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ABSTRACT

This study investigated assistant principals’ self-perceptions of their role as instructional leaders and examined the
corresponding perceptions of principals. Grounded in Weber's (1996) instructional leadership model and using the Principal
Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS), this quantitative study surveyed assistant principals and principals from
a large suburban district. Findings reveal a gap: assistant principals rated themselves higher in instructional leadership than
their principals. The results indicate that the assistant principal role requires a clearer definition, targeted professional
development, and leadership succession planning. These findings offer implications for educational leadership training and
school district practices.
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The role of the assistant principal (AP) as an instructional leader is changing dramatically as school environments become
increasingly complex and we demand greater academic success from our students. In common with other school leadership
positions, APs are now expected to demonstrate a range of competencies, including interpersonal and strategic leadership,
as well as a commitment to developing inclusive and supportive learning environments for all students (Hallinger et al.,
2025). This shift highlights the important and challenging role the AP plays as a leader and resource for students and
teachers. By committing to creating conditions that value educational success and community knowledge, the AP helps
develop the school community (Shaked, 2019).

APs, once focused primarily on administrative and disciplinary tasks, now support instructional leadership in
meaningful ways (Cansoy et al., 2021). Federal mandates such as No Child Left Behind (2001, 2002) and Race to the Top
(U.S. Department of Education, 2009) have reshaped the educational landscape and leadership roles within schools,
pressuring school leaders to take responsibility for student achievement, instructional quality, and school improvement
(Grissom et al., 2021). However, despite this shift, the AP remains an underutilized resource in instructional leadership,
often relegated to managerial responsibilities such as student discipline, logistics, and supervision (Somoza-Norton &
Neumann, 2021).

A brief historical examination reveals that the assistant principalship originated in response to administrative demands
as school populations grew in the late nineteenth century (Glanz, 1994). Initially, schools classified APs as “general
supervisors” responsible for operations and “special supervisors” who supported teachers with instructional tasks. Over
time, the distinction eroded, leaving most APs with administrative responsibilities and limited instructional influence (Hayes
& Burkett, 2020). In modern schools, APs remain essential to day-to-day functioning but lack a clear pathway or preparation
for engaging in the expected instructional leadership (Somoza-Norton & Neumann, 2021).
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Problem Statement

APs play a vital role in school leadership, yet they often struggle with uncertainty regarding their responsibilities as
instructional leaders. Research highlights that many APs experience a lack of clarity in their roles, insufficient training
opportunities, and a significant gap between the expectations placed upon them and their actual practices (Hayes & Burkett,
2020). This disconnect significantly affects APs' professional growth and limits their ability to support both teachers and
students effectively. Because of this disconnect, APs urgently need more structured guidance and accessible resources to
thrive in their roles and make a meaningful contribution to the learning environment.

APs often view themselves as effective instructional leaders; however, they are frequently granted neither the time,
authority, nor trust to fulfill that responsibility (Jackson et al., 2021). Principals and district leaders tend to determine the
roles of APs according to site needs and produce variations in APs’ acquisition of instructional leadership skills (Goldring
etal., 2021). This misalignment is problematic, given that the AP role is intended to prepare future principals (NCES, 2022).

Moreover, the research literature provides limited empirical insight into how APs perceive their leadership and how
principals perceive APs' readiness or ability to lead instruction. This study examines how APs perceive their instructional
leadership skills and how principals view them in this role within a large suburban school district in the southern United
States. To do so, the study uses four research questions:

e Research Question 1: How do assistant principals perceive their instructional leadership across the PIMRS domains
of defining the school mission, managing instructional programs, and promoting a positive learning climate?

e Research Question 2: How do principals perceive assistant principals’ instructional leadership across the PIMRS
domains of defining the school mission, managing instructional programs, and promoting a positive learning
climate?

e Research Question 3: To what extent do assistant principals’ self-perceptions of instructional leadership differ from
principals’ perceptions across the PIMRS domains?

e Research Question 4: How do assistant principals’ perceptions of their instructional leadership vary by years of
experience across the PIMRS domains?

Understanding these perceptions is critical, as they influence leadership development, succession planning, and the

cultivation of effective school leadership teams (Carpenter et al., 2021). When empowered as instructional leaders, APs

effectively enhance teacher development, boost student achievement, and improve the overall quality of instruction in
schools (Shaked, 2019).

LITERATURE REVIEW
Evolution of the Assistant Principal Role

Historically, APs have focused on running schools operationally and managerially, leaving instructional leadership
behind. The assistant principalship as a profession first emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century, as schools began
to struggle with the administrative demands of growing student populations (Glanz, 1994). As these new roles evolved,
titles such as general supervisor and special supervisor emerged. These titles implied that some leaders managed the day-
to-day school operations and others managed instruction. These titles phased out over time, leaving us with a title associated
with discipline, logistics, and compliance (Hayes & Burkett, 2020).

Changes in expectations of what APs should know and be able to do have emerged from increased pressures for
accountability and standards-based reform over the past few decades. Policies such as No Child Left Behind and Race to
the Top spurred an increased emphasis on instructional quality and student achievement in schools (Grissom et al., 2021).
School leadership roles have since been reimagined to focus heavily on holding schools accountable for student achievement
by supporting instructional improvements and developing schoolwide initiatives to boost student learning (Grissom et al.,
2021). Policies requiring APs to focus on improving instruction have increased expectations for APs to support both teacher
and instructional improvement initiatives, as well as the development of schoolwide initiatives (Cansoy et al., 2021).
However, research consistently shows that the AP position is used inconsistently and is often underutilized in instruction.

Role Ambiguity and Instructional Leadership Expectations

One common theme in many articles is the unclear role of the AP. While many anticipate that APs will serve as
instructional leaders, they often lack the authority, time, or clear expectations to do so (Goldring et al., 2021). Principals
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frequently decide the roles APs should take depending on campus needs. This allows for significant differences in APs'
ability to take on instructional leadership roles across schools (Ho et al., 2021).

One reason for this disconnect between APs' beliefs about their ability to be instructional leaders and how they
implement instructional leadership is this ambiguity. While APs may strongly believe in their ability to lead instruction,
principals may still view them as managers of day-to-day operations (Jackson et al., 2021). This can make evaluation,
mentoring, and succession planning difficult. It also inhibits APs from developing a strong leadership identity (Hayes &
Burkett, 2020).

Preparation, Mentorship, and Professional Development of Assistant Principals

Research also identifies gaps in formal training and preparation, as well as in professional learning experