incorporating DDDM as a key component of the conceptual framework of the continuous 

improvement cycle, leadership for on-going data use can be approached revealing the level of 

data capacity principals, academic deans, and teachers possess. 

Summary 

 In the last decade, as DDDM has been used to address data concerns, the need for 

knowledgeable staff to lead the charge of DDDM has also increased.  Some researchers contend 

teachers look at case by case data arrangements for individual students instead of whole group 

patterns found at the classroom or grade level instances, therefore lacking systematicity 
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(Mandinach et al., 2006).  Instructional coaching is a generic concept used to localize teacher 

support and covers a wide array of definitions, activities, and skills best suited to individual 

campus needs.  More research is needed for understanding the designated position of academic 

deans separate and apart from instructional coaches.  

 Instructional coaching covers a lot of responsibilities above and beyond guiding teachers 

with data use therefore; coaches find it is more difficult to ensure that data use is given the focus 

needed for motivating instructional change.  Academic deans who serve as data coaches, as the 

title implies, should be experts in translating data use into instructional alteration.  A campus-

based instructional coach who demonstrates data analysis expertise strengthens the teachers’ 

abilities to use data consistently for instructional purposes (Wayman, 2005; Borman et al., 2006; 

Protheroe, 2009).  Teachers who show initiative and are successful in the classroom are 

transitioned to role of coach with the assumption that they are experts in curriculum, content, and 

assessment but this is not always the case (Poglinco & Bach, 2004; Kerr et al., 2006; Duessen et 

al., 2007; Galluci et al., 2010).  Teachers who become coaches may be coaching in areas that are 

unfamiliar to them decreasing their confidence and overall success rates.  Research demonstrates 

the difficulty in soliciting qualified applicants, offering relevant training, and retaining skilled 

data coaches in the profession leading to discussions on the cost-effectiveness of coaches as an 

instructional strategy for teachers (Knight, 2004; Borman et al., 2006; Steiner & Kowal, 2007).  

“This lack of research puts schools and districts at risk; because little is known about effective 

coaching practices, decision-makers risk spending valuable dollars on coaching programs that 

end up being unsuccessful” (Knight, 2004, p.1).  

Much of the research about instructional coaching is also framed around elementary 

studies and literacy coaches (Duessen, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009), 
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with very little empirical evidence gathered from high school settings (Lachat & Smith 2005; 

Knight, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Research on instructional coaching at the 

secondary educational level is complex.  Secondary settings involve increased scheduling 

demands, multiple curricula, numerous campus reviews, variations in teaming, and copious 

attitudes and opinions.  Gaps in research at the high school level center on many dynamics:  a 

clearly defined role of the coach (such as the academic dean as data coach embedded into the 

instructional coach model or as a designated position) (Borman, 2006; Duessen, 2007; Blamey, 

2008), what type of data activities academic deans use to assist teachers in data development, 

how much time is spent on data activities and technology use (Borman et al., 2006; Blamey et 

al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010), what skills and level of expertise academic deans need to possess 

(Borman et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; Marsh et al., 2010), what types of training and 

support academic deans receive (Borman et al., 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; 

Blamey et al., 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) , what efforts of academic deans 

are preferred by teachers (Borman et al., 2006; Kerr et al., 2006), how academic deans work to 

increase student performance (Borman at al., 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Duessen et al., 2007; 

Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010), and the types of successful relationships between 

campus principals and academic deans (Kerr et al., 2006; Wren & Vallejo, 2009).  In these 

instances, continuing the research on data coaching helps to inform leadership on whether 

academic dean efforts improve student achievement or reveal best practices for data collection, 

analysis, and instructional adjustments.  By understanding how academic dean roles are currently 

being understood and utilized, and the ways in which they are successful, educational leaders can 

be better prepared to hire pertinent professionals, define their roles more clearly, use them as a 
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supplemental teacher resource in addition to instructional coaches, and prepare them for formal 

leadership roles.  
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CHAPTER THREE:   

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

 
 Chapter Three addresses the methodology and procedures utilized in the study.  This 

chapter encompasses the problem statement, the purpose of the study, research questions, data 

collection and analysis, and trustworthiness of the study; also included in this chapter, are the 

reasoning for the chosen methodology, intended framework, and design of the study.  

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for this study was comprised of the theoretical principles of 

the Cycle of Instructional Improvement model (Datnow et al., 2007) and the Data-Driven 

Decision Making framework (Mandinach et al., 2006), with the work of Mandinach et al. taking 

precedence.  The work of Mandinach, Honey, and Light  (2006) are aimed towards the educator 

and their efforts to be more data-driven.  These researchers contend data use has systemic 

concerns across the stratagem of the school system: district, campus, and classroom (Mandinach 

et al., 2006), and go on to illustrate through their DDDM framework, decisions about data are the 

result of a six step process: raw data that is collected and organized, information is given 

meaning through summarization, analysis, and knowledge is made useful through synthesis and 

prioritization for actionable planning processes.  This framework recognizes data – driven 

decisions occur at different points and are initiated by different stakeholders.  By using this 

framework, a better understanding of how the academic dean as one of those stakeholders’ 

designs data activities aligned to raw data, aggregates information, and increases knowledge 

around systematic data use may be revealed. Based on this framework, the relationship between 

the academic dean and the principal and the teacher is reciprocal.  By combining the Cycle for 

Instructional Improvement and the DDDM frameworks into one conceptual model, data analysis 
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becomes on ongoing process, led by the academic dean, structuring inquiry based conversations 

and reflections around data use.  This ongoing process with data at each phase of the 

instructional cycle, the educator is able to conduct a self-analysis about impact of data activities 

on instruction.  

 

Figure 4:  Conceptual Framework:  Instructional Improvement Cycle through DDDM 

 Through this model, the academic dean supports a reciprocal process for data review and 

instructional support within the classroom context.  As this inquiry process takes shape, 
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information is shared from this process with the campus principal to lead systemic change 

through out the campus.  

Statement of the Problem 

 With increasing pressure from state and federal accountability systems that require school 

districts to continuously improve instruction and outcomes for all students, educational leaders 

must balance the demands of reviewing and monitoring local and state assessments, developing 

interventions to increase student performance, designing meaningful staff development for 

teachers, organizing test preparation, and developing effective instructional strategies based on 

data results.  The accountability standards required of all public schools presume a particular focus 

for high schools. Data analysis for instructional improvement is considered an integral part of 

addressing accountability demands, additional research is needed to showcase the vehicles used 

for data planning and, more importantly, how the results of data planning relate to altering and 

improving instructional practices (Wayman, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008).  

Investigation is also needed to examine the role coach (academic dean as data coach) at the 

secondary level (Lachat & Smith; Wayman, 2005; Lockwood et al., 2010) and how this type of 

role can mitigate obstacles to data use and effectively forge relationships between principals and 

teachers with regard to data use (Lachat & Smith 2005; Wayman 2005; Lockwood et al., 2010; 

Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Wayman et al., 2011).  As school districts look to coaching as a support 

mechanism to promote desirable instructional practices and elevate student achievement, 

additional data are needed to strengthen the argument for this practice and to determine the most 

effective role definition as it relates to the current archetype of instructional and data coaching 

(Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010).  

Purpose of the Study 
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Employing designated instructional leaders, such as the modern-day academic dean, is on 

the rise.  However, there continues to be a dearth of research aimed at understanding the most 

effective use of this type of role, particularly as it relates to the data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Although inferences in existing literature about the 

responsibilities assumed by the academic dean must be made through terms such as the “go to 

person” (Wayman & Cho, 2008; Jackson, 2013) or “data-oriented coach” (Duessen et al., 2007; 

Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009) or “member of the data team” (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman et 

al., 2006; Love et al., 2008), much of the research regarding the responsibilities commonly 

associated with the modern-day academic dean is gleaned from elementary-level studies focused 

on literacy efforts with little emerging research addressing these responsibilities at the secondary 

level (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Research is particularly 

needed to examine the specific role of coach (academic dean), with particular emphasis on 

collecting empirical data from high school level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008).  

Therefore, the purpose of this case study was to add to the body of knowledge related to the roles 

and responsibilities of the high school academic dean as they relate to data use.  Furthermore, the 

researcher intended to contribute to the existing literature on academic deans by exploring how the 

role may best be used to support campus principals in making sound instructional decisions.  

Finally, the researcher intended to add to existing literature by examining and elucidating the 

strategic and structured data activities academic deans use to support teachers with data use and 

instructional improvement.  

Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the role of academic dean with data analysis activities?  
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2. How does the role of academic dean support principals in using data to make effective  

    instructional decisions? 

3. How does the role of academic dean support teachers in using data to change  

    instructional practices? 

Significance of the Study 

Currently, there are sixty school districts spanning sixteen counties within the scope of 

Region XIII.  Included within these school districts are a total of forty 4A and 5A high school 

campuses, fourteen 4A and twenty-six 5A campuses.  Of the 14 5A campuses representing six 

school districts, thirteen schools employ an academic dean or the equivalent (associate principal, 

academy director, dean of academics, deputy principal, or instructional assistant principal).  Of the 

26 5A campuses representing twelve school districts, seventeen schools employ an academic dean 

or the equivalent.  With such a significant number of these positions across these campuses, more 

research on the role is needed.  The findings from this study contributes to educational research by 

better focusing the role of the academic dean and provide more in-depth research about the 

relationship between the academic dean position and effective data use.  This study contributes to 

educational research by focusing the data role of academic deans, or the equivalent at the high 

school level.  For district leaders, this research provides an operational plan outlining data 

expectations for this role.  For campus principals, this research proposes an instructional toolkit of 

best practices for guiding more effective DDDM practices.  For future academic deans, this 

research provides insight into the strategies used by successful academic deans for collecting and 

analyzing data and using it to change instructional practice in response to accountability demands.  

For teachers, this research offers a better understanding of how this role can best be utilized for 

collecting and analyzing data to forge instructional changes in the classroom.  
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Research Methodology and Design 

 This study proceeded with using a qualitative methodology and case study design.  This 

research was guided by the interpretivist paradigm and a conceptual framework grounded in the 

tenets of the Continuous Improvement Cycle and the Data-Driven Decision Making model. 

Qualitative Research Methodology 

 Qualitative research methodology allows researchers illicit data used to produce an 

organically constructed result to a particular phenomenon.  Various opinions, experiences, and 

interpretations are gathered to inform the research through an inquiry – based approach 

(Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  

“Conducting a qualitative study means the researchers try to get as close as possible to  

the participants being studied. Qualitative researchers conduct their studies in the “field”,  

where participants live and work – these are important contexts for understanding what  

participants are saying. The longer the researchers stay in the “field” or get to know the  

participants, the more they “know what they know” from firsthand information”.  

(Creswell, 2007, p. 18) 

During the data collection phase of a qualitative study, the researcher worked within a 

setting that was familiar and comfortable to the study participants.  Using a qualitative approach 

to research challenges the researcher used multiple data points such as interviews, focus groups, 

and documents to reveal emergent themes, categories, or patterns that create perspective for the 

end results (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009; Neuman, 2003).  By using 

a qualitative approach for this study, viewpoints from administrators, the academic dean, and 

teachers helped cultivate and triangulate a better picture of how the role of the academic dean 

supports them with data use.  Through these personal experiences with the role, the researcher 
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was better able to construct information about how others interpret it.  The strengths of 

qualitative research include emphasis on the process, rich narratives offered by the researcher to 

describe participant’s experiences, and the researcher as the principal gatherer of data collection 

and analysis (Creswell; 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  Some disadvantages of 

a qualitative study include the time required to complete the study, personal bias of the 

researcher, and ensuring issues are addressed (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009). 

Interpretivist Paradigm 

The researcher operated under the interpretivist paradigm approach using a single case 

study design.  A social constructivist approach, often considered an interpretive approach, 

establishes how individuals interrelate, comprehend, work, and function within an environment 

while recognizing the researcher also brings a personal lens to the problem being study 

(Neuman, 2003; Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  This approach 

fosters more open-ended interpretations of each participant’s contributions.  The interpretivist 

paradigm best fits this study because it encourages multiple voices to contribute to the research 

and for the researcher to interpret the findings.  Using this approach determines from the onset 

that information gathered is flexible as attitudes, contexts, and personal narratives shift and are 

placed in context of the participant’s experience (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).   

Case Study Design 

 A case study is one of the frequent methods a researcher uses for structured data 

collection.  A case study may be a single or collective case study that incorporates one or more 

cases within a “bounded system” (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  

Neuman (2003) further explains that a case is a social relationship that stretches across the 

chosen site and has connections to additional sites.  When choosing a case study, transferability 
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of the research becomes important to the audience.  A case study method is an opportunity for 

the researcher to examine a problem through the boundaries of a system such as a single campus 

and to relate those findings to other applicable sites.  An intrinsic case study design was used for 

this study because it promotes a deeper consideration and description of the role of the academic 

dean not necessarily the case itself.  A case study may be considered heuristic in nature. Merriam 

(2009) cites “Heuristic means that the case studies illuminate the reader’s understanding of the 

phenomenon under study.  They can bring about the discovery of new meaning, extend the 

reader’s experience, or confirm what is known” (pg.44).  The role of the academic dean was the 

phenomenon for analysis within this single case study that aimed to confirm and extend research 

on the role.  

Strengths and limitations of a case study design.  Although cases studies come under 

scrutiny as having no scientific significance (Willis, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2008), others 

argue case studies provide an opportunity for the researcher to put the subject of the research into 

a real world setting, introduce opportunities for impending research, extract information through 

rich descriptors, includes multiple opinions, provides numerous ways of data collection, and is 

transferable to other contexts (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  In spite of the aforementioned 

advantages, case studies are not without limitations.  Some of the most notable limitations 

include time constraints, researchers as apprentice with interview and observation procedures, 

personal susceptibility, partiality of the researcher as the sole proprietor of the data collection 

and analysis, and generalizability (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  The later is one of the 

biggest concerns of a single case study however; it can be addressed by using a very descriptive 

narrative of the selected case.  Case selection can also be problematic if multiple cases are 

studied, weakening the complexity of analysis required and requiring calibration of 
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instrumentation (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Creswell, 2007).  By choosing a single case study, 

research becomes more focused and richer in detailed description. 

Site and Participant Selection 

  The intent of this study was to recognize a selection process for both the study site and 

the study participants.  The selection for the site preceded the selection of the participants.  The 

researcher contacted the appropriate district level representative and shared information 

regarding the parameters of the study.  District level leadership approved the study prior to any 

research activities being initiated.  Both the site and the participants were selected based on 

specific criteria outlined in the next two sections.  

Selection of the Case Study Site 

This research was intended to address the role of the academic dean and for that reason, 

was specifically bound to a particular type of campus.  By binding the phenomenon to a specific 

high school campus, the research becomes more focused and adds to deficit research done in this 

area.  The research site was a Texas public high school purposefully selected from a pool of high 

school campuses that met the following criteria:  (1) the site must be a central Texas public high 

school; (2) have an allocated academic dean position for an extended period of time at the high 

school; (3) have a high population of economically disadvantaged students (40% or higher) who 

received support from an academic dean and shown academic gains; (4) competitive with state 

averages on college readiness standards for Math and ELA. 

Sampling and Participant Selection 

 Sampling is the examination of a phenomenon through a small sample size of a 

particular population from a much larger context (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Creswell, 2007).  

Sampling may be random or purposive however; the latter specifies the sample group has a 
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closer and deeper relationship to the study questions.  “Purposeful sampling means that the 

inquirer selects individuals and sites for the study because they can purposefully inform an 

understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2007, 

p. 125).  Purposeful sampling known as snowball sampling was used as part of the study to 

identify the participants. The IRB approved the recruitment flyer prior to the start of the 

research and this flyer was used to identify willing participants.  The recruitment flyer was 

provided to the appropriate district level staff member to distribute to campus principals to seek 

interest in participation.  Once campus participation was established, the recruitment flyer was 

shared accordingly to expand participant outreach.   

The phenomenon of this study required an examination of how the academic dean 

supported principals and teachers with data use therefore; a direct relationship between four 

groups must occur.  A district administrator, principals, an academic dean, and teachers were the 

four selected participant groups from a central Texas school district.  Included in the sampling of 

the teachers were three department chairs from the four core academic areas.  The participants 

for this study were expected to be employees with a Texas public high school and worked with 

or served as an academic dean (or the equivalent).  Sampling was required for both interview and 

a focus group protocols.  The first study sample for the focus group consisted of three assistant 

principals.  Although the study sought to interview department chairs as part of a focus group, 

they were interviewed individually instead.  This was the result of time constraints and 

scheduling demands shared by the teacher participants.  The third focus group was intended to 

consist of a maximum of twelve teachers representing each core area (math, science, social 

studies, English).  A total of six teachers agreed to participate and be interviewed.  A single 

person interview was separately conducted with the district representative, lead principal and the 
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academic dean.  All sample participants were included in the research phase based on their 

disposition to participate, their experience of working with the academic dean, and identification 

through the recruitment process.  In order to maintain ethical integrity during the research 

process, creating a composite rather than individual representation protected the identification of 

the participants.  Every effort has been made to disguise any information to avoid inappropriate 

disclosure of participant characteristics.  

Data Sources and Collection 

Case studies often include multiple data sources including interviews, observations, focus 

groups, and documents (Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  The three primary 

sources of data for this research included interviews, focus groups, and documents.  The three 

data sources were used to triangulate categorical patterns as a result of participant responses.  A 

demographic profile was shared with each participant in the study to ascertain information about 

their gender, number of years in education, subject areas taught, highest degree achieved, and 

years working with or as an academic dean.  A semi-structured protocol was developed for both 

the interview and focus group process.  Examples of documents collected include agendas, DIP 

(District Improvement Plan), CIP (Campus Improvement Plan), employee handbook, AEIS 

(Academic Economic Indicator System) report, TAPR  (Texas Academic Performance Report) 

calendars, bell schedule, field notes, and job descriptions.  

Institutional Approval Process 

 To safeguard the integrity of the study, the IRB process was followed for seeking 

approval for the research outlined in Chapter Three.  In addition to completing the IRB process, 

the application process required by the research and evaluation department of the identified 

school district was completed in order to gain district approval to conduct the research. 
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Through the IRB process, expectations for the study were clearly outlined about purpose of the 

study, protocols for interview and focus groups, and document collection prior to data 

collection.  All participants were provided with a letter securing their agreement and 

participation in the research.  Two copies of the consent form were available, one for the 

participant to sign and keep for their records and the second for the participant to sign and 

return to the researcher.  Approved IRB documents for participation were shared with the 

consenting district prior to the start of any research.  The consenting district provided an 

approval letter documenting their participation.  Written permission from the school district 

acknowledging their agreement for the implementation of the study will be kept on file.  All 

participation in this study was considered voluntary. 

Interviews 

Interviews are one consistent data source used as part of qualitative methodological 

practices. Interviews may fall into several categories such as structured, semi-structured, or open 

(Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Interviews are a positive source for gathering 

copious amounts of information to gain better insight into the phenomenon being studied.  Semi-

structured interviews were used for this study in an effort to illicit responses that encourage 

additional questions and responses.  This strategy allowed for a guideline of questions to be 

developed on the front end while recognizing flexible discourse may ensue.  A semi –structured 

interview protocol allows the interviewer to promote exploration during the interview and to 

respond accordingly as the interview session dictates therefore, the interviewer has liberty to 

reword questions, reduce redundancy by not asking questions that may have already been 

answered during the interview, and to promote a free flow exchange of information (Merriam, 

2009). Challenges that may arise during the interview process include equipment failure, 
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reluctant participants, phrasing of questions, limited or vague participant responses participant 

attitudes, researcher biases; understanding how to truly reflect on the information presented to 

the researcher, trust, forgetting to document field notes, and transcription issues (Creswell, 2007; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Willis, 2007).  Strategies to address these concerns included checking 

equipment for error prior to the interview process, using a peer editing process to vet questions 

for accuracy and unintended bias that may lead to mistrust or misunderstanding, encouraged 

participation and redirection of individuals who monopolized the conversation.  According to 

Merriam (2009), purpose of the research, protection safeguards for participant identity, 

responsibility for final content, compensation, and logistical information should be established 

prior to and at the onset of the interview process.  

Individual interviews were conducted in-person with the campus principal, district leader, 

and the academic dean at a mutually agreed upon time and date.  Prior to any recorded 

interviews, participants were asked to read and sign the consent form indicating their agreement 

to participate in the study.  Each interview was 90 minutes in length and voice recorded; a 

transcript of each interview was subsequently prepared.  The researcher also recorded additional 

notes during the interview process.  Interview transcriptions were subject to review for any 

clarifications, additions, or deletions based on the response of the participant.  During the course 

of the interview process, only one participant asked for an emailed copy of their transcripts for 

review.  This individual was interviewed twice and both transcripts were emailed accordingly for 

review.  The participant provided an email notification there were no changes, additions, or 

deletions made to the first transcribed interview and confirmed transcript accuracy.  The same 

participant reviewed the second transcribed interview and provided a few changes, additions, and 
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deletions. These edits were made by the researcher to accurately reflect the interviewee intent. 

All information collected has been kept confidential and will be destroyed after three years.  

Focus Groups 

Focus groups are another common source for data collection in qualitative studies.  Focus 

groups are a good way to collectively bring participants together that share similar roles and are 

able to discuss a topic and share their experience about the subject (Creswell; 2007; Merriam, 

2009).  While focus groups may be utilized due to time constraints, take abstract thoughts to 

deeper understandings, and inform the research topic more thoroughly, the researcher must 

ensure all participants have an opportunity to speak and look for any hesitancy from the 

participant (Creswell, 2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

This study included two focus groups of selected participants. The first focus group 

consisted of three assistant principals. The second focus group consisted of six teachers 

representing each core area (math, science, social studies, English). Three department chairs 

were interviewed separately.  Prior to any recorded focus group or individual meetings, 

participants were asked to sign a consent form approving their participation in the focus group or 

interview process.  The assistant principal focus group was conducted for a time period of 90 

minutes. Responses from the focus group were recorded and made ready for the appropriate 

transcription. The researcher also recorded any additional notes during the focus group process 

as needed. Interview transcriptions were subject to review for any clarifications, additions, or 

deletions based on the response of the participant.  None of the participants requested a copy of 

their transcripts for review.  The individual department chairs and focus group of classroom 

teachers were interviewed for a period between sixty and seventy-five minutes.  None of the 
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participants requested a transcript for review.  All information collected has been kept 

confidential and will be destroyed after three years.  

Review of Documents   

Documents, although not as frequently used, are another source of data in qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Documents are raw pieces of data that are 

established free of researcher bias or influence.  They are preexistent forms of evidence that may 

provide additional insight into the expectations related to the source of the research (Merriam, 

2009).  For this study, several documents were reviewed to observe any references to data 

activities and how they fit into the context of the research.  Document evidence includes: CIP, 

DIP, AEIS, TAPR, personal professional plans, employee handbook, PLC agendas (start of 

school until present), calendars (to identify data activities), bell schedule, field notes, job 

descriptions.  These documents were obtained from various participants in the study.  The 

researcher also collected these various documents from online resources. A demographic profile 

was shared with and completed by each participant to develop a narrative on individual 

characteristics.   

Limitations of documents as a source of data.  Documents may be limited in the scope 

for use because they are vague, are not specific to the researched being studied, or difficult to 

authenticate (Merriam, 2009).  For the purpose, of this study, collected documents were 

reviewed for accuracy, references to data practices, authorship, and usefulness to the research.  

The district leader, academic dean, and campus principal added various types of documents to 

the researcher however; no documents were available through the assistant principals and the 

teachers. 

 



 59 

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is a systematic process for reviewing data collected throughout the 

research process in an effort to make it manageable.  Due to the often tedious nature of data 

analysis, great care must be taken to outline processes and management from beginning to end 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  It is critical the researcher be able to make sense of the data 

as an ongoing experience rather than trying to decipher abundant amounts of data at the end.  

This study progressed through the sequential phases of the constant comparative method of 

analysis: coding, axial coding, and selective coding. (Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007; Merriam, 

2009).  

Constant Comparative Method of Analysis 

 Although the study design is not grounded theory, the researcher continued with the 

data analysis recommended by Merriam (2009), which is the constant comparative method of 

data analysis that was first proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later refined by Corbin 

and Strauss (2008).  Merriam (2009) clarifies that, although this type of analysis is used as a 

means for developing grounded theory, “…the constant comparative method of data analysis is 

inductive and comparative and so has been widely used throughout qualitative research without 

building a grounded theory” (p. 175).  The constant comparative method offers a systematic 

means of identifying, comparing, and categorizing large amounts of qualitative information 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Through this approach, data collection and analysis are 

ongoing and simultaneous actions  (Willis, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  The researcher started the 

data analysis process with coding procedures to cluster information into like relationships and 

set the course for systematically organizing evidence into a manageable system for easier 

review and recovery (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  
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 Coding was the preliminary action of the researcher to identity emergent concepts, 

patterns, or themes constructed through a numbering system, color identification, or letter 

assignment (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Initially, the researcher writes down reflective 

thoughts, questions, intuitive responses, and contemplative comments for each response on the 

side page of the transcription (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Through this procedure, 

information is classified in correlation to the research question it addresses, often referred to as 

“open coding” is because themes and patterns are naturally organized (Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009).  Any type of information may come through during this initial phase of 

coding.  This marks the first step in identification of overarching concepts, questions, or themes 

and placing them into broad base categories (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009).  Once open coding reveals broad based categories, the researcher examines 

them through a systematic process often referred to as axial coding.  During this phase, the 

open coding results are combined from all data sets: interview responses, notes, documents, and 

understandings (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  From all 

of the open-ended categories, one is selected as the central focus (“core category”) for 

addressing the phenomenon of the study and from there the remaining codes are organized into 

subsections: controls (what impacts the phenomenon), strategies (what collaborations result 

form the phenomenon, and interfering conditions (what reduces or expands the strategies and 

consequences as a result of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Merriam, 2009).  During the selective coding, consistencies among the categories were 

revealed.   

 During the course of the research, data analysis began with the careful review of each 

participant’s interview transcript.  Each interview transcript and collected documents were 
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copied in a specific color to denote each individual or group interviewed.  Each transcript was 

read a minimum of three times in order to assign emergent codes, make notes in the margins, 

and identify any further questions relating to a particular section of text.  Inductive coding 

processes were incorporated to allow codes to emerge.  These codes were refined until major 

themes or categories were evident and representative of the codes assigned.  Areas of 

agreement and incongruity were examined to support a deeper understanding of interview 

feedback.  Any new data collected was compared with previous data collected to check the 

alignment and accuracy of existing codes.  Common codes were clustered together to refine 

major themes and categories. Once themes and categories were identified, they were unified 

under the appropriate research question to reflect respondent perceptions.  

 Strength of the constant comparative method of data analysis.  “The constant 

comparative method of data analysis is useful in qualitative research because it stimulates 

thought that leads to both descriptive and explanatory categories of data” (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985, pp. 334-341).  These classifications change as ideas and opinions are likened and 

categorized. The researcher further advances and establishes connections among these 

groupings during the analysis process.   As Taylor and Bogdan (1984) summarize,  

In the constant comparative method the researcher simultaneously codes and analyzes 

data in order to develop concepts; by continually comparing specific incidents in the 

data, the researcher refines these concepts, identifies their properties, explores their 

relationships to one another, and integrates them into a coherent explanatory model. 

(p.126) 

Strategies to Promote Trustworthiness and Reliability of Findings  

 When dealing with the unpredictability of human subjects, validity and reliability are 
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often times problematic within qualitative studies (Neuman, 2003; Willis, 2007; Merriam, 

2009).   

“The connection between reliability and internal validity from a traditional perspective 

rests for some on the assumption that a study is more valid if repeated observations in 

the same study or replications of the entire study produce the same results. This logic 

relies on the establishment of truth, but everyone knows, measurements, observation, 

and people can be repeatedly wrong”. (Merriam, 2009, p. 221) 

 Alignment between what actually occurs and the theorized lens the researcher places on 

the research advance the trustworthiness (validity) of the study (Neuman, 2003; Willis, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009).  When a study is transferrable to other situations, the research is considered 

more valid to reader.  Merriam (2009) offers triangulation, peer editing, audit trail, rich 

description, respondent validation, and ethical conduct as suggestions for increasing 

trustworthiness of the study and they will be summarized in the following sections.  

Triangulation 

 Triangulation of data sources suggests the inclusion of various types of data such as 

interview responses, focus group responses, observational notes, and documents corroborate 

results more thoroughly by double checking responses against each other (Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009).  In this study, triangulation of interviews, focus groups, and documents 

strengthen the validity of the results and generate a detailed look at the case study for 

transferability purposes.  In this study, a triangulation method was used to study the collected 

data for analysis and comparisons made against each participant group: district leader, 

principals, academic dean and teachers.  

Peer Examination of interview and Focus Group Protocol 
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 Interview and focus group protocols for this study were reviewed during a peer review 

process.  The person responsible for the review of the protocol was the Committee Chair.  Peer 

editing ensures accuracy of questions as related to the purpose of the study, and also, aids the 

researcher with an objective opinion about pre-data analysis and post analysis findings 

(Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  

Audit Trail 

 An audit trail was an opportunity for the researcher to catalog the entire research 

experience through a journal.  The journal is an instrument for recording notes, ideas, 

reflections, questions, and descriptions of the study design, data collection and analysis (Willis, 

2007; Merriam, 2009).  A journal was used to record information, activities, challenges, and 

any concerns associated with this study. Seating charts were also created as needed to catalog 

the actual arrangement of the participant(s) with regards to the researcher during each interview 

conducted.  

Rich, Thick Descriptions  

 Due to the scheme of qualitative research, descriptors that paint a picture in an effort to 

strengthen transferability and applicability for the reader are necessary.  Merriam (2009) refers 

to qualitative research as being an art of expression through words, phrases, quotes, and details 

that support the research findings.  Descriptions for this study were based on details about the 

setting, participants, responses, documents, and demographic profile. 

Researcher as Instrument 

 As the primary investigator of this research study, there are certain advantages and 

disadvantages associated with this role.  Some of the advantages of being the researcher as 

instrument of the research is that the researcher is in direct capacity to collect and analyze the 
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data, respond and interpret quickly what the data discloses, delve more deeply into unexpected 

outcomes, connect, in some way, our own experiences to that of the study subject, and 

spearhead the opportunity for research subjects to participants in a respondent validation 

process during the interview process and with transcriptions detailing their responses (Creswell, 

2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  

 Even though there are a number of positive aspects correlated with the researcher as 

instrument, there are also a few disadvantages the researcher has to be aware of and take 

precautions to acknowledge (Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln 2008; Merriam, 2009).  As 

with all humans, we develop our own perceptions based on our own experiences and due to 

this, conclusions may unintentionally bias the intent of the research because we are interjecting 

our own judgments and evaluations into the work (Creswell, 2007; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Merriam, 2009). 

 My educational experience included opportunities to serve as an academic dean for 

three years.  Since the role of the academic dean is the primary focus of my research, I 

recognized the following as potentially having an unintentional bias (es) to the overall study: 

(a) the selection of the study site and study participants; (b) the structure of the interview 

questions; (c) the results and conclusions.  In effort to acknowledge my own bias and combat 

any negative affect this may have on the research, I disclosed to all participants that I worked as 

an academic dean for three years and my personal connection to the role and the research.  A 

respondent validation process was used throughout the interview process and participants had 

the opportunity to add or strike any transcription information they felt warranted a change.  

During the results phase, every attempt was made to recognize the opinions of the research 

participants and to include the actual responses of the participants without inclusion of my own 
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opinions.  

Respondent Validation   

 Participants were given the opportunity to review interview and focus group 

transcriptions to clarify, add, or delete answers through the respondent validation practice 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  There was a respondent validation procedure for this study 

to ensure there was no misunderstanding, misinformation, or misinterpretation of the response 

date. In order to match up responses to the appropriate participant, the participant was asked to 

sign in and receive a number.  Prior to each response, the participant recorded their number.  At 

the end of each interview and focus group sessions, the participants were asked if they would 

like to receive a copy of their responses for review.  Participants were asked to provide their 

email so that a copy of the responses may be sent for review should they request a copy. 

Participants who requested a copy of their responses for review were instructed to review the 

information and make any changes within forty-eight hours.  During the course of the interview 

process, only one participant asked for an emailed copy of their transcripts for review.  This 

individual was interviewed twice and both transcripts were emailed accordingly for review.  

The participant provided an email notification there were no changes, additions, or deletions 

made to the first transcribed interview and confirmed transcript accuracy. The same participant 

reviewed the second interview for changes, accuracy, and deletions and provided some changes 

and clarifications. All changes to the transcript were adjusted accordingly.  All other 

participants waived their opportunity to receive an emailed copy of their transcript for review.  

Ethical Concerns 

 As with any study, researchers are obligated to address ethical issues prior to the 

research. Miles & Huberman (1994) outline several thoughts for consideration: (1) ensure the 
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study addresses some phenomenon that is relevant and significant to the reader; (2) ensure a 

meaningful connection between the researcher of the phenomenon studied; (3) accept guidance 

from experienced researchers to design a quality study; (4) fully inform participants about the 

purpose, design of the study, and assurances of confidentiality.  Full disclosure about the 

purpose, design of this study, data collection and analysis was provided to all participants in the 

study prior to the start of the interview process. 

 Maintaining confidentiality was one of the highest priorities of this research.  

Permission to conduct and collect information from interview and focus group protocols and 

documents has been kept on file.  Signatures on the “consent to participate” form show the 

willingness of the participants to take part in the study. Interview and focus group sessions 

were recorded and will be kept for three years in a locked file and then erased.  Should the 

Institutional Review Board request a review of the research documents, material that can 

identify any participant will be protected to the degree allowable by law.  Research records will 

not be released without consent unless required by law or a court order.  In order to shield the 

identity of research participants, the researcher excluded information that may link responses to 

an individual or specific campus.  As the principal investigator, all data collection from the 

demographic profile, interview and focus group protocols, and documents will be secured. Any 

data collected such as researcher notes, demographic profile results, agenda, job descriptions, 

CIP, calendars, interview and focus group responses will be kept in a secure location.  The 

identity of all participants is considered confidential.   

Calendar of Activities 

 Data collection and data analysis activities were scheduled beginning July of 2014 and 

ending February of 2015. Single person interviews began in July of 2014 and focus groups 
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interviews began in September 2014.  Follow up interviews were scheduled, as needed, in 

December of 2014.  All data collection and analysis was completed the end of February 2015.  

A timeline was developed to track all interview appointments. 

Summary 

  Chapter Three organizes in detail the methods, procedures, and protocol for conducting 

the study.  This chapter outlined the research design, methodology, data collection and analysis 

strategies to promote trustworthiness of the study, and logistical calendar information.  Chapter 

Four reports the findings from the study.  Chapter Five presents the interpretations and linkages 

between the findings and existing research, as well as conclusions and recommendations for 

further research.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

RESULTS 

 The purpose of Chapter Four is to report the results of the study by systematically 

answering each of the three research questions to reflect major themes and categories 

discovered through analysis. Chapter Four is presented in four sections: Methodology 

Summary and Summary of Results, Demographics, Study Context, and Data Analysis.  Section 

One outlines a brief methodology summary and description of how the results are organized 

within the chapter. Section Two provides a brief demographic profile of the study participants.  

This section also includes a brief professional profile for each individual (principal, academic 

dean, and district leader) participant, as well as, a collective professional profile for each focus 

group and its members (assistant principals, department chairs, and classroom teachers).  

Section Three provides a brief context about the case study site (demographics, accountability, 

campus observations).  Section Four is dedicated to the results of the qualitative methodology 

discussed in Chapter Three.  The fourth section is further divided into three segments to 

examine individual, focus group, and finally, cross analysis results.  The chapter closes with a 

summary to discuss the overview of findings as related to each research question.  Every effort 

was made to conceal the privacy and identity of the case study site and each participant.  

Section One:   

Methodology Summary and Organization of Results 

Methodology Summary 

 This study was conducted through a qualitative methodology approach, a case study 

design and guided by an interpretivist paradigm.  A case study design was selected because it 

promotes a deeper consideration and description of the role of the academic dean by putting the 
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researcher into the field and in a position to inductively understand the totality of their data 

use experience (Neuman, 2003; Creswell, 2007).  By using a qualitative approach for this study, 

viewpoints from district and campus level administrators, academic deans, and teachers help 

cultivate and triangulate an understanding of how the role of the academic dean supports them 

with data use.  To gain better understanding about the role of the academic dean and to adhere to 

the methodology outlined in Chapter Three, study participants were asked to relate their shared 

experiences and collaborations with the academic dean around data-driven decision making and 

instructional improvements.  The academic dean, for the purposes of this study, is an 

administrator position that performs as a support role for the academic progress of students and 

also assists principals and teachers in their efforts towards student success.  Data coaches are 

assumed under many titles (Associate Principal, Academy Director, Dean of Academics, Dean of 

Instruction, Academic Coach, Deputy Principal, Instructional Assistant Principal) however; the 

term academic dean was used to unify all of these terms for this study. 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the role of academic dean with data analysis activities? 

2. How does the role of academic dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

3. How does the role of academic dean support teachers in using data to change? 

instructional practices? 

Organization of the Results 

 To clearly focus the analysis of the research summarized in Section Four, the results are 

distributed in three segments. Segment I indicates how individual participants responded to the 

three research questions previously outlined in this chapter.  Segment II provides evidence of 
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how focus participants responded to each research question previously outlined in this chapter.  

Segment III provides a cross analysis of individual responses and group responses to aid in 

identifying overall themes, similarities and differences of opinion based on the three research 

questions previously outlined in this chapter.  Respondent information that illustrates common 

experiences shared by the researcher is bracketed.   

Section Two:   

Population, Sample and Participants 

Selection Process of Participants 

 The participants for this study were selected using a purposive sampling model.  The 

snowball sampling approach was used for participant recruitment purposes.  Snowball sampling 

is defined as using existing research participants to recommend other potential participants for 

inclusion in the study (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  A recruitment flyer was created, 

approved by the IRB, and shared with the principal in an attempt to recruit identified 

participants. 

 The subjects in this study included: (1) a district leader; (2) a campus principal; (3) an 

academic dean or the equivalent; (4) three assistant principals; (5) three department chairs 

representing three of the four core academic subjects; and (6) six classroom teachers.  The 

teachers were a representation of the four core academic subjects.  This group also included 

representation from both the ESL and Special Education departments.  Responses from fifteen 

subjects were included in this study.  

Criteria for Participant Selection 

 The criterion for participation was based on potential contact, collaboration, and 

interaction with the academic dean on a particular campus.  This portion details a profile for 
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each participant individually interviewed (principal, academic dean, and district leader) and a 

collectively descriptive profile for focus group members (assistant principals, department chairs 

and classroom teachers).  Broad characteristics have been used to provide an overall picture of 

the experiences and expertise held by those group representatives such as the assistant 

principals and teachers.  All profiles reflect accurate information about each participant 

however; an alias has been allocated to each individual to protect the privacy and 

confidentiality of the source.  

Participant Demographic Profile 

 Table 1 below is demonstrative of demographic information for all study participants. 

As evidenced in the table, there were fifteen participants.  Of the fifteen participants, five were 

male and ten were female.  Participant ages are denoted as the following: four were beyond 56 

years of age, five were between 46 – 55 years of age, one was between the age of 35 – 45, three 

were 31-34 years of age and two were between the ages of 25-30 years of age.  Educational 

experience is categorized as the following: three participants had over 25 years of experience, 

four participants had between 21-25 years of experience, one participant had between 16-20 

years of experience, two participants had between 11-15 years of experience, four participants 

had 5-10 years of experience, and one participant had less than 5 years of experience.  Six 

participants obtained a bachelor’s degree, eight participants obtained a master’s degree and one 

participant obtained a doctoral degree.  All the participants had some level of participation with 

an academic dean or the equivalent however; five participants did not respond to this question.  
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Table 1: Demographic Profiles 

  

Professional Profiles  

James  

 James, the principal of Driftwood High School, has over twenty-five years of 

educational experience serving as a teacher, academic dean, and high school principal. 

Although, education was not his first career choice, he has proudly dedicated his life to the field 

of education.  James mentioned that he moved about a lot as a youngster and never entertained 

education as a choice until later in life.  James received multiple degrees from various Texas 

schools that include his B.A., M.Ed., and Ed.D.  He was a classroom teacher for over ten years 

before advancing through the ranks to become a campus administrator.  James shared, “I have a 

real passion for teaching. I love it. I feel it’s a calling. I feel there have been things put in place 

to put me on this path that I didn’t willingly want to go (Driftwood High School Interview #1, 

54 – 58).  For example, he disclosed others sought him out for administrative work rather than 

making that an individual goal.  He has worked in his current assignment at Driftwood High 

School for over five years.  

 During my initial conversation with James, it was clear he is an advocate for all students 

and is passionate about being a leader in education.  He eagerly accepted my request to conduct 
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research at his campus and boasted transparency was the key to improvement and research is 

always helpful in promoting forward thinking.  My first scheduled meeting arrived and I waited 

patiently to meet with James in the Main Office.  While waiting, I witnessed first hand his 

sincere interactions with staff and other campus visitors anxiously waiting to share some good 

news or get clarity on current projects.  He showed a willingness to stop, listen, and endorse a 

genuine dialogue about whatever was shared.  I observed these exchanges and interactions for 

quite some time before getting my opportunity to meet with him.  Just as he had given others 

his time so freely, he did the same for me.  He focused intently on our discussion and beamed 

with pride about anything to do with Driftwood High School.  He immediately brought a sense 

of ease to the conversation.  During my second meeting with James, he spent nearly three hours 

with me completing both his interview and granting me a campus tour.  As we walked, he 

exhibited a very engaged persona and was happy to share positive feedback about the strides 

the students have made over the years.  He enthusiastically showed off the classrooms, the 

resources afforded to students to fulfill endorsement requirements, and bragged about the 

collaborative nature of his staff.  James touted during our interview,  

My job is support. The only thing that really matters in schools is interactions between 

educators and students, so my job is to make sure that interaction is the best it can be. 

That means I’ve got to make sure they have adequate resources, facilities. All the 

resources that go into that, I have to make sure they’re the best they can be. (Interview 

#1, 70-74) 

 James talked about ethical leadership as the cornerstone of his educational philosophy: 

modeling respect, encouraging collaboration without fear, and developing stronger  

relationships. 
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Shelby  

 Shelby, academic dean, is a Texas native and received both her B.A. and M.Ed. from 

Texas schools.  She has been in the field of education for over twenty-five years with twenty-

one of those years as a classroom teacher.  From the moment I met Shelby, I knew she had 

compassion for others and a strong commitment to her staff, students, and parents.  Throughout 

our time together, she always circled back to her love for teaching, learning, and success of all 

students.  Shelby shared “all students deserve a strong educational foundation to move them to 

the next phase in his/her life and they deserve to receive their education in a nurturing and 

supportive environment” (S. Suarez, personal communication, July 31, 2014).  Shelby reflected 

a student-centered attitude in almost every phase of her responses with a huge smile on her 

face.  Shelby had the unique ability to bring a sense of calm to our interview and shared openly 

about her experiences.  

 Shelby was quite adamant in our interview she always knew she wanted to be a teacher 

and had a strong eagerness to learn. 

I always knew I was going to be a teacher. I’ve had great teachers along the way but I 

think it was certain high school teachers that I connected with that had such an 

important impact on my life that I knew I was on the right path. You get to high school 

and that’s when you start deciding what you want to do next, and I knew that I was on 

the right path; I wanted to do what these gentlemen and ladies had done for me, and 

help students and allow them to grow. (Interview #1, 13-18) 

 Not only did Shelby acknowledge the educators who impacted her life, she also cited 

family as a huge driving force for her strong work ethic and determination to support students.  

Her mother heavily influenced her by encouraging her to continue her educational pursuits.  
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She was very proud of the fact that she, along with her siblings, graduated high school, and 

went onto to receive some level of continued education.  

Michael  

 Michael is a district level administrator with a wealth of experience.  He served as a 

teacher, academic dean, and a campus principal before moving into his current district 

leadership position.  He served more than twenty years as a professional educator.  He received 

his Master’s degree from a public university in North Texas.  During my conversation with 

Michael, he expressed his passion for working with students who face personal hardship and 

who struggle with success in school.  This passion stemmed from a very personal experience in 

which he was left to support his educational goals without much guidance from others.  Much 

of his career has been devoted to motivating students to believe they can achieve.   

In my junior year, all the way through my senior year, all the way through college, I 

was left to my own efforts to educate myself. So what I found out very quickly was that 

there was no one looking out for those kids who were going to free – fall through the 

cracks. (Interview #1, 6-10) 

  In my meetings with Michael, he exhibited a very genuine and serious dedication to 

educating all students in spite of the circumstance.  

The goal of every educator should be to open the human potential available in the future 

of every student. That means that teachers need to build a relationship that inspires each 

person to go beyond the parameters of where they are and empowers them to explore 

the growth within educational opportunities, learning, collaboration, and leadership.  A 

great educator instills motivation that life is a learning process, which never stops and 

continually opens doors with enriching outcomes that impact not just the student but 



 76 

everyone the student will touch far into the future (M. Smith, personal communication, 

July 31, 2014). 

 Michael shared with me a portfolio collection of the many notes he received from 

students and teachers.  He beamed with pride as he discussed some of the educational 

initiatives he and his colleagues produced and the successes yielded from those initiatives.  For 

Michael, this portfolio represented the power of positive relationships he encountered over the 

years with students, teachers, parents, and community members.         

Assistant Principals  

The administrative team was compromised of two males and one female. Collectively, as 

a group, these individuals exhibited a very good rapport with each other.  There was lots of 

laughter prior to, during, and at the close of the interview.  These assistant principals would often 

tease each other and this served as a testament to how comfortable they were with each other. 

Openly, this team expressed the value of a collegial and collaborative approach to their work. 

They shared this approach has been a direct result of the expectations set forth by the campus 

principal and the belief professionals should be allowed autonomy in their decision making. 

There was a trusting and supportive sense of camaraderie among the team.  All of the individuals 

were extremely passionate about kids and their work with them.  Two of the three assistant 

principals received a master’s degree.  For the purposes of this research, the following 

pseudonyms were assigned to protect their identities: Joe, Jonathan, and Valerie.  Joe had a very 

quiet, reserved, and unassuming nature to his personality.  His demeanor was very deliberate and 

his responses echoed an intentional thought-provoking context that left me wanting to ask more 

and more questions.  Jonathan had a very boisterous personality and constantly used humor in his 

colorful descriptions.  He had a very confident demeanor and showcased a professional attitude 
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towards educating students.  Valerie was proud to share she has been married over thirty years 

and has three children.  Valerie was extremely willing to share her thoughts and opinions without 

hesitation.  She appeared to value highly organized behaviors and many of her responses 

exhibited systemic thinking. 

Department Chairs 

 Three department chairs agreed to participate in this study.  The department chairs were 

all extremely knowledgeable with their feedback.  It is interesting to note that each person was 

very individualistic and offered insight that was dynamic and unique to their personal situation 

and experiences.  For the purposes of this research, the following pseudonyms were assigned to 

protect their identities: Martha, Dorothy, and Jane.  Martha grew up in the Northwest area of 

Texas.  She has over twenty-five years of experience in education.  She received her Master’s 

degree from an east coast university.  In addition to being a classroom teacher and department 

chair, she served in instructional leadership roles both at the district and regional service center 

level.  Her instructional roles have included coordinator and instructional specialist.  She has a 

great deal of in depth knowledge about her instructional role in the various positions she has 

held.  Martha exhibited a heart-felt passion for education becoming very emotional when she 

spoke about her students, her work, and her journey in education.  “I feel I have a moral 

imperative to give each student the very best I can give them on a given day” (M. Abels, 

personal communication, September 25, 2014).  This statement seemed to reflect the soul of 

Martha.  It was evident to me she is truly committed to what she engages in on a daily basis.  

Dorothy moved around a bit and lived along the east coast and parts of the mid west before 

settling in Texas.  When I asked Dorothy to share her philosophy about education, she shared “ 

It is my job to help facilitate learning.  No one can actually “teach”; we can only help students 
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think” (D. Chambers, personal communication, September 25, 2014).  Dorothy had a strong 

conviction for education and a curious nature for challenging what she perceived as status quo 

within the educational system.  Jane was one of the funniest individuals I had the pleasure of 

interviewing.  She referred to herself as “fun” and I could not agree more.  From the very 

instant I met Jane, she made the experience so interesting because she was so interesting.  I 

would describe her as a freight train with no hint of slowing down.  Her enthusiasm was 

infectious.  She spent twenty-five years in another professional pursuit before transitioning to 

education.   Jane shared with me her lenses is different from the average educator.  She sees 

education from another perspective all together and never prescribed to the “things” teachers 

are “supposed to do”.  Jane explained that she “wants students to be life time learners and to 

realize education can never be taken away from you” (J. Johnson, personal communication, 

September 25, 2014).  She shared with me that her father was instrumental in instilling the 

value and power of education for her.  Jokingly, Jane shared she became a department chair by 

default but uses the position to support teachers new to the profession.  She did not want them 

to feel lost without any guidance.  

Classroom Teachers 

 The focus group of teachers exhibited very relaxed behaviors throughout the interview. 

They were confident and forthcoming with their feedback about their role and their 

understanding of the role of the academic dean.  For the purposes of this research, the following 

names have been assigned to protect their identity: Leslie, Donna, Marshall, Lila, Grace, and 

Olivia.  The educational practice of this group spanned from novice to veteran teaching 

experiences.  The teachers shared some of their philosophical beliefs about education. Some of 

the most prevalent themes included: 1) all students have a right to receive an equitable 
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education, 2) all students have a right to receive their education within safe, nurturing and 

engaged classrooms, 3) all students have a right to be challenged as critical thinkers rather than 

passive learners, 4) teachers are responsible for providing appropriate materials, resources, and 

tools to their students; and finally, 5) students have a shared responsibility for their own 

success.  This group of teachers showed a willingness to participate without reservation and 

wanted to have a better understanding of how the academic dean functions within the high 

school setting.  

Section Three:   

Case Study Site 

Demographics 

 The research for this study was gathered from Driftwood High School, a public high 

school within Yellow Rose ISD, a district with a student enrollment of less than 90, 000. 

Driftwood High School is home to more than 1, 000 students. The school district was located in 

one of the sixty school districts within the sixteen counties of central Texas.  Yellow Rose ISD 

has employed an academic dean position, or its equivalent, at Driftwood High School for a 

minimum of two years.  The district and the campus designate more than 40% of the student 

population as economically disadvantaged. 

Accountability 

  The campus received a school rating of Met Standard on the Texas Academic 

Performance Report (TAPR) for the school year of 2013-2014 (Texas Education Agency, 

2014). The TAPR is the system used by the State to assess if schools and districts are meeting 

required standards for student performance.  The state average for Postsecondary Readiness 

Standards in Math is 39% and 45% for ELA; the campus exceeded these standards.  
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Campus Observations 

 The two-story campus is a located in an area of central Texas and covers a sprawling 

area of land just outside of the city center.  The exterior of the campus exhibited a sense of 

strong pride and school spirit.  The outer campus was easy to navigate and there were plenty of 

signs made available to guide visitors to the appropriate parking area, as well as, the main 

office located just inside the main building.  

 Upon entering the main building, visitors were greeted by warm and friendly staff quick 

to brag about their students, staff, and parents.  The campus was extremely clean and 

immediately showed off a student-centered atmosphere.  Posters hung throughout the halls to 

motivate, encourage, and support student efforts with college readiness and securing the next 

steps toward graduation.  The interior of the campus was divided into various hallways 

delineated by subject area.  Even though BYOT (bring your own technology) is encouraged, 

there were multiple computer labs to provide additional technological support to all students.  

 House Bill 5 offers two options for students to graduate high school.  One of these 

options is the Foundation Plan (22 credits) and the other is the Foundation Plan plus an 

endorsement (26 credits).  House Bill 5 outlines five areas for endorsement planning: Business 

& Industry, Arts & Humanities, STEM, Public Services, & Multidisciplinary.  Students must 

choose at least one program of study from one of these endorsement areas to meet the 

graduation requirement.  They may choose more than one if they prefer to do so.  While many 

districts find it difficult to provide the necessary resources to support more than one to two 

endorsements, Driftwood High School proudly offered educational support in all areas.  In 

order to support endorsement planning for all students, in all five areas, multiple programs of 

study are accessible and supported through state of the art facilities.  During the campus 
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walkthrough, the researcher observed outstanding resources to support the implementation of 

HB endorsement requirements. The counseling department offered students the opportunity for 

college and career planning through on site college visits, online planning assistance with the 

appropriate software, and dual credit options.  The counseling department welcomed students 

to explore various college and career options. The counseling office showcased a variety of 

literature and pamphlets to inform them about various educational institutions (certification 

programs, community college, and four-year universities) and their acceptance and completion 

requirements. 

Section Four:  

Results 

SEGMENT I: PERCEPTIONS FROM INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS 

 Segment I is dedicated to interview responses given by individuals representing campus 

and district level leadership positions (principal, academic dean, and district leader).  Using a 

series of semi-structured questions, each participant shared their perceptions regarding the role 

of the academic dean during a sixty to ninety minute interview process.  A semi-structured 

protocol was chosen because of the flexibility allowed during the interview process.  This 

process presented for a more free flowing exchange of information between the interviewer and 

the interviewee.  This protocol extended opportunities for deeper questioning for clarification.  

After the careful analysis of each participant transcript, this section identifies the major themes 

and subcategories aligned to each research question.  A second interview was conducted for 

both the campus principal and the district level leader.   

Research Question One: James’ Perceptions 

What is the role of the Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 
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The predominant themes discovered from James’ perceptions for question one include: 1) 

Vision; 2) Types of data analysis activities; 3) Provide a data climate and culture; and finally, 

4) Challenges associated with the role of academic dean with data analysis activities. 

Vision 

 James thought the essence of using data to make the best decisions for student achievement 

involves truly understanding what the definition of data-driven decision making means and how 

this concept fits into a larger vision.  James felt academic deans were no exception and as 

instructional leaders on the campus, they are responsible for conveying the value of DDDM to 

fellow administrators, department leaders, and classroom teachers to create Leaders of Leaders.   

James commented the definition of DDDM simply means: 

…the data is a tool to try and analyze the weaknesses or struggles of a student and how we 

help them to be successful...the data should drive the decisions and it should drive what we 

do as far as allocations and resources, curriculum, and planning. (Interview #2, 491-479) 

During the interview, James stressed data alone does not convey the totality of effective 

data use and understanding data goes beyond just reviewing numbers; although James suggested 

data is based on logic and evidence rather than intuition, it does not always paint a clear picture for 

“why” results are reflected in a specific manner or for what purpose.  James adamantly said, 

“What data does is tell you what happened in the snapshot with the student.  It doesn’t tell you 

why it happened” (Interview #2, 475-477).  James emphasized you have to look beyond the data 

to uncover the “why” because it is a very important component to guiding campus and district 

level vision.  He continued, “Data doesn’t tell the why and you’ve got to get to the why.  Why are 

these students struggling? Is it curriculum related? Is it instructionally related? Is it holes in the 

past? Is it deficiencies or is it a systemic issue?” (Interview #2, 510-513) 
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James framed his responses around the concept he called Leaders of Leaders.  As part of 

this framework, James described all individuals are responsible for imparting knowledge and 

experiences to others to increase professional capacity.  In order to develop Leaders of Leaders 

with data use James suggested the skill set of an academic dean must include being a visionary 

and long-term systemic thinker.  

You’ve got to have holistic thinking. You’ve got to see the big picture and so many people 

make decisions to solve a problem without realizing that the decision…you may have 

solved that problem but you have created other problems. You create an imbalance. You 

have to be able to keep…realizing the ultimate goal of where you are going, …that we are 

on the same page as far as philosophies. (Interview #1, 656-662)  

James also shared this is not always an innate characteristic but rather has to be honed by 

the individual. He reflected,  

That’s a true skill set that, seeing the big picture, you just have to have it, and some people 

are good at that and some are not. But if you are going to be an AD, you’d better see the 

big picture. (Interview #1, 709-711) 

James viewed the academic dean as an individual who not only creates a vision for data 

use but also thinks in terms of systemic planning for long-term results and monitoring.  He 

suggested, “The thing is to get to work on being proactive and thinking ahead and solving 

problems and looking at results and knowing where you want to be” (Interview #1, 706-708). 

Shared input is highly valued as a part of campus procedures related to establishing a robust vision 

for data use.  It is the responsibility of the academic dean, along with the assistant principals, to 

meet during the campus leadership time to gather voice from the department leaders.  James 

remarked, “The department chairs are a part of the leadership team meeting, where we present 



 84 

stuff, and we get all the leaders to understand where we are coming from…looking 

ahead…thoughts, directions, district happenings” (Interview #2, 320-325).  

James acknowledged his relationship is somewhat different with the academic dean than 

with the assistant principals.  For example, he said, they spent more time on discussions about 

sharing systemic, big picture visions and anticipating long-term effects of decisions enacted. 

James said, “It’s all about looking at results you want, make changes, make a plan, and start 

working towards different results. It’s that simple” (Interview #1, 155-157).  He stated, “We make 

sure that we lead the big picture, the big ideas, so we get everyone pointing true north (Interview 

#1, 334-335).  He further added the vision is constantly being monitored for effectiveness.  He 

added,  

We have plans in place, but we spend our time on working on, okay this didn’t work, what 

are we doing now? And we’ve created things in place, we’re doing some things, we’ve got 

ideas of what we are doing, and we’ve got innovative things. (Interview #1, 322-325) 

James really stressed, “You’ve got to be a big picture person and you have to be proactive 

rather than reactive” (Interview #1, 663-664).  He encouraged individuals in the role to support 

vision by “being proactive as far as seeing things and being more prescriptive in going to help” 

(Interview #1, 688-689).  

Types of Data Analysis Activities 

Review Various Types of Data.  James suggested data comprises most notably two types 

of data: qualitative and quantitative.  James stated, “ We are [constantly looking at data], all of our 

discussions are about what’s happening about success rates and other things.  There’s formal data, 

qualitative data, and quantitative data and everybody looking at it all the time” (Interview #1, 679-

681).  
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James emphasized part of the key to making effective data-driven decisions are to 

consistently [review various data sources] to determine solutions and plans for action.  During the 

interview with James, he referred to various types of formative and summative (quantitative) data 

he expects the academic dean to be very familiar with to guide data activities and instructional 

support for staff.  From James’ perspective, the academic dean is charged with reviewing 

quantitative data often showcased as either formative or summative data.  James provided 

examples of formative data used by the academic dean to facilitate data discussions such as short 

cycle assessments, district benchmarks/checkpoints, common department assessments, and 

common unit lesson assessments.  James pointed out summative data is commonly defined as state 

assessments such as the STAAR end of course exams, final campus exams, and the Advanced 

Placement Test.  James felt strongly campus leadership needed to review formative assessments 

more vigorously because they occur more often and allow for immediate intervention to take place 

rather than waiting to the end.  He said, “We need to spend more time on formative and make 

adjustments and changes so our summative turns out better” (Interview #1, 200-201).  

In addition to quantitative data, James made an argument qualitative data is just as 

important to the academic dean as quantitative data.  He expressed, “You have to look at 

excellence in every area, not just the tested areas.  I think you look at participation rates, 

extracurricular activities…band programs…athletic programs, choir programs…perception data” 

(Interview #1, 214-215; 230-232).  

Perceptions held by staff, students, parents, and community may often be variables for 

determining the success of a classroom, school or district.  James went a step further to explain his 

thoughts on perception data. He said,  
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You’d better look at perception data such as your culture and climate feedback from staff, 

students, parents, and community. If you don’t have that right, a lot of these other things it 

doesn’t matter what you do. If you don’t have an environment in which kids feel safe or 

protected…you know what it’s like. If they don't feel safe in school, you’d better address 

that. That’s not going to be on any standardized testing but I think it’s viable. (Interview 

#1, 178-182) 

Poor perceptions may become a major obstacle for positive progress and a hindrance to 

initiatives for moving forward.  He clarified this idea by saying,  

What I mean by that is, sometimes when a student fails, why do they fail? Is it because a 

lack of skills or because they had an incident at home or is it because they have a conflict 

with the teachers, and they’re just being stubborn. We’ve got to find out what’s going on 

and we’ve got to address not just the academic issues but behavioral issues. (Interview #1, 

515-519) 

James talked about how various types of data evaluated by the academic dean create a 

systemic response to changes with instructional practices.  Although various types of data are 

studied, James indicated, state data was the primary indicator of success or failure and so it was 

the basis for a lot of the academic monitoring to determine the work to be done.  It was the one 

piece of data used to guide instructional support, especially with student intervention classrooms 

because so much emphasis is placed on its results.  

Disaggregate Data.  In addition to being able to examine numerous sources of data, James 

thought it was just as important to thoroughly [analyze the data] to understand the results 

accurately.  James underscored there is so much data; it becomes very discouraging leaving little 

time to truly analyze reports. He stated,  
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Sometimes the truth is we have too much data and we don’t know what’s important and 

what’s not.  Our job is to take a mound of data and try to focus on a few things and I think 

that’s what you've got to do and not let people get overwhelmed. (Interview #2, 503-506) 

James trusted the more specific you are with a thorough review of student expectations 

(SE’s) and identifying areas of challenge, the greater the opportunity to discover patterns, trends, 

and a remedy for success.  

More so, when we first started out we did a lot more of that than we do now, more of that 

happens with teams.  What we look for is the kind of data that--I’ll always tell you what I 

to do is break it down, looking at things, we look at teachers, …departments. (Interview 

#2, 470-473) 

James identified this careful review as item analysis.  Through item analysis, “Let’s 

identify which objectives they’re not doing well on and how do we plan for that, and how do we 

ensure that they’re going to be successful” (Interview #1, 338-340). 

James viewed himself as a very data focused principal with a love for numbers.  Both 

James and the academic dean support district level expectations for reviewing and disaggregating 

the data.  The district expects administrators to use item analysis to determine how many standards 

of mastery are required by the state and how those standards are divided into supporting and 

readiness standards.  By using the state assessments, the principal and the academic dean 

identified areas of challenge and remediation.  This disaggregated data was then placed into a 

color-coded spreadsheet for an easier presentation to staff.  

Monitor Data Use.  James pointed out although having a vision for data use and 

examining various types of data, a system for monitoring is as equally essential.  Monitoring helps 

support district expectations with data use for tracking progress on campus student achievement 
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goals aligned to state indicators for academic success.  James mentioned, “I expect the academic 

dean to have their pulse on what’s going on in the classrooms and programs and making sure those 

things are running right” (Interview #1, 368-370).  James offered two specific examples for how 

the academic dean monitored data use.  The first example involved common assessment data and 

secondly, [progress checking data for student interventions].  According to James, the academic 

dean monitored the progress from ongoing common assessments.  He added,  

We’re doing common assessments. Each subject area has different ones. All that goes 

through [her] first then it goes to the department chairs (Interview #1, 425-426). I don't 

want extensive reports.  I want verbal reports.  I’m going to look at stuff but I’m interested 

in the academic dean to come in and say, “look, here’s a concern, have you noticed this? 

but not a formal kind of thing, it’s more informal but that’s what I want her to do. 

(Interview #1, 682-687) 

Student interventions were another example James offered related to campus based follow 

up.  In James’ assessment of the role, the academic dean takes the lead on identifying students for 

interventions but more importantly, for reviewing academic progress while in those intervention 

placements. James cited,  

We did a special innovative class this year pulling out kids that never passed reading or 

writing…I’m anxious to see how the results are going to go…that’s one of the area’s I put 

the academic dean in charge of.  [She] had to go and select them; the whole process, and I 

let her do that. And she continues to monitor them…there are just some things that are the 

purview of that person. (Interview #2, 72-86) 

James stated additionally, the academic dean is to monitor all intervention programs, 

materials and supplies, teacher allocations and individual student progress. 
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Provide a Data Climate and Culture 

Collaboration.  James expressed, “I want to develop teacher leaders.  That’s the key to 

me is that I want them to really own it and be a part of it not just telling them what they have to 

do” (Interview #1, 458-460).  James talked about affording staff members the embedded 

opportunity to meet and discuss data is important to any organization.  Collaboration was the 

hallmark James spoke about that helped create a data climate and culture.  As part of the data 

review process, staff members are exposed to several opportunities to meet.  According to James, 

the administrative staff has at least two whole group opportunities throughout the year to share 

data with the teachers.  He shared, “So at the beginning of the year, we went through the data and 

looked at it with teachers and we looked at the big trends – and it was teachers’ results too” 

(Interview #1, 480-482).  

In addition to these two whole group meetings, the leadership team meets periodically to 

talk about issues related to department, individual teacher needs and student progress.  He 

disclosed, “We talk about departmental issues and then the individual issues we do more in 

departmental meetings, and we want teachers to go in and look at their students and look at where 

they are” (Interview #1, 336-338).  

Coupled with embedded time, James insisted collaboration around data use is critical to the 

implementation of any academic effort.  James was emphatic, “You’ve got to have conversations. 

You’ve got to learn to collaborate with people; you’ve got to learn to work with people” 

(Interview #1, 217-219).  He went on to say,  

We really want our team to look at data together.  We don’t really do it on an individual 

basis whole lot…We have the team leaders do the data dig and then we say, ok, look, 
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here’s the result.  What do you see?  We have those discussions, okay, now what are we 

going to do? (Interview #1, 435-436; 444-449; 453) 

James went on to express that staff members need to feel they are a part of a team rather 

than an imposed program or system.  He supported the idea of being a part of the team increases 

ownership and commitment.  Opportunities for collaboration build a sense of community around 

data use.  The concept of PLC’s was used to represent a type of structured collaborative time but 

James’ was very explicit not to refer to these team meetings in any formalized manner.  His 

thinking was that people are turned off to the depth and content of the time together if it is 

perceived as an imposed mandate.  He referenced, “We never call them PLC’s, they’re teams. 

You’ve got your math team, science team, literacy team, student services team. I have teams, 

people like that, being part of a team” (Interview #1, 276-278). 

James said the campus takes the team concept a bit further with structuring subject specific 

teams.  Although the structure varies among the departments, it is a campus expectation these 

teams meet consistently to review data, align instruction based on what the data says, and monitor 

modifications made to teaching.  All administrators, including the academic dean, are welcomed to 

take part in these meetings as well.  James outlined meeting opportunities the academic dean has 

with staff with the following comment,  

They get common conference periods, but they were meeting once a week minimum.  I 

would say depending on the group, different ones in different places.  If you’re talking 

about all the meetings that happen in our department then I would say once a week.   If 

you’re talking about the whole department, that’s probably once every two weeks. 

(Interview #1, 531-535)  

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities 
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From his perspective, James outlined various obstacles academic deans encounter when 

trying to incorporate data analysis activities into their role.  The obstacles included: 1) 

Technology; 2) Time; 3) Blame; and finally, 4) Teacher capacity.  

Technology 

Level of Expertise.  First, James suggested technology often overwhelms and confuses its 

users.  Confidence and consistency with technology use were considered somewhat of a barrier for 

the academic dean in implementing technology use with teachers.  James indicated, “I think it’s 

like any technology, any program.  The use of it, even though everyone’s been trained on it, the 

way they utilize it and how often they use it is an individualized thing.  Not everyone does quite as 

well” (Interview #1, 332-334).  The formatting within the technology system itself presented 

another concern for the technology user.  James discussed that a particular template or format was 

not implemented campus wide because the amount of time it took to create them.  The templates 

were chosen based of the needs of the department.  James reflected on the varied process for 

technology use by saying,  

Each department does it by department, and there are different templates on it.  It’s very 

unyielding, and it takes time so we don’t make them use that.  Most of them use Excel, but 

some use Word; it just depends. (Interview #1, 621-623) 

 These inconsistencies with format procedures posed problems for analysis among the 

various groups.  In turn, it was troublesome for the academic dean to monitor and adjust to the 

various formats and templates being used.  

Lack of Time.  Second, James talked about time as a major obstacle for the academic 

dean.  There is so much data and educators are often inundated with too much data with little time 
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to apply thoughtful responses.  James commented spending too much time on documentation gets 

in the way of the work.  He declared,   

In a professional learning community you have to create an agenda and let’s write it all 

down--minutes, post the minutes--and you spend so much of your time documenting and 

doing administrivia and not spending time having professional dialogue on what worked 

well. (Interview #1, 279-281)   

He insisted with all of the day-to day duties of teachers, administrators, and the academic 

dean, it is difficult to do in depth data analysis work.  James remarked,  

We don’t do data digs, we’ve done them in the past before and it’s great, if you had all the 

time in the world to do data digs that would be great because that’s self-discovery…but the 

bottom line is that you can’t change the oil while the engine’s running. (Interview #1, 440-

443) 

Blame.  Third, James added summative assessments such as the STAAR test are 

barometers for the success or failure of a school system.  He said, “What I don’t like is sometimes 

the high stakes testing and the one size fits all, I think it’s wrong” (Interview #1, 263-267).  James 

reminded me the title of administrator alone changes the dynamics of any meeting and when the 

academic dean, principal or assistants participate in any meeting, their presence often changes the 

tone just by the nature of the title.  James felt, “The mistake people make with data-driven is they 

see the data and want to say, “Whose fault is it? Who’s to blame? It’s not a gotcha thing.  That is 

the hardest thing with data – driven” (Interview #1, 254-255; 290).  James stated to remedy the 

blame game; conversations cannot be personal but collegial.  
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We’ve got to get past the blame--we don’t need to get into the blame game. What we need 

to do is say look these students are doing well, these students are not doing well, and what 

are we going to do differently to move forward. (Interview #1, 152-155) 

Teacher Capacity.  Finally, James revealed, academic deans often work with staff 

members who have variable teaching experiences, from the novice teacher to the teacher with 

twenty-five plus years of classroom teaching.  James felt it difficult for the academic dean to meet 

regularly with all of these individuals and then also deliver resources that are suited to their needs.  

James supported this by saying, “We have a wide range, and it ranges by teacher, by 

department…It varies by teacher and department” (Interview #1, 297-298).  Trying to address 

these various levels of expertise is a difficult challenge faced by the academic dean and it becomes 

very difficult for this role to interface with the many staff members who need the additional 

attention in a timely and consistent manner. 

Research Question Two: James’ Perceptions 

How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

The predominant themes constructed through James’ perceptions for question two include: 1) 

Promote a Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model; 2) Support Instructional 

Capacity Through a Clinical Coaching Model; and finally, 3) Provide Professional Resources.  

 The academic dean position, through the lens of the principal, is a versatile role situated 

between academics and managerial tasks.  James mentioned this relational role of the academic 

dean to the principal implies the position to be second in command, a facilitator and sometimes 

coordinator of all instructional and campus operations.  The role in itself is situational and 

requires the individual in the role to nurture and develop a multitude of campus relationships 
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that are both instructional and managerial in nature.  James commented on why he believes 

these types of role have become more prevalent. 

I think the role of principal has changed over time. You look back, not that long ago and 

principals were more managers; they managed the buildings, they managed the money. 

And we still do, but now the expectation is that we are educational leaders and that’s a 

whole different skill set.  So how do you balance the expectation that you are going to 

lead the educational process and still manage the building and do all the things that have 

to get done? …What you need is a superman for a principal or you get someone that can 

help; somebody that’s got an academic focus that can do some of those things. 

(Interview #2, 103-114) 

 James continued to talk about his concept for developing Leaders of Leaders.  James 

felt the entire administrative team was responsible for developing teacher leaders, namely 

department chairs.  In order for administrators to prepare these teacher leaders, they also need 

to hone their professional expertise and skills as instructional leaders themselves.  He felt the 

academic dean was in a position to support other administrators in this endeavor. 

Promote a Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

One way, James thought the academic dean could develop collegial relationships with 

fellow administrators is through a climate of trust.  By demonstrating themselves as a member of 

the team, the academic dean creates more buy in from fellow administrators.  James’ talked 

about trust as a determining factor for how to support administrators with instructional support. 

He thought this was often a delicate balance between allowing autonomy with decision-making 

and at the same time, verifying without control.  James remarked, “trust but verify” (Interview 

#1, 490).  
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Honest Conversations.  James confided the academic dean position is a way to facilitate 

and model discussions around data and instructional decisions.  It was very important to James 

that influence be the cornerstone of leadership rather than forcing thoughts, opinions, and ideas 

on others.  James urged, “You’ve got to lead with influence. You’ve got to lead with talking and 

educating.  Theory and philosophy is important but then you’ve got to have a practical side.  

Conversations are important, truthful conversations” (Interview #2, 289-293).  James further 

stated academic deans create a climate of trust through shared ownership of ideas.  

Courage to talk about issues…You can say a lot of things but you have to do it in a 

climate of trust or else it’s not going to matter; you’re not going to be successful if it’s an 

adversarial position. (Interview #2, 358-360)  

In James’ opinion, the academic dean is a reliable position to meet with the 

administrative team for mentoring opportunities, collegial deliberations involving instructional 

concerns, and setting personal and professional goals.   

Academic Dean as Confidante.  He also emphasized this role provided a support system 

to him personally as he leads the campus.  He said the academic dean position keeps him 

organized and focused on what needs to be accomplished and works closely with him on 

instructional decisions.  He corroborated,  

…you have a partner you can bounce things off of on a different level. AP’s are 

sometimes up to their ankles with discipline and other things they have to do, so they 

don’t have time to reflect to make those good decisions, and that’s why I use the 

academic dean as a sounding board. (Interview #1, 133-137) 

From our conversations, it was inferred the role of the academic dean as confidante holds 

a high level of trust, is charged with respecting issues of confidentiality, and prudent about 
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handling sensitive matters.  He shared, “So the role that I see is it’s got to be a confidante, it’s 

got to be a sounding board, it’s got to be someone I can trust and hand off things to” (Interview 

#2, 153-155).  He further stated, “I need people to hold me accountable for crossing the t’s and 

dotting the I’s and helping me refocus” (Interview #2, 700-701).  

 From conversations with James, the academic dean position was designed to promote 

healthy relationships among the administrative team, to model respect, professional dignity, 

and cooperative attitudes.  He accentuated he expects his entire staff to model a sense of 

servant leadership and to behave in a manner that is self-less and demonstrates the good of the 

whole.  James talked about ethical leadership and shared leadership as examples of how an 

academic dean can support campus administrators.  

Ethics, ethics is real big…Well I expect all my AP’s to address things, but do it so that 

is maintains dignity of the people they work with and that's the key.  To me treating me 

right is about ethics, it’s not just a thing to make the school look good…we do it 

because it’s right.  We treat people right because it’s the right thing to do, and I believe 

that. (Interview #2, 724-728) 

 Based on discussions with the principal, the academic dean has a moral responsibility to 

treat members of the administrative team, as well as, the teaching staff with high professional 

standards and to be inclusive of their opinions and shared ideas.   

 Shared Leadership.  James commented the job description for an academic dean is 

usually pre-determined by district guidelines however; he took pride in the fact that his entire 

team, including the academic dean is responsible for everything.  He commented, “Leadership 

comes from everybody... there’s a time when you are a leader and a time when you are a 

follower to do all that” (Interview #1, 100-101).  He further expounded on this notion with the 
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following statement.  

In a typical setting, probably an academic dean has a very limited set of responsibilities. 

Here everybody is responsible for everything.  I’m not a real big job description person 

because I really think…job descriptions become job limiters. I’m more about you take the 

lead in these areas, and what I mean by lead, I mean I’m helping. (Interview #2, 53-55) 

James offered, struggling teachers, as an example of shared instructional leadership 

between the academic dean and the administrative staff.  They share in the responsibilities for 

having [honest professional conversations, discussing what resources may improve instruction, 

engaging in classroom observations, and sharing instructional strategies that support stronger 

learning environments].  He said, “If we have a teacher struggling here, it becomes a team thing” 

(Interview #1, 374-375).  Along with handling instructional concerns, James believed the 

academic dean supports an interconnected relationship with administrators by taking on 

managerial roles as well. He said,  

Yes, I think beforehand it was more you had a very defined role, and you were seen as 

going into classrooms and if you had academic coaches you worked with them on issues 

and installing things and helping the people.  I think those roles are still valid, but it’s a 

more defined and more diverse job now. (Interview #2, 460-463)  

His responses revealed, by engaging in these managerial tasks, the academic dean 

demonstrates a commitment to the team.  James revealed that working collaboratively and not in 

isolation creates a solid sense of membership and collective responsibility.  

It’s important that we blend responsibilities.  I have a very delineated list of 

responsibilities for everybody and what they are responsible for but that doesn't mean 
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they act in isolation. Associate principals and academic deans are things that are a 

blended job. (Interview #2, 8-11) 

James provided a list of some of the managerial responsibilities taken on by the academic 

dean to include: [handbooks, campus improvement plans, evaluations, and budgets/resources].  

He mentioned branding as one of the main managerial initiatives spearheaded by the 

academic dean.  This branding was a result of the perception data reviewed by the team and the 

academic dean supported the assistant principals with getting the positive word out about the 

campus.  He felt, “We need to sell that we are good, we’re doing the right things, so we need to 

act like we’re good” (Interview #2, 228-230).  This role became a cheerleader in a sense to 

identify the school as a positive experience for the students and to rally community support 

through bumper stickers, visible aides such as maps, signage, banners and hosting community 

and business events. 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

Instructional Conversations.  The academic dean role is typically a role carried about 

by an experienced staff member who is viewed as someone who can build staff capacity by 

providing various instructional experiences and support.  James said that he relies on the role of 

the academic dean to support other administrators and to lead them.  James continued with his 

notion of developing leader of leaders by saying, “I want people that ask good questions, 

because good questions lead to progress and good thinking so that’s why I rely on all these 

people to help me...and their abilities and expertise to propel me” (Interview #2, 734-736).  

 In order to develop a well-rounded team, James said he values the diverse strengths of 

his existing team and seeks to develop any untapped potential in each of his administrators.  By 

having varied experiences and lenses, the cohesiveness of the team is secured and multiple 
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viewpoints are shared to effect the best decisions.  He encourages his academic dean to honor 

those skills already in place and also to begin to cultivate untapped areas of unknown strengths 

and talents.  James provided a lively description of what he expects in the development of his 

administrative leaders.  

…when you build a staff you don’t want a box of steak knives, you want a Swiss army 

knife. You don’t want all the blades the same, you want a corkscrew, you want scissors, 

you want a file, and you want a flat head. You want people with different skills. 

(Interview #2, 634-638) 

 James disclosed the academic dean supports administrative colleagues with aiding 

instructional capacity of teachers by leading [professional learning opportunities, modeling 

classroom visits, and providing instructional feedback].  

 Provide Professional Learning Opportunities.  James brought forth presenting and 

modeling staff development as an example of how the academic dean supports administrators 

with building teacher capacity with instructional strategies.  James promoted these professional 

development opportunities should be based in research-based models.  One specific way to 

model research based information is through the use of [book studies].  This strategy was used 

with the administrative team to facilitate discussions and instructional conversations.  

We want to model, we want them to be more innovative and we need to do that with our 

own staff development, so that’s the thing we’ve been doing this year, and doing a better 

job of it, and I’ll keep putting them in that role, each of them, and so they rotated through. 

…we were able to deal with things that we needed to do and present stuff in a way and 

generate interest and do activities, and get to talk. (Interview #2, 555-572) 
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Another example of modeling instructional competency is through campus wide staff 

development.  James felt administrators demonstrate instructional capacity with teachers if they 

[engage in and lead professional learning opportunities].  James stated, “We did staff 

development this year and I had each of them present. We sat down and decided what they 

taught…we sat down and talked about…we had a meeting beforehand of what we were gonna 

do” (Interview #2, 559-563). 

Model Classroom Visits and Instructional Feedback.  A recurring mantra from James 

about how to spark collegial conversations about instructional issues was to use [classroom 

observations] as a focal point.  According to James, visiting classrooms provided an immediate 

monitoring system for instructional content and delivery.  He shared, “When we first started we 

did [learning walks] together. We would go in and walk out; we’d stay in five minutes and walk 

out, and I’d say what did you see? (Interview #2, 234-236).  

James mentioned the traditional learning walk has transformed into what he refers to as 

walk by’s.  These classroom visits are much shorter in length and are intended to give a quick 

accountability snapshot of what is happening in the classroom.  These observations align what 

good instruction looks like, administrative expectations for engaged learning environments, and 

what administrators should be looking for to share through feedback with teachers.  

One of the most difficult things to do in education is to have open and critical 

conversations about instruction.  “You want to help people develop self-awareness and self-

control, and you always want to give them an option to do that” (Interview #2, 379-380).  James 

shared through these classroom visits, the role of the academic dean is to “monitor the gauges 

and when a gauge gets out a whack to let me know and we’ll step in out find out what’s going on 

and bring the resources to bare” (Interview #1, 419-420).  James discussed the value of 
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constructive feedback for administrators on how to handle instructional issues.  He went on to 

say the academic dean position supports efforts on how to model for administrative staff 

collegial conversations with teachers.  He said, “I know she meets with them individually. I can’t 

speak for how many times but I know she meets with each of them” (Interview #1, 465-466).  

So the AP has to be a part of that process and have all those conversations, and when they 

each have an area of responsibility, so when there’s a conflict with that area of 

responsibility, they are going to be there…So the AP’s have to see that and let them do 

some of those things too. (Interview #2, 391-394) 

Feedback also comes during the administrative leadership meetings led by the academic 

dean.  James recalled, “We meet, as a group, often times, twice a week, and discuss things, we 

talk about things” (Interview #1, 477-478).  He further shared, “I have [her] lead the leadership 

meetings now.  I transitioned.  I didn’t at first but half way through the year I had [her] leading 

it” (Interview #1, 548-549).  

Provide Professional Resources 

James referenced the academic dean as someone who participates in professional 

growth opportunities and encourages the same for other administrators.  James spoke about 

learning in the following way, “Learning, I think is all about the more you can…if you want to 

develop capacity, it has to be about educational experience. It has to be about learning, and that’s 

why I think reading things is important” (Interview #2, 573-575). 

The annual leadership retreat was designed for the principal and academic dean to meet 

with administrative team to discuss leadership by influence rather than coercion, how to develop 

skills to work instructionally with staff, and to examine professional goals.  
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Everyone goes to TASP (Texas Association Secondary Principals).  All principals on my 

staff are a part of ASCD; they get books all the time.  They’re all a part of TASA.  Only 

the academic dean and myself attend the mid-winter conference. …the AP’s are sent to 

stuff all the time…then they come back and talk about what they learned, now they know 

it is expected so they come back ready to report. (Interview #2, 615-623) 

 Administrators are expected to share information gleaned from those conferences and 

workshops with the entire leadership team, as well as, individual teachers.  These ideas become 

the instructional toolkit of resources.  

…you don't go to someplace and get a program, you go back and take bits and pieces 

from things and ‘oh yeah, this will ad to my philosophy, this will add to the 

campus…continue to grow and think about things outside of our experiences. (Interview 

#2, 624-628) 

Research Question Three: James’ Perceptions 

How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change instructional 

practices? 

The predominate themes established through the perceptions of James for question three 

include: 1) Promote a Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model and 2) Support 

Instructional Capacity Through a Clinical Coaching Model 

Promote a Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

 Collaboration.  James’ philosophy for the administrative team serving as leader of 

leaders extended to the role of department chairs as teacher leaders.  This idea of leader of 

leaders became a reoccurring theme through our interview time together and he strongly 

supported the idea of department chairs being another tier to the leader of leaders model.  
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James supported this type of leadership model by saying, “Primarily, we develop teacher 

leaders here, so we try to interface with the department chairs. We want to develop 

professionals, professionals who are self evaluating” (Interview #1, 378-383).  Leading 

teachers through a collaborative process was one of the professional responsibilities James held 

in his experience as an academic dean.  He felt he was able to help the different departments in 

this capacity and led them through cooperative efforts.  He continued to believe this role 

supports teachers by developing teacher leadership skills.  He mentioned when an administrator 

allows teachers ownership in instructional processes it empowers them to make sound 

instructional decisions.  He believed, input becomes shared and the impending success or 

failure of any plan then rests on the collective rather than any one individual.  

 James commented the entire administrative team including the academic dean was 

responsible for facilitating opportunities for department chairs to lead educational processes 

with the teachers of their departments.  James noted, “More looking at…we want the 

department chairs to really…we want to empower them. They’re job is to work with the 

department chairs to help them lead the process more, because they’re the curriculum experts, 

we’re not” (Interview #1, 408-410).  Teachers are provided the opportunity to meet with the 

academic dean and share thoughts informally, as well as formally about data and/or 

instructional choices.  James provided the following as an example, “We meet with them 

individually, as well as, with our leadership team once a week. So, [she] meets with them” 

(Interview #1, 380-382). 

 James supported the idea, teacher leaders are considered to be the most important part 

of the curriculum team.  He viewed them as the experts.  They are responsible for looking at 

their assessment revisions through examination of departmental and classroom data.  James 



 104 

pronounced, “We want the team to look at the data together. We don’t really do it on an 

individual basis a whole lot” (Interview #1, 435-436).  Although the academic dean reserves 

time to meet with the department chairs as needed, it was determined that the department chairs 

take a lot of the lead on data discussions with their departments.  James implicitly said, “…we 

expect each department to dig into what they do…right now I ‘m just thinking about EOC kind 

of stuff, but our results…they lead most of that themselves“ (Interview #1, 453-458).  

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

 Curriculum Alignment and Lesson Plan Review.  James recalled his personal 

experience as an academic dean and how important it was for him in that role to support 

teachers with their skill set with classroom strategies.  James posited in his role as academic 

dean he was charged with answering the following questions, “Are we using best practices? Is 

our curriculum aligned with the vertical and horizontal alignments? Is our assessment what it 

really needs to be? Does the training our teachers have gone through help them to work 

together?” (Interview #1, 89-92).  James brought forth two clinical coaching examples to 

demonstrate how the role of the academic dean might support teacher capacity.  These two 

examples involved curriculum alignment and lesson plan review. The success of student 

achievement depends on aligning what is tested over what is taught. According to James, “It 

may not be taught the same way, but I better see people on the same relative place” (Interview 

#1, 598-600).  James felt the alignment of terminology was important to maintaining a level of 

consistency with scope and sequence of the curriculum.  He cited the math department as 

leaders in using consistent vocabulary for teachers to understand what was being taught and for 

students to recognize the concepts more easily.  

 Per James’ feedback, he described another responsibility of the academic dean included 
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to some extent lesson plan review. “I’m really cautious about truncating the curriculum to the 

point where you…the curriculum is not a test but the elements of the test, those SE’s have to be 

embedded…they have to be embedded in the curriculum…” (Interview #1, 134-140).  Through 

a lesson review, teachers are able to examine their classroom instruction and modify and adjust 

based on best practices shared with colleagues.  This modification to instruction is identified 

quickly and addresses deficits in learning for reteach opportunities.  

When we do our common assessment, why did your kids do better then mine?  But if all 

of a sudden my kids do better than your, ‘wow’, how did this happen?  What did you do 

last week?  What project did you do?  Here’s what I did, and the kid’s love it.  Then 

next year, more people are included to use that, or try it, it expands and identifies 

practice on the move, as we’re going. (Interview #1, 281-289)  

 James encouraged the academic dean position to lead conversations with teachers about 

what elements of their lesson plan demonstrates success and to reflect on how those parts that 

did not could be improved.  Those teachers who proved success served as resources for other 

teachers.  These teachers were paired together for academic discussions to determine alignment 

and engagement of activities within the lesson that promoted stronger learning opportunities.  

 Support Student Interventions. One of the most commonly conversed examples of 

support, contributed by James, was how the academic dean worked with classroom teachers on 

the [Response to Intervention] concept.  James talked about one of the charges of the academic 

dean has been data review to intervene on the behalf of struggling students.  He eluded the 

person in this role triangulates their effort with the principal, counselor, and the teacher to 

identify and implement the best curriculum support for students.  
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The AD and I and the counselor pretty much do the…but we bring in department chairs 

at each phase.  We crunch the data, look at requests, look at student-teacher ratios--what 

we can afford to do--and then we get up the number of sections people can teach and then 

we look at what people have done, then we bring in department chairs and get their input 

on which teacher would be best at which ones.  So it’s a collaborative process, and we do 

it in bits and pieces, but we’ve had great success with it. (Interview #1, 638-644) 

 James offered a close partnership required by the academic dean is to interface with the 

crisis counselor and school counselor to support teachers with customizing and individualizing 

student interventions.  The principal established teachers are responsible for many aspects 

around teaching and learning so the academic dean is seen as a role to assume the set up and 

monitoring of student intervention work.  James offered many options for students to receive 

additional support.  The illustrations he discussed for student support included credit recovery 

classes, skill classes such as the writing class, and summer school options.  He postulated the 

academic dean, along with the appropriate classroom teacher [identifies which students need 

what intervention, communicates with the student and the parent about the options available, 

and collects them to attend these classes].  He outlined the many options available to the 

academic dean for student interventions.  He disclosed,  

We look at data and we go get them.  We put them in our pass class.  We put them in 

our summer school in February.  We put them in our summer school in September.  We 

put them in particular classes, our math class or social studies class or whatever.  We go 

get them, so the charge for them is to constantly look at data and go get kids and put 

them where they need to be to go help them, in different grading periods, those kinds of 

things. (Interview #1, 354–360)  
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 The conversation about intervention work encompassed ongoing discussions after data 

review at key points of the year.  James conjectured how important resource allocations became 

when designing student interventions.  The academic dean, with collaboration from the 

teachers, structured the classes offered, the times they would be available, and what resources 

would be needed to make sure the classes were supported.  James pointed out, “You have to 

understand the allocation of resources, which is time, energy, teachers, additional resource such 

as computers, labs, but also grounded in common sense because theory is important but there 

has to be a balance between practice and theory” (Interview #1, 712-715). 

 

Figure 5: Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from James' Interview 
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Research Question One: Shelby’s Perceptions 

What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

The predominant themes discovered from Shelby’s perceptions for question one include: 1) 

Types of data analysis activities; 2) Provide a data climate and culture; and finally, 3) 

Challenges associated with the role of academic dean with data analysis activities. 

Types of Data Analysis Activities 

Review Various Types of Data.  Shelby responded the main indicator of success for any 

student is graduation.  Making sure each and every student walks across the stage by meeting the 

requirements set forth by the state dominated the focus for her work with data.  She shared; the 

requirements include state assessment data from TAKS (when applicable) and the new STAAR 

End of Course exams.  According to Shelby, the role of the academic dean is to [review various 

types of data] to understand the whole child. Shelby commented,  

I guess to me the data says let’s look at the kids most affected by it and what can we do to 

work with these kids to get them where they need to be so there isn’t an issue with 

graduation. (Interview #1, 256–258) 

 Not only did Shelby consider current state level assessment data important for student 

success but she also thought historical, longitudinal data from these summative assessments 

were critical for proactive measures with struggling learners.  “The students’ history is easily 

available at my fingertips so we can see the patterns that develop--she’s never passed a math 

test before--that type of thing having that history available” (Interview #1, 1064-1069).  Shelby 

considered the patterns and trends over time indicate ongoing areas of concern and lend insight 

on how to best customize goals for individual student achievement.  

 During the interview, Shelby discussed formative assessments as another type of data 
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she reviewed.  She identified district wide benchmarks and common assessments as examples 

incorporated at the campus level.  She indicated these formative assessments are commonly 

used to review ongoing student performance and to assist teachers with scope and sequence, 

curriculum improvements and adjustments. Shelby remarked, “They do have their benchmark 

tests they take to see where they are periodically throughout the year, and they want to be at a 

certain point so they divide up that information and say ‘okay, wanna make sure the TEKS are 

covered, and what is our weakest TEK so let’s look at that and work with that” (Interview #1, 

236-238). 

 Shelby suggested some other critical types of variable data reviewed by her included 

[attendance, grade reports, and compliance data such as ESL, Special Education, and Advanced 

Placement].  Shelby stated, “The second thing we look at is the attendance component and then 

the grades.  Where have they been or are they?  When we put those things together, we have a 

better picture of the student” (Interview #1, 1064-1069).  Shelby supported attendance data as 

an important part of the equation for ensuring students stay on task for graduation.  The 

academic dean shared, working along side the truancy officer; collected attendance data helps 

track student progress and timeliness with parental notification.  The academic dean also 

reviewed data regarding special populations of schoolchildren such as special education, ESL, 

and gifted and talented students.  For example,  “As AP coordinator, I was following their 

progress only as it pertained to AP whether they were signing up for tests and then we got the 

results this summer, and how they did on those tests, and things like that” (Interview #1, 423-

428).  This data, per Shelby, is most often used to make sure compliance demands are met and 

students are receiving the appropriate services.  

 Prepare and Present Data.  Once the data was reviewed, Shelby delineated her next 
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role as the academic dean was to put the [data in user-friendly formats for campus staff].  

Shelby talked about how data spreadsheets often overwhelm the end user.  “I think breaking the 

data down in a way that the teachers understand so they can say,  ‘Okay, now I know what I 

need to do’. That is the biggest challenge” (Interview #1, 274-275).  The academic dean 

divulged the responsibility of the position is to support the preparation and presentation of data 

in an easy, reader friendly format.  Shelby felt strongly the principal was the primary leader for 

the data presentations and subsequent data conversations either in whole group settings or with 

individual departments.  At the start of the process, the academic dean stated dialogue with the 

Principal was necessary to unite their understanding of the data and the aspects of the data they 

wanted to convey to the staff.  “So we kind of compare notes to make sure that everything is 

covered, you know, we’re looking at the same data” (Interview #1, 721-723).  

 Shelby related through her own experience as an audience member that during staff 

development times and various other meetings, a lot of information was often disseminated and 

data conversations may be brief or presented in a manner that loses the audience.  The opinion 

of the academic dean reflected simple and straightforward displays of data kept the audience 

engaged and informed.  The academic dean went on to say,  

…as a teacher, when I was sitting in the audience and people were throwing numbers up 

there, I’m a color-coded person; I want to break it down…I have my seniors in yellow, 

and I have my juniors in green, so they can see where one stops…and I put them up there 

by cohort…When we’re working on the PowerPoint to put the numbers up there, they’ll 

be color-coded because that’s what’s easy for me to see…So I have to present it in a way 

that I would have focused on or paid attention to. (Interview #1, 279-290) 

 Shelby remarked she uses [spreadsheets to compile and categorize information] and to 
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highlight very quickly where students need additional support and to assign the appropriate 

intervention strategy.  These at-a-glance reviews align individualized efforts for students and 

streamline instructional goals for teachers.  She spoke about how the data was presented in a 

manner to quickly detect what students were of high priority and in need of additional 

academic support.  She described the at-a-glance reviews in the following manner,  

…we had them on our excel spreadsheet, and compiled it into one so I know that Johnny 

Jones, he has those three tests to retake.  Judy Smith has two tests to retake, and the teachers 

can look at it at a glance and say ‘okay, I may be teaching History but I know Susie needs to 

retake English I and Math. (Interview #1, 225-228) 

 The academic dean credited technology as a key factor in working with data and being 

able to present it in an easy to read format.  She discussed, with the use of technology, she is 

able to manipulate the data depending on what is needed: alphabetically, by score, or by grade 

level.  She noted she has access to all students and can reorganize information appropriate to 

the end user.  The academic dean talked about how technology can be a challenge for some 

however, if used consistently, can be a great tool for data organization.  She highlighted 

professional development opportunities are available for staff to assist teachers with effectively 

using the district technology system. Shelby reiterated technology use takes practice and 

training.  She recalled, “New hires receive professional development…I think they went into 

detail training there, but we followed up with the training that they did as it pertains to our 

campus and how we do things on our campus” (Interview #1, 205-207).   

Monitor Data Use.  It was deduced from the interview with the academic dean, one of her 

major roles has been to put into place support for student interventions enacted through various 

campus initiatives.  Shelby talked about many opportunities for students to be successful with 
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additional academic remediation.  She described student intervention classes under two categories. 

According to Shelby, these two categories include interventions supports for students who have 

failed a subject specific course and/or for students who have not been successful on state 

assessments.  One of the first goals Shelby discussed was to look at individual student transcripts 

to recognize students not on track to graduate.  Shelby shared, 

I [check transcripts] all the time to make sure this kid is heading in the right direction.  

We also go on the other end where academically where are they with their testing.  Are 

they a bubble student, are they getting close, are we looking at the data, are they making 

improvements? (Interview #1, 98-102)  

 The academic dean stated she worked very closely with the intervention teachers 

throughout the year and with various initiatives to monitor student progress and make any 

adjustments as needed. “So the teachers, they are following that data, so ‘he’s passed this, he’s 

following that,’ so they’re keeping us informed.  And at the end they tell us ‘we had 55 credits 

awarded…” (Interview #1, 191-193).  One particular type of student intervention practice 

provided by Shelby that was the result of what she and the teachers exposed in the data was a need 

for a writing class. Shelby admitted, “ The data tells me which kids I need to focus…and it helps 

me determine that (Interview #1, 267-268).  Shelby provided in detail how the writing class was 

designed and structured to support students with their writing efforts.  Through this process, 

Shelby confirmed that she, along with the help of the teachers, [systematically identified, placed, 

and monitored the achievement of the students in the class].  As part of the process, Shelby spoke 

about the critical nature of identifying students through a master list which she provided to the 

teachers, monitoring credits received from teacher feedback, updating the master list with 

“passers”, and making sure they moved on to the next appropriate level of classroom instruction.  
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Through this cyclical process, Shelby indicated student transcripts are updated and then a new set 

of academic goals are put forth for the students so they can continue to receive their credits. She 

said,  

Now, we had the results and they felt good about half of them passed and now we’re 

following up again, so now we’re pulling up transcripts again to look at the kids and 

say, ‘Okay, who’s already received a practical writing credit, maybe we need to put 

them in the reading class now so that they receive another credit but continue to work 

on the reading/writing TEKS that they need to master. (Interview #1, 330-335) 

Provide a Data Climate and Culture 

 Collaboration.  Shelby remarked a data climate and culture must be a part of the 

embedded routines of the campus and that various members of the staff, mostly the 

administrators and the department chairs, meet to review data and to discuss the implications 

for future work.  Shelby mentioned she works most often with three groups: assistant 

principals, department chairs, and students receiving interventions.  She felt collaboration 

around data use with these three groups created an expectation for data use for making 

classroom and campus wide instructional decisions.  

 Shelby designated the members of the leadership team by saying it was made up of the 

administrative staff and department chairs and that their meeting time is pre-scheduled and 

requires attendance by all participants.  “The leadership team meetings at the beginning of the 

year are every week.  In the spring it was every two weeks, we weren’t able to meet quite as 

often“ (Interview #1, 153-155).  Shelby said she believed collaboration between her and the 

AP’s would strengthen these issues of monitoring because there would be a direct link between 

her and the department chairs.  She would be able to disseminate any pertinent information to 
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the AP’s and they would in turn share it with their department leaders.  Shelby stated when 

discussing her work with the AP’s, “…the data disaggregation with their departments.  So I 

think that will help me getting the information out, and then they being able to work one-on-

one with the departments, ‘Okay, what can we do?  What do we need?” (Interview #1, 504-

507). 

Based on our conversation, the perception of the academic dean about how to effectively 

use data involved creating a climate and culture for instructional collaboration among teachers.  

The academic dean was very clear collaboration has been a consistent campus wide expectation 

shared by the principal, as well as, the district and has been embraced by administrators and 

teachers.  She summarized that collaborative opportunities with the teachers are available 

through scheduled meeting times and determined on an as needed basis.  She disclosed in order 

to meet those expectations set by the principal, embedded meeting times have been crafted to 

include data and instructional considerations.  Shelby recollected the master schedule, as much 

as possible, was designed in a manner to accommodate structured meeting times.  

We do department chair meetings; we have leadership team meetings where we go over 

things.  We have department chair meetings where we meet with individual departments to 

see what they need and what they’re doing.  Within the English department we even meet 

with grade-level teachers, not just the entire department. (Interview #1, 122-124) 

According to Shelby, “They can meet together, so they can plan, so they can work on 

common assessments, work on strategies, etc., and that’s what they’ve done again this year” 

(Interview #1, 83-86).  Shelby said that she sees teacher leaders as experts in their content and 

that the administrative team relies heavily upon their experience, expertise, and feedback.  It 
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became evident in our exchange she respects the contributions the teachers bring to the entire 

leadership team.  

I think the strongest support we have, that helps us be successful as administrators on this 

campus, is the leadership team.  You have your strongest teachers as your department 

chairs, and having those leaders work with you on a regular basis, and getting their input, 

collaboration, and feedback from them, I think is the most important thing.  (Interview #1, 

1185-1192) 

 In Segment I, the principal discussed the role of the academic dean around data use 

focused on fixed interactions between teachers and all members of the administrative team.  

The academic dean went a step further to include data collaborations with students as another 

facet of her role with data use.  It was the opinion of the academic dean, data conferences with 

students were just as important as data conversations with teachers and administrators. “That’s 

the biggest tool we use with the kids, because they get so discouraged with these STAAR tests” 

(Interview #1, 103-104).  As substantiated by the academic dean these data discussions help to 

motivate students and allow them to take ownership in the goals and visions for their personal 

success.  These data discussions help to alleviate test anxiety and increase student confidence.  

Shelby affirmed this by saying,  

And it’s just heartbreaking, and it makes us feel better when we can look to the data and 

say ‘look darling, every time you’ve taken this test you’ve improved, you’re going to pass 

this test, you can do this.’  So, that’s a tool we can use to encourage them to keep working 

at it, but it’s a challenge. (Interview #1, 107-109) 

 The stance the academic dean shared was students, through their own data analysis, 

more easily identified areas of challenge from test responses and how to best remediate those 
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areas with additional help from their teachers.  Shelby argued they were better able to track the 

barometer for their own success and to take ownership of what they needed to do in order to 

accomplish their personal goals.  

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities  

As with any position, the individual in the role of the academic dean may face a variety of 

challenges and according to the academic dean, there have been a few obstacles she has personally 

encountered.  This section chronicles some of those hurdles summarized by the academic dean: 1) 

Teacher attitudes; 2) Lack of timely data; and finally, 3) Disconnect from students.  

 Teacher Attitudes.  Teacher attitudes about data use involving top-down mandates and 

a lack of validity with the tests proved to be a challenge to the role.  Shelby championed 

teachers are not given enough input into what data is important and what they need to do with 

the data. This lack of ownership can lead to resentment.  She vehemently said, “I don’t think 

we give them enough opportunity to have input on what’s important and what we need to do” 

(Interview #1, 457-460).  She contemplated, when staff members do not feel they have input or 

ownership in the data process, it becomes difficult to have staff buy in and follow through with 

targeted goals and visions.  Shelby, through the conversation, said teachers, as well, as students 

have very little faith in the accuracy of benchmark data and the role they play in improving 

student achievement.  She claimed benchmark assessments do not often reflect alignment 

between what has been taught to what has been tested.  Shelby elaborated,   

Our teachers don’t have a lot of faith in benchmark results.  Kids don’t take it as 

seriously; they know it’s not a real test, and then there’s that argument back and forth, 

do we take a grade, do we not take a grade because it’s just benchmark to see where you 

are. So they’ve gone back and forth, sometimes they want to take a test for a grade and 



 117 

sometimes they don’t.  So they don’t have as much faith in the results.  It’s an adequate 

measuring tool, but the teachers don’t have as much faith in it to use it, as the district 

would like for it to be used. (Interview #1, 436-445)   

 Lack of Timely of Data.  Earlier, Shelby supported technology use with easily 

formatting data, however; she also reported technology, in some ways, as a notable barrier for 

continuous data use.  The academic dean cited timeliness of receiving data reports as a concern.  

Shelby established it is often difficult to receive data in a timely manner in order to be able to 

use it effectively.  She felt this to be an obstacle for having data discussions and developing a 

clear plan of action to address what the data uncovered.  One of the examples shared by the 

academic dean referred to system roll over.  She expressed the district data system could not be 

updated timely enough so that teachers could review the newly reported data results of their 

students.  She commented on the misalignment of professional development dates and the 

district system roll over.  She said the district shared with her “So if they pull in the new 

information for the incoming eighth-graders then they won’t have access to their former 

students anymore to be able to look up that data.  So we have to wait till that training is over” 

(Interview #1, 392-395).  The teachers were not able to use the allotted professional 

development time to review the data and then in turn, dictate the appropriate course of action 

for their instructional plans and delivery.  

Disconnect with Students.  Although the academic dean discussed opportunities for data 

consultations with students as a positive aspect of the role, the role itself, also creates disconnects 

with students in other capacities.  Shelby addressed her moving up the administrative ladder as 

one that caused her to have decreased occasions to interact with students outside of the 
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intervention classroom.  She shared discipline concerns are not under her purview and so she does 

not interface with students as compared to when she served as an assistant principal.   

I felt, not that there was a disconnect because I already knew all of the kids, but I felt I 

didn’t reconnect with them because of the position I was in…as you work up into higher 

administration it distances you more from the student body. (Interview #1, 1247-1254) 

Shelby talked about her plans for the coming year to include her interactions with the 

broader population in addition to her work with intervention classrooms.  Shelby appeared happy 

when she thought about how she engages in discussions about where and what their post 

secondary plans will be and how to can assist them in achieving their goals.  

Research Question Two: Shelby’s Perceptions 

How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

The predominant themes constructed through Shelby’s perceptions for question two include: 1) 

Promote a Climate of Trust Through a Cognitive Coaching Model; and, 2) Support 

Instructional Capacity Through a Clinical Coaching Model 

Promote Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

Shared Input and Expertise.  Shelby considered a climate of trust as a way to support 

principals with effective instructional strategies after data analysis has occurred.  Shelby felt the 

dynamics of the newly structured administrative team relied on solid administrative experiences 

and how well the team members adjusted to the shifts and responsibilities facing each of them.  

Shared voice proved to be a reoccurring theme from Shelby regarding her relationship with her 

colleagues.  Shelby said she has an “open door policy” with her fellow administrators and she 

values their input tremendously.  She illustrated her commitment to them by sharing,  



 119 

These guys have been great; they’ve been very open…. they’ve come in with their own 

contributions.  You know, this is what we did here; this is how we did it…So, they’ve 

contributed right off the bat, too, and that’s helped a lot that they’re open and receptive to 

listening to how we do it and also interjecting their ideas.  You know, this is how we did 

it over here, do you think that would work here, or could we modify it to make it work 

here? (Interview #1, 520-531) 

Due to the high demands of these positions, Shelby said it was sometimes difficult to 

have quality time and interactions to thoroughly review agenda items.  Shelby felt confident the 

administrative team would approach her about any issues such as discipline, scheduling items, 

logistics of the campus, and the like.  She stated, “Now the AP’s, if they have issues, if they have 

concerns they’ll run things by me” (Interview #1, 657).  Shelby also highlighted teacher 

perception of the team as an appreciated concept to understand.  Shelby stressed modeling 

professionalism, knowledge, and a commitment to sound instruction reflects on everyone.  She 

provided feedback on whatever issues or concerns they may be facing. 

So they come to me for those special circumstances, those special situations, and then I 

work with them too on how we’re wanting the administrators to be perceived and how we 

approach whatever it is we’re doing with the teachers or what have you. (Interview #1, 

685-688) 

Shelby contributed information about the primary exchange between the academic dean 

and assistant principals.  The assistant principals are responsible for working directly with their 

department and in particular with data review and leading data discussions with teachers.  Shelby 

suggested she felt comfortable with the level of content expertise of assistant principals because 

they lead the departments that mirror their teaching credentials. “So I think that will help me 
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getting the information out and then they being able to work one-on-one with the departments, 

‘Okay, what can we do? What do we need?” (Interview #1, 505-507).  Shelby indicated the goal 

of this specificity with data leads to changes in instructional practice to address what the data is 

revealing.  

Shared Leadership.  Shelby voiced that the administrative team really works together in 

a multitude of experiences when the time arises.  Not uncommon in the educational setting, the 

team takes a stance to implement shared leadership practices that are not academic in nature.  To 

reflect the situational nature of their collective roles, and shared responsibility, Shelby indicated 

how she serves a supportive role as co-coordinator and facilitator with various testing activities.  

She mentioned, although she is the lead coordinator, each administrator works with her on the 

structuring of testing policies and procedures.  There is an assistant principal that supports TAKS 

testing, STAAR testing, TELPAS testing, and she concentrates on AP Testing.  She shared,  

I assist with all the others, go to all the training for them, and I do the teacher 

assignments.  They get the student list ready but I’m getting the teacher list ready; who’s 

going to work which classroom, which period; who’s going to receive which training. 

(Interview #1, 923-926) 

She also mentioned it was important for her colleagues to see her as taking part in day-to-day 

operations as well.  Shelby chronicled some of the many items she is responsible for to 

illustrate her commitment to the team.  Shelby stated, “I’m answering emails…Then we go out 

to the hall or cafeteria or whatever to make sure we’re visible out there, and it depends on if 

I’m meeting with counselors or we’re meeting with the AP’s or going into teacher classrooms” 

(Interview #1, 878-892).   
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She detailed she is visible in the hallways and cafeteria, coordinating with counselors on 

specific needs, coordinating open house activities, extra curricular event coordination and 

monitoring, creating administrative calendars, writing the faculty handbook, working on student 

planners, and facilitating the CIP (Campus Improvement Plan) document.  Shelby felt, engaging 

in both academic and non-academic matters with the administrative team, a more collegial 

attitude was shared among the team.  

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

 Model Classroom Visits, Instructional Feedback, and Professional Development.  

Shelby said one of the primary roles of the Assistant Principal is [teacher evaluation].  When 

teachers are new to the profession, having difficulty with classroom management or lacking 

engaged student learning activities, it is the responsibility of the AP to intervene and provide 

support to these individuals.  According to Shelby, she has been available, through classroom 

visits, to provide feedback and classroom strategies to support their work with these teachers.  

Much of the data used to diagnose how assistant principals can support teachers with academic 

tools is through classroom observations and formalized evaluation systems.  As the academic 

dean, Shelby talked about modeling what types of stand out instruction to look for during 

classroom visits.  She stated, ”This is what we’re going to look for, we’re going to focus on one 

or two things as we come into your classroom” (Interview #1, 851-853).  Shelby remarked on 

the classroom walk through protocol and how these walk through expectations are aligned to 

the team goals.  

So it just depends on what the focus needs to meet for that point, but yes we’re checking 

for all things:  is there student engagement, are you asking questions of all students, are 

you catching the kid in back who’s not paying attention, that kind of thing.  So we’re 



 122 

looking for all of that, but there’s usually one or two things that we tell them we’re 

going to focus on, and it’s always the objectives. (Interview #1, 866-870) 

 The academic dean saw professional conversations with teachers as another way to 

model support for AP’s with instructional matters.  In addition to visiting the classroom with 

the AP’s, the academic dean reported she has served in a support role for facilitating individual 

teacher conferences.  These teacher conferences have been used to address pedagogical or 

student-teacher relationship issues.  Shelby has attended teacher meetings with the appropriate 

AP to model a professional tone, what needed to be addressed as far as content and delivery 

concerns, or student-teacher relationships. “I said “It’s really your teacher so you really need to 

be there to know what’s going on…so we went in together” (Interview #1, 626-627). 

 Another way the academic dean outlined her support for the administrative team was 

through professional development.  She said she shares potential professional development 

opportunities with the administrators and they, in turn demonstrate their support with 

increasing teaching capacity by replicating the professional development to the teachers.  

Shelby indicated this was an expectation of the principal.  She talked about using a needs 

assessment approach to focus the professional development plan and to address campus based 

needs with specificity.  Shelby denoted the principal requested of her to work in more depth 

with the administrative team with leading professional development specific to the campus.  

More specifically, “He just told us this morning that he wants us presenting more, so that’s an 

area of growth or development, as an administrative team, will be working on this year, making 

those presentations” (Interview #1, 1043-1046). Shelby proposed, “We would do it during their 

conference period, so it would take one day and we would present four times” (Interview #1, 

1058-1059).  
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Research Question Three: Shelby’s Perceptions 

How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change 

instructional practices? 

The predominate themes established through the perceptions of Shelby for question three 

include: 1) Promote a Climate of Trust Through a Cognitive Coaching Model; 2) Support 

Instructional Capacity Through a Clinical Coaching Model; and finally, 4) Provide 

Instructional Resources.  

Promote Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

Collaboration.  In order to develop teacher leaders, the academic dean responded it is 

incumbent upon the campus administration to consider what this looks like and to have clear 

expectations for data in changing instructional practices.  Per document review of district 

expectations, campus leadership and teaching staff are responsible for expanding instructional 

practices, placing students appropriately and providing classroom environments that increase 

student learning.  This concept of teacher leaders discussed by the principal also became apparent 

in my interview with Shelby.  She said,  “I would like for them to be more involved with looking 

at data and see how we can use that instructionally in the classroom” (Interview #1, 469-470).  

One of the ways she supports the model of teacher leaders is by aligning what the principal 

deemed non-negotiable, an expectation for collaboration.  She even mentioned this expectation 

was a huge part of the hiring protocol with potential employees. Shelby shared one of the first 

opportunities for teacher leaders to collaborate was during the summer leadership retreat.  

This time was spent talking… More about discussing what we’re going to be doing this 

year, and really most of it is them telling me what they’re doing and so we go through Q 

and A.  The Q and A, where that’s concerned, and explain to me, and how are we 
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doing…they’ll tell me some things and I’ll ask them some questions, and then we say 

‘okay, what do you need in order to prepare you for this? (Interview #1, 743-749) 

Shelby said she has often become a voice for the teachers to share their concerns, ideas, and 

progress at the leadership team meetings.  She said she believed the teachers trust her.  She 

concluded, building this trust took time and required her to initiate interactions that were 

professional and respectful.  Shelby spoke about the physical location of her office and how this 

lends to her visibility and availability with all staff.   

I’ve been very lucky at my office location, the workroom’s right there.  People come in and 

out of the workroom all the time so they stop by, and my door is open so the communication 

is there.  So the location of my office has been a tremendous help because they can stop by 

and ask questions. (Interview #1, 1200-1203) 

Shelby commented about the trust individual subject area teachers have for their department 

chairs.  Working with the department chairs and participating with them during the leadership 

team meetings seemed to add credibility to her position.  Shelby was proud the department chairs 

would seek her out to discuss pressing issues and to gather her feedback.  Shelby indicated that 

due to her positive interactions with the department chairs, trust also came about with other 

teachers in the various departments.  She believed,  

I really and truly think that if collaboration is going to be your number one point, that you 

have that leadership team, because the teachers in the departments trust their department 

leader…They just want to know that we’re considering all things, and once that information 

goes out, yeah they are talking about this, they are thinking about this, they’re not just 

making arbitrary decisions and not care where it falls…So that communication with that 

leadership team and that support from them and in the way they disseminate that 
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information to their department, I think, it all goes back to communication.  The 

communication collaboration part of it, that’s what your focus has to be. (Interview #1, 

1210-1227) 

Support New Teachers.  In addition to looking at classroom instructional planning and 

delivery, conversations about teacher knowledge and pedagogy became a facet of the role of the 

academic dean in [working with new teachers].  Shelby felt individuals new to the profession 

needed supplementary attention and providing new teachers encouragement, the likelihood these 

individuals would stay committed to the profession increased.  She disclosed, “I’m not going to go 

to department chair’s classroom as much as I’m going to go into the new hire’s.  We go into the 

hire’s more often because we want to make sure they’re doing a good job” (Interview #1, 807-

809).  Her conversations with new hires included how to set up the classroom to maximize 

learning, observing model classrooms, and attending to policy and procedure type things.  Shelby 

talked about her experiences with new teachers at the start of this school year and the resources 

she provided to them in order to make sure their preparation was sufficient.  She talked about how 

she assisted with classroom set up, ordering desk and bookshelves, and reviewing policies and 

procedures with them.  She discussed how her interaction with the new teachers established a 

sense of trust.  Shelby went on to say, “I went into the classrooms to make sure they had what they 

needed so there wouldn’t be a problem with it.  I think just trying to take care of them, and 

knowing that you have an open door policy” (Interview #1, 829-833).  By creating a space for the 

new teachers, Shelby was encouraged that they were well informed about what resources were 

available to them.  Being new to the educational profession, Shelby sympathized; a novice teacher 

can face a host of challenges.  Shelby suggested one of the approaches she has used with new 

teachers to reflect on their own personal practice is to visit other classroom to examine well-
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implemented teaching practices of others.  As a result, Shelby hoped, “The teachers see what’s 

good, what’s bad, what they would change, and sometimes they were the worst critics” (Interview 

#1, 581-583). 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

Classroom visits and instructional strategies. The clinical model for instruction is 

designed to support teachers with instructional strategies, lesson design, and instructional delivery.  

For Shelby, providing support for all learners is at the core of teaching.  Using the data to identify 

students needing extra instructional attention is critical for student success.  Shelby encouraged 

instructional strategies to target a sustained effort for students in special population categories.  

For instance, she stated,  

We would like to see our teachers focus on the EOC requirements as far as Special Ed, and 

accommodations on the test and what they’re allowed to use. What can you be doing in the 

classroom with them that they can also use on the test that would help them? (Interview #1, 

1046-1052) 

For Shelby, part of increasing the effective use of instructional strategies is a direct result 

of classroom observations and feedback.  She shared, “Teachers know the administrators are going 

to be coming in and out of my classrooms.  They don’t even blink when we go in there” 

(Interview #1, 835-836).  She denoted this expectation sets the stage for open door classrooms and 

ongoing discussions about a multitude of instructional decisions.  Some of the things Shelby 

mentioned related to specific instructional strategies include technology use and proximity control 

to support engaged learning environments. With the advent of ever changing technology, she felt 

students learn very differently in the 21st century.  In order to support more rapid hands on 

learning experiences, Shelby backs district expectations for providing on-line learning experiences 
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for students.  The district curriculum is expected to include technology incorporation in the four 

core subject areas. (District Communication).  Proximity control is another instructional technique 

Shelby illustrated this as a way for teachers to monitor and increase student engagement.  

One of the things I say, ‘Hey, as you’re talking to your students, as you’re reviewing 

things, walk around in the back of the room too.’  Just ideas like that, or rearrange the 

seating chart, ‘I can’t stop these two students from talking.’  Rearrange the seating chart.  

Say, ‘We’re doing something new this week,’ make it a fun activity so it’s not like, ‘Hey, 

I’m moving because these two won’t stop talking.’  You’ve tried everything else with 

them, let’s change the proximity to each other and see if that might help. (Interview #1, 

590-596) 

 Support Student Interventions. Coupling the notion of in classroom help for struggling 

students, the academic dean works very closely with teachers to provide campus-based 

interventions outside of the classroom. Shelby was definitive, part of her role with student 

interventions, required her to facilitate academic sessions with teachers and students, identify 

students, and coordinate student placement based on the opinions of the teachers.  The first course 

of action decided by Shelby with student interventions was to meet and plan specific student 

interventions with each at-risk student.  “So these high-risk kids…they’ll be in my office this year, 

I’ve already decided that and I’ve already come up with a plan…I want those students to know 

that I’m also a resource” (Interview #1, 1254-1257). Taking the initiative to meet each student 

helped Shelby bridge student disconnects she mentioned earlier in the interview.  Shelby identified 

a credit recovery program to motivate students to make up missed credits and to get them up to 

speed in order to graduate.  This is an on-line opportunity to review subject specific content to be 

assessed periodically throughout the program.  She said this academic aid is designated for upper 
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classman, specifically, juniors and seniors.  She said, “They can do that on the computer and make 

up that credit that way, so it’s an opportunity to keep from getting behind” (Interview #1, 361-

362).  Another example Shelby included, as a student intervention option, was a practical writing 

focus.  After reviewing the data from writing scores and discussions with the English teachers, it 

was decided students needed more targeted intervention work with their writing skills.  She 

highlighted, “So, they came up with suggestions like, let’s take out SAT second semester, we only 

have X number of students; we can reassign them to another elective and have that teacher do 

this”  (Interview #1, 460-466).  Shelby felt it is very important to keep the kids on their home 

campus with teachers and mentors who monitored them closely.  She further explained that she 

works with teachers and counselors who are willing to work with struggling learners. She 

referenced the dedication of the staff in the following way,  

I’ve never had a teacher come up to me, on this campus, and say ‘there’s nothing else I 

can do, we might as well take the hit here and lose this kid.’  It’s like, ‘I’ve done 

everything, can you think of anything else that we can do to help him’ or whatever the 

situation is. (Interview #1, 142-145) 

Yet another example of intervention support provided by Shelby was her work with ELL 

(English Language Learners) strategies to promote a stronger network of assistance for these 

pupils.  Her work in this area encompassed three components: (1) academic supports for 

students; (2) teachers supports; and (3) systemic operational procedures to link school and home 

efforts. Some of the academic opportunities initiated by Shelby included: (1) adding reading and 

practical writing courses to the master schedule; (2) reducing class size for optimal instruction;  

(3) hiring trained staff to assist in bilingual classrooms; (4) offering accelerated instruction, 

tutoring, lab access at various points of the year; (5) reviewing data to ensure program standards 
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are being met; and finally, (5) meeting with individual students to review progress (S. Suarez, 

personal communication, July 31, 2014).  Shelby aided teachers by ensuring they (1) received 

certification training and professional development for ELL instruction strategies; (2) received 

academic folders for their ELL students; (3) provided common planning time among ELL and 

ELA teachers; and finally, (4) received ongoing feedback from classroom visits from designated 

ELL coordinator (S. Suarez, personal communication, July 31, 2014).  Shelby supported campus 

wide procedures by: (1) translating for parents and teachers; (2) completing an attendance check 

every six weeks for ELL students; and, (3) ensuring bilingual staff were available in prominent 

areas of the campus such as the counseling/registrar office, main office, and core classrooms  (S. 

Suarez, personal communication, July 31, 2014). 

Aside from intervention classrooms, the academic dean promoted her ideas about 

preparing college and career ready students.  In order to better support teachers with changes in 

instructional practices, Shelby communicated information about her position with college and 

career planning with students.  This focus calls for the academic dean and the classroom teacher to 

have a critical eye for the advancement of students towards graduation.  It required collaboration 

and constant communication towards this student goal.  Shelby said, “I love to ask students, 

especially incoming freshmen, “where are you going to college?...so that they start thinking about 

it immediately, even those that haven’t thought about it up to that point” (Interview #1, 26-28).  

Shelby described the focus for college and career planning in the following excerpt,   

It’s going to be making sure the students have what they need to graduate, and making sure 

the teachers have what they need to help those students achieve that goal.  And graduate is 

the minimum.  Graduate with what they need to move onto the next level.  If it’s college, if 

it’s a four-year university, then have they met the standards that are required to enter at that 
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level? …do they have the background to be accepted there, to receive scholarships to go to 

them?  Can we get them the scholarships to go there?  So, making sure that I’m working 

with counselors and teachers to provide that information and support for those students. 

(Interview #1, 89-99)  

Part of the planning included college and career fairs to engage students in thinking about 

what their interests are and what opportunities await them after high school graduation.  Shelby 

shared, “We’re doing the college fairs, we’re doing elective fair night when they get to come in 

and see what options they have for the following year” (Interview #1, 930-932).   

Provide Instructional Resources 

Identifying and providing instructional support to students and teachers requires alignment 

with the appropriate resources.  One of her roles has been to discuss what resources are needed 

and to include them in [budget planning].  Shelby said she takes feedback from the teachers and 

then makes recommendations to the principal who makes the final decision on where monies may 

be allocated.  Shelby presented this as a necessary component of working with teachers on 

instructional change. “The focus is providing the environment for the teachers and students to 

allow the academics to take place. What do I need to do to help teachers prepare their classrooms, 

their subject matter?” (Interview #1, 116-120).  Shelby cited resource allocation as a necessary to 

support instructional change and it is incumbent upon her to try and find every means possible to 

see ideas through to completion.  Shelby provided the Math department needs as an example to 

illustrate a type of resource she provides to teachers.   She shared,  

They had found a neat series and they wanted vocabulary words that had the illustrations, 

and they wanted them on colored paper, and they needed them laminated, and all this. As 
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they come to me with needs, I try to make sure those needs are met. (Interview #1, 749-

754) 

 

Figure 6: Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from Shelby's Interview 

Research Question One: Michael’s Perceptions 

What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

The predominant themes discovered from Michael’s perceptions for question one include: 1) 

Data expertise; 2) Types of data analysis activities; 3) Promote a data climate and culture; and 

finally, 4) Challenges associated with the role of academic dean with data analysis activities. 

Data Expertise 

 During my interview with Michael he stressed the importance of not only accessing 

data but also, really developing a keen understanding of what the data is telling the end user.  

According to Michael’s viewpoint, data is meaningless unless the data user really enacts a 
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high-level of data expertise (Interview #1, 773).  He explained, “You have to understand how 

all these pieces fit together if you’re taking a look at data and what that decision outcome is 

going to be when it drills down into the classroom” (Interview #1, 773-735). 

 In Michael’s responses he reflected on the role of academic dean positions with data use 

and he strongly expressed having expertise and experience with data was necessary for 

sustaining a solid foundation for data capacity in others.  He pointed out the campus principal is 

typically in charge of the instructional programming for the campus and a thorough 

examination of the data is used to guide those decisions.  “For the associate principal, it’s the 

exact same thing.  They need to be able to take a look at the data; they need to understand that” 

(Interview #2, 414-415).  Michael also added his thoughts about how the role of the academic 

dean is often structured.  He positioned the role in the following way,  

So where does that leave the associate principal?  It leaves them in a secondary role of 

taking a look at the data and making recommendations and not the primary driver for 

that, so that sort of puts them in a support role. (Interview #2, 660-663) 

Michael commented on the frustrations many educators face due to high legislative 

demands and part of developing data expertise is to constantly be aware of legislative changes and 

how these changes affect what is expected of staff and students.  Michael talked about the 

flexibility needed with understanding legislative changes and the implications of these changes.   

There’s so much data that people have to try to wrap their heads around, and the state 

legislature, every time it meets, it’s just throwing so many curve balls at educators so often 

that it becomes really tough to be on top of so many different things. (Interview #1, 1036-

1039) 
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Michael went on to outline some of those mandates handed down through the state 

legislature and to provide examples of the various types of data sources academic deans are 

responsible for understanding.  He suggested the change from the prior assessment system to the 

current assessment system is a daunting task.  He emphasized, “If you’re not on top of it 24-7 

you’d begin to lose your ability to understand what it means.  All of that stuff from TAKS is 

totally different from all of this stuff now for STAAR” (Interview #1, 793-795).  One method 

Michael recommended for academic deans to raise their level of expertise with data use requires 

understanding the latest updates and changes to the legislatures rulings on assessment 

requirements.  Michael held, “I would have them begin to understand the broader concepts of what 

legislation is actually coming down the pipeline and how that’s going to impact what happens 

instructionally on the campus” (Interview #1, 1068-1071).  Another suggestion offered by Michael 

was for these individuals to engage in data deliberations that push their thinking to another level.  

He also theorized these chances to dialogue need to occur often and with opportunities for various 

data users to contribute and participate.  When this happens, he advocated data understanding 

becomes richer and unites these various attitudes toward next steps.  It allows the academic dean 

to think about data in new ways and how the data affects instruction in terms of teachers and 

students.  The academic dean, as discussed by Michael, is to guide these interactions around data 

to facilitate data expertise and skill level with data use.  State information changes rapidly and this 

forces the individual to be as current as possible and to be able to be proficient enough to inform 

others about understanding those changes.  Currently, Michael thought it has been too difficult to 

receive the changes, fully understand the implications, or how to enact the changes with fidelity.   

If you have a director or executive director that’s taking a look at what needs to happen 

instructionally…and sitting across from them and having them think through all the 
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things that I think they need to think through, then you’re going to have an issue with 

people not being able to put all the pieces together in terms of data, in terms of what’s 

going on in the classroom, and in terms of outcomes so that something is successful. 

(Interview #1, 707-714) 

 Michael encouraged, the academic dean, through data expertise, is now the conduit to 

bridge legislative demands with practical implementation.  

Types of Data Analysis Activities 

 Review Various Types of Data.  Michael believed one of the functions of the 

academic dean is to examine various types of data.  He also highlighted summative and 

formative data as necessary types of data in looking at student achievement.  He distinguished 

between the two by saying formative data is more beneficial than summative data.  Michael 

supported classroom assessments as the quickest way to gauge student progress and to adjust 

the demands of the curriculum to meet the needs of the student.  He thought classroom 

assessments are a proactive way to continually monitor and adjust based on student needs.  

Michael firmly argued,  

So the best information that you can get for best data use is what is drilled into the 

classroom in terms of when you can make the adjustments right there when the 

adjustments are needed.  If you wait until the student takes an assessment, for example 

on the STAAR, and then you figure out ‘oh my gosh’ that student is not doing very 

well.  It’s too late. (Interview #2, 19-22)  

 Michael talked about the types of data that drills down into the classroom this way,  

“We do checkpoints benchmarks and then there are the common short cycle assessments, short 

cycle assessments” (Interview #1, 908-910).  Michael went on to say summative data focuses 
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on groups rather than individual students and by the time students have received their 

summative scores; it is too late to adjust instruction or give them the appropriate intervention.  

Summative data becomes reactionary rather than developing a proactive stance to instructional 

improvements.  “It’s not something that you can adjust on the run, it’s already too late; it’s the 

end of what you’ve done” (Interview #2, 32-36).   

 In addition to the standard summative and formative data as related to testing what is 

taught, Michael also shared that other forms of data can be valuable for review by the academic 

dean.  He specifically considered attendance and discipline data to be crucial indicators of 

success of failure for a student.  For him, “Every time you have a kid in a discipline setting and 

they get removed from the classroom that’s instructional time out of the class, and that impacts 

how they’re doing” (Interview #1, 874-878).  Michael indicated discipline issues correlates to 

the instructional success of the student. Time spent out of the classroom only causes the student 

face additional challenges of completing classwork and staying on task for credits towards 

graduation.  

 Disaggregate Data.  Michael spoke about his personal experience as an academic dean 

as it related to some of the data activities guided by the position.  “In the course of trying to 

figure out what I was supposed to do, I began to number crunch like crazy” (Interview #1, 47).  

Many educators find it a challenge to look at data and he said, “If you’re just punching it in and 

you’re punching out the outcome, it just doesn’t have the meaning that I used to get when I’d 

sit down and wrap my head around it” (Interview #1, 808-810).  Michael promoted these 

individuals needed to disaggregate data to dig deeper for meaning of the results.  For Michael, 

he cited, item analysis as a means to really disaggregate data.  He talked about how the item 

was tested so that modifications in instruction could occur rapidly.  Localizing specific student 
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expectations that were not on target seemed to be the best recommendation for Michael to 

analyze the data.  Michael stated that when he served in this type of role he worked diligently 

to support teachers by providing examples of how particular student expectations were 

addressed on assessments and then comparing them to how they were actually being taught in 

the classroom. 

I used to take the tests and pull all of the questions for a certain SE; I did all kinds of 

data stuff for the teachers.  So let’s say that there was an SE on a test question, I’d pull 

them all.  Then I’d give them to the teachers and say, this is how they’re evaluating 

student expectation. (Interview #1, 828-832)  

 Michael believed this item analysis approach facilitated meaningful instructional 

discussions and pinpointed areas of struggle for students.  Through an in depth item analysis, 

Michael touted instructional changes are made through targeted reteach and remediation 

activities.  Michael said various groups see the assessments from different frameworks and 

intentions and trying to align those beliefs systems of these groups can be difficult.  He said 

these perceptions about, “How they expect the students to learn?  The teacher may think it’s 

one thing and then TEA, or Pearson, whoever, thinks it’s something else and then you get two 

separate models of what you’re supposed to be doing” (Interview #1, 835-839).  A discussion 

around disaggregated student expectations, from his opinion, can unify the belief systems 

around learning.  

Provide a Data Climate and Culture 

 Collaboration.  In order to create a data climate and culture there has to be an 

expectation “that everyone is going to work together” (Interview #1, 281).  From his 

experience, Michael said he would prepare the data to facilitate collective reviews. “I used to 
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go in there and break down the data and then I’d give it to the teachers and then have the 

teachers sit down and look at all the data with me” (Interview #1, 811–813).  Michael believed 

inserted meeting times were critical to the systemic use of data and addressing what the data 

reveals.  He recalled asking questions such as, “What does that data look like, why is the data 

showing this, and what does that mean in terms of instruction, and what do we need to do to the 

instruction to get it back to where we need it?” (Interview #1, 679-681). 

 Michael felt the idea of shared responsibility was key to looking at data and for 

participating in a data environment in which data use was part of the expectation.  Actions 

taken based on what the data exposed were not made by one individual but were shared by a 

multitude of group representatives: administrators, teachers, and counselors.  “It becomes more 

of a shared effort instead of someone dictating to you that you need to have these kids in your 

classroom” (Interview #1, 142-143).  According to Michael’s philosophy, teachers who have 

the opportunity for ongoing data conversation, a collaborative climate only increases.  This 

collaborative approach for a data climate supports shared voice and input.  A solid expectation 

for data use and occasions to meet are important to the foundation of the data climate but these 

roles Michael insisted it also serves to inspire and motivate team members with data use.  

These collaborative opportunities made time for the team to encourage, point out the positive, 

and promote the importance of their work.  Michael stated that, “In my mind it is critical that 

that is continuously cultivated because you are not going to get the best out of people unless 

they are inspired to do a better job” (Interview #1, 428-430). 

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities 

 Michael recalled from his own experiences as an academic dean and working with 

others, there are multitudes of challenges to overcome in the role with data-driven decision 
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making.  He chronicled teacher attitudes, lack of time, and a disconnect from students as 

specific examples of some of these challenges.  

 Teacher Attitudes.  Michael drew on his personal experience in the role to identify the 

many challenges often encountered and he noted teacher attitudes play a big part in the success 

of an academic dean.  Often times teacher see high turn over rates in upper administrative 

positions and work from the premise that they will “out live” any new or recycled idea. 

He jokingly added,  

I used to be a teacher and I’ve seen this at all stages of education--an administrator 

walks in and they have these expectations, and the teacher’s looking at them going 

‘okay, I’m about to out live you on this one,’ because they’ve already seen five 

principals walk through there. (Interview #1, 264-268) 

In addition to this idea, Michael thought the misalignment of philosophy and vision was a 

major hindrance to how academic deans are received by other staff members.  He reminisced 

about a time from his own experience where the district coordinators could not get behind him 

to support his efforts.  Michael stated, “From my own experience, the first issue I really had 

was that the coordinators that were supposed to be my support system didn’t believe in what I 

was doing.  What else can you do there except hope for the best?” (Interview #1, 964-967). 

 Yet another issue pointed out by Michael concerned teacher isolation.  Michael brought 

up that sometimes some teachers find it difficult to share and collaborate with others around 

lessons, research, or effective strategies they have used in the classroom.  He said it doesn’t 

matter how brilliant you are as a teacher, if you are difficult to work with it puts a strain on the 

educational progress of fellow staff members and students.  He recalled,  

One of the things I noticed, back in the dark ages when I was first starting out doing 



 139 

this, is that teachers wanted to close their door and they didn’t want anybody in there.  

They wanted to have…full latitude to do whatever they wanted to but they didn’t want 

anybody checking on them and they didn’t want to have to talk about it with other 

teachers. (Interview #1, 244-249) 

 Lack of Time.  In Michael’s opinion finding the necessary time to devote to data work 

was problematic.  Most people in this position are faced not only with an increased academic 

focus but also share in many managerial tasks that cover day-to-day operations.  

It just becomes this huge issue of trying to stay on top of all of this stuff all the time 

with all of the responsibilities that are happening to an AP for instruction, just day-to-

day operations on the campus; it’s literally impossible for them to keep up with all of 

those changes. (Interview #1, 796-799) 

 Disconnect from Students.  Michael shared early on during the interview he became 

an educator to effect great change for students who might not otherwise have an advocate 

looking out for their academic progress.  Unfortunately, for Michael, he felt as an administrator 

sitting in his office tending to paperwork, lessened his ability to be with the students more 

often.  He said he felt as he moved away from the classroom and into the administrative sector 

as an academic dean; his ability to interact with students became more difficult and restrictive.  

That first year was a killer, because I totally removed myself from those elements that I 

thought were so important.  It was a very difficult first year. …When I came to that 

instructional leadership role, I was sort of lost, and I was lost because I didn’t have that 

direct connection with the kids. (Interview #1, 39-43)   

Research Question Two: Michael’s Perceptions 
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How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

The predominant themes constructed through Michael’s perceptions for question two include: 1) 

Vision; 2) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching model; and finally, 3) Support 

instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model. 

Vision  

Michael suggested these roles are situational and are up to the campus principal to decide 

how they are best used to lead campus initiatives.  “Principals are given the latitude to set up their 

administrative team how they want to, and they have in the past” (Interview #1, 348-350).  Many 

administrative teams face many tasks in their roles and Michael talked about how you may have 

one person designated on the administrative team as the primary contact for academic concerns, 

initiatives, and programs; however, it is unrealistic to think one person can be responsible for all 

the instructional demands.  He said, “That’s why you have an administrative team.  So your teams 

need to work together instructionally” (Interview #1, 599-600).  As supported by this previous 

comment, a vision for the function of the role is a designation of the principal and how the role is 

intended plays a huge part in how this individual coordinates administrative teams and develops 

instructional capabilities within the team.  Michael shared a personal account of when he was in a 

leadership position and he felt the procedures he had in place would continue long after his tenure 

but was surprised to see they did not.  He added, developing instructional teams who can step into 

the principal’s role at a moments notice to lead a campus has become a very important measure for 

growth with leadership capacity.  

If anyone, if an organization, wants to make sure that their campuses are running more 

efficiently, with improved instruction, they’re going to have to develop that administrative 
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team.  They’re going to have to make sure that those APs and those associates understand 

everything the principal does currently, and make sure that they have the concepts in place 

so they can be successful with the campus…I’m a huge proponent of development in 

making sure people are constantly improving…and we have to think about that in terms of 

how we’re going to develop our people.  If the change is coming, which I think it is, and 

there’s a different way to view this across the state of Texas in terms of leadership, then we 

need to develop our associate principal in a different way, and we need to develop our 

assistant principals in different ways… (Interview #2, 691-704) 

Michael had some very specific reflections about the theory and practicality in the ways 

assistant principals operate.  In an ideal setting, they would be focused on instruction and be an 

integral part of curriculum discussions; however, he outlined variables such as discipline, parental 

concerns, and a myriad of other campus duties as hindering their instructional leadership 

experiences.  Due to this lack of experience, Michael felt assistant principals don’t get the 

necessary expertise to carry them through as a principal.  

I will tell you that most administrators aren’t astute enough with instructional practice to 

be able to understand--this is my experience--they don’t understand instructional practice 

well enough to be able to drill that down into what it looks like in the classroom. 

(Interview #1, 105-108)  

Michael felt one of the ways to improve instructional experiences for assistant principals is 

to have a clear vision and set of expectations for their role with instructional practices.  Not only 

the role of the assistant principal but the role of the academic dean in leading them.  Michael 

delineated that his vision for support for principals in affecting instructional change starts first 

with the realization that all assistant principals are responsible for it.  Michael talked about how 
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this role is used in various capacities and it depends on how the principal designs the functions of 

these roles to best suit the needs of the campus.  “On some of the campuses, it’s not broken up by 

one person having the responsibility for instruction, so you have four APs, each of them are 

responsible for one discipline in the course” (Interview #1, 319-321).  Michael firmly specified,  

So your first point of contact is going to be your administrative teams on your 

campuses.  Those people should have the responsibility, a primary focus, of taking a 

look at the instruction, understanding what the instruction is, and then making the 

adjustments. (Interview #2, 75-78)   

Vision plays a major part in how support is given to assistant principals and how the role 

of the academic dean can best be utilized as a resource.  Michael acknowledged, “The campus 

principal would have to design that administrative team to work in that capacity.  The instructional 

person would have to be looked upon as someone that could lead the instruction for the other two” 

(Interview #1, 618-621).  Assistant Principals would need to be open and cooperative in order to 

receive the support and it is the task of the principal and the academic dean to “articulate and get 

people to follow you, which means you have to build those relationships; all critically important” 

(Interview #2, 356-357).  Michael firmly trusted the foundation for setting a vision and tone is first 

saying, there is an expectation for all of the administrators to be instructional leaders.  

Expectations tied to the role were extremely important to Michael and how an individual in the 

role of the academic dean could model this expectation to others.  He recommended,  

If I had an AP sitting along side me, I’d sit down and say ‘okay, we’re going to be the 

instructional leaders of this campus but this is what I want to see.  I want you in those 

classrooms, I want you taking a look at the instruction, and I want you improving the 

instruction.’  That should be their primary role. (Interview #2, 379-383) 
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 With direction from the campus principal, the academic dean position supports AP’s 

with instructional experience and expertise.  He believed this prepared assistant principals in 

the next steps of their careers.  

If any of your APs have any aspirations of becoming a principal, how could they be an 

instructional leader if they only know discipline, or if they only know a certain 

component of the administrative duties?  They need to have a wide-range of 

understanding of what it takes to be a leader, what it takes to be a campus principal, and 

if you’re doing those types of things your team is going to be right there.  And then if 

you step out, any of them could take over. (Interview #2, 614-620) 

Promote Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

Michael defined how relationships are built on shared experiences, input, and a sense of 

ownership in the decision making processes and one way the academic dean strengthens the 

instructional experience and expertise of AP’s is through trust.  Trust, he accentuated, is a result 

of shared input and a voice in the instructional processes of the campus.  

There’s only one way you can develop trust in a working team and that is you have to 

build those relationships where everyone’s working together.  You can’t have a situation 

where people don’t trust each other or are excluded, because if you feel like you’re a 

viable member of the team and you’re being heard and listened to then you’re more likely 

to step up and become a more imminent part of the team. (Interview #2, 540-545) 

Michael continued with,  

…If I was in that position and was walking into it and these people just felt like they were 

all a bunch of people working in different areas without any teamwork, I’d have to bring 
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them in, start trying to build their relationships, start doing activities that would bring them 

closer together, and then try to make them part of the team. (Interview #2, 566-570) 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

According to Michael, the academic dean can facilitate developing assistant principals with 

instructional expertise by modeling classroom walk through activities to observe what resembles 

good instruction through the components of good lesson design.   

Model Classroom Visits.  Michael made a point of discussing how AP’s are often held 

up in their offices to assist with discipline matters and this activity leaves very little time for 

them to get out and observe teaching and learning in the classroom. “So you’ve got to get those 

guys out of their offices.  You’ve got to quit working on discipline and get into the classroom 

and take a look at instruction” (Interview #1, 520-521).  He stressed classroom visits had a well-

intended purpose and should be laser focus on specific outcomes.  For Michael, the purpose of 

these classroom visits is to have a systemic way to observe, monitor, and provide feedback for 

changes to instruction. He said, “That’s why we need to go in there.  We go in there to take a 

look at the instruction and say, you’re doing a great job, I think you could improve here just a bit, 

and then the instruction goes up” (Interview #2, 150-153).  Michael thought the academic dean 

was responsible for leading classroom visits and leading instructional conversations about what 

best practices were observed and where the work needs to continue.  

The campus principal should be in every classroom and the associate principal should be 

in there making sure that the instruction is top-notch, the best that it can be, and if you 

want a world class instructional experience for your kids then you’re going to be in the 

classroom making sure that happens. (Interview #2, 396-399) 
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As the instructional leader, Michael saw the role of the academic dean as encouraging the 

AP’s to participate in these classroom observations and participate in feedback sessions to better 

identify what components of what was observed promoted successful instructional practices.  

Michael expressed, “It would be easy to take the other two on the walks, point out the instruction 

that’s taking place--the good things, the bad things, what do you see?” (Interview #1, 62-63).  

The academic dean, he added, needs to take an active stance to make time for and to accompany 

assistant principals on these classroom observations.  The academic dean, according to Michael, 

sets the tone to determine the goal of the walk through and what the team should be looking to 

see as a result of their visit.   Michael thought as imperative,  

That person would be making the rounds with or without, hopefully with, the campus 

principal, looking at every single classroom every single day.  I mean, you’re going into 

the classrooms, you know what the instruction looks like, you know all the teachers, you 

know all the kids.  That’s the only way that you’re going to be able to make a good 

determination about what you need to do instructionally. (Interview #1, 353-358) 

Michael also talked about the importance of instructional follow up with AP’s about what was 

observed during classroom visits.  This was the critical piece to complete the classroom 

observation process.  This became the time to praise what was on target and to encourage change 

when needed.  He went on to say,  “Those types of things are the responsibility of the AP to go in 

and be able to take a look at that and understand it and then say ‘Okay, we need to fix those” 

(Interview #2, 111-113). 

Understanding the Components of Good Instruction.  During these classroom visits, 

looking at levels of student engagement was correlated to a good lesson design.  Understanding 

how to structure a lesson for student engagement is something Michael stressed during his 
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interview.  He said he thought, “The administrative team first needs to understand what good 

instruction looks like.  They need to understand what the components are” (Interview #2, 128-

130).  He determined in order for academic deans to aid in the development of assistant principals, 

they must understand the components of good instruction themselves and exhibit a high level of 

expertise related to instructional matters.  He felt the academic dean should capitalize on any effort 

to model instructional knowledge to build this skill set with others.  First, he said, the academic 

dean can share research-based models to showcase what the field says about good instruction.  “I 

would have them take a look at instructional models and how that actually looks like in the 

classroom, so that when they walk in there they can make a good determination of what that looks 

like” (Interview #1, 1046-1048).  He also added,  

You can always set up your classroom for more of that type of success if you understand 

the mechanism of how it works, and the associate principals need to understand that.  They 

need to understand good instruction, they need to understand how it all works, and they 

need to understand what they’re looking at when they’re in the classroom. (Interview #2, 

477-481) 

To support academic deans with their work with the rest of the administrative team, 

Michael offered utilizing district resources to [conduct conversations around lesson design] is as a 

good way to begin the conversation with the academic dean and AP’s.  He acknowledged the role 

of the district curriculum coordinator also plays a part in modeling this type of expertise with 

campus staff and can foster a bridge of support to the AD and from that role onto the AP.  He 

shared the following example of how the district office can support the academic deans with their 

work with AP’s.  He contended.  
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We need to take a look at student engagement, what does that look like, what does that 

mean for us as a district, as a group, as a team; and then how do we get that across, 

eventually, to the teachers.  So meeting district-wide is a very good mechanism to begin 

that process. (Interview #2, 446-449) 

He further proposed, “If we could develop an academy that would take these guys through 

that, by the end of the day those guys are going to be ready instructionally to be principal, I 

think, and lead a team of teachers and get the students into a mood of success like we need 

them to” (Interview #1, 681-684). 

Research Question Three: Michael’s Perceptions 

 How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change 

instructional practices? 

The predominate themes established through the perceptions of Michael for question three 

includes: 1) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching model and 2) Support 

instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model.  

Promote Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

 Collaboration.  Not only do academic deans work with assistant principals to support 

instructional improvements but they also work with teachers changing instructional strategies, 

as needed based on data.  “That particular [person] is responsible for making sure that the 

group meetings with the department chairs are being held, meeting with the teachers and that 

sort of thing” (Interview #1, 350-352).  Michael pointed out the difficulty of the position, as an 

instructional leader is that the individual cannot possibly be a content expert in every subject 

available at the high school level.  He determined, “You have so many different courses where 

you need so many different levels of expertise that it would be impossible.  I mean I couldn’t 
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expect an instructional person to be able to write pre-Cal questions with any sort of integrity”  

(Interview #1, 935-939).   

 Michael supported the idea instructional change depends on the collaboration between 

the academic dean and the teachers after the data has been analyzed. “Everyone’s going to have 

to work together as an expectation in order to get that to work” (Interview #1, 281-282).  

Michael talked about the embedded collaborative structures that are provided so these 

partnerships can occur.  “The teachers actually have one conference period per day, and during 

that time they can collaborate.  At least once or twice a week they can get in there and have an 

hour and a half, and that’s what they do” (Interview #1, 294-297).  During these scheduled 

meeting times Michael elaborated that the academic dean, along with the teacher, can really 

look at specific instructional strategies that can be implemented or adjusted supported by what 

the data unveils.  Michael believed this meeting time incrementally builds stronger networks of 

collaboration throughout the campus.  He confided, “The more opportunities they have to do 

something like that, the better that collaboration gets, and in some cases it just takes one 

discipline and then the rest are coming on board” (Interview #1, 261-264).  He went on to share 

his experience with the role led him to look specifically at scope and sequence of instruction to 

make instructional modifications.  

I’ve done this before.  You set the teachers down and you start thinking through – you 

have a pacing calendar --the student expectations that are outlined already.  Are the 

students there?  Are they not there?  What needs to be shored up?  Where are we 

missing areas instructionally that the kids are struggling and how do we recursively add 

that back in, and how can we assess that sort of stuff? (Interview #1, 941-945) 

 Michael brought up the concept of autonomy by saying collaboration marks a working 
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relationship that also supports teacher autonomy with how they change their practice.  The 

academic dean role is to empower teachers to engage students in areas they need the most help 

and to spiral this remediation throughout the curriculum.  

…If teachers can get together in the same room, and begin to talk about instruction, and 

talk about what instructional design actually works best for some of the kids, then that 

bouncing around of ideas becomes very beneficial and sort of feeds on itself.  

(Interview #1, 250-254)   

 He modeled in his experience by saying, “You sit down and you collaborate with the 

teachers, you tell them about the instruction. And, as the instructional person, I would sit 

through and talk to them about what I was doing “ (Interview #1, 645).  He went on to say, 

“Once they get it, that understanding of what they need to do then they can come up with their 

own format within their own classrooms for the instruction that they need to target”. (Interview 

#1, 136-143) 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

 Lesson Design.  Michael described the meaning of good instruction by saying,  

“You have to understand, and you have to have enough experience with, lessons in order to get 

your concepts across to the kids.  Within your lesson, you have to have some way to engage the 

students” (Interview #1, 203-208).  In Michael’s opinion the lesson design is the first defense 

against passive learning and teacher driven instruction.  The lesson design creates a proactive 

opportunity to encourage students to be responsible for their learning.  Michael strongly 

supported the concept of being a well-informed instructional leader capable of supporting 

teachers with changes to instructional delivery.  He fervently acknowledged,  

 If you’re on the campus, and you’re an administrator, then you should be an 
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instructional leader.  It doesn’t matter what level you are, it doesn’t matter whether 

you’re an assistant principal or the building principal, you should be an instructional 

leader.  In order to be an instructional leader, you need to know the components of good 

instruction. (Interview #1, 170-174)  

 For Michael, he categorized components of good instruction to include engagement and 

differentiation activities to address the needs of various learners.  For him, he stressed, it is 

helpful when the instructional leadership positions have a high level of knowledge around 

instructional strategies.  According to Michael, instructional positions can offer technology use, 

questioning strategies, and grouping efforts to increase student engagement.  Student attention, 

with the advent of technology, has restructured the ways students are receiving information.  As 

a result, teachers have to think differently about how to teach students of the 21st century.  

The more technology is increasing, the less likely that’s going to be the way that kids 

are going to learn, because kids are learning things 100 miles an hour; they’re getting all 

these images flashed at them, and having them sit there and not do anything while 

they’re passively trying to understand something is moving away from what these kids 

are actually experiencing. (Interview #1, 209-214) 

 During our conversation, Michael responded about how student ownership of the 

learning is necessary to have them fully participate.  Students assume roles within projects and 

their contributions are encouraged through specific questioning strategies.  

What I mean by that is--a lot of what I see is how does questioning work?  How do you 

question students so that they’re led into understanding broad concepts and then they’re 

able to drill it out?  How do you put students in groupings so that students are 

responsible for their own instruction? (Interview #1, 178-182) 
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 Michael cited grouping as an approach to learning that creates a space for the learners to 

work collaboratively and become problem solvers.  Academic deans can share this concept 

with teachers and talk them through how cooperative grouping can be a positive learning 

experience.  

…have them bounce this concept around amongst each other, and then come up with a 

solution within that group.  Then they have that concept, they’ve done something with 

it, and the students who are struggling can get help from their peers. (Interview #1, 190-

193) 

 Differentiation is another critical instructional strategy Michael illustrated for deans to 

support instructional practice.  All learners vary widely in the type of instructional support they 

need. Data pinpoints their area of challenge and then it is up to the teacher to differentiate for all 

those various requirements.  “You need to take care of all of the kids, not just the ones that have 

historically been targeted, and you have to understand that it’s all of the instruction from the pre-

AP all the way down” (Interview #1, 999-1002).  Michael used the special education classroom 

as an example,  

When you walk into a Special Ed classroom, you might see a different type of model of 

instruction that would take place.  In my mind, for the Special Ed kids this has been 

something that has been implied with the new accountability system but something that 

has been desperately needed over the past 20 years, and that is an acceleration model to 

get kids back up to grade-level.  How do you take a Special Ed kid, with certain types of 

areas that they need support in, and how can you bring them up to the grade-level that 

they need to be on?  What has typically happened with Special Ed is that--and I’ve seen 

this in multiple districts, I’ve been in four and I’ve seen it in all four--there’s an attempt 
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to keep them caught up on their work as opposed to trying to get them up to grade-level--

two different things. (Interview #1, 1053-1063)   

Model Classroom Visits and Instructional Feedback.  Modeling instruction, in 

Michael’s opinion, is one of the most powerful ways to support instructional change and to 

model what good instruction looks like.  Academic deans can facilitate modeling in a couple of 

ways.  First, academic deans, through their continued observations of classrooms, are in a 

position to share these examples with teachers.  Michael promoted teacher learning through self-

reflection through cross-classroom observations.  He said this about the academic dean,  

It’s just as important for the teachers to learn as it is for the kids.  Your AP for instruction 

should be working with those teachers in finding the best and bringing them forward so 

that they can utilize that expertise for the benefit of all the kids that are on that campus. 

(Interview #1, 380-388) 

 Michael insisted these classroom observations within and across departments facilitate a 

greater level of expertise and exposure of practice among teachers to support professional 

growth.  He concluded teachers could look at best instructional practice occurring campus 

wide, as well as, rethinking those practices that are not as relevant.  Michael encouraged,  

If the instruction or teacher is not working well, or if you see some great instruction 

going on, let’s build on their expertise and let’s all learn what we need to, in order to get 

the instructional design back up. (Interview #1, 363-370) 

 Beyond scheduling teacher-to-teacher observations, Michael communicated deans can 

go a step further to facilitate discussions among teachers around instructional changes.  The 

first step for Michael was to “Try to model what the good instruction is and have them meet 

regularly with a really good teacher and have them talk through the things that they’re seeing” 
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(Interview #1, 408-410).  During the post classroom visits, Michael posed some of the 

following questions as guiding questions to facilitate instructional feedback, “What makes it 

good instruction?  What are you seeing that really impacts the kids, and how can you develop 

that even further?” (Interview #1, 411-412).  Michael stated he used this strategy in his own 

practice as an academic dean.  Michael contributed when an administrator acknowledges good 

teaching practices and recognizes individual teachers; it has a snowball effect in changing 

instructional design across the campus.  

If you go to a teacher and say, ‘you were doing this lesson and I saw this and the outcome 

for the kids was this and it was really great,’ that teacher’s going to try and design their 

lessons to get more things that they want someone to notice that they’re working hard and 

doing a good job.  If you go to a meeting, it doesn’t matter if it’s a department meeting or a 

faculty meeting, and point that out to the whole group, I will tell you from experience, 

because I’ve seen it, the teachers don’t just sit their and go like this, their whole demeanor 

changes, because you’ve just told everybody in the group ‘hey, you know what, someone in 

your group is doing a great job and this is what that great job looks like, and this is the 

outcome of that great job,’ and that provides the imputes for these other teachers to also try 

to do a great job. (Interview #1, 451-461) 
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Figure 7:  Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from Michael's Interview 

 
SEGMENT II: PERCEPTIONS FROM FOCUS GROUPS 

Research Question One: Assistant Principals 

What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

The predominant themes discovered from the Assistant Principal’s perceptions for question one 

include: 1) Types of data analysis activities; 2) Challenges associated with assistant principals 

and data analysis activities; and finally, 3) Challenges associated with the role of academic 

dean with data analysis activities. 

 During the course of the focus group interview with the assistant principals, they 

discussed the importance of data to the decision making process.  Jonathan adamantly described, 
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“Education and children and people are gray, and each decision regardless of the data is driven 

by the best interests of the students” (Interview #1, 163-165).  They all supported the idea data 

review by administrators is important in determining the educational needs of the students and 

the instructional planning guided by the teachers.  The following are some of the comments 

made by the assistant principals about the importance of data in their workplace.  Joe said,  “Data 

drives everything from master schedule to teaching assignments to class numbers.  I mean that’s 

where everything begins” (Interview #1, 68-69).  Jonathan went on to say, “I agree that data is 

important and that we use data every single day, I mean how many decisions do we make as 

AP’s” (Interview #1, 169-170).  During the interview, it was evident the team viewed the 

academic dean role as someone who carries out many of the same types of responsibilities 

(including data use) as the assistant principal with the exception of discipline.  Joe said, “The 

biggest difference in my mind that the academic dean that doesn’t do what we do is have an 

alpha, work with the kids” (Interview #1, 668-670).  This is important because the academic 

dean also shares many of the data analysis activities shared by the assistant principals, as well as, 

the challenges they face with data analysis activities.  The assistant principals did not seem to 

view the role of the academic dean as someone who solely works in insolation on data analysis 

activities but rather shares the same experiences they do.  

Types of Data Analysis Activities 

Review various types of data.  This team of administrators talked about the many types 

of data they review to support the best educational decisions for their students.  The review of 

these types of data extended to the academic dean position as well.  They spoke about summative 

data in terms of the STAAR results, AP results and the use of ESL data.  Jonathan had this to say 

about AP data, “With the AP testing, we have to look at data for that, or that’s a part of it to see 
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if these kids are scheduled in the right classes or if they need to be moved” (Interview #1, 71-73).  

Valerie stated, “Of course they’re going to do the STAAR test data…they also look at ESL stuff 

like the TELPAS scores, all of the data that comes out of our ESL department and how that 

works (Interview #1, 104-107).  More specifically, Joe felt statistical information on ESL 

students was critical to their overall success.  He shared, “We get transcripts from Central Office 

on kids because they’re at-risk.  So I get stuff from Central Office breaking down where they’re 

at …” (Interview #1, 150-151). 

In addition to summative data, formative data was also discussed during the interview.  Joe 

and Valerie offered benchmarks, failure rates and grades as examples of formative data reviewed 

by the entire administrative team.  Joe cited failure rates as one type of formative data he looks at 

as an administrator to try and determine why students are not passing.  He stated, “It could be a 

combination of one’s too easy, one’s too hard, or lots of things could come from that, but that’s a 

red flag for me, looking at failure rates” (Interview #1, 297-299).  Informal data came up as 

another form of formative data collected and reviewed.  This group determined relationship data 

as a key component for determining instructional decisions.  Although the team touched on the 

difficulty around capturing relational data among the various campus groups (teachers and 

students), they nevertheless, thought it to be extremely critical in the outcomes for student 

achievement.  Valerie said, “They also look at things, not just numbers, they came up with the 

idea that you build relationships--this is a foundation of this campus, which I think is amazing” 

(Interview #1, 107-109).  Joe went a step further to illustrate how teachers are developing data 

relationships among themselves through fruitful conversations.  He offered the following 

summation,  
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There’s a lot of formative assessment going on a daily basis.  That stuff between classes 

is amazing, and the other departments are doing the same thing where they’re talking 

about how it went…but as you get that data during the class period, it’s not official data 

or number data, but it’s still assessment.  It’s informal data that you can use in between 

classes, ‘How did it go?  How did you teach that? (Interview #1, 137-146) 

Valerie summed up her thoughts about how informal data builds those relationships 

among teachers on campus.  She said, “They’re constantly exchanging data, unofficial, between 

one another to develop better ways, more efficient ways to present material” (Interview #1, 94-

96).  From their viewpoint, data came from a variety of sources and it is incumbent for all 

teachers and administrators to be able to examine the trends and share their thoughts with each 

other whether formally or informally.  

Challenges Associated with Assistant Principals and Data Analysis Activities 

Technology 

Lack of Data.  The assistant principals collectively agreed technology was one of the main 

obstacles with supporting data-driven decision making activities.  One of the major issues for the 

team was the lack of accurate data on students.  Jonathan added this about technology, “We have 

a tool for data gathering and data desegregation, and to me our campus is innovative but when it 

comes to technology and use of technology I think we lag behind” (Interview #1, 376-378).  

Jonathan continued to discuss the particular deficits with the technology system.  He cited the 

testing data is not always updated appropriately, “The data files that are pulled...are incorrect or 

just straight-up wrong.  We’re told from our admin that certain things are on there and they’re 

not” (Interview #1, 390-393).  He felt it was frustrating to try and access the technology when 

the information loaded was not accurate or, in some cases, missing all together.  “Sometimes 



 158 

when you’re going into a classroom and you can’t get the program to work right, that’s 

frustrating.  Sometimes when you come back to your office and the teacher’s not even on the list, 

that’s frustrating” (Interview #1, 376-380).  The assistant principals talked about the difficulty of 

sometimes getting the necessary data to make the best instructional decisions for students.  Joe 

shared having accurate and current ESL data is extremely important to supporting the immigrant 

student however; it is often lacking or not timely.  This data is often hard to understand and 

difficult align to the same U.S. standards for awarding the appropriate credit.  Joe said this about 

the transcripts of students from other countries, “Those are pretty difficult to decipher and match 

up credits with credits and try to figure out what the kid needs to meet the state requirements and 

graduate” (Interview #1, 156-157).  Joe continued to echo the importance of ESL data.  He 

contended, “There’s no data on those kids, so we’re developing literally from ground zero. 

(Interview #1, 75-81) 

The administrative team strongly believed inaccurate data or the lack of data, poses a 

serious detriment to engaging with any kind of data work.  In their opinion, having the correct 

data was the foundation for developing a truthful picture of what the trends are illustrating and 

ultimately guiding the most effective instructional plan for an individual or group of students.  

Inadequate Professional Development for Technology Use.  Jonathan talked about the 

lack of professional development support with efficient technology use.  He said, “In addition, 

the district will buy programs to assist with data desegregation with a fly-by training that lasts 

two hours with no input with regard to the campus level needs” (Interview #1, 393-395).  Joe 

went on to describe, from his perspective, the lack of professional development and training 

occurred due to state financial constraints and budget reductions of staff at the district level.  

Providing the appropriate staff development suffered because the necessary staff needed to fulfill 
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these expectations was no longer available.  Joe specified technology specialists as an example 

of one of those district level positions cut from the budget.  He stated,  

We used to have people assigned to our campus, technology specialists.  It was fantastic, 

I mean in this day and age are you kidding me; technology is new everyday and you need 

an expert to help you with that on a daily basis and help teachers instruct using 

technology, and that was removed.  Now, it’s on an appointment basis or you have to 

hope that they’re here or via email, and administering a state assessment, often in my 

case I had no support and I didn’t know how to do it and had to figure it out as we went. 

(Interview #1, 460-466) 

Valerie said, “We don’t get professional development, it just doesn’t happen” (Interview #1, 

406-407).  Valerie provided AP testing as one of her newly assigned duties.  She declared the 

experience was difficult at first due to the lack of professional development and support on how 

to structure the overall process.  She recalled from her experience,  

In testing, what I ended up having to do, which was a fluke that I even knew to do this, the 

only reason I knew to do this was because of the other school that I had been at where they 

did have a system and they did teach me what I needed to know as far as tracking kids and 

testing and all the stuff that needs to happen.  But when I got here, I mean it was like; it was 

shocking to me actually how many things were not tracked or done and…Anyway, I just 

had to develop them myself, and literally hours and hours and hours and hours, and it’s all 

manually done, so it’s not perfect. (Interview #1, 413-423) 

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities 

Lack of Vision for the Role.  The assistant principals urged a label or title sometimes 

forces a person into a specific role and does not allow for complete flexibility in the role as 
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administrator.  According to Jonathan, “It’s all encompassing, and when you have the AD, 

stereotypical, and I know in many schools, or some schools, they have an AP that’s just a CP 

(Curriculum Person), or an AP that’s just a discipline principal, and their scope is limited” 

(Interview #1, 601-602).  He continued his thoughts with, “I think it takes a lot of power and 

authority away from the principal and administrator when you start talking about ‘You’ do 

academics…you can’t just be the boss over this area” (Interview #1, 581-584).  Joe shared, “That 

term sounds antiseptic; that’s someone who’s not on the frontline, that’s not in touch with kids 

but is looking at data, is looking at testing results…Just the term itself to me is a turnoff, is 

negative” (Interview #1, 572-574). 

 During the interview, the role of the academic dean meant different things to each 

interviewee.  During the discussion with the assistant principals terms such as Associate 

Principal and Curriculum Director were used to approximate the role of the academic dean.  To 

better understand the purpose and function of these types of roles, some discussion was held as 

to why the roles were developed in the first place.  Joe remarked on his thoughts about why 

these types of roles have been created.  He conjectured, “When I started, there were no ADs or 

Associate Principals or Deputies.  There was a principal and his assistants then everybody had 

their responsibility, and as testing became much more high stakes that role evolved” (Interview 

#1, 729-731).  With the advent of high stakes accountability Joe further supplemented his 

thoughts with the following, “There came the need for someone to oversee that part of it, the 

testing part of it, just the testing part of it…So it was out of necessity but I think the position 

evolved and high-stakes testing drove it all” (Interview #1, 733-742).  Valerie talked about her 

understanding of the function of the role by saying it served two functions.  She viewed the role 

as a “second in command” position who serves as a manager of the curriculum.   She believed 
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the role to have access to certain information and discussions that may not need to be necessary 

for all administrators.  She remarked this role, in her prior experiences was described, as a 

Curriculum Director who was chiefly responsible for aligning instructional procedures.  She 

reflected,   

Who’s going to look to make sure everyone’s teaching the same thing, and who’s going 

to look to make sure all the teachers are putting in the right kinds of grades so we can 

judge apples to apples instead of this teacher has three grades and this teacher has sixteen.  

You can’t judge that together.  Who’s going to manage that, and look at that, then it 

evolves into different things in each school. (Interview #1, 751-755) 

Jonathan added he perceived the role to be more of a curriculum specialist.  From his 

observations, some of the duties of the curriculum included. “Looking at numbers, visiting with 

teachers, along the lines of making sure they’re doing scope and sequence, …and you go and talk 

about relationships and rapport” (Interview #1, 635-637).  The consensus from the group was that 

when a role becomes dependent on one charge, your experience and influence is limited in other 

tasks that need to be accomplished.  The team also emphasized one person, even though they may 

be in charge of curriculum, cannot be everywhere all of the time.  As a result, a clear vision for the 

role with data and instruction became a helpful expectation to support assistant principals.  When 

the principal sets forth the expectations for the role, it becomes paramount for the academic dean 

to model the expectations so the rest of the team has a better understanding of what types of 

assistance this role may provide. Valerie echoed this sentiment through the following comment 

about vision and understanding the purpose of the role,  

Our job is very hard, but you have to be able to do it or the results aren’t going to be there, 

and I do agree that the most important person on the campus is your support personnel, but 
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your vision, your tone comes from your principal, and by extension it branches its way 

out… (Interview #1, 606-610). 

Disconnect with Students.  The assistant principals felt strongly one of their key roles is to 

develop relationships with students; however, they were unanimous that as you move further up 

the administrative ranks, the further away from the students you get.  The role of the academic 

dean was offered as an example of how this might be true.  Jonathan said,  

Great, your AD is working with teachers but what authority and power do they have when 

they’re disconnected from the kids.  To me the reason we’re here is the children, and if 

you’re not getting impact and interaction in the ability to involve yourself in their daily 

lives then what’s that saying because we have to be in the middle of everything…If the AD 

is moving one step away from the student and just impacting the teachers, well cool, 

maybe that will work out but I don’t think that is the intent of an administrative principal 

role. (Interview #1, 638-647)   

Jonathan urged it was important for these roles to stay connected to students however; this is 

often not the case because these positions are tasked with many assignments and there is a lack of 

time to effectively address them all.  He encouraged individuals serving in these positions to use 

opportunities such as extra curricular activities, lunch and bus duties to interface with students.  

Research Question Two: Assistant Principals 

How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

The predominant themes constructed based on the perceptions of the Assistant Principals for 

question two include: 1) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching model and, 2) 

Support instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model. 
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Promote a Climate of Trust Through Cognitive Coaching Model 

Collaboration.  This group of managers concentrated on how situational their 

administrative roles are on a daily basis.  They decided the role is both transformative and 

changes rapidly depending on the needs of the campus.  Jonathan cited, “Everyday is different in 

our role, and has to be different, and we have to be able to change and move and go with that” 

(Interview #1, 6-7).  Joe agreed, “That’s one of the things I love about this job is that there is no 

routine, everyday is just putting out fires, figuring out where the fires are and dealing with them” 

(Interview #1, 30-32).  To meet the demands of the role, the team talked about the importance 

and strength of the relationships among each other, staff, and students.  This team of 

administrators stressed the vision set forth by the principal was nurturing effective leaders 

through solid relationships.  In their opinion, the academic dean also shared in this vision for 

effective relationships.  Valerie said, “Relationships are the most important thing.  And our 

leadership is constantly reminding us of that” (Interview #1, 107-112).  Joe indicated, “There’s 

been a culture established here and it didn’t happen by accident…there’s an underlying 

philosophy of what we do everyday…the relationships we’re developing, with staff as well, and 

that’s huge to our success” (Interview #1, 39-41).  The hallmark of creating this type of climate 

and culture was centered on collaboration.  Jonathan explained embedded time was a part of the 

weekly routine to ensure all administrators had the necessary time to discuss data related 

concerns.  Jonathan indicated, “We do meet every Tuesday.  We do have open-door policy.  We 

attack problems, that’s just our approach.  We see an issue and we attack it” (Interview #1, 488-

489).  During this allotted time, Jonathan said, “We get to talk to key figures and staff, 

department chairs, coordinators, so on, as a team, and from there it filters down to our 

departments” (Interview #1, 317-323).  They agreed, this chance to meet and discuss data 
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various issues creates an environment to openly and honestly share amongst the team.  Jonathan 

reiterated this by saying, “We’re okay to bring a concern to our AD or principal and get 

feedback, and they give us feedback and they tell us what to do as far as suggestions, but they 

don’t tell us specifically what to do” (Interview #1, 492-495).  Jonathan communicated the value 

of this collegiality allowed everyone the chance to contribute to the discussion in a safe 

environment.  Jonathan also said it also promotes a dialogue that is honest, truthful, and ongoing.  

Jonathan touted, “You’re encouraging people to be honest and truthful and over all is what 

you’re doing benefiting kids, and if it’s not then we have much more conversation” (Interview 

#1, 307-311). 

Model Respect, Trust, and Autonomy.  This idea of relationships, as discussed by the 

team, was a deliberate attempt from the principal to set a tone for a climate and culture built on 

respect, trust, and autonomy.  The assistant principals regarded these three elements as important 

to them in working with academic dean type positions.  As a collective group they agreed 

treating educators as professionals, respecting their input, and extending a level of autonomy in 

their work improved outcomes.  Diversity in experience and opinion played a huge part in how 

they work with the academic dean.  Jonathan mentioned, 

People don’t want a stereotypical boss.  People want to come to a place where they’re 

welcomed and they’re treated with respect and given the tools with which to do their 

jobs and their task, and it’s the same for adults as it is for kids. (Interview #1, 234-237) 

For the team, part of developing a sense of respect for each other is to realize each team 

member brings a different experience or skill to the group. Valerie contemplated, “I think one of 

the things that all of our, not just us three, but all of our administration shares is a respect for 

everybody and you honor what they bring to the table” (Interview #1, 985-987).  They expressed, 
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the ability to respect the expertise each team member brings decreases any one person becoming 

any more important or valuable than another.  This idea of mutual respect, according to the team, 

allows for more teaching and learning opportunities among the group.  Jonathan articulated, 

“We’re all very different, and we all have our perspective and our own philosophy…but it’s I 

think our individualities combine to create something that not a lot of places have” (Interview #1, 

980-984).  

 Joe provided the following example of how the academic dean modeled building 

respectful relationships among other staff members.  He said she extended teachers the 

occasion to collaborate with administrators by respecting their expertise.  Joe stated,  

She invited a few other people to come to the department meetings that didn’t typically 

come before.  These are new people and I heard her saying that ‘I thought it would be a 

good idea to have them come in to department meetings so they could begin to learn about 

the culture and how we do things here.’ I like that I know there are some people on this 

campus that are experts in science, math, social studies, English, fine arts, I know those 

people who to go to when it’s time to do that.  It’s not just one person, and frankly I don’t 

think it’s realistic that one person could be that much of an expert. (Interview #1, 1073-

1083) 

The assistant principals said they were able to witness an initiative taken by the academic 

dean to reinforce relationships through the welcoming new staff to be a part of the administrative 

team discussions.   

Second, the administrative team focused on their success as a result of the trust and 

autonomy extended to them by the principal and the academic dean.  Jonathan said, “We’re trusted 

to do a good job, and that goes to data desegregation to monitoring our departments to supervising 
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kids at events.  It’s a lot of fun being here because there is that trust factor” (Interview #1, 449-

451).  Joe also felt, “I think it takes great courage for our campus to run the way it does because by 

not being a micro-manager, and freeing us up to do what we do, we’re getting fantastic results” 

(Interview #1, 1009-1012).  The leadership team talked extensively about how they may work 

independently on particular projects at various times, but they also were proud to say they worked 

together to fill in when or wherever additional support was needed.  This concept extended to the 

principal, as well, as the academic dean.  For example, the team demonstrated through their job 

descriptions, they are responsible for various types of test administration on campus.  They each 

lead test administration for the STAAR, AP, or TELPAS assessments.  They are trusted to identify 

student participation for each subject area and type of test, organize the testing protocol and to 

communicate testing procedures to the campus students and staff.  Jonathan was also reminded, 

“We’re all different people and that extends to our principal and academic dean…You look at 

empowering people and teaching and giving them authority to become leaders in whatever areas 

they’re strong at but also in what ever areas they’re weak at” (Interview #1, 584-592).   

The team discussed the incredible amount of trust shared among the group.  They reflected 

that even though they may lead specific instructional activities, they are never in isolation.  They 

all felt they shared a professional courtesy to trust whatever needed to happen would take place 

and they did not wait until someone was drowning to step in and help when the need arose. 

Valerie observed,  

It’s just a better environment, you feel more successful, and you don’t feel like you’re 

alone. If you’re crazy doing something else, someone is there to step in and do your 

thing or if you need advice or just want to talk something out, we’re pretty much 

available to each other whenever we need to do that. (Interview #1, 62-66) 
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Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

Model Classroom Visits and Staff Supervision.  The administrative team offered two 

examples of shared leadership opportunities with the academic dean to support their instructional 

work with the teachers.  One example of shared leadership expressed through the interview 

concentrated on classroom visits and observations.  Jonathan said, “The principal calls them 

walk-bys, and it’s often and we see what’s going on in the classroom, and you don’t have to be 

sitting in there for five or ten or fifteen minutes to know what’s happening” (Interview #1, 338-

340).  Joe responded about the purpose of these classroom visits.  He highlighted, “We wanted to 

get a common language, a common vocabulary as far as what we’re looking for, and again that 

was part of building our culture” (Interview #1, 347-349).  They shared these walk bys served as 

a way for them to observe engagement activities within the classroom, teacher delivery, and to 

communicate feedback to each other, as well as, the teachers.  As these walk by’s were 

implemented, Joe said, “We take teachers from one department to see teachers from another 

department” (Interview #1, 350-351).   Joe said, “It was informal but very effective.  Everyone 

knew that at any point a team would come in and watch you from other departments, and we had 

good results from that” (Interview #1, 367-369).  The group felt the cross department observation 

increased instructional communication among both administrators and each other.  It also 

increased the depth of feedback they could model to the staff.  Joe mentioned,  

And then as soon as we walk out of the room, we gather in the hallway and ‘what did you 

see?’ and people would say, ‘I saw this, I saw that.’  Different eyes see things differently 

than a principal does or an administrator, and teachers see things differently. (Interview 

#1, 353-360) 
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According to the team, another way the academic dean supports the administrative team 

with shared instructional concerns is through evaluation.  One of the expectations of an assistant 

principal is to serve in the role of evaluator.  They are charged with gathering data about teacher 

performance through classroom observations, student and parental feedback.  Valerie confirmed, 

“Each of us has a group of teachers that we supervise, so we’re supposed to go watch them teach 

and give them feedback” (Interview #1, 9-11).  Jonathan revealed, “She supervised our Special 

Ed department and that’s a big job” (Interview #1, 699-700).  Once a concern has been identified 

during a classroom observation, Valerie suggested the academic dean might serve a more 

specific role of support for assistant principals.  Valerie explained,   

Meaning if you have…okay, we’re all going into classrooms in our areas and there’s a 

red flag, there would be a support person come in that would have the expertise and 

would be not necessarily in that subject but about teaching in general--pacing, maybe 

that’s the deal, or how they talk to kids, or how timely their grades are.  Maybe you just 

need to assist them to get grading a little better, any number of things. (Interview #1, 624-

630)  

 Valerie elaborated, through these observations, adjustments in staff placement may need 

to occur and the academic dean is in charge of decisions involving teacher assignments.  She 

clarified,  

She helps build the master schedule, and if we’re short on a teacher or if we need a 

different kind of teacher, or if after the year starts we realize we need another kind of 

teacher or aide because of problems that have arisen, she’s like the first line and then 

she brings that to the principal and together they work with whoever in Central Office 

to see if we can get those needs met.  (Interview #1, 812-823) 
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Research Question Three: Assistant Principals 

How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change instructional 

practices? 

 The predominant theme established through the perceptions of the assistant principals 

for question is Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching model. 

Promote a Climate of Trust Through a Cognitive Coaching Model 

 Relationships and Autonomy.  The concept of teacher leaders shared by the principal 

in earlier interviews was the cornerstone of how assistant principals viewed their work, as well 

as, the work of the academic dean with teachers.  The team put forth the idea teachers need to 

feel empowered to do their job and it is the responsibility of the entire administrative team to 

promote a shared voice from them as professionals and to treat them as experts in their field of 

study.  To promote a relationship built on a shared voice Jonathan said, “We practice, every 

one of us practices an, and if people have problems they’ll come and tell us about them: that’s 

parents, that’s teachers, that’s students” (Interview #1, 303-305).  The philosophy of having 

concrete professional relationships with teachers was the foundation for all of their interactions 

with the staff.  Joe supported the principal and academic dean’s vision for teacher leaders by 

saying, “A lot of them are our leaders, or at least they know they bought into our philosophy, 

and everybody that comes in new hears the same thing and they see it modeled and practiced 

every single day” (Interview #1, 201-205).  Valerie stated, “It’s great to have innovative ways 

to teach, and new think-outside-the-box activities to do; that’s great, and we encourage that, but 

the main thing is the relationship” (Interview #1, 112-114).  Valerie expounded,  

For me it goes back to the relationship I have with my teachers, because the culture of 

the school really is based on relationship and how well they, especially new teachers as 
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they come in, fit into the culture, and from that culture goes everything else: this sharing 

in the hallways or getting together and doing the data or lesson plans or anything else 

they’re doing.  It all stems from the relationship, which we model to our teachers and 

they model to their group. (Interview #1, 249-254) 

 Extending autonomy to teachers was one way the administrative team contributes to the 

relationship.  Jonathan continued he viewed autonomy as empowering the staff to take risks 

and to take the initiative with various projects.   

If you treat people with trust and a little respect and give them the tools and empower 

them to do something, then they’ll do what they need to do on their own without being 

told to do it from Central Office or from some curriculum guru. (Interview #1, 173-176) 

 Joe felt giving teachers professional autonomy created more ownership and buy in from 

the staff.  This autonomy, in his opinion, allowed for more creativity with individualized 

instructional efforts.  From Joe’s responses, he detailed there are multiple ways to meet an end 

goal and how each individual gets to that point should really be up to them.  He said,  

You can tell somebody to do something and you’ll only get what you asked for.  If you 

tell them what needs to be done and allow them the freedom to get that done, then 

you’re getting a whole lot more on the way toward reaching that goal. (Interview #, 

195-198) 

 Valerie provided the math department as an example to demonstrate Joe’s argument for 

teacher autonomy.  She remembered,  

Okay, this year the math department decided ‘we don’t like the way we’re doing Algebra 

I, so we’re going to review that, we’re redoing the whole structure of that,’ and they do it 

together as a team.  Of course, I didn’t have anything to do with that, our AD had nothing 
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to do with that, that was the people in the field working with the kids saying ‘this design 

could be better, let’s try something a little bit better, do you see a little more success?’ 

(Interview #1, 1031-1049) 

It was important, for the administrators, the teachers felt authorized to make changes 

among themselves a team without having to get constant approval from the academic dean.  

 

Figure 8:  Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from Assistant Principals Interview 

 

Research Question One: Department Chairs 

What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

 The predominant themes discovered from the Department Chair’s perceptions for 

question one include: 1) Types of data analysis activities; 2) Provide a data climate and culture; 

and finally, 3) Challenges associated with the role of academic dean with data analysis 

activities.  To accommodate scheduling concerns, the department chairs were interviewed 
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separately.  Their responses have been grouped together because they share the common role of 

department chair.  

Types of Data Analysis Activities 

Review Various Types of Data.  The department chairs offered up a variety of formative 

and summative data reviewed by campus staff and administrators to make the best educational 

decisions possible for all students.  Dorothy noted, “[They] were the ones who would look over 

the data” (Interview #1, 331).  Martha said, “I know that they look at our STAAR data because 

we get different things from them that say it will be disaggregated by teacher or disaggregated by 

the standard” (Interview #1, 401-403).   

In regards to formative assessment, Martha stressed, “People use different things.  That is 

kind of on a teacher-by-teacher basis” (Interview #1, 83).  She said, “We do look at different 

kinds of data the schools look at attendance, some disciplinary data, formative testing, looking at 

writing processes” (Interview #1, 40-43).  Her opinion was it really depends on what purpose or 

goals you are trying to achieve that defines how you use formative assessments.  Each of the 

teachers provided specific examples of formative assessments they have used.  Some of these 

examples include benchmarks, common assessments, classroom observations, in class 

monitoring strategies such as a thumbs up, and unit tests.  Dorothy said, “Sometimes even just 

speaking to the students--classroom conversations where you understand that they’re getting 

what you’re doing, whether they’re doing project-based learning, where they’re showing through 

a project that they understand” (Interview #1, 700-703).  Martha said the use of these various 

assessments allowed the teachers to understand where gaps occur with the student’s 

understanding of a particular concept.  She continued,   

I would say looking at common assessments and making sure that they reflect what the 
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kids need to know, and I would say looking at are we all aligned with the curriculum?  

Are we all in roughly the same time period or roughly the same place in the scope and 

sequence, and if not trying to help people get that either by chunk?  (Interview #, 120-

123) 

Provide a Data Climate and Culture 

 Collaboration.  Collaboration, as set forth by the academic dean, was included as part 

of structuring a climate of trust around campus wide data systems.  The department chairs 

offered a few examples of how structured meeting times are set up to accommodate increased 

teacher conversations and interactions around data use.  The collaborations are reflected 

through common planning periods among the various departments and/or subject specific 

teams, summer staff development, and weekly campus leadership meetings.  Dorothy 

referenced embedded collaboration time as she experienced it through common planning times.  

She shared,  

[They] talk about collaboration a lot, and we need to make sure we are experts and 

that’s why we have common conference periods and things of that nature.  They want 

us to get together, they want us to collaborate, they want us to see where the weak areas 

are and if we have someone who’s stronger in those areas that we work together and get 

ideas from each other. (Interview #1, 385-389) 

Jane added her participation during conference period discussions focused on reviews of 

the most recent tests results and how to translate these results into actionable changes with 

instruction.  She said as a team they answer various questions like,  
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Was this question really fair?  Did we teach it right? Who taught it better?  What did you 

do?  What did you do different than I did?  Explain how you taught this so maybe I can 

get a little different insight on what I need to do. (Interview #1, 169-173) 

 These types of questions around the data allowed deeper reflection about what the data 

means and to constitute any adjustments within the curriculum.  Dorothy also recalled summer 

professional development, as another occasion for campus and district level staff to come 

together and reflect on the data.  The data, reviewed during this time, are typically the results 

from the state assessments administered in the spring.  Dorothy stated, ”We have longer 

opportunities to meet during the summer to make sure to take a look at that when we’re looking 

at results from springtime” (Interview #1, 401-402).  She elaborated on what this summer 

collaboration was meant to accomplish. She said,  

When we were doing our in-service this summer, they wanted all core teachers to make 

sure they were looking at STAAR data to go through and find those top 10 problems 

that they had in their groups and see if all teachers have the same top 10 problems, and 

if not talk to the teachers who had been higher performing and saying what they did and 

how they got to that particular level… (Interview #1, 192-197) 

 Martha offered test writing as another means of collaboration expected from the campus 

and district level leadership during the summers retreats.  She cited, most often, common 

assessments were the focus of the work.  She offered, “The common assessment is written by a 

collaborative effort of teachers from middle and high schools, and they’ll send that to us and 

ask us what we want to change” (Interview #1, 202-205).   

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities 
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Lack of Vision for the Role.  Due to the state budget reductions a few years ago, the 

department chairs remarked a lot of the curriculum types positions were no longer employed 

within the district and a lot of the responsibilities assumed under these titles were now a part of 

the job expectations for the Department Chairs.  Dorothy placed a historical context on how 

these curriculum roles by saying, “ We don’t have coaches for English, for science, for history, 

and there’s nobody who’s in charge of those departments anymore.  There was, and then there 

were the huge layoffs when the budget was cut” (Interview #1, 301-303).  Martha also added this 

from her previous experience in the district, “We had content area coordinators for all of the 

content areas, and some based at elementary and secondary. All of those positions were 

eliminated several years ago” (Interview #1, 356-359). She further stated some of the 

responsibilities of these roles included, “Writing benchmarks, supplementing the curriculum with 

materials, coordinating textbook adoptions, staff development in the fall during the year, 

attending staff development ourselves and finding out the most recent information on testing and 

relaying that to the teachers” (Interview #1, 356-367).  Without the additional support, Dorothy 

said, “It very difficult to get someone to understand specifically what you’re doing in your grade-

level, or in your subject area” (Interview #1, 304-306).  Dorothy determined the role of data use 

has transferred to department chairs and away from the curriculum specialist type roles within 

the district.  She contemplated, “They were the ones who would look over the data as opposed 

we just aggregate all of our own data now…that falls on me quite a bit to say this is what all 

these things are, and to decide” (Interview #1, 311-314).  

Due to these budget constraints and the reduction of these types of curriculum roles, the 

department chairs felt a vision for the work is lacking.  The department chairs believed one of the 

primary roles of the academic dean with supporting data analysis activities would be to 
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communicate a set of clear expectations for what data is to be reviewed and how it is to be used 

to support student learning.  Goals for data use were important to the department chairs. Dorothy 

mentioned,  “I would hope that they would have more planning involved with those kinds of 

things, and if looking at data is important what are we supposed to be looking at, what do you 

want us to be doing” (Interview #1, 334-336).   Martha mentioned her view on the importance 

the role could have with setting goals and a plan of action as a result of the data collected. 

Martha stated if would be beneficial, “If we could collect academic data, and I don’t know that 

we don’t here, if we are I don’t see much of it, but if we could collect that data and have 

somebody help us set goals based on that” (Interview #1, 463-466).  She went on to add, “I think 

it would be really useful if we had someone who looked at the data, coordinated strategies to 

help us improve on areas where we have gaps.  Worked with us to develop strategies and goals 

for our department” (Interview #1, 335-337).  Holding staff accountability for consistent data use 

was a sentiment Martha continued to echo during the interview.  She said,  

I’d like to have more help on the data…I’d like to feel that there was more help, and 

this may be my perception, of being backed-up when you feel like something needs to 

change.  I’d like to know that that person really has a vested interest in making sure that 

these things happen. (Interview #1, 324-330)  

 Teacher Attitudes.  For the academic dean, gaining teacher buy in for consistent data 

use was problematic from the viewpoints of the department chairs.  By her own admission, 

Dorothy shared the following candid response about data-driven decision making.  She strongly 

attested, “I don’t really believe in it. I don't believe in anything except the individual” 

(Interview #1, 167-168).  Dorothy stated she has a lot of frustration towards the test makers and 

their lack of alignment of what determines student success. She felt,  
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When you talk about testing data and say that a student who has shown you in dozens of 

ways that they can do what you want them to do, at least a minimum level, and done their 

homework assignments, and have taken their tests, and have been in school, and have 

been participating members of the school environment, and then because they can’t pass 

a test they can’t graduate from school, is unbelievably unfair to me.  (Interview #1, 202-

210) 

  Teacher isolation was a concern Martha addressed about those teachers who do their 

own thing in terms of data work.  She said,  “There’s no real consequence for doing that, and 

some of the people are people who have been here for a really long time; there’s just no 

consequence for that” (Interview #1, 195-198).  

Research Question Two: Department Chairs 

How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

The predominant theme constructed based on the department chair’s perceptions for question 

two was Support instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model. 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

Model Classroom Visits.  Martha suggested one way the academic dean supports 

instructional capacity with the other administrators is by leading classroom visits.  She was 

reminded,  “She also does some walk-throughs, maybe some observations” (Interview #1, 292). 

Martha added her thoughts on what she envisioned the academic dean stressed during these 

observations.  She speculated, “They’re like an observation of ‘who all are engaged, what kinds 

of activities are going on?’ ‘Are you basically in the same place in the curriculum?’ I know they 

look at that.  They’re for the most part a few minutes” (Interview #1, 414-417). 
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Dorothy discussed issues of consistency with goals. She said,  

One of the things we had talked about this year was consistency, so they mention and 

bring up again and again that we know that consistency is important to you so we’re 

being sure to be consistent in A, B, and C and make sure we follow through on the things 

you’re asking you to do. (Interview #1, 375-379) 

She went on to elaborate by saying, “…that we have what we need to as a building, 

we understand what’s going on, what the rules are, what their expectations are, and that they 

follow through with them for the kids and for us”  (Interview #1, 514-516). 

Research Question Three: Department Chairs 

How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change instructional 

practices? 

 The major themes established through the perceptions of the Department Chairs for 

question three include: 1) Understanding the role of the academic dean; 2) Promote a climate of 

trust through cognitive coaching model; 3) Support instructional capacity through a clinical 

coaching model; and finally, 5) Recommendations for the role. 

Understanding the Role of the Academic Dean 

 The meaning of the term academic dean, as evidenced through the interview with each 

department chair, took on a variety of meanings and understandings.  Martha theorized 

academic dean roles are possibly a part of campus teams primarily due to the increased 

accountability as a result of state assessments.  She derived this opinion about the role,  

I think it’s probably because of the standardized testing. I think it’s probably something 

that schools have needed for along time; it’s kind of like the change in principals from 
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being building managers to dealing with instruction and things like that. (Interview #1, 

316-319)  

Some of the following statements epitomize some of the thoughts from the department chairs 

on the role.  Dorothy described the role by saying, “I would say it’s someone who primarily 

oversees the core and academic areas, somewhat of a coordinator or a go-to person” (Interview 

#1, 328-330).  Martha viewed the role in the following way, “I have known people that have 

been AD’s in different districts, and they have mostly been people who were principals, 

administrative, but their sole focus was academics, they didn’t do behavior at all” (Interview 

#1, 274-276).  Martha also indicated, “On our campus we have an AP and that basically is her 

role…that is basically the role she takes on” (Interview #1, 280).  Jane provided insight on the 

role by sharing, “I think the word academic dean is a new term…I hadn’t heard anybody called 

an academic dean.  Like right now, we have one of the assistants…she’s in charge of 

curriculum” (Interview #1, 465-468).  Jane thought,  “So to me that person, that academic 

someone who knows the how-to’s to deliver and how to look at…something in that realm, not 

just a teacher and not just a principal” (Interview #1, 420-422).   Martha drew on her 

instructional experiences and described the many variations of the role of the academic dean.  

Based on her personal experiences, she said, 

I worked with people in smaller districts where there was a curriculum coordinator for 

every content area, and special programs, and everything…just depended on the size 

and structure of the district and who was there at the time because a lot of 

superintendents have different ideas about how districts should be structured, so it just 

depended. (Interview #1, 512-519)   
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Martha indicated her understanding of the current instructional position on her campus by 

sharing some examples of her interactions with the role.  She recollected the academic dean often 

served in two capacities: extra curricular activities and leading the hiring process. “If you’re 

sponsoring a group and you want to fundraise you have to have it approved through her, and 

that’s been more of our conversations probably than academic.  Most of our academic 

conversations have been about hiring people, the hiring process I’d say. (Interview #1, 452-454) 

Promote a Climate of Trust though Cognitive Coaching Model 

Collaboration.  The department chairs outlined how they consistently interact with the 

administrative team, including the academic dean.   The responses from all three-department 

chairs aligned to the fact that these leadership meetings are held weekly, are designed to cover 

various types of information, departmental and campus concerns, and logistical material.  From 

Martha’s account, she stated, “The Associate Principal is basically in charge of that. They give 

us information on different things and it’s mostly logistical and then we’re able to bring concerns 

up, too”  (Interview #1, 298-300).  Jane continued, “They talk about things that are happening 

at our school, things that are coming up.  We meet and then we send the information 

down to other teachers” (Interview #1, 511-514).  Dorothy also supported the notion of the 

department chairs serving as a conduit between the administrative team and the teachers.  She 

stated, “We’re able to bring the information back to our departments and departmental meetings 

as well” (Interview #1, 66-67).  Jane also supported her position as an intercessor between 

campus administration and teachers.  She acknowledged,  

I try to get information from the principals and APs and bring it back down, cause 

we’re a big campus.  We do not have big faculty meetings, which is something that 

we all really would rather have but it doesn’t always happen, so there’s been a lot of 
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filtering of information that goes from the higher-ups through us to departments. 

(Interview #1, 18-22) 

Trust and Autonomy.  The department chairs viewed their position as an intermediary 

role to the academic dean.  They struggled with the idea of a single individual being expected to 

be all knowing about the content of every subject area.  Dorothy mentioned, “I think it’s 

impossible.  I mean there’s no way.  How do you have someone who knows everything about 

every subject area?  (Interview #1, 618-619).  The department chairs viewed themselves and the 

academic dean in a mutually supportive way.  The department chairs felt they have the classroom 

level expertise to share with upper administrators to ensure the proper instruction takes place.  

Dorothy shared, “To expect someone to come in and know everything about everything is 

impossible; that’s why you have to have department chairs and things like that because you can’t 

know everything” (Interview #1, 622-624).  Martha seemed familiar with the vision for 

developing teacher leaders and thought the concept could be a helpful initiative among the staff.  

This idea seemed to born out of respect and autonomy given to the teachers to respond to 

instructional needs in accordance to their best professional opinion.  Due to their level of 

expertise, the staff was given latitude to structure adjustments and modifications to their 

instruction without a top down mandate. Martha supported, “If that AD served purely to help 

develop, I think content area leaders on the campus, it would be really, really valuable” 

(Interview #1, 504-505).  

Trust was valued as a way to encourage leadership among the teachers.  Dorothy 

illustrated the importance of a climate of trust with the administrators with following statement, 

“I think the key component to success is that they have to believe that someone is there, someone 

is supporting them, and someone cares”  (Interview #1, 732-734).  All of the department chairs 
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had a sense that the entire administrative team was supportive of their efforts and if they had any 

type of question or concern, they were accessible and approachable.  With confidence, Dorothy 

exclaimed, “The administration is accessible so if you need them it’s all open-door policy, so if 

there’s something going on then you can talk to them about it” (Interview #1, 67-69).  The 

department chairs emphatically felt there was not a top down mandated approach to how the 

administrator interacts with them or the classroom teachers.  More specifically, Dorothy stated 

this about the academic dean,  

 She’s the academic, she’s in charge of the academics, but again we’re in a climate here 

where we look very much to them as support staff and that’s how they have set 

themselves up is that they are the support staff…they have started a climate where they 

are here to support us, not to tell us. (Interview #1, 519-524) 

Dorothy said, “Campus-wide we are strongly encouraged to orchestrate success, to give 

them a chance to be successful, whatever that looks like in individual classrooms is up 

to those individual teachers” (Interview #1, 709-711). 

Support Instructional Capacity Through Clinical Coaching Model 

Professional Development.  The department chairs uncovered professional development as 

one area in which they work with the academic dean to support instructional capacity within 

their departments to develop teacher leaders.  This area of instructional support came by way of 

a needs assessment to determine individually and departmentally what types of professional 

development was needed to enhance changes in instructional practices.  Professional 

development, from the opinions of the department chairs, was both received and delivered by the 

department chairs as needed.  Dorothy talked further about the needs assessment approach to 

allow for voice in the process of determining aligned and suitable staff development.  She 
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imparted, “There have been a few things:  needs assessment based things, again; they ask and 

want to know what the issues are” (Interview #1, 371-372).  

She also stated, “So, we get things on email or through other places, and then they ask 

department chairs ‘What professional development do you need?’  And the administrators help 

with facilitating those kinds of things” (Interview #1, 37-39).  The department chairs referred to 

professional development in terms of campus based and out of district opportunities.  Jane 

provided information about some of the types of campus based professional development offered 

by the campus administration. She shared they were mostly compliance based opportunities.  She 

further added the compliance based workshops included things like child abuse, workplace 

harassment, and ESL requirements.  For more content area specific training, Jane said, “Mainly 

we go to other places, like we go to Region XIII, there are some things we go to there” 

(Interview #1, 313-316).  She continued,  

I do go to workshops, I do interact with other professionals…big organizations, where 

they   have a broader view...and listening to some of them and in these where you have 

30 people and you’re interacting, ‘well, how did you teach that?  Oh, that’s so much 

better than the way I did it.  I like that, can you send that to me? (Interview #1, 290-294) 

Dorothy viewed professional development through the lenses of presenter.  In her 

opinion, professional development varies to the needs of the campus and at any time, the 

department chairs could be called on to present on a variety of topics.  She discussed,  

Some of the things that’s given to you and it’s said ‘you’re going to be the trainer and this 

is what you need to follow,’ that was true for the ELPS, it was true for Bring Your Own 

Device, it was true for a couple of other things, and then other than that it would be ‘these 
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are things we got, these are the materials, this is what I found important from the 

materials and now the rest of the materials are for you to look at. (Interview #1, 51-56) 

Dorothy described professional development in the following manner,  

It’s not top-down professional development kinds of things…Plan and 

you decide what your department’s going to do, you turn it back into us, we’ll approve 

it, but there’s no direction on what we should be doing; it’s just we decide on that. 

(Interview #1, 314-318) 

 Dorothy was the most vocal about working with teachers new to the profession or with 

teachers who need additional classroom support.  Dorothy said, “I keep a look out for when there 

are struggling teachers…to be the middleman between the administration and the teachers and 

make sure concerns are heard” (Interview #1, 14-17).  She commented there are so many staff 

members; it is cumbersome for the administrative staff to hear every concern or to monitor and 

filter the progress of every single teacher on campus.  Dorothy stated the expectations the 

administration has for her is supporting staff.  She shared, “Go into their classes, see how things 

are done, and send them to professional development opportunities about how to set a classroom 

up, because often if you don’t relate well with students, discipline becomes a problem too” 

(Interview #1, 284-288). 

 The department chairs were clear that if they or anyone in their department wanted to 

participate in outside professional development they could do so.  They felt the administrative 

staff, including the AD, was dedicated to professional growth and would do whatever necessary 

to secure funding for these additional resources.  Dorothy said,  “Mostly it’s more about them 

making sure we get the money for it when we need it.  A lot of things to go to would be guest 

speakers and things of that nature” (Interview #1, 34-37). 



 185 

Monitor Student Interventions.  As a result of testing, students are identified for 

additional remediation or support in order to be successful towards graduation requirements.  

The academic dean, according to Jane,  “Takes care of the testing like all that kind of stuff, who 

makes sure there’s no one falling through the cracks for any of the STAAR testing, and I know 

she delegates things to other people” (Interview #1, 468-470).  The department chairs indicated 

there is a symbiotic relationship between the academic dean, teachers, and student interventions.  

Dorothy spoke from the most experience with working with the academic dean on structuring of 

student intervention classes.  Dorothy spoke about the multiple ways students are supported 

through interventions.  She said the students have a computer based remediation class during the 

school day and after school.  Tutorials were also cited as an additional support for students.  She 

said the remediation classes are designed to be available to students for a six-week period to 

allow them enough time to regain credits they were missing.  During the conversation with 

Dorothy, she maintained, the academic dean identifies staff to facilitate these interventions and 

provides the instructional resources to support the teachers’ work with the students.  Dorothy 

reminded me she is one of the team members for the conducting student interventions and 

monitoring the progress of students.  She shared, “ We’re constantly looking at student 

transcripts, seeing what they need, and looking at their current grades and classes to make sure 

that they’re keeping up with what they need to keep up with in all those classes”. (Interview #1, 

444-446). 

Jane referenced her concern for students in classes who have already passed a class or the 

state assessment and no longer need the additional support.  She admitted it is sometimes very 

difficult to remove students from classes they do not need and she works with the academic dean 

to make schedule changes when she has exhausted all of her other possibilities.  Jane talked 
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about feeling comfortable enough to approach the academic dean with these types of issues.  

Jane was self-assured when she discussed her comfort level with the academic dean and bringing 

forth any concerns.  She touted, “Oh, I can walk with…any time, as long as she’s not with 

anybody I can…if it’s something really important” (Interview #1, 660-664).  Jane further 

evidenced schedule changes as one of those concerns she could easily express to the academic 

dean for support.  She mentioned, sometimes, even though a student has passed all state 

assessments or received credit for a course, they are accidentally placed into the wrong class.  

Jane said, “I’m like ‘why are they in there? This is inappropriate for those two students.’ I talked 

to counselors; I talked to her. (Interview #1, 481-490) 

Recommendations for the Role 

 Vision for the Role of the Academic Dean for Working With Teachers.  Setting the 

expectations for instructional planning and communicating those expectations to the staff was a 

theme that reverberated from my conversations with the department chairs.  Jane said, “That’s 

the other thing; I don’t really know what my role is.  I think I’m just a go-between…I really 

don’t know if anybody who has…I don’t know really what my duty is” (Interview #1, 672-677).  

Martha confided. “We never really have talked much about goals here; it’s more of a not in 

writing.  We don’t really have conversations about goals much” (Interview #1, 550-553).  

Martha denoted the academic dean was responsible for formatting the CIP in regards to campus 

plans however; there was a deficit in formulating individual goals for teachers.  Martha 

specifically referenced, “I mean more personal goals, department goals, goals of what we want to 

accomplish and when we want to accomplish them.  I think that would be extremely useful” 

(Interview #1, 467-469). Dorothy also offered, “I think it’s the role of APs to keep the building 

functioning…we understand what’s going on, what the rules are, what their expectations are, and 
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that they follow through with them for the kids and for us” (Interview #1, 512-516).  Dorothy 

commented consistency with campus plans and initiatives was tantamount for all staff to align 

goals and visions.  Martha advanced the notion of a clear vision for the role of the academic dean 

by supporting,   

I wish we did have some kind of a coordination position that the focus was mostly 

academics.  I think it would help people like me in our goal setting, in our planning, in 

what the expectations are for us.  I think sometimes I overstep what the expectations are 

for me, and it’s not that I mean to; it’s just that I really care about the end product that we 

put out here. (Interview #1, 330-335) 

For Martha, time to meet and share instructional strategies with her department was 

difficult.  She thought, “Somebody who could coordinate that…If we did have an academic 

person who was coordinating the schedule, who could schedule people off at particular times, 

who really could see the big picture, it would be a good thing” (Interview #1, 337-344).   Jane 

claimed, “I would think it would be someone who knows a lot about curriculum and help present 

it and be able to help you teach and maybe bring in things that would be appropriate for our 

level” (Interview #1, 409-411).  For example, Jane shared,  

There are many years that I’ve said ‘I would love to have someone come in and do some 

questioning stuff, the how-to’s.  Not for middle school and not for elementary. Really 

show me how you use it in a high school.  How do you do it?” (Interview #1, 321-323) 
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Figure 9:  Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from Department Chair Interviews 

 

Research Question One: Classroom Teachers 

What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

The predominant theme discovered from the perceptions of the classroom teachers for 

question one was: Challenges associated with teachers and data analysis activities. 

Challenges Associated with Teachers and with Data Analysis Activities 

Lack of Vision for Data Use.  The teachers spoke about data in terms of their personal 

experiences and they way the perceived data rather than from a framework of working specifically 
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with the academic dean on any particular data related activities.  Individually, they expressed the 

importance of data and why it is necessary in terms of changing instructional outcomes, increasing 

successful learning forecasts for students through remediation, and assisting with their own 

professional growth with teaching practices.  In terms of understanding what data-driven decision 

making means several teachers offered up numerous definitions to illustrate their comprehension 

and application of the concept.  Grace commented,  

When I hear the phrase data-driven decision making, that makes me feel from an 

administrative standpoint of making decisions on ‘okay, right now we have remediation 

STAAR classes for kids who haven’t passed yet…making decisions for courses that need 

to be there or not be there, changes that need to be based on obtaining these scores or 

whatever you’re wanting. (Interview #1, 97-103) 

Lila viewed data based decisions as a way to support instructional change within the 

classroom.  For her, data provided some evidence of what gaps existed in the curriculum and how 

the emphasis for teaching in that area may be adjusted. She said, 

When they come in, if I look at my class as a whole and in eight grade they all missed a 

certain section that I have to focus on before we can go onto something else, so it can drive 

where you focus…you have to reteach. (Interview #1, 54-58) 

With the push to be data-driven in schools, the teachers admitted they are unclear about the 

vision for data use.  In particular, Olivia spoke about a lack of vision this way,  

I would like to know what decisions are made with data. As a teacher, that is relatively 

new. I hear this a lot and pretty much for me it’s something that no one has ever explained 

to me. They talk about it even when you take courses about teaching but I don’t understand 

what data are you supposed to use. (Interview #1, 60-64) 
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Technology 

This section is dedicated to the responses of the teachers concerning the struggles with the 

use of technology with data analysis activities.  Although the use of technology seemed to be well 

intended, they had a lot to contribute about the poor feasibility and flaws of technology use.  They 

included technology is too complicated, they lack the appropriate access, they receive inaccurate 

data, and there is too much data causing them to feel overloaded.  

Too Complicated.  The most resounding comments explained the technology system 

within the district is too complicated to use.  Olivia stated, “I’m like it’s not a friendly, easy thing 

because there’s all this data in there, but I think you need a special degree to pull it out because I 

don’t have it” (Interview #1, 204-205).  She continued with, ”I don’t know if there’s any easier 

way, I just know that when they say you can look that up--like what information?...Just duck and 

don’t ask because I just don’t understand it even when somebody shows me” (Interview #1, 219-

222.  To add to the complication if using the technology system, the teachers echoed that to put 

tests into the system requires a lot of detailed attention.  This activity requires a lot of their time. 

They discussed it is extremely difficult because you have to categorize every item along with the 

appropriate TEK to understand the concept being tested and to get the most accurate results.   

They added every student’s information must be bubbled in accurately for inputting and then each 

student is to receive a print out of their results which takes an inordinate amount of time to print 

not to mention resources such as paper and ink.  Olivia talked about her initial enthusiasm for 

using technology with the following excerpt, “I actually approached the department chair and said 

‘why don't we do this?’ and she said ‘okay, here’s what you need to do to do that’ and its like a 

boatload of things and it’s ridiculous. (Interview #1, 191-192) 
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Training for use with the technology system varied among the group.  Olivia explained 

they had never had any training on the technology, Donna said they received a reminder training 

from the department chair after each major assessment was given, and Grace said she received 

training from a district coordinator.  Donna elaborated that she has not used the information from 

the training and felt that is did not align to what she needed.  

Lack of Access.  Donna mentioned that lack of access further complicates the use of 

technology even more.  She disclosed that access is different depending on your role at the school.   

She clarified this information with,  

I have a different access that you do.  So when you are telling me the problems that you 

have, I have no idea what you’re talking about because mine looks different than your 

does, and whereas the information that I have is the information you need. (Interview #1, 

223-227)  

Olivia went on to say that teacher access is more limited than the department chair access 

and this makes it difficult to have data conversations because they are not privy to the same things.  

For this reasons, many in the group recounted how often they access the technology.  Two of the 

participants shared they rarely or never use technology.  One of the respondents stated technology 

is used on a daily basis while yet, another participant said, technology was used by her only about 

twice a month.  

Inaccurate Data.   Donna and Grace pointed out that not having data or inaccurate data is 

also a problem.  Donna said, “The information you get from data is not necessarily the information 

you need to help kids.  It just shows how they do on that particular test which doesn’t necessarily 

test what they’ve been learning” (Interview #1, 298-300).  Grace also stated, “It also depends on if 

you have data.  I have upper-level kids in high school so I don’t get any data at all” (Interview #1, 
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91-92).  For the teachers, they felt this lack of data restricts their ability to make the appropriate 

decisions for teaching and learning.  Olivia shared,  

And then someone tells me, no matter what data you use it’s not the right data. And then I 

am supposed to make more decisions…so what do I do with that data? The data I need is 

different than it seems the whole thing is revolved around. (Interview #1, 65-68) 

Data Overload.  The group of teachers acknowledged their roles are dictated by many 

activities such as calling parents, grading, and creating lessons.  They talked about how these 

demands on their time made it difficult to have any designated time to use technology to examine 

data.  Leslie confronted the lack of time by saying,  

Honestly, it would be something if I had absolutely nothing else in the world to do, which 

doesn’t ever happen in my life, that’s a challenge--motivation and time. It would take so 

much time and I don’t have so much time. (Interview #1, 294-297) 

The consensus among the group was that there is simply too much data and this wealth a 

data is creating a sense of dread in trying to decipher it all.  Olivia equated working with data as 

being over-whelmed.  She said, “I am clueless as to what I am supposed to do on a daily basis 

with all this data – drowning in data” (Interview #1, 69-70).  Lila recounts, “It’s over-whelming 

because we’ll take every single kid and there’s a spreadsheet of what they took in the eight grade 

or maybe the benchmark, and every item and their answer is on this spreadsheet, and it is a 

nightmare” (Interview #1, 71-74).  Leslie said, “I could make it a lot of data but I don’t. I make it 

just what I need, but the STAAR is overwhelming” (Interview #1, 161).  

Research Question Two: Classroom Teachers 

How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 
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The predominant theme constructed based on the Classroom Teachers perceptions for 

question two was Student Interventions. 

The teachers were limited in their knowledge of exactly how the academic dean position 

supports principals with making effective instructional decisions. The teachers made general 

statements about how they perceive the role of the academic dean as a support position.  Donna 

delineated, “Our Associate Principal looks at the academic realm so that she can be the in 

between” (Interview #1, 452).  Lila viewed the academic dean as the “go to” person when the 

principal was not available on campus and more of the daily operations person.  She said she sees 

the principal as more of the visionary and she is more of the implementer of the vision.  Donna 

corroborated this notion by saying, “I think a lot of what she does is behind the scenes and is not 

necessarily something she is sending out in emails to the whole campus” (Interview #1, 748-479).  

Grace said, “The AD does not do discipline, or assistant principals all have a section in the 

alphabet and they handle all the issues with the kids and the AD doesn’t…She doesn’t have an 

alpha” (Interview #1, 552-557).  The AD provided support to assistant principals through 

classroom observations.  Lila said, “They split up the department so each principal has a 

department that they oversee. I don’t know if our Dean has more departments than others 

(Interview #1, 387-388).  Marshall stated,  

She stopped by, our AD was a former teacher of mine, and she came into the room and 

looked around. I think she was curious. I sent an email and said, ‘Do you have any 

recommendations?’ and she said’ it all looked good. She always has advice and she’s very 

supportive. (Interview #1, 635-639) 

Grace added the AD has a managerial role in addition to the curriculum role as well.  She 

said she is responsible for extra curricular activities, clubs, organizations, and outside 
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responsibilities such as bus duty.  The main area the classroom saw as an instructional support for 

assistant principals was in the area of teacher observations.  

Support Student Interventions 

 The focus groups of classroom teachers identified student intervention support as 

something spearheaded by the academic dean.  They noticed that out of the administrative team, 

she presented the data at the start of the school year outlining which students needed the most 

classroom remediation.  Donna shared, “She looks at all of the STAAR data that we have and 

knows that we have deficits in English, so she goes to talk to the teachers. She’s where all the data 

goes first” (Interview #1, 452-454).  They said, once she received the initial data reports, she 

supports the AP’s by presenting the data in the professional development sessions.  Grace recalled, 

“They had us floating around to different areas for different topics and she was in charge of that 

one. It was like okay, these are the seniors and this is what hey have not passed yet” (Interview #1, 

690-692).   

 Donna said she coordinates and puts together the resources for specific intervention 

initiatives such as the credit recovery program. She said,  

The credit recovery program that we do six weeks in the fall and six weeks in the spring 

for students who need to recover credit. She’s in charge of putting that together, getting the 

teachers on board. She runs the program. (Interview #1, 522-525)  

Master schedule was another facet to the role of the academic dean brought forth by the 

group to assist at-risk students.  Olivia said the academic dean would work with students returning 

from an alternative educational setting to ensure they were in the correct classes their credits were 

transferred accurately.  She was also responsible for reviewing transcripts of students new to the 

country and making sure they had adequate placement.  Donna, said,  
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Having one person in charge of making sure the kids get where they need to be 

academically is my expectation of that role, so if I have a kid that comes in with no 

knowledge of anything at all, I would go to this person and say, ‘I need some help. 

(Interview #1, 794-799)  

Donna remarked the academic dean works closely with the counselors to review their 

academic transcripts and this process was streamlined by her involvement in the process.  She has 

been identified on the campus as the go to administrator for ESL students and supporting them 

academically.  Donna stated, “She helps with the transcripts when we have new kids that come in, 

like she helps with the decision process academic stuff’ (Interview #1, 459-460).  The group 

identified the academic dean as being the person in charge of schedule changes and capping the 

class size.  Olivia talked about the department chairs working with the academic dean to stay 

consistent with class sizes for optimal learning, especially for ESL learners.  Olivia said,  

It’s easier to assist them in a much smaller class size than 32. So that was thing about me 

going to the department head and our department head going on my behalf to talk to them 

about maneuvering if there could be a more manageable class size. (Interview #1, 622-625) 

Research Question Three: Classroom Teachers 

 How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using data to change 

instructional practices? 

 The predominant themes established through the perceptions of the Classroom Teachers 

for question three include: 1) Challenges associated with the role of the academic dean; and, 2) 

Recommendations for the role.  

 The classroom teachers saw their roles as professionals who align, present and monitor 

curriculum according to a particular scope and sequence.  They also felt that they were 
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responsible for developing strong relationships with their students to take care of their 

emotional, as well as, academic needs.  The classroom teachers all felt the administrative team, 

including the academic dean, left room for autonomy in their work. Lila reflected,  

They trust you as a team to come up with what’s best for your subject. They’re there as 

a resource, but on our campus we don’t have a lot of micro managing of what you need 

to do in your classroom. (Interview #1, 584-586) 

 Olivia followed up with “They pretty much let us do what we want as long as we’re not 

doing anything illegal” (Interview #1, 760-761).  Donna said, “They see that we’re getting 

results in whatever department, whatever people are doing seems to be working, is what their 

attitudes, which works with this campus” (Interview #1, 762-764).  Grace also felt,  

They’re always telling us we can try stuff and if it doesn’t work that’s fine.  You can try 

to do something, and if it doesn’t work then okay, that’s fine just move to something 

else.  They let us try what we want and don’t say that we have to.  They encourage us to 

be outside of the box or do things differently, but they also don’t say ‘okay, 

everybody’s going to go to this exact method,’ they don’t try to constrict us to this one 

format. (Interview #1, 768-774) 

Challenges Associated with the Role of the Academic Dean 

 Lack of Understanding About the Role of the Academic Dean.  The teachers offered 

various definitions to describe the role of the academic dean.  Grace said, “College. That makes 

me think about the Dean of all departments.  To me, I don't think high school” (Interview #1, 

354-355).  She also said, “In my mind, I hear AD and I think of somebody who makes 

decisions for a specific college or department” (Interview #1, 373-374).  Olivia agreed, saying, 

“Has this feeling of like college and sort of like I’m not really sure what she does” (Interview 
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#1, 362-363).  Grace also admitted she also thought the academic position was also that of the 

department chair role but was really unsure.  Lila added her thoughts to the conversation by 

saying, “I really don’t know what it is but they gave us that list of what all their duties were.  I 

don’t know if that really explained to me what she was as academic dean” (Interview #1, 368-

371).  Marshall thought, “ I don’t really understand what the role would be other than being the 

one who interacts with the teachers and gives directives but I really don’t know what all that 

would entail” (Interview #1, 384-386).  He also pondered, “Seems like a lot us just don’t know 

what the role entails, so I guess what we don’t know kind of scares us” (Interview #1, 472-

472).  Olivia offered an interesting insight into her speculation on the role.  She felt the 

academic dean position probably interacts more often with the department chair and is further 

removed form the classroom teacher because the department chair serves as the intermediary 

bridge between the two.  She considered,  

I think this the honest answer is I’m fearful if I ever figure it out it will be because I’ve 

screwed up so bad, that they have had to come talk to me. That’s my feeling that there’s 

this all-knowing being that has all this information and that if I’m wrong they’ll come in 

and talk to me.  (Interview #1, 411-415) 

 Grace contended that if you know everything about that role then it obviously means 

they are very active within your classroom and there is increased interaction that could lead to a 

lack of trust.  The team recognized the existence of the position on the campus however; they 

were all unclear about the vision or role expectations assigned to the title.  

Recommendations for the Role 

 Due to the multiple definitions provided by the focus group for the meaning of the 

academic dean, there was a strong recommendation that clear expectations and a vision for the 
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role be communicated to the staff.  Lila stated, “If they are in that role, I think they should 

make clear to their faculty what that role is because apparently we don’t get it.  Just to be clear 

in what you do” (Interview #1, 818-819).  Members of the group suggested more training could 

be something this position could offer to the staff.  Olivia felt, “I thought that would be really 

nice for someone to say ‘here’s all the cool training that we think could benefit you’ and would 

streamline it instead of me mining for what I think would be good for curriculum” (Interview 

#1, 802-804).  Leslie thought it may be a good idea to have multiple, content specific 

individuals to assist with the various departments rather than having one person to be expected 

to know every content area and to provide expert information across each set of curriculum 

standards.  Grace echoed this by saying,  

It seems weird that we would have one AD for every single subject in a high school and 

I would have no business making decisions on what would be better for social studies 

and English because I’m not in that area and I don’t know it or everything they have to 

deal with. (Interview #1, 374-378) 

 

Figure 10:  Question One-Three: Overview of Major Themes from Classroom Teacher Interview 
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Segments I and II Summary 

 Chapter Four was presented in four sections: 1) a brief methodology summary and 

description of how the results were organized; 2) a brief demographic profile of the study 

participants and a brief professional profile for each individual (principal, academic dean, and 

district leader) and a collective professional profile for each focus group and its members 

(assistant principals, department chairs, and classroom teachers); 3) a brief context about the 

case study site (demographics, accountability, campus observations); and finally, 4) the results 

of the study displayed by systematically answering each of the three-research questions 

described in Chapter Three.  The results revealed major themes and categories discovered 

through the individual and focus group interview process.  Chapter Four Segment III will 

address the similarities and differences gleaned from the cross analysis of all participants. 

SEGMENT III: KEY FINDINGS 

Cross Participant Data Analysis 

 Following a thorough analysis of individual and focus group accounts to the research 

questions found in Chapter Three, a cross analysis of all participant responses was conducted to 

highlight similarities and differences among all participants.  The key findings are based on the 

common perceptions and mutual experiences among the participants with the role of academic 

dean with data analysis activities and instructional modifications.  During the interview portion of 

the study, participants were asked to share insights about their perceptions and day-to-day 

experiences while working with the academic dean with data analysis activities and instructional 

adjustments.  The researcher used a semi-structured interview protocol to prompt participant 

responses and asked for clarifications when specificity was needed.  This chapter also includes any 
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important differences discovered from the cross analysis to reveal any gaps or areas of further 

research.  

Research Question One: What is the role of Academic Dean with data analysis activities? 

The predominant themes discovered as a result of the perceptions of all participants for 

question one include: 1) Types of data analysis activities; 2) Provide a data climate and culture; 

and finally, 3) Challenges associated with the role of academic dean with data analysis 

activities. 

Types of Data Analysis Activities.  Five out of the six groups discussed various types of 

data analysis activities that supported data-driven decision making both at the campus, as well as, 

the district level.  The review of various types of data was commonplace for all staff including the 

academic dean.  These five respondents include all but the classroom teachers.  The most common 

data analysis activity under this category mentioned by all five groups was the review of various 

types of data.  From the interviews, the participants shared a multitude of collected data sources 

important to instructional decision-making.  Most often, data review included summative and 

formative assessments.  The most notable summative assessments included EOC data from the 

standardized state STAAR evaluation, TAKS data from the previous testing system, and AP 

testing results.  Although, these summative assessments are required to monitor the success rates 

of schools and districts, most of the participants believed other forms of data were significantly 

more important.  Summative data was seen as necessary but often the least valued.  The most 

common, and in most cases, referred to as the most beneficial data was the use of formative 

assessments.  For example, Michael felt, “The best thing you can get is what’s directly related to 

the classroom” (Interview #2, 5).  All of the participants from the five groups agreed common 

assessments, benchmarks, final exams, and six weeks assessments were all typical of the 
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formative assessments used regularly.  In order to raise student achievement levels, the results of 

the interviews revealed classroom assessments as the most beneficial type of data consistently 

reviewed to make the most logical and pertinent changes to classroom instruction in a more time 

efficient manner.  Three of the five participants (principal, academic dean, and district leader) 

referenced other types of anecdotal data valuable to the decision-making process but often times 

not included.  Some of these types of data included perception data by James, attendance and 

historical data brought forth by Shelby, and lastly, discipline data as talked about by Michael.  

Michael stated, “If you’re discipline plan is not set up properly, your instruction’s going to suffer, 

especially for those kids that are disenfranchised or those kids that are struggling; it just simply 

will” (Interview #1, 340-342).  Assistant principals cited relationship data as hard to quantify but 

something important to include in data processes.  Valerie, Jonathan and Joe believed these 

variables effected student success rates and may offer further explanation as to why students may 

or may not be achieving.  Joe pointed out,  “The stuff between classes is amazing, and other 

departments are doing the same thing where they’re talking about how it went” (Interview #1, 

138-139). This discussion confirms the data discussions have been built on relationship between 

groups and how the students interact with individuals.  Joe was clear “You get the data during the 

class period, it’s not official data or number data, but it’s still assessment. It’s informal data that 

you can use between classes? (Interview #1, 143-145). 

A second data analysis activity, promoted through the position of the AD as discussed by 

James and Michael involved data disaggregation through item analysis.  Once the base line results 

are revealed, it was inferred the academic dean is charged with ‘digging deeper’ into why they 

results are what they are. The campus principal and the district leader discussed in detail their 

experience as an academic dean with data disaggregation and the importance of a careful content 
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review of each test question and how many ways the student expectation might be tested.  Both 

the principal and the district leader cited this review of test questions and format of questions 

directly correlated to how the instruction was delivered within the classroom and how this item 

review might provide insight into misalignment of curriculum.  Both the principal and the district 

leader talked about item analysis as a ways to break down the data into manageable pieces.  James 

recalled from his experience, “I loved looking at which of the SE’s was most tested, which SE’s 

do you need, not all SE’s are created equally” (Interview #1, 132-134). Having the academic dean 

managing the student expectations released staff from this cumbersome task and quickly identified 

what students were successful and which students needed further remediation.  The importance of 

personally disaggregating the data and not relying solely on technology to support this effort 

allowed the academic dean to fully understand the process of breaking down a student expectation 

and the many layers each one provides.  Michael pointed out the numbers of standards a student is 

responsible for understanding coupled with the multitude of ways in which these standards may be 

delivered in the classroom made it difficult to decipher.  He related the following example from 

personal experience, “Everyone was saying they’re having trouble with Objective 2. Well, 

Objective 2 was so broad I couldn’t figure out what the heck they were having trouble with, so 

you have to break it down even further” (Interview #1, 111-113). The academic dean shared, the 

preparation and presentation of the data in an easy to read format, was vital for leading data 

discussions with staff.  After reviewing the data, the responsibility of the academic dean was to 

create easy to read spreadsheets. By developing color-coded reports, the academic dean helped 

modify time constraints for teachers and provided a quick identification of students in need of 

additional instructional provisions.  Shelby was specific, “We’re preparing to share information, 
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we’re working on the PowerPoint for our staff because we’re going to show them…who did not 

pass this subject” (Interview #1, 211-214). 

Monitoring data use was a third data analysis activity shared by the academic dean and 

reiterated by two of the five contributors (principal and academic dean).  James stated, “I want the 

academic dean to constantly look at what’s going on, constantly evaluate data…look at results” 

(Interview #1, 387-386).  In an effort to measure the progress of identified students who receive 

these interventions, district level documents charge the academic dean position with generating, 

sustaining, and monitoring student academic data not only with state and local assessments but 

also with targeted intervention efforts. Without proper monitoring, these two participants believed 

you would have little factual evidence on which to base instructional changes.  James believed, 

“As long as you look at lots of different types of data, that’s the only way we can make intelligent, 

logical decisions.  The question to me is how could you not do that?  Would you do it on intuition 

or feeling?” (Interview #1, 248-250).  The principal charged the academic dean with tracking data 

for alterations in classroom instruction and also student interventions.  By monitoring these two 

areas, the academic dean was able to intervene quickly on the behalf of both the teacher and the 

student.  These ongoing monitoring systems enacted by the academic dean ensures changes in 

pedagogy and/or student interventions happen accordingly and are recommended based on what 

the data reveals over time and after implementation.  Shelby admitted, “ The data tells me which 

kids I need to focus…and it helps me determine that (Interview #1, 267-268). 

Provide a Data Climate and Culture.  Five of the six study groups argued one of the 

main roles of campus leadership such as the academic dean was promoting a data climate and 

culture centered on collaboration.  This model of collaboration exemplifies the cycle of inquiry 

model found in Chapter Three of this study.  The inquiry-based model for collaboration extends 
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from the academic dean to fellow administration, department chairs, and classroom teachers.  

Although, James, Shelby, the assistant principals and department chairs briefly discussed 

department meetings and subject specific team meetings as an example of collaboration, the most 

common collaborative assembly was the weekly leadership team meeting.  Shelby recollected, 

“The leadership team meetings at the beginning of the year are every week, every Wednesday we 

meet with the leadership team” (Interview #1, 151-152).  The concept of leader of leaders was the 

concept developed by the principal and supported by the academic dean.  In an effort to develop 

leaders across the campus, this weekly leadership team meeting, as evidenced from the interviews, 

was an opportunity to include multiple groups to provide shared input around campus and 

classroom decisions.  Although, this embedded meeting time provided an occasion to talk about 

data, other concerns were also brought forth.  Some of these additional concerns might focus on 

scheduling issues, policies and procedures, expectations for consistency, and routine compliance 

issues.  Dorothy said this about consistent data review during the leadership meeting time, “Not 

during those leadership-meeting times, it’s more of a house keeping kind of thing (Interview #1, 

400-401).  The principal encouraged the academic dean in leading these leadership meetings to 

afford her the opportunity to be viewed as an instructional leader who, at times, may address 

updates with data and then facilitator for translating this into a systemic plan of action.  The 

academic dean strongly believed this time to collaborate helped bridge any communication 

systems between assistant principals and the teachers. Shelby urged this about the AP’s, “I think 

this year they’re in place to do more, the data disaggregation with their departments” (Interview 

#1, 504-505). Reflection on data reports united the discussion and focused the framework for 

future efforts through shared input.  Although, the term PLC (Professional Learning Community) 

was discussed, the principal, district leader, and assistant principals were careful not to call them 
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by any particular name.  They all agreed placing a formal title on these types of meeting times 

communicated a mandate rather than a positive time to collaborate.  Joe said, “You can do things 

like the PLC (Professional Learning Community)…you don’t even have to call it that…a lot of 

times teachers get turned off” (Interview #1, 215-218).  James proudly said, “I don’t use buzz 

words” (Interview #1, 275). He much preferred the term team.  

Challenges Associated with the Role of Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities 

The challenges around data-driven decision making and the role of the academic dean 

posed various concerns from all of the interviewees.  With data-driven decision making, many of 

these challenges were also shared experiences among each role: district level, campus 

administration, and teachers.  Across all participant groups, these apprehensions included level of 

expertise, lack of vision for the role, teacher attitudes, obstacles with technology use, disconnect 

from students, and lack of time for in depth data analysis.  The most common theme shared among 

the academic dean, district leader, and department chairs was teacher attitudes.  It was determined 

from the interviewee’s comments, teachers did not support data-driven decision making with high 

fidelity.  This was due in part to how the tests are created, who determines what is important to 

include on the tests, state assessments being the sole determinant of gauging student success with 

understanding curriculum concepts, and how student attitudes affect test outcome with validity 

and reliability.  Shelby, Michael and the assistant principals expressed the disconnect the academic 

dean experiences from students, other than those included in a student intervention classroom.  

Jonathan cited, “Great, your AD is working with teachers but what authority and power do they 

have when they’re disconnected from the kids” (Interview #1, 638-640).  Michael recounted his 

displeasure with not working with students; “The first year was a killer because I totally removed 

myself from those elements that I thought were so important” (Interview #1, 39-41).  Aside from 
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student intervention work and due to the lack of discipline responsibilities, these roles are 

designed to work more closely with department chairs and fellow administrators on academic foci.  

Both Shelby and Michael verbalized their discontent with the personal disassociation with the 

students and felt discontented with the demands that forced them to sacrifice these interactions.  

The last, most recognized challenge from the above list involved technology use and data-driven 

decision making.  The most vocal respondents for the struggles with technology use included 

assistant principals and classroom teachers.  Technology concerns were aligned with both of these 

groups to illustrate a lack of accurate types of data needed to facilitate or accomplish instructional 

tasks.  They both mentioned data that is wrong or missing.  Jonathan said, “The data files that are 

pulled are incorrect or just straight-up wrong (Interview #1, 391-392).  Both groups acknowledged 

the complicated nature of technology and the lack of sufficient training to fully comprehend the 

system’s capabilities.  Jonathan stated, “The district will buy programs to assist with data 

desegregation with a fly-by training that lasts two hours with no input with regard to the campus 

level needs (Interview #1, 393-395). Time was also a constraint for working with technology.  

Subcategories 

In addition to the above commonalities among the participants, one other idea not shared 

among all the interviewees emerged: 1) Data Expertise.  

Data expertise was a concern brought forth by the district representative.  In his opinion, 

individuals in these roles needed to have a high level of skill to work with the data, understand 

the data, and lead others around data use.  Michael firmly held, “Our business is education and 

instruction, and making sure the kids are ready for college and career and opportunities that 

develop in their future.  So where should our efforts be?  It should be on the instruction” 

(Interview #2, 240-242).  For him, being keenly aware of legislative updates was one way to 
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demonstrate data expertise.  By understanding state expectations around assessments, Academic 

Deans can monitor and track trends and gauge success of their school more easily.  He also 

encouraged data deliberations among the school community to push thinking forward.  The 

district leader believed administrators do not often have the time needed or are provided with the 

necessary instructional experiences they need to build their skill set over time.  In his opinion, 

these roles should be able to introduce and assist with various instructional rather than 

managerial experiences to strengthen their existing skills and to develop new ones.  

Research Question Two: How does the role of Academic Dean support principals in using 

data to make effective instructional decisions? 

The predominant themes constructed as a result of the perceptions among all participants 

for question two include: 1) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching model; and, 2) 

Support instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model. 

Promote a Climate of Trust through Cognitive Coaching Model.  Much of the role of 

the academic dean with supporting principals with using data to make effective instructional 

decisions was entrenched in creating a climate of trust among the administrative team.  Trust was 

viewed in a variety of terms and importance by the principal, academic dean, district leader, and 

assistant principals.  James saw the academic dean has having dual responsibilities in working 

directly with him: serving as a confidant and also, supporting through shared leadership activities.  

The role provided assistance to the principal through collegial conversations held in confidence 

when needed and also, as the implementer of his vision.  He saw the role working specifically with 

the details of the given initiative he promoted.  James believes it was important for people in AD 

positions to remember, “People want three things: they want to master what they do, they want a 

sense of belonging, and they want autonomy to get things done.”  And when you have those three 



 208 

things then people do much more than you could drive them to do” (Interview #1, 481-484).  

Shelby agreed, “James and I work very closely together, and I think we work well together.  I kind 

of keep things on-track” (Interview #1, 717-718).  Shelby and Michael commented shared input 

and shared expertise provided a solid framework from which to build collegial relationships 

around data use and instructional efficacy.  Michael encouraged, “If anyone…wants to make sure 

that their campuses are running more efficiently, with improved instruction, they’re going to have 

to develop that administrative team” (Interview #2, 678-681).  Michael described, “What you need 

is a team of experts that know content and know how skills, knowledge, and instruction fit 

together” (Interview #2, 363-364).  The principal also felt this shared leadership added credibility 

to the role and promoted trust.  From their vantage point, accepting the diversity of thoughts, 

opinions, and experiences was the best way to promote a safe and trusting environment for data 

use and sponsoring changes in instructional practices.  More explicitly, the academic dean thought 

her role with academics but also, with managerial expectations strengthened the trust relationship 

between her role and the rest of the administrative team.  While data work was not explicitly 

discussed as an activity shared between the academic dean and the assistant principals, it was 

implied data use was one of the facets of their individual and collective coordination.  Testing 

activities was one of the examples referenced by the academic dean and the assistant principals to 

illustrate their work with data: student and teacher assignments, special accommodations, and 

overall coordination based on various pieces of data.  Although Shelby said, “I’m the supervisor 

for that” (Interview #1, 921), she spoke about how the AP’s each took on a specific testing 

activity.   Each AP was responsible for TAKS, ESL or AP testing.  A second demonstration of 

trust illustrated between the academic dean and assistant principals included the concept of honest 

conversations and communication system built on an ‘open door’ policy.  Both the principal and 
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the academic dean discussed the importance of the role with leading and encouraging critical 

conversations with the AP’s.  One way the idea was exemplified was through the support the role 

of the academic dean provided to the AP’s when working with individual teachers. The academic 

dean was another voice to provide instructional strategies to the AP’s to share among teachers, to 

vet professional communications, and to bounce ideas off of to facilitate constructive dialogue.  

The academic dean, district leader and assistant principals believed trust was most often successful 

when professional respect was given by recognizing the expertise of each other.  It was reiterated 

the AP’s worked within departments that mirrored their own instructional background as a 

teacher.  By aligning their content expertise with the appropriate department, communication 

flowed much easier from the AD to that of the principal and then on to the department leaders.  

The assistant principals viewed trust in terms of freedom and autonomy to make decisions.  They 

did not view the academic dean as a role unlike their role and did not delineate between the two 

regarding responsibilities.  For the AP’s, trust was nurtured through building strong relationships.  

They felt the team worked as a team and not in isolation.  Due to the limited interaction they 

experienced with the academic dean and assistant principals, the department chairs and classroom 

teachers were not able to produce any evidence concerning trust exhibited from the role of the 

academic dean with the assistant principals.    

Support Instructional Capacity through a Clinical Coaching Model.  Three of the six 

groups referenced the principal’s concept of leader of leaders.  Within this model, the academic 

dean and the assistant principals supported the principal with developing skill expertise within the 

entire team (academic dean, assistant principals, department chairs, and classroom teachers).  The 

concept shared among these three groups supported the individual diversity and capacity to guide 

these strengths in others.  From five of the six interview groups, the resounding example of how 



 210 

the academic dean might support assistant principals with instructional capacity was through 

modeling classroom observations.  James shared,  “It’s our job to walk through and see good 

things are happening and monitor those things “(Interview #1, 573-575). Michael agreed, “You’ve 

got to get into those classrooms” (Interview #1, 360-361).  He added, “That person needs to make 

the rounds, take a look at the instruction.  If the instruction… is not working well, or if you see 

some great instruction going on, that stuff needs to be brought to the table” (Interview #1, 363-

365). By leading these ongoing classroom visits, the academic dean was able to clarify what “good 

instruction looks like”, outline what to expect in terms of instructional delivery, examine levels of 

student engagement, and to reflect on what additional resources might be offered to assist teachers. 

The academic dean was in a position to help assistant principals identify trends or patterns in 

instructional strategies or delivery and to help provide a recommendation when appropriate.  The 

district leader referenced understanding the “components of good instruction” as the one area to be 

consistently modeled (whether from classroom visit and/or individual conversations) from the 

academic dean to assistant principals during these classroom walk-throughs.  He stated, “If you’re 

sitting with an instructional person in the building…it would be easy to take the others on the 

walks, point out the instruction… –the good things, the bad things, what do you see, what do you 

not see” (Interview #1, 626-630).  The classroom teachers mentioned instructional walk-throughs 

in terms of evaluation as a support for assistant principals but otherwise, did not place much 

emphasis on this activity. Outside of teacher evaluation, the focus groups of teachers did not 

exhibit first hand knowledge of how the AD position supported the AP’s with effective 

instructional decisions.  

The principal, academic dean, and district leader added modeling instructional feedback as 

another component advocated through the role to increase instructional capacity.  From the 
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opinions of these three individuals, instructional conversations were helpful with assistant 

principals after classroom observations to complete follow through of the process and allow them 

the opportunity to share their thoughts and opinions.  This chance to dialogue allowed them to 

align their attitudes about what course of action was needed, if any.  The academic dean also 

mentioned she accompanied assistant principals in leading professional conversations with 

teachers, when applicable, on an individual basis.  

 In addition, the principal believed it was important for not just the academic dean, but for 

all his administrative staff to develop and lead relevant staff development aligned to the needs of 

the campus.  He encouraged all of his administrative to lead a research-based strategy to each 

other or the staff.  The principal also suggested the academic dean was responsible for ensuring 

professional resources are provided to assistant principals to support professional growth.  The 

academic dean echoed this expectation from the principal.  This additional support may come 

from a variety a ways such as research based book studies, sharing and developing professional 

development ideas, and participation in professional organizations.  

The assistant principals mentioned there were numerous terms to describe the role and the 

function of the role may vary district to district.  They believed the role of the academic dean was, 

in many ways, consistent with their roles except for issues with discipline.  Although, their roles 

may be similar, they were not always clear on why they continue to exist.  In their opinion, the 

need for these roles sprang from increasing accountability mandates and the monitoring of these 

data systems.  The assistant principals viewed they were a part of a team, collectively responsible 

for these data activities and that any one person was not totally responsible for it.  To do this, from 

their perspective, would individualize control to any one person causing a divide among the team.   



 212 

An additional theme revealed from one participant, the district leader, was that of vision.  

More specifically, vision for how the role works with supporting assistant principals.  “The 

instructional roles as they occur for the administrative team are certainly floating/ongoing, 

they’re not going to be stationary” (Interview #2, 58-59).  Michael, the district coordinator, 

agreed these roles fluctuate and to ensure alignment with expectations for the role, he was the 

only participant to acknowledge vision as important to how the relationships between the 

academic dean and the assistant principals are structured.  He cited clear role expectations had to 

be clarified and communicated up front by the principal for how the academic dean would 

interface with and support assistant principals.  The district leader said it was quite common for 

an assistant principal or academic dean to get overwhelmed and side tracked with a variety of 

managerial obligations.  By having a clear vision for the role, the focus can be specialized where 

needed and not be deviated to other things.  He said, “They need to have a wide-range of 

understanding of what it takes to be a leader, what it takes to be a campus principal, and if you’re 

doing those types of things your team is going to be right there” (Interview #1, 606-608).  For 

district leadership, the vision and also the communication of that vision were key to effectively 

using these types of roles more efficiently.  He also argued, vision outlines the experiences they 

engage in and how these experiences are transferred to others to better prepare them for upper 

administration opportunities.  He said part of the vision should be that all administrators are 

responsible for being instructional leaders. Michael’s thinking was,  

“If the change is coming...there’s a different way to view this across the state of Texas in 

terms of leadership, then we need to develop our associate principal in a different way, 

and we need to develop our assistant principals in different ways, and right now that 

hasn’t occurred even though this change is already beginning” (Interview #1, 688-693). 
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Research Question Three:  How does the role of Academic Dean support teachers in using 

data to change instructional practices? 

 The predominant themes established as a result of the perceptions among all 

participants for question three include: 1) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive coaching 

model; and 2) Support instructional capacity through a clinical coaching model 

Promote a Climate of Trust through Cognitive Coaching Model.  Five participant 

groups remarked a climate of trust was important to the work of the academic dean and the various 

staff members.  These five groups included the principal, academic dean, district director, assistant 

principals, and department chairs. The classroom teacher briefly touched on a climate of trust in 

terms of the autonomy they are afforded to make decisions within their classroom and the 

autonomy they experience to take risks with new and innovative instructional techniques.  The 

classroom teachers did not share much insight into the idea of trust other than to say they felt they 

were given the appropriate latitude to initiate and implement any idea.  Trust was an implied 

variable for this group and not talked about as a serious consideration for their campus work with 

the academic dean.  

Respect, Autonomy, and Trust. The principal, AD, assistant principals, district agent, 

and department chairs also echoed what the classroom teachers discussed about autonomy to do 

their jobs in the classroom.  For the assistant principal, in an effort, to develop teacher leaders, 

strong relationships had to be nurtured based on respect and autonomy.  Joe said, “It’s so nice to 

know that you have a person in each of the core areas that have shown themselves to be an expert 

in their field, that they are forward thinkers, that they are passionate about what they teach” 

(Interview #1, 1058-1060).  The principal encouraged all of his administrators, including the 

academic dean to treat the teachers as the experts in their field.  James said he wanted, “Teachers 
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that teach with passion, teachers that understand about professional relationships, teachers that 

understand that you’ve got to create an environment where students risk” (Interview #1, 203-205).  

Out of this concept, these groups expected the department chairs to lead most of the data activities 

with their teams and to use the data accordingly to adjust instructional practices.  For the 

department chairs, accessibility, follow through, and a professional belief in their work efforts 

fostered a climate of trust.  The department chairs, due to budget reductions, acknowledged they 

have assumed some of the responsibilities of academic dean type positions and they have been 

trusted to make those decisions.  The assistant principals and the district leader also shared in the 

idea of building trust through respecting teacher expertise. These two groups recognized to expect 

one person to be knowledgeable in every subject was nearly impossible.  They promoted 

individuals in these roles need to share in the same recognition that the teacher is the expert and to 

impart a level of respect for this.    

Collaboration.  Collaboration was a common thread shared by five of the six groups 

interviewed. The exception was the classroom teachers.  The principal, academic dean, assistant 

principals, and department chairs cited the leadership team meeting as the most common time for 

the administrative team to collaborate with the department chairs.  Although the AD reserved time 

to meet individually or by department as needed, the academic dean was consistently a part of the 

leadership team meeting.  Shelby thought this was a great time to include and model for them 

leadership activities with data and instructional affairs.  She also talked about how the department 

chairs have a reciprocal trust in her to address their concerns and the concerns of their 

departments.  She also used this time to invite, teachers, other than the department chairs to attend 

these meetings to witness first hand the expectation for a collaborative culture.  Common planning 

times, individual conferences, summer professional development, and department/subject specific 
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meeting times were also exhibited as collaborative experiences for the academic dean and the 

department chairs.  

 New Teachers. The academic dean was the only participant to talk about cognitive 

coaching methods as a way to support new teachers.  She explained she had more of an 

opportunity to work with new teachers to set them on a successful path in their career.  As part 

of the cognitive coaching model, she acknowledged one of her responsibilities was to provide 

additional support to those new to teaching or new to the position.  This support involved basic 

classroom set up, outlining policies and procedures, and any instructional resources they may 

need.  The AD did not specifically discuss data review with the new employees, training on 

data systems, or specific instructional strategies shared with the new teachers.  

  Support Instructional Capacity through a Clinical Coaching Model. The principal, 

academic dean, and district manager mentioned clinical coaching strategies as one of the roles 

of the AD with department chairs and classroom teachers.  The principal and the district leader, 

both outlined lesson review and design, as one of the goals of the AD in working with 

department chairs and teachers.  After reviewing the data, the principal and the district leader, 

encouraged these roles in looking at gaps in the lesson that may have contributed to lower 

success on assessments and to facilitate dialogue among the teachers on how to provide the 

appropriate strategy to adjust.  James said, “If the results aren’t favorable, we’ve got to change 

what we’re doing, and it’s all of us changing.  So, by doing the common unit lesson plans, by 

doing those planning together” (Interview #1, 400-402).  Michael believed, “Good instruction, in 

my mind, has to do with starting off with great lesson design” (Interview #1, 203-204).  The 

academic dean referenced the classroom visit as the most effective and common way to review 

and collect instructional data to create a plan of action for individualized classrooms.  For 
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example, technology and proximity control were shared by the AD as a means to facilitate 

learning in the classroom.  She felt lessons should reflect 21st century thinking skills and to 

accommodate the fast pace in which students are learning.  The academic dean discussed one of 

her support roles was making sure the budget was carefully reviewed to find monies for 

necessary instructional tools and materials to support a strong lesson. “So I try to make sure they 

have what they need in the classrooms” (Interview #1, 764).  The department chairs were the 

only group to discuss professional development as something shared with the academic 

dean.  A needs assessment for professional development was one of the examples cited about 

how the AD might support a discussion around what staff development was most needed.  

Dorothy illustrated, “If you’re walking through our main office you can see on the walls all the 

stuff that teachers want from their administrators” (Interview #1, 372-373).  The AD was seen as 

a support mechanism for encouraging attendance or presentations at localized or out of district 

workshops.   

Subcategory 

In addition to the above commonalities among the participants, one other idea not shared 

among all the interviewees emerged: 1) Challenges of Understanding the Role of the Academic  

Lack of understanding of the role.  The department chairs and the classroom teacher 

groups highlighted their biggest challenge was understanding what the academic dean position 

encompasses and how the role supports them with instructional changes.  It was clear from the 

interviews with the department chairs and the classroom teachers, the term academic dean meant 

different things to them.  Members within each of these groups worked in various districts and had 

varied experiences with these types of roles.  One department chair referred to the role as an 

Assistant Principal in charge of academics, another department chair had never heard of the term, 
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and a third department chair was familiar with the term and had worked with similar type roles in 

other districts. One of the six classroom teachers felt the term evoked the roles and responsibilities 

of the college dean.  One teacher agreed with the association of the role to a college dean but also 

likened it to a department chair position.  Four of the teachers disclosed they really did not have a 

clear understanding of the role.  Two of the teachers felt they had a good understanding of the 

function due to their consistent interactions with the role.  One of the recommendations set forth 

by the classroom teachers involved a clear vision and communication for the role.  They insisted 

this role might work more specifically with them on professional training and how to implement 

the ideas from the training into their classroom.  The department chairs recommended the roles 

provide more strategy specific philosophies for best practice in the classroom. The department 

leaders recommended having a clear vision for the role could support their work with goal setting 

with the teachers, outline scope of their work, and make the intentions of the role clearer to staff.  

The department chairs viewed themselves in a support role to the administrative staff in that they 

shared information from this team to their department teachers.  They viewed themselves as 

serving in some capacity as academic deans. The department chairs did not address data use as 

something being consistently engaged in outside of regularly scheduled meeting times. They 

understood this to be more of a designation of their role and to function as a leader of leaders by 

facilitating more of the data analysis activities within their departments.  The classroom teachers 

waned between evaluator and collegiate dean to approximate the role. This group of participants 

recommended a clear vision for the role to be shared with the faculty.  

The classroom teachers discussed evaluation as a responsibility of the academic dean and 

because they did not hold many interactions with the position, it was believed there was a high 

level of trust in their work.   Conversely, from the discussion with the classroom teachers, there 
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was the notion if their interaction with the AD increased then something must be misaligned 

within their classroom and needed to be addressed.   This idea of evaluator versus coach posed a 

conflict among the teachers.  It seemed the role of the AD as evaluator limited the interactions of 

the role as coach.  The teachers equated visits from the AD as part of the evaluation system post 

observation rather than a proactive measure of a coach prior to evaluation.    

Support Student Interventions.  Three of the six groups highlighted student interventions 

as a specific example of supporting teachers through the academic dean position.  These three 

groups included the principal, the academic dean and the department chairs.  All three of these 

groups agreed after data analysis occurred, the academic dean, along with counselors and teachers, 

identified appropriate students in need of remediation, designed a schedule to allow for embedded 

initiatives, and monitored the success of students within those interventions.  These groups 

outlined several types of student interventions available to students: credit recovery classes, 

summer recovery classes, writing classes and teacher tutorials. It was commonly agreed the 

academic dean facilitated the structures for the student interventions to take place and the 

department chairs were responsible for conducting the classes and providing tracked data to the 

academic dean.  In the views of the principal, these reports helped with the understanding whether 

a particular intervention was helpful to the student.  This data was also important to the principal 

for resource allocations for necessary instructional supplies and materials.  The academic dean and 

the department chairs used these reports to make sure students were placed in the appropriate 

classrooms. More specifically, the academic dean, along with counselors, reviewed transcripts to 

make sure the student was on target for graduation. The academic dean also discussed college and 

career counseling as a type of intervention responsibility. Through discussions with students, plans 

were designed to make sure students had the post secondary institutions identified, correct 



 219 

certifications for career goals, and financial needs met. Part of her communication about college 

and career awareness was through a college fair.  

 The department chairs felt they took on a lot of the clinical and cognitive duties that an 

academic dean might also fulfill. They worked with new teachers, worked with gathering 

instructional supplies, and met consistently departmentally or through subject specific 

classrooms. They viewed themselves as the conduit between teachers and administrators.  They 

recommended more clarity on the vision for the role and subject specific strategies relevant to 

their practice.  The teachers were very limited in their understanding of the academic dean 

position.  They also acknowledged their work with data use was also restricted in terms of 

working directly with the academic dean.  They cited at times the AD might visit their 

classroom to randomly observe or to formally evaluate however; there was minimal discussion 

on specific strategies. They recommended a clear vision for the role and expectations for their 

relationship with the role be communicated more effectively.  

Segment III Summary  

 In conclusion, Chapter Four was divided into three segments and described 

perceptions and experiences individual and focus group participants shared during their interview 

session.  Segment I chronicled the responses form the individual interviews: principal, academic 

dean, and district leader. Segment II described the results form the focus groups: assistant 

principals, department chairs, and classroom teachers.  Segment III, identified, through cross 

participant analysis, commonalities of major themes and some of the differences shared among all 

participants.  Within this chapter, the participants provided a better understanding about how the 

role of the academic dean functions with data analysis activities and instructional improvements 

for administrators, department chairs, and classroom teachers.  Chapter Five will revisit the 
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problem statement, purpose of the study, methodology summary, summarize the results of Chapter 

Four, discuss the relationship of the findings in Chapter Four to the research discussed in the 

Literature Review of Chapter Two, outline implications for future research, and finally, offer 

concluding reflections about the role of the academic dean.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:   

SUMMARY, INTERPRETATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

 
The narrative on high school academic deans has been sparsely discussed in the literature.  

Within a historical context the term and its associated role, when considered from the beginning 

of the 20th century until most recently, is most commonly associated with the collegiate 

environment.  This study is situated in a framework for understanding the academic dean within 

the high school environment and its perspective informed through the characteristics and skills 

assigned from previous research on instructional coaching under the tenets of Data-Driven 

Decision Making (DDDM).  The term academic dean within this study was used to unify the 

many other titles equally assigned among various high schools in central Texas school districts 

(Associate Principal, Academy Director, Dean of Academics, Dean of Instruction, Academic 

Coach, Deputy Principal, and Instructional Assistant Principal).  As a result, the scope of this 

research was meant to bind all of these terms together under the name of academic dean to 

support campus and district leaders with focusing and guiding the educational work of these 

roles, more specifically, as they relate to data use and instructional change in the high school 

setting; thereby, adding to the literature as it relates to the academic dean in the high school 

setting.  

Even within this study using a single district and a single high school campus, the 

definitions and understanding of the role varied from participant to participant.  James, the 

campus principal, reiterated the high burdens placed on principals to be both managers and 

instructional leaders require them to be like Superman.  His response suggested roles such as the 

academic dean position were needed to support principals as instructional leaders.  Shelby, the 

academic dean, discussed her role as a shared leadership position as both instructional and 
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managerial in nature.  Michael described the term as an assistant principal for instruction and 

associate principal.  Their sole focus, in his opinion was all things instruction; however, the 

expertise of these roles is sometimes not adequate to meet the demands of the campus.  

Conversely, he viewed principal leaders as mentors in honing the skill set of academic deans as a 

way to prepare them for the next stage of their career as principal.  He also saw the potential of 

these positions to support expertise with assistant principals.  The assistant principals shared 

terms such as curriculum manager and associate principal.  The term, academic dean, was 

described as an antiseptic term moving the position further away from student interaction and 

day-to-day operations.  The designation of the title signaled potential for limited scope 

compromising the power of the principal.  Discussions with department chairs suggested they 

equated many of their leadership functions with that of the academic dean type position as they 

served as a liaison between the leadership team and classroom teachers. The department chairs 

used a variety of terms and phrases to assign a workable definition to the role: situational, 

coordinator of work with core subjects, assistant principal for academics, a new term altogether, 

assistant in charge of curriculum, and associate principal.  Classroom teachers assigned meaning 

as it related to the collegiate dean and several felt they truly did not understand the totality of 

these positions.  In some instances, the role was equated to evaluator and interaction with the role 

signaled a concern with practice.  

In response to accountability demands, data requirements, and constant instructional 

review, these roles, by whatever definition, are more readily available to assist campus leaders. It 

was never the objective of this study to create a new theory regarding DDDM.  At the very least, 

it is desired this study will add knowledge through the literature regarding the role of the 
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academic dean in relation to DDDM practices and how these practices are utilized to support 

instructional staff and increase student achievement in the high school environment.  

This final chapter includes the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, overview 

of methodology, summary of the results, implications for practice, implications for future 

research, and a conclusion and reflection section. 

Statement of the Problem 

 With increasing pressure from state and federal accountability systems that require school 

districts to continuously improve instruction and outcomes for all students, educational leaders 

must balance the demands of reviewing and monitoring local and state assessments, developing 

interventions to increase student performance, designing meaningful staff development for 

teachers, organizing test preparation for students, and developing effective instructional strategies 

based on data results.  The accountability standards required of all public schools presume a 

particular focus for high schools.  Legislation such as House Bill 5 (HB5) passed by the Texas 

Legislature in 2013, imposes specific requirements to determine students’ successful completion 

and eligibility for high school graduation.  The requirements of HB5 include alignment to high 

school students’ performance on designated end of course exams; students’ outcomes on these 

exams highlight two implications for schools.  The first implication is that high schools continue 

to be measured for school effectiveness through accountability ratings based on the success of 

students with end of course exams and second, the timeliness of students to graduate within four 

years of their original enrollment date into high school. Data analysis for instructional 

improvement is considered an integral part of addressing accountability demands; however, 

additional research is needed to showcase the vehicles used for data planning and, more 

importantly, how the results of data planning relate to altering and improving instructional 
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practices (Wayman, 2005; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008). Investigation is also needed to 

examine the role of data coach (academic dean) at the secondary level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Wayman, 2005; Lockwood et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010) and how this type of leadership role 

can mitigate obstacles to data use and effectively forge relationships between principals and 

teachers with regard to data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; Wren & Vallejo, 2009; 

Lockwood et al., 2010; Wayman et al., 2011).  As school districts look to coaching as a support 

mechanism to promote desirable instructional practices and elevate student achievement, 

additional data are needed to strengthen the argument for this practice and to determine the most 

effective role definition as it relates to the current archetype of instructional and data coaching 

(Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008; Wren & Vallejo, 2009; Lockwood et al., 2010).  

With the number of designated instructional leadership and coaching positions such as the 

academic dean on the rise, there is limited empirical research describing the role of coach with 

regard to data-based decision making and how to best structure this position to maximize increases 

in student and teacher performance (Knight, 2004; Steiner & Kowal, 2007; Park & Datnow, 2009; 

Bean et al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  Much of the available research explaining the roles and 

responsibilities of the academic dean is rooted in instructional coaching practices and models from 

elementary and middle school literacy initiatives (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008), and 

colleges and universities (Bright & Richards, 2001; Buller, 2007; Gmelch et al., 2011).  

Developing a portrait and understanding of the academic dean role is from inferences made 

through literacy and instructional coaching research and DDDM literature around data coaches.  

When the term academic dean appears it is in the context of the existing research on various types 

of coaching positions. Little research exists at the secondary level of public schools for 

understanding data coaches (academic deans)--their role, the multiplicity of data analysis 
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behaviors they undertake, to what extent instructional practices improve based on their support of 

data analysis and how they support principals and teachers with data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Marsh et al., 2010).   

Purpose of the Study 

Much about what we know about the culture of data use has resided in elementary school 

research (Wayman, 2005; Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  In 

comparing the culture of data use in high schools to elementary schools several factors need to be 

taken into consideration: (1) results from standardized assessments are used to guide instruction 

and teaching practices and elementary schools have been in the practice of using data more readily 

over the past three decades (Wayman, 2005); (2) school organizational configurations widely vary 

between high schools and elementary schools; (3) there is an heightened awareness of high stakes 

accountability with not only the school rating but with other individuals and groups as well 

(departments and students) (Blamey et al., 2008; Wayman et al., 2010).  Embedded arrangements, 

such as the self-contained classroom, allow elementary teachers to collaborate around data by 

grade level or subject area more often and make adjustments to instructional practice more easily.  

In high schools, the nature of departmentalized subject matter coupled with systemic gradations of 

perceived privileges in teacher academic autonomy are heavily entrenched; thus causing 

significant distinctions between elementary and high schools in the social life of teachers in the 

work place (Blamey, 2008).  Secondary settings involve increased scheduling demands, multiple 

curricula, numerous campus reviews, variations in teaming, and copious attitudes and opinions.  

Due to the disparity in student enrollment between elementary and high schools, the presence of 

other instructional support staff, such as counselors and assistant principals play a part in data 

analysis and instructional planning (Blamey et al, 2008; Love et al., 2008; Wayman & Cho, 2008).  
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Designated roles such academic deans and department chairs infuse different dynamics in how 

teachers communicate and collaborate around data use.  Initiatives for serving various populations 

of students (i.e. immigrant, migrant, special education, gifted and talented) also present marked 

differences in the use of instructional data for decision-making (Blamey, 2008; Wayman et al., 

2010).  

 Employing designated instructional leaders, such as the modern-day academic dean, is on 

the rise.  However, there continues to be a dearth of research aimed at understanding the most 

appropriate use of this type of role, particularly as it relates to the data use (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Wayman & Cho, 2008; Marsh et al., 2010).  Although inferences about the role of the academic 

dean, as data coach, in existing research may be made through terms such as the “go to person”  

(Wayman & Cho, 2008; Jackson, 2013) or “data-oriented coach” (Duessen et al., 2007; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009) or “member of a data team” (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2006; Love et 

al., 2008; National Council of Teachers on Mathematics, 2010). Much of the research regarding 

the responsibilities commonly associated with the modern-day academic dean is gleaned from 

elementary-level studies focused on literacy efforts (Duessen et al., 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; 

Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Marsh et al., 2010) with little emerging research addressing these 

responsibilities at the secondary level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008; Lockwood et 

al., 2010; Marsh et al., 2010).  Research is particularly needed to examine the specific role data 

coach (academic dean), with particular emphasis on collecting empirical data from the high school 

level (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Blamey et al., 2008).   

The purpose of this study was to add to the body of knowledge related to the roles and 

responsibilities of the high school academic dean as they related to data use.  Furthermore, the 

researcher intended to contribute to the existing literature on academic deans by exploring how the 
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role of the academic dean may best be used to support campus principals in making sound 

instructional decisions.  Finally, the researcher intended to add to existing literature by examining 

and elucidating the strategic and structured data activities academic deans use to support teachers 

with data use and instructional improvement.  

Research Questions 

 
This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the role of academic dean with data analysis activities? 

2. How does the role of academic dean support principals in using data to make effective 

instructional decisions? 

3. How does the role of academic dean support teachers in using data to change 

instructional practices? 

Overview of the Methodology 

 
This study utilized a qualitative methodology, a case study design, and was guided by an 

interpretivist paradigm.  A case study design was selected because it promotes a deeper 

consideration and description of the role of the academic dean by putting the researcher into the 

field and in a position to inductively understand the totality of their data use experience 

(Creswell, 2007; Willis, 2007).  The data sources for the study were interviews, focus groups, 

and a review of documents.  The study was conducted over an eight-month period and included 

the campus principal, academic dean, district leader, three assistant principals, three department 

chairs, and six classroom teachers.  The principal and district leadership were interviewed twice. 

The case study site was a Texas high school purposefully selected from a pool of sites that met 

the following criteria:  (1) the site must be a central Texas public high school; (2) have an 
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allocated academic dean position for an extended period of time at the high school; (3) have a 

high population of economically disadvantaged students (40% or higher) who received support 

from an academic dean and shown academic gains; and (4) competitive with state averages on 

college readiness standards for Math and ELA.  All interview and focus group participants were 

employed within the identified Texas school district.  The approach to data analysis for this study 

was the constant comparative method of analysis outlined by Corbin & Strauss (2008).  

 
Summary of Results 

 
 This study was intended to uncover data specific activities undertaken by the academic 

dean to support DDDM processes and assistance shared with principals and teachers to effect 

instructional change.  The findings in this study mirrored many of the results found in previous 

research about DDDM behaviors and instructional coaching practices.  To focus the 

interpretation of the results, the significant findings are correlated to the cross analysis of the 

responses from the three research questions with relevance to the literature review.  The overall 

findings of the research supported the Cycle of Instructional Improvement model (see Figure 1) 

and the conceptual framework of Data-Driven Decision Making (see Figure 2).  Utilizing the 

Cycle of Instructional Improvement model data is collected, analyzed, used to formulate 

specific instructional plans, align instructional materials, and instruct students to the highest 

level possible.  The foundation for the Cycle of Instructional Improvement model used to 

support DDDM processes is deep-seated in three concentrations: 1) collection of various types 

of data; 2) analysis of this data; and finally; 3) a concentration on curriculum alignment as a 

result of the data collection and analysis.  The conceptual framework of DDDM outlined by 

Mandinach, Honey, and Light (2006) supports the Cycle of Instructional Improvement by 
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illustrating various data activities undertaken at different points and by different stakeholders 

across the school system.  The Instructional Improvement Cycle through DDDM combines 

both of these theories and is the foundation for uniting the responses to the literature.  

 

Figure 11:  Conceptual Framework: Instructional Improvement Cycle Through DDDM 

 Based on the three research questions and cross-analysis of participant responses five 

significant findings emerged. These five significant findings included: (1) Types of data 

analysis activities; (2) Provide a data culture and climate; (3) Challenges encountered by the 
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academic dean with data analysis activities; (4) Promote a climate of trust through cognitive 

coaching; and (5) Support instructional capacity through clinical coaching. The first three 

findings are correlated to question number one. The last two findings are correlated to 

questions two and three. There were also two subcategories that emerged not commonly 

shared: (1) Challenges of understanding the role of the academic dean and (2) Data expertise.  

1.  Types of Data Analysis Activities 

 Data analysis activities most often associated with the role of the academic dean 

included review of various types of data, disaggregation of the data, and finally, monitoring of 

classroom and student interventions. The first step outlined in the Cycle of Instructional 

Improvement model calls for data collection. James stated, “We are [constantly looking at 

data], all of our discussions are about what’s happening about success rates and other things.  

There’s formal data, qualitative data, and quantitative data and everybody looking at it all the 

time” (Interview #1, 679-681).  Data review consideration by the academic dean included both 

quantitative (summative assessments such as EOC, final exams, and Advanced Placement) and 

qualitative data (formative assessments such as benchmarks, department assessments, 

test/quizzes).  Other data sources potentially reviewed may include perception data, 

participation rates, attendance data, discipline data, and historical student data.  Although 

summative assessments were viewed as a barometer for success and a measure of school 

effectiveness, formative assessments were most often viewed as the most valuable type of 

collected data.  James said, “We need to spend more time on formative and make adjustments 

and changes so our summative turns out better” (Interview #1, 200-201).  Michael also shared, 

“So the best information that you can get for best data use is what is drilled into the classroom 

in terms of when you can make the adjustments right there when the adjustments are needed” 
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(Michael, Interview #2, 19-21).   

 As Mangin & Stoelinga (2008) and Wren & Vallejo (2009) discussed in previous 

research, DDDM practices are used to guide educational decisions based on data collection, 

data analysis and instructional change as a result of the former activities.  The second step of 

the Cycle of Instructional Improvement model focuses on data analysis. James touted, through 

item analysis, “Let’s identify which objectives they’re not doing well on and how do we plan 

for that.  And how do we ensure that they’re going to be successful” (Interview #1, 338-340).  

Michael stated in his role as AD, “I used to take the tests and pull all of the questions for a 

certain SE…then I’d give them to the teachers and say, this is how they’re evaluating student 

expectation” (Interview #1, 828-832).  Disaggregation of data was most often referred to as an 

in depth approach to examining student expectations and asking why the student did not 

perform to the their highest potential.  James continued with, “Data doesn’t tell the why and 

you’ve got to get to the why.  Why are these students struggling?  Is it curriculum related?  Is it 

instructionally related?  Is it holes in the past?  Is it deficiencies or is it a systemic issue?” 

(Interview #2, 510-513).  Student expectations provided a starting point for understanding what 

content was covered, how content was assessed, and how the student individually and 

collectively answered each question.  This in depth analysis indicated patterns, trends, and a 

remedy for success and is supported by previous research.  This data analysis step in the 

DDDM process is critical for revealing and monitoring what is implicit in the results (Copland, 

2003; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Bezzina, 2006; Protheroe, 2010; Habegger & Hodanbosi, 2011).  

Although, only two participants remarked on this part of the process more specifically, the 

academic dean discussed it in terms of color coding the data and presenting it in an easy to read 

format for teacher audiences rather than a deep dissection of the student expectation. These 
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were called at – a – glance reviews. This in depth analysis of student expectations was thought 

to unite the many perceptions (teacher, assessment providers, and state agencies) about what 

and how an item should be tested. Michael said these perceptions about, “How they expect the 

students to learn? The teacher may think it’s one thing and then TEA, or Pearson, whoever, 

thinks it’s something else and then you get two separate models of what you’re supposed to be 

doing” (Interview #1, 835-839).  The comparisons and alignment of these perceptions through 

disaggregation methods could be made to target the appropriate reteach strategy. Advocates of 

data-driven decision making argue when instructional leaders, data coaches, and teachers 

address data, the discussion unites curriculum, instruction, remediation, and distribution of 

human capital practically and with relevance to the needs of the students (Halverson et al., 

2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Protheroe, 2009).   

Monitoring data was the last of the three data analysis activities engaged in by the 

academic dean position and the last process in the Cycle for Instructional Improvement model.  

Monitoring included both a review of teaching and learning in the classroom and also, student 

interventions.  James mentioned, “I expect the academic dean to have their pulse on what’s going 

on in the classrooms and programs and making sure those things are running right” (Interview #1, 

368-370).  Shelby stated with confidence, “Teachers know the administrators are going to be 

coming in and out of my classrooms.  They don’t even blink when we go in there” (Interview #1, 

835-836).  Observations were one way for the academic dean to monitor classroom progress. 

Monitoring of the classroom, according to the academic dean, was most often done with new 

teachers. They were viewed as needing more support and resources. Shelby also shared this about 

monitoring students, “I [check transcripts] all the time to make sure this kid is heading in the right 

direction…Are they a bubble student, are they getting close, are we looking at the data, are they 
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making improvements” (Interview #1, 98-102).  Monitoring of student data, in this case, was most 

often aligned to the student intervention classroom. The academic dean worked along side the 

counselor, teacher leaders assigned to work with the intervention students, and the truancy officer 

to identify, place, and monitor the progress of individual students.  Shelby recalled, “So the 

teachers, they are following that data, so ‘he’s passed this, he’s following that,’ so they’re keeping 

us informed.  And at the end they tell us ‘we had 55 credits awarded…” (Interview #1, 191-193).   

Monitoring was completed at intervals during the completion of the curriculum (six weeks credit 

recovery, writing class, remediation, or summer school program).  

2.  Provide a Data Climate and Culture 

Much of the research from previous literature promotes strong leadership skills for leading 

and guiding DDDM processes (Wayman, 2007; Park & Datnow, 2009; Shen et al., 2012).  As 

evidenced in this study, support from the academic dean position for exhibiting and promoting 

leadership skills towards a data climate and culture centered mostly on supporting the campus 

concept of Leaders of Leaders model. This team approach model promoted a vision for 

collaboration through embedded opportunities among various individuals at various times.  

Promoting a data climate and culture is a delicate process that requires educational leaders to 

define what a data culture entails.  Several ideas were expressed through the participants about 

how to design a data culture.  The concept of Leaders of Leaders was echoed by several of the 

participants as a way to build a vision for a collaborative approach towards building capacity 

both with data and instruction.  Collaboration was often mentioned as a necessary part of a data 

culture and climate and the role as collaborator affords the opportunity to support this concept by 

facilitating and leading the way for data conversations.  The first requirement for a data climate 

and culture was the non-negotiable attitude for a collaborative approach. Michael said,  “that 
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everyone is going to work together” (Interview #1, 281). A certain level of autonomy is healthy 

to maintain positive relationships but there must also be a system for checks and balances. This 

non-negotiable expectation for embedded collaboration was established by the principal and 

supported by the academic dean through hiring processes, dedicated meeting times, and an open 

door policy for data discussions with teachers and administrators.  James strongly advocated, “I 

want to develop teacher leaders.  That’s the key to me is that I want them to really own it and be 

a part of it not just telling them what they have to do” (Interview #1, 458-460). The expectation 

of a collaborative data culture and climate set the tone about how the role was utilized with data 

support.  How are data conversations structured?  They were most often structured through 

summer leadership retreats, weekly administrative meetings, whole group department meetings, 

subject specific department meetings, and start of the school year professional development. This 

embedded time to meet and discuss data at various points was a second component of 

establishing a data climate and culture.  Teamwork was a third hallmark of the collaborative 

process. The Leaders of Leaders concept maintained data review became a team approach rather 

than individualized to one specific role.  Through this team approach, shared input was 

encouraged. Informal structures were a part of designing a team approach rather than calling 

them by a specific name such as a Professional Learning Community.  James referenced, “We 

never call them PLC’s, they’re teams. You’ve got your math team. Science team, literacy team, 

and student services team. I have teams, people like that, being part of a team” (Interview #1, 

276-278). Shelby recollected the master schedule, as much as possible, was designed in a manner 

to accommodate structured meeting times.  

We do department chair meetings; we have leadership team meetings where we go over 

things.  We have department chair meetings where we meet with individual departments to 
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see what they need and what they’re doing.  Within the English department we even meet 

with grade-level teachers, not just the entire department. (Interview #1, 122-124) 

This activity allowed diverse membership within the team structure and afforded many 

voices the opportunity to share thoughts and opinions about how to use the data effectively. The 

importance of collaboration was most often discussed by the campus principal, academic dean, 

district leadership, and department chairs and less through the opinions of the assistant principals 

and the classroom teachers.   

3.  Challenges with the Role of the Academic Dean with Data Analysis Activities  

 There are many obstacles faced by the data user; therefore, making it difficult for these 

types of positions to implement a solid level of data interaction with campus and district level 

stakeholders. Some of the challenges most commonly outlined in this research to substantiate 

prior research around DDDM included: (1) teacher attitudes; (2) concerns with technology use; 

(3) lack of time; and finally, (4) disconnect with students.  

Teacher personal beliefs, experiences, and bias shape their attitudes about data use 

(Ingram et al., 2004; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Shen & Cooley, 2008; Wayman et al., 2010).  The 

validity of tests proved to be a highlighted concern for teachers. Shelby contemplated,  “Our 

teachers don’t have a lot of faith in benchmark results.  It’s an adequate measuring tool, but the 

teachers don’t have as much faith in it to use it, as the district would like for it to be used” 

(Interview #1, 436-445).  Turn over rates of administrators were another idea shared that may 

inhibit the work of these positions.  The opinion was ideas come and go as leadership changes 

and it was difficult to buy into a philosophy when the consistency is not there.  Michael 

reiterated this point by saying, “…An administrator walks in and they have these expectations, 

and the teacher’s looking at them going ‘okay, I’m about to out live you on this one,’ because 
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they’ve already seen five principals walk through there” (Interview #1, 264-268). Other 

challenges that may affect the efforts of the academic dean with DDDM included lack of buy-in 

and support for standardized test and isolation among staff.  Dorothy reiterated, “I don’t really 

believe in it.  I don't believe in anything except the individual” (Interview #1, 167-168). She 

further added,  

When you talk about testing data and say that a student who has shown you in dozens of 

ways that they can do what you want them to do and then because they can’t pass a test 

they can’t graduate from school, is unbelievably unfair to me.  (Interview #1, 202-210) 

Technology related concerns were a second area of challenge. Some of the technology 

trepidations specifically referenced within this study were limited time, lack of appropriate access, 

inaccurate data, lack of professional development around technology use, and data overload. This 

study confirmed technology as a major complication for assistant principals and teachers because 

they had difficulty with accessing accurate data, experienced data excess, lack of time, and lack of 

professional development training.  Jonathan, Assistant Principal, added this about technology, 

“We have a tool for data gathering and data dissagregation, and to me our campus is innovative 

but when it comes to technology and use of technology I think we lag behind” (Interview #1, 376-

378).  As linked to prior research, DDDM may be profoundly affected by technology due to the 

following factors: data storage systems that contain inaccessible information (Ingram et al., 2004; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 2005; Wayman et al., 2006), infrastructures that fail to support 

useful or timely reports (Breiter & Light, 2006; Kerr et al., 2006; Shen & Cooley, 2008), and data 

merged into multiple files translating into too much information to be disaggregated and analyzed 

in a meaningful and timely manner (Breiter & Light, 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Kerr et al., 

2006; Wayman, 2007).  This further complicates the success of the position with DDDM. 
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Jonathan further cited the testing data is not always updated appropriately, “The data files that are 

pulled...are incorrect or just straight-up wrong. We’re told from our admin that certain things are 

on there and they’re not” (Interview #1, 390-393).  Different levels of access were granted to 

different users. This affected how individuals or groups could work together effectively. Teachers, 

in particular, were often times looking at reports not commonly aligned with that of the 

department chairs. This made it difficult to discuss next steps. Donna spoke about the various 

levels of access this way, “I have a different access that you do.  So when you are telling me the 

problems that you have, I have no idea what you’re talking about because mine looks different 

than your does…” (Interview #1, 223-227).  Because schedules are so hectic and burdened with 

various daily activities, time was cited as the most difficult challenge to overcome when trying to 

use technology for consistent data use. Instead of decreasing barriers with technology use, it only 

magnified them. Administrators were conflicted with many managerial roles such as discipline, 

emails, addressing parental concerns, safety, lunch/bus duty, and handbooks, that it was difficult to 

use technology for consistent data review. Teachers also faced issues of time due to grading, 

lesson creation, and monitoring.  Leslie confirmed, “…It would be something if I had absolutely 

nothing else in the world to do, which doesn’t ever happen in my life, that’s a challenge – 

motivation and time. It would take so much time and I don’t have so much time” (Interview #1, 

294-297). 

 The ability of the academic dean to devote more time to DDDM was difficult due to the 

time constraints of the position and roles of other campus stakeholders.  The participants 

confirmed their roles are inundated with many tasks that limits the consistency and time they 

can devote to data use.  The academic dean admitted the demands of the position were great 

and to feeling as a novice in the role.  The findings in this study found the academic dean had a 
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wealth of other responsibilities: Campus Improvement Plan, faculty handbook, student 

supervisory duty, coordinating testing procedures, and attending to scheduling issues.  Michael 

emphatically stated, “It just becomes this huge issue of trying to stay on top of all of this stuff 

all the time with all of the responsibilities that are happening to an AP for instruction, just day-

to-day operations on the campus...” (Interview #1, 796-799).  Prior research speaks to the 

duality of administrative roles with instructional and managerial foci, making it difficult to 

maintain high levels of fidelity to both areas (Doyle & Rice, 2002; Cooley & Shen, 2003; 

Horng & Leob, 2010).   Shelby stated, “I’m answering emails…Then we go out to the hall or 

cafeteria or whatever to make sure we’re visible out there, and it depends on if I’m meeting 

with counselors or we’re meeting with the AP’s or going into teacher classrooms” (Interview 

#1, 878-892).   

 Working with students was clearly the focus advocated by all of the participants. The 

academic dean, district leader, and assistant principals shared the belief the greater the level of 

administrative responsibilities with the academic dean role, the greater the likelihood for 

decreased interaction with all students.  This was viewed as one of the major deficiencies of the 

role.  The one activity that most often links the AP to the student is their role with discipline; 

however, the academic dean does not share in this activity.  The academic dean-student 

relationships were often defined through intervention work. Shelby exclaimed, “I felt that there 

was a disconnect…as you work up into higher administration it distances you more from the 

student body” (Interview #1, 1247-1254).  District leadership recollected his experience in the 

role,  “That first year was a killer, because I totally removed myself from those elements that I 

thought were so important… I was lost because I didn’t have that direct connection with the 

kids” (Interview #1, 39-43).   
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4.  Promote a Climate of Trust Through a Cognitive Coaching Model 

 Pre-existing research, as noted by Veenman & Dennessen (2001), defines cognitive 

coaching as a mechanism to foster relationships built on trust.  James supported this concept 

with, “So the role that I see is it’s got to be a confidante, it’s got to be a sounding board, it’s got 

to be someone I can trust and hand off things to” (Interview #2, 153-155).  From the literature, 

the cognitive coaching model described examples of collaboration, shared expertise and voice, 

collegial conversations and feedback as it related to building trust, relationships, autonomy and 

professional reflection around practice (Carnahan et al., 2004; Bezzina, 2006; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009).  These relationships allow individuals to professionally reflect on their skills, 

expertise, ideas about educating children, and professional growth.  

Positive relationships were a common theme encouraged by all the administrative 

positions. Collaborative processes were a major part of how these relationships were developed.  

Most often, the department chairs met with the academic dean position, along with other 

members of the administrative team, during the leadership team times.  This was an opportunity 

to provide shared input on multiple matters that may or may not include trends in data. Open and 

honest conversations were an example of how to gauge the collaboration.  James urged, “You’ve 

got to lead with influence. You’ve got to lead with talking and educating.  Theory and 

philosophy is important but then you’ve got to have a practical side.  Conversations are 

important, truthful conversations” (Interview #2, 289-293).  The department chairs referenced 

collaboration through these meetings, as a way to increase a high level of trust among them 

because it included an opportunity for shared voice.  Trust around matters involving data was 

constructed through this scheduled meeting time and allowed the teachers an opportunity to 

create instructional solutions along side the academic dean.  Denton & Hasbrouck (2009) found 
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that teachers hold other colleagues in high esteem when they are knowledgeable of curriculum 

matters and how to create solution centered outcomes. It was incumbent upon the academic dean 

to create an environment of trust where teachers felt comfortable to engage in these types of 

conversations.  The visibility and accessibility to this role was key to building relationships 

around trust.  Having an open door policy was something the academic dean promoted to all 

members of the campus.  

A second way to build strong relationships was by valuing expertise and extending 

autonomy to individuals to do the job. The results from this study show an overwhelming sense 

of autonomy the assistant principals, department chairs, and teachers feel they have to 

accomplish their work.  This autonomy was important to these participants as it advocated a 

more collegial relationship. The assistant principals felt they all held different strengths and 

complimented the work of each other. They were trusted to handle issues as necessary with the 

understanding the academic dean served as an additional resource if needed. Jonathan reiterated 

this by saying, “We’re okay to bring a concern to our academic dean or principal and get 

feedback, and they give us feedback and they tell us what to do as far as suggestions, but they 

don’t tell us specifically what to do” (Interview #1, 492-495).  Diversity among the team was 

highly valued. Jonathan was also reminded, “We’re all different people and that extends to our 

principal and Academic Dean…You look at empowering people and teaching and giving them 

authority to become leaders in whatever areas they’re strong at but also in what ever areas 

they’re weak at” (Interview #1, 584-592).   The assistant principals were extremely proud they 

were trusted to many different projects but also had a keen understanding they were not alone in 

these tasks.  They were available to each other when needed.  

 Part of developing resilient relationships was by recognizing teachers as experts in their 
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field and collaborating around their knowledge in their field.  The academic dean role was an 

available support resource however, not necessarily working consistently with data practice or 

with instructional change.  The teachers believed it was too difficult for any one person to be 

responsible for understanding the many content requirements at the high school level. Dorothy 

shared, “To expect someone to come in and know everything about everything is impossible; 

that’s why you have to have department chairs and things like that because you can’t know 

everything” (Interview #1, 622-624).  Michael also determined, “You have so many different 

courses where you need so many different levels of expertise that it would be impossible. I 

mean I couldn’t expect an instructional person to be able to write pre-Cal questions with any 

sort of integrity”  (Interview #1, 935-939). The principal expected the academic dean to support 

his Teacher Leaders concept by providing them the tools to lead data inquiry and enacting the 

appropriate responses to instructional variations.  Department leaders viewed trust, through the 

administrative role of the academic dean, was to trust them with conveying data and 

instructional information from these meetings to the rest of their departments.  Jane, 

Department Chair, acknowledged,  “I try to get information from the principals and APs and 

bring it back down, cause we’re a big campus…so there’s been a lot of filtering of information 

that goes from the higher-ups through us to departments” (Interview #1, 18-22). The 

department leaders served as a direct link between the administrative team and the classroom 

teachers. The concept of professional trust and autonomy was also extended to the teachers as 

well.  The teachers were proud that were respected for their content expertise and given the 

autonomy with to work with data, as they needed.  Grace also felt, “They encourage us to be 

outside of the box or do things differently, but they also don’t say ‘okay, everybody’s going to 

go to this exact method,’ they don’t try to constrict us to this one format” (Interview #1, 772 – 
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774). 

5.  Support Instructional Capacity Through a Clinical Coaching Model 

One of the aspects of the clinical coaching model as evidenced in the literature discussed 

classroom observations and feedback as a component associated with these roles (Carnahan et 

al., 2004; Knight, 2005; Knight, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008; & Bean et al., 2010).  This idea was 

echoed within this study.  This position supported teachers and administrators through clinical 

coaching models such classroom visits, professional development, and instructional planning 

reviews with resource support.  The academic dean, in effort to support assistant principals and 

teachers with instructional matters, most often modeled classroom visits. The classroom walks 

were brief and not formally titled. These classroom visits were designed to unify common 

visions and philosophies for instruction among the team.  The shared walks promoted alignment 

around practices, observations, instructional adjustments, shared opinions among the group, and 

calibration about what constitutes high-level engagement with students and teacher delivery.  

Shelby said, “So it just depends on what the focus needs to meet for that point…student 

engagement, are you asking questions of all students, are you catching the kid in back who’s not 

paying attention…” (Interview #1, 866-870).  These informal visits provided a common starting 

place for feedback to assist principals with leading instructional decisions and aligning practices 

among teachers. James said, “Are we using best practices? Is our curriculum aligned with the 

vertical and horizontal alignments? Is our assessment what it really needs to be? Does the 

training our teachers have gone through help them to work together?” (Interview #1, 89-92). The 

academic dean was in a position to take this walkthrough data and assist fellow administrators 

with instructional conversations with teachers around these types of questions. James shared 

through these classroom visits, the role of the academic dean is to “monitor the gauges and when 
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a gauge gets out a whack to let me know and we’ll step in out find out what’s going on and bring 

the resources to bare” (Interview #1, 419). 

 Another facet of clinical coaching centered on professional development activities 

(Kowal & Steiner, 2007; Blamey et al., 2008).  Professional development was considered a key 

way the academic dean could support administrators and teachers with changing instruction.  

James said, “We want to model, we want them to be more innovative and we need to do that 

with our own staff development, so that’s the thing we’ve been doing this year, and doing a 

better job of it, and I’ll keep putting them in that role, each of them, and so they rotated through. 

(Interview #2, 555-572).  By having the academic dean lead meaningful staff development 

campus wide through research based activities, strategies were modeled to the assistant 

principals and teachers to effect instructional adjustments. Through targeted professional 

development such as book studies, this role also provided options for assistant principals on how 

to effect change within the classroom.  Shelby stated, “…So that’s an area of growth or 

development, as an administrative team, will be working on this year, making those 

presentations” (Interview #1, 1043-1046).  From these small groups discussions, the assistant 

principals shared in the responsibility in replicating the strategies small group application with 

teachers, thereby, sharing these practices systemically. Michael also felt, “I would have them 

take a look at instructional models and how that actually looks like in the classroom, so that 

when they walk in there they can make a good determination of what that looks like” (Interview 

#1, 1046-1048). 

 The department chairs were sometimes responsible for working with teachers within their 

department on research-based strategies to support effective teaching.  Needs assessment 

protocols were implemented through the role of the academic dean and helped target the needs of 



 244 

teachers with professional growth opportunities.  Dorothy imparted, “There have been a few 

things: needs assessment based things, again; they ask and want to know what the issues are” 

(Interview #1, 371-372).  Conversations among the teachers and the academic dean helped 

identify which workshops were appropriate and how resources would be allocated to 

instructional tools based on these conferences.  Shelby strongly believed, “The focus is providing 

the environment for the teachers and students to allow the academics to take place. What do I 

need to do to help teachers prepare their classrooms, their subject matter?” (Interview #1, 116-

120). Receiving professional development and teacher presentations were encouraged through 

the role.  Through the needs assessment and utilizing the content expertise of the department 

leaders, more focused instructional work took place.  

 Instructional review based on data and resource planning was also supported through 

the role.  Understanding the components of good instruction was discussed a way shore up in 

gaps in the lesson cycle. Michael explained, “In order to be an instructional leader, you need to 

know the components of good instruction” (Interview #1, 173-174). The academic dean 

position was encouraged to facilitate questions around lesson design to help eliminate any 

misalignment in what was taught and tested from department to department, teacher to teacher.  

James outlined how the position might facilitate the process with some of the following 

questions.  

Why did your kids do better then mine? But if all of a sudden my kids do better than 

your, ‘wow’, how did this happen? What did you do last week? What project did you 

do? Here’s what I did, and the kid’s love it. Then next year, more people are included to 

use that, or try it, it expands and identifies practice on the move, as we’re going. 

(Interview #1, 282-289)  
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 Once the questions listed above were addressed through an analysis of the lesson, a 

possible remedy might be suggested. Proximity, differentiation, and student grouping were 

offered as strategies the academic dean might use to support teachers with teaching and 

delivery. These strategies were discussed from administrative participants more often than from 

the teacher perspective.  

 Finally, this study also recognized the contributions of the position with student 

intervention classrooms based on data. Shelby admitted, “The data tells me which kids I need to 

focus…and it helps me determine that (Interview #1, 267-268). The academic dean position was 

responsible for ongoing student transcript review, receiving data reports from the teachers to 

monitor the success of students, monitoring budget items needed to support instruction, and 

altering student schedules as needed to meet the needs of the learner.  Student support was either 

in the form of credit recovery or remediation classrooms, writing classes, summer school or 

academic support for ESL students. Donna said, “The credit recovery program…she’s in charge of 

putting that together, getting the teachers on board. She runs the program” (Interview #1, 522 – 

525). After identifying student needs through data reports, goal-setting procedures were put into 

place through student conferences. Shelby said, “So these high-risk kids…they’ll be in my office 

this year, I’ve already decided that and I’ve already come up with a plan…I want those students to 

know that I’m also a resource” (Interview #1, 1254-1257). The department chairs worked along 

side this role to specifically identify, coordinate, and allocate resources to these intervention 

classrooms. Dorothy shared, “ We’re constantly looking at student transcripts, seeing what they 

need, and looking at their current grades and classes to make sure that they’re keeping up with 

what they need to keep up with in all those classes”. (Interview #1, 444-446). 
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 The dean most often used observational data from classroom visits and student 

intervention data to guide clinical processes on a larger scale through targeted professional 

development at key points of the year, resource allocation, and instructional materials review. 

Further study around more in depth clinical activities related to instructional content and delivery 

among individual classroom teachers and the dean is needed. 

Study Subcategories 

 This section outlines the two subcategories revealed in the study and not commonly 

shared among all participants: (1) Challenges with understanding the role of the academic dean 

and (2) Data expertise.  

1.  Challenges With Understanding the Role of the Academic Dean 

Having a clear set of expectations, commitment of stakeholders to those expectations, and 

periodic checks on the implementations of goals are foundations for strong vision building efforts 

(Lachat & Smith, 2005; Spillane, 2008; Fullan, 2008). Creating a vision necessary to the 

successful implementation of these types of roles was substantiated through this research.  

Although, this position engaged in a variety of activities, a lack of a common vision for 

understanding the role and the need for systemic data use was shared more among the teacher 

groups.  In particular, Olivia spoke about a lack of vision for data this way,  “I would like to know 

what decisions are made with data. As a teacher, that is relatively new.  They talk about it even 

when you take courses about teaching but I don’t understand what data are you supposed to use” 

(Interview #1, 60-64). This lack of vision for DDDM further complicated their understanding of 

the role. It was inferred from the interview process these roles might be the direct result of the 

demands with increased accountability and the need for a centralized role to attend to the data 

expectations.  While the majority of the participants intellectualized the meaning of the term 
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academic dean, there were still many definitions to explain their understanding or experience with 

the role.  Terms such as associate principal, academy director, deputy principal, dean of 

instruction, and data coach have all been synonymous with the term academic dean.  Many of 

these terms were mentioned from the responses of the participants in this study.  Although, the 

role experienced through these many titles may be similar, the lack of a unified vision for the role 

is problematic.  Dorothy placed a historical context on how these curriculum roles by saying, “ We 

don’t have coaches for English, for science, for history, and there’s nobody who’s in charge of 

those departments anymore.  There was, and then there were the huge layoffs when the budget was 

cut” (Interview #1, 301-303).  Martha also added this from her previous experience in the district, 

“We had content area coordinators for all of the content areas, and some based on elementary and 

secondary.  All of those positions were eliminated several years ago” (Interview #1, 356-359).  

This research discovered the role interacts most often with the principal, assistant principals, and 

department leaders.  The teachers and district leader acknowledged their interactions with the 

academic dean were limited.  The classroom teachers struggled the most with understanding the 

role of the academic dean due to their limited interactions with the role.  While a couple of the 

teachers engaged more with the role, the teacher group concluded these roles performed a variety 

of academic duties but were unclear to what extent these occurred.  From teacher responses, there 

was no indication of how often the academic dean met with individual teachers to address data or 

how this role provided multiple instructional strategies to them directly.  By systemically 

communicating the role of the academic dean position to all campus constituents, the data work, 

instructional support, and resource allocations may become more substantiated.  The teachers 

discussed the roles in terms of evaluation and believed interaction with the position signaled a 

concern with some portion of their job performance.  Marshall thought, “ I don’t really understand 
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what the role would be other than being the one who interacts with the teachers and gives 

directives but I really don’t know what all that would entail” (Interview #1, 384-386).  There was 

misalignment among the staff on what the role was designed to do.  Lila added her thoughts to the 

conversation by saying, “I really don’t know what it is but they gave us that list of what all their 

duties were.” (Interview #1, 368-370).  The job description was shared; however, the depth of 

communication to the classroom teachers and variability of the campus needs and expectations 

assigned to the role may have exacerbated the lack of understanding.  While some of the 

stakeholders interviewed saw the vision for the role as lacking, the principal embraced his 

thoughts about how he viewed the position.  Clearly, he outlined the characteristics of the role 

with data use as a visionary and systemic thinker.  The principal outlined his vision for the role 

with data use however; several of the responses from the other groups created a picture for their 

lack of understanding about the purpose of the role with either data use or instructional support for 

assistant principals or teachers.  Further research with how campus and district leadership can 

promote a clear vision for better informing the role is needed.  

2.  Data Expertise 

Data expertise, as interpreted in the literature, found teachers thought this was an important 

feature for these roles to possess (Blamey et al., 2008; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009). In this 

particular case study, the principal, assistant principals, and department chairs believed it was 

difficult for any one person to be the consumer of all knowledge regarding data results, content 

information, and the many strategies to be used to remedy what the data reveals. Joe felt, “It’s not 

just one person, and frankly I don’t think it’s realistic that one person could be that much of an 

expert” (Interview #1, 1073-1083).  Dorothy also mentioned, “I think it’s impossible.  I mean 

there’s no way.  How do you have someone who knows everything about every subject area?  
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(Interview #1, 618-619). While this was true of the assistant principals and the department chairs, 

the district leader discussed the importance of individuals in the role to be skilled with data use 

and to be able to impart this expertise to others. According to Michael’s viewpoint, “data is 

meaningless unless the data user really enacts a high-level of data expertise” (Interview #1, 773). 

Previous research discussed data expertise as a barrier for many data users (Ingram et al., 2004; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman & Cho, 2008).  District leadership commented on data and 

instructional expertise as a challenge for assistant principals and those in similar roles as part of 

the administrative team.  He said, “I will tell you that most administrators aren’t astute enough 

with instructional practice to be able to understand…they don’t understand instructional practice 

well enough to be able to drill that down into what it looks like in the classroom” (Interview #1, 

105-108). When building data expertise in others, district leadership stressed it is imperative these 

roles interact consistently and with a clear vision for how the role respects the strengths of others, 

guiding them through experiences, while determining their own understanding with data and 

pedagogy.  The district leader encouraged campus principals to have a clear vision about how they 

want the academic dean position to interface with the rest of the team, how they want them to 

develop skills in others, and how they model and lead instructional practices with fellow 

administrators.  Michael felt, “The campus principal would have to design that administrative 

team to work in that capacity.  The instructional person would have to be looked upon as someone 

that could lead the instruction for the other two” (Interview #1, 618-621).  Michael also expressed 

the importance of campus principals in supporting these types of roles. More specifically,  

If anyone, if an organization, wants to make sure that their campuses are running more 

efficiently, with improved instruction, they’re going to have to develop that administrative 

team.  They’re going to have to make sure that those APs and those associates understand 
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everything the principal does currently, and make sure that they have the concepts in place 

so they can be successful with the campus…I’m a huge proponent of development in 

making sure people are constantly improving…and we have to think about that in terms of 

how we’re going to develop our people. (Interview #2, 691-702) 

District leadership acknowledged the value attributed to the role with modeling and leading 

data expertise in others.  District leadership also put forth the notion of more district level support 

to individuals in these roles.  More specifically, Michael said, “In my other district there wasn’t 

anything that I could say was preparing anyone for that role, but I think it needs to happen” 

(Interview #1, 1034-1035). In addition to supporting assistant principals with raising their level of 

expertise, district leadership briefly touched on the need for district leadership to encourage 

capacity with the academic dean position. Assistance might include help with understanding 

legislative updates and their implications, how to lead data discussions effectively, and the 

creation of an academy type system to mentor and guide the work of the position. Awareness of 

legislative updates and how they affect the accountability of their campus were necessary in the 

role. Michael held, “I would have them begin to understand the broader concepts of what 

legislation is actually coming down the pipeline and how that’s going to impact what happens 

instructionally on the campus” (Interview #1, 1068-1071). Seeing the role as an extension of 

district level teams could unite data and instructional efforts. Mentorship from the district level 

might be one avenue to increase experience and expertise. A specific idea to structure assistance 

for the role included an academy system to lead ongoing mentorship. He stated,  

If we could develop an academy that would take these guys through that, by the end of the 

day those guys are going to be ready instructionally to be principal, I think, and lead a team 
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of teachers and get the students into a mood of success like we need them to (Interview #1, 

681-684). 

The results from this study show an overwhelming sense of autonomy assistant principals 

feel they have to do their job. The literature asserts increased collegial interactions promote trust 

however; a reduction in autonomy may increase resentments that create a feeling of being micro 

managed. The assistant principals commented these roles might limit their scope and take away 

power from the principal and place too much control in a single individual when they are 

considered the expert on a particular area.  According to Jonathan, “…When you have the 

academic dean, stereotypical…their scope is limited” (Interview #1, 601-630).  He continued his 

thoughts with, “I think it takes a lot of power and authority away from the principal and 

administrator when you start talking about ‘You’ do academics…you can’t just be the boss over 

this area” (Interview #1, 581-584).   This is opposite to the viewpoint of the district leader who 

expressed that inexperience with data and instruction plagued administrators wanting to be 

promoted to the next level; however, providing support by the data coach/instructional coach 

roles may be misinterpreted as promoting doubt in the teams’ abilities unless clearly stated 

otherwise. A strong vision for supporting the assistant principals with data use could diminish 

the notions the assistant principals advanced about the perceived power tied to this position and 

limitations experienced as a result of relying on a sole individual to lead all data activities 

exclusively.  This notion of district level support warrants more research and will be discussed in 

the implications for future research section.  

Implications for Practice 

 
Much of the information shared among the participants about the role of the academic 

dean confirms previous literature on instructional coaching and has affirmed some key points: 
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(1) the role is situational (instructional and managerial) and the understanding of the role varies; 

(2) it is a common understanding the role focuses on various types of data review, analysis, and 

monitoring; (3) collaboration is a cornerstone activity promoting a data climate and culture; (4) 

there are several challenges related to DDDM and the role; and, (5) clinical and cognitive 

strategies are used by the academic dean for both administrators and teachers.  The two outliers 

included lack of understanding (vision) for the role and data expertise.  This opportunity afforded 

the researcher an objective review of this phenomenon through the candid responses of the 

participants.  Although this position was not referenced as a designated go-to person for data or 

considered the data-oriented coach, the position shows promise as a conduit for focusing data 

processes systemically and decreasing the challenges associated with DDDM approach.  This 

role is situated as a commonplace member of the administrative team with coaching type duties 

assigned and has the opportunity to take a clear lead on data and instructional strategies.  

With any new experience, having a toolkit to guide the work is tantamount.  Some of the 

toolkit ideas shared through this study are big ideas.  In addition, some of these big ideas have 

been used to extend and include additional strategies: (1) make sure the vision for DDDM and 

the role is clearly defined and communicated; (2) be prepared to review various types of data 

outside of summative data to understand the whole student; (3) prepare and present color coded 

data reports often to decrease time constraints of fellow administrators and teachers; (4) analyze 

student expectations to determine how they are tested and to adjust instruction; (5) offer a variety 

of opportunities to collaborate especially with classroom teachers (weekly meetings, summer 

retreats, social media, Skype technology with campuses/other districts); (6) develop Leaders of 

Leaders through designated data and instructional teams; (7) extend the open door policy to 

include embedded coffee talks or lunchtime meetings weekly; (8) provide ongoing technology 
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training in one of the campus labs through the role; (9) design on site or district level academies 

to support the AD with data and instructional work; (10) use a five minute drive by protocol to 

observe teaching and learning in the classroom; (11) spend more time on formative assessment 

activities; (12) attend legislative sessions and communicate ongoing updates of legislative 

changes; (13) model professional development through book/article studies, use conference 

times and/or pre – recorded snapshots to highlight 15 minute strategies; (14) be visible and 

available; (15) visit all classrooms consistently (not just the ones supervised); (16) share data 

responsibilities with assistant principals and teachers to support capacity; (17) look at 

components of lesson design; (18) consistently review pacing calendar with teachers; and (19) 

create a goal setting protocol with assistant principals and teachers.  

Implications for Future Research 

Several implications for future research around the role of the academic dean surfaced 

from this study.  First, district leaders are in a position to better inform the role of the academic 

dean (associate principal, dean of instruction, academy director, dean of academics, academic 

coach, deputy principal, and instructional assistant principal).  By having a clearly designed 

vision for DDDM and the role, districts help alleviate some of the challenges associated with the 

role in implementing DDDM processes at the campus level.  The role of the academic dean has 

the opportunity to be an extension of the district curriculum team.  By acting as an intermediary 

between the campus and the district team, efforts towards DDDM practices and instructional 

change may be more focused and unified.  Due to the limited interactions found in this study 

with district leadership, more research is needed for understanding district level approaches for 

defining and communicating a vision for the role, examining what level of expertise is expected 

for the role, how the position is aligned among campuses within the district, and how district 
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leadership supports these positions with data and instructional activities.  Some additional 

research questions might include: (1) What is the vision of district leadership for these roles with 

DDDM; (2) How often are district leaders engaged with leading data analysis activities 

specifically with academic deans; (3) What types of embedded structures are designed by district 

curriculum leaders to ensure consistent collaboration with and among academic deans; (4) What 

types of strategies and processes does district leadership use to support the efforts of the 

academic dean with sustained technology use at the campus level; (6) What strategies do district 

curriculum leaders use to build capacity for instructional efforts of the academic dean; and 

finally, (7) How does district leadership support academic deans through mentorship 

opportunities? 

The second implication for future research that was revealed in the study is the idea of 

data expertise should be further examined through implied constructs of power and how this 

expertise affects dynamics of the role with others, in particular assistant principals.  One opinion 

from this study viewed the academic dean position as an instructional support to the principal.  

Another opinion from this study viewed the role as a training position for those seeking to 

become principals.  This implies various degrees of expertise expected or needed with the role.  

Coaches are utilized as a way to build data and instructional capacity.  Research defines the 

model as either consulting or confronting (Veenman & Denessen, 2001; Joyce & Showers, 2002; 

Borman et al., 2006; Steiner & Kowal, 2007).  In the case of this study, the role served both a 

supervisory and coaching role.  The teachers echoed interaction with the role might signal a 

concern with job performance. The balance of providing assistance while also being an evaluator 

may also prove to be difficult.   To better understand the expertise needed in these roles more 

research is needed to understand the dynamics of the role (data expert, supervisor/coach, 
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principal trainee).  Research is needed to understand how the dynamics of the role may affect 

relationships between the academic dean and administrators: (1) Is the role of the academic dean 

a designated position to support principals as instructional leaders or is it a role designed to 

nurture and prepare academic deans to become principals; (2) How might the position of the 

academic dean, as data expert, limit their scope and decrease the power of administrators; (3) 

What strategies can academic deans use to increase the level of data expertise with assistant 

principals; (4) What types of support are used by the campus principal to increase data and 

instructional expertise among these roles; (5) How often and what processes are academic deans 

using to increase data expertise with classroom teachers; and finally, (6) How does the role of 

Academic Dean as evaluator and coach affect DDDM processes with teachers?	  	   (7) How does 

the role of evaluator compromise the role as coach and effect issues of trust and autonomy?  

The final implication for further research that was revealed in this study relates to the 

shared belief by the academic dean, district leader, and assistant principals that the greater the 

level of administrative responsibilities with the academic dean role, the greater the likelihood for 

decreased interaction with students.  This was viewed as one of the major deficiencies of the 

role.  The one activity that most often links the assistant principal to the student is their role with 

discipline; however, the academic dean does not share in this activity.  The academic dean-

student relationships were often defined through intervention work.  Lastly, further research 

might include how to increase the student-academic dean relationship as it relates to data use 

outside of the intervention classroom to include student voice in DDDM activities.  This 

disconnect of the academic dean was not robustly discussed in previous literature and offers 

another opportunity to understand the dynamics of the role with DDDM and students: (1) What 

strategies are used to facilitate and model a process for data discussions among students outside 
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the intervention classroom; and, (2) What data monitoring practices are encouraged by the 

academic dean to increase data use among students? 

Conclusions and Reflections 

Educational leaders are constantly seeking better means to support teachers, students, 

staff, parents, community, and each other; support may come by way of new research, 

instructional strategies, feedback, or new positions.  This research endeavor was personally 

important to me since I have served as an academic dean (although under various titles as listed 

in the study).  As a young administrator in the new role, understanding the many facets of being 

an academic dean was sometimes difficult, and deciding on key areas of focus was somewhat of 

a challenge.  Professional development specific to this type of role was not easily found.  An 

opportunity for collaboration among individuals in a similar position within the same district or 

other districts was not readily available, and the expectations for the role were great. 

Additionally, there was confusion regarding my role as a manager and administrator— 

was I a curriculum and instruction specialist, instructional or data coach, or administrator.  As 

evidenced by the job description in this study, the duality of the role as administrator with 

coaching duties, further complicated the role. While the intent is to be an instructional leader, the 

demands of the managerial aspects of administrator stretched the degree to which instructional 

activities were implicitly used. Should the administrative aspects of the role be reduced to allow 

more attention to data and instructional matters? How can the role continue to bridge interactions 

with classroom teachers and the consistent review of formative assessment? My personal 

experience contextualized my desire to add to the dearth of academic literature related to high 

school deans.  I also possessed a desire to develop a toolkit that aspiring and current academic 

deans, as well as, campus and district administrators could utilize to structure the academic dean 
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position—its role and function. The study revealed that the academic dean is in a unique position 

to focus data work and instructional support to fellow administrators and teachers.  They are in a 

position to decrease some of the barriers related to DDDM through a clear vision, collaboration, 

consistent technology use, and nurturing an environment built on the value of trust and 

relationships.  Although academic deans under various signatures have been situational in the 

scope of their function, as was my own experience, this research identified the need for a 

consistent vision to be articulated and communicated about the academic dean’s purpose, which 

includes adopting one title and offer a way for more interaction among peers within and across 

districts.  The study reinforced my experience that confusion exists as to the role, scope of 

administrative responsibilities, and instructional design of the academic dean.  I was affirmed in 

my conviction that there necessarily exists a need to link these positions to district data and 

instructional teams. District academies have been promoted as a means to provide embedded 

opportunities for collaboration, professional development, and mentorship among these roles 

within and across school systems—these academies could well serve to lessen confusion and 

provide greater clarity for the value, role, scope, and place of academic deans in a high school.  

Additionally, increasing educational networks among these positions strengthens individual 

focus, promotes collegiality, and increases means to share best practices.  Through this study, I 

was able to gain a better understanding of the types of support and experiences received and 

expected by campus and district leaders and teachers from academic deans; thereby, being able 

to offer a toolkit of reminders to serve individuals new to the position and add to the relevant 

extant literature. 
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APPENDIX A:  

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

 
 

        
  

Participant Demographic Profile Number:                                                          Number of years working at 
this site: 
Date: Time: Place: 
Current Position: 
☐ District Leader 
☐ Principal 
☐ Asst. Principal 
☐ Academic Dean 
☐ Department Chair 
☐ Teacher 

Age: 
☐ 25 – 30 years 
☐  31 – 34 years 
☐ 35 – 45 years 
☐ 46 – 55 years 
☐ 56+ years 

Education: 
☐ Bachelor 
☐ Master 
☐ Doctorate 
☐ Other 
 
 

Number of Years Teaching: 
☐ 5 – 10 years 
☐ 11 – 15 years 
☐ 16 – 20 years 
☐ 21 – 25 years 
☐ 26+ years 

Number of Years with 
District: 
☐ 5 – 10 years 
☐ 11 – 15 years 
☐ 16 – 20 years 
☐ 21 – 24 years 
☐ 25+ years 

Number of years working with/or as 
Academic Dean: 
☐ 5 – 10 years 
☐ 11 – 15 years 
☐ 16 – 25 years 
☐ 26+ years 

Certification Program: 
☐ four year university 
☐ alternate certification 

Marital Status: 
☐ Single 
☐  Married 
☐  Divorced 

Years Married: 
☐ Less than a year     ☐ 16 - 20 
☐   1 – 5                       ☐ 21– 25  
☐   6 – 10                     ☐ 26+ 
☐   11 - 15  

Number of Children: 
☐ None 
☐   1 – 2 
☐   3 – 4 
☐   More than 4 

Hobbies: 
☐ Swimming 
☐ Yoga/Dance 
☐ Reading/Writing 
☐ Other__________________ 

Where did you grow up? 

Where did you receive your degree 
(s)? 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Educational Philosophy: 
 

 
 
Other things you would like for me to know about you: 
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APPENDIX B:   

LIST OF DOCUMENTS REVIEWED BY THE RESEARCHER 

 

District Mission and Goals Statement 
District Improvement Plan 
District Employee Handbook 
Job Descriptions 
Campus Academic Calendar 
Campus Accountability PowerPoint 
Campus AEIS Reports 
Campus Agendas 
Campus Bell Schedule 
Campus Brochure for Academic Programs 
Campus Curriculum Training PowerPoint 
Campus House Bill 5 Implications PowerPoint 
Campus Improvement Plan 
Campus Professional Development Calendar 
Campus Report Card 
Campus STAAR Overview Training PowerPoint 
Campus ELL Support Protocol 
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APPENDIX C:   

EMERGENT CODES 
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APPENDIX D:   

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

1. When you hear the term data-driven decision – making, what does that mean to you? 
 

2. How do you understand the role of the Academic Dean as you have experienced it? 
Please provide examples. 
 

3. How should the role of the Academic Dean be best utilized to address data-driven 
decision – making? 

 
4. How have you experienced the role of the Academic Dean with specific data activities 

such as collection and analysis? 

 
5. How does the role of the Academic Dean support instructional growth within the 

classroom? 

 
6. How does the role of the Academic Dean support instructional growth campus wide? 

 
7. What types of evidence can you share about instructional improvements that have 

occurred based on support from the Academic Dean? 
 
 

8. What types of data is most often reviewed and how is this review process structured? 

 
9. What types of data activities do you find most helpful/least helpful? Best practices? 

 
10. Is there something that I did not ask that you feel would inform this research? 
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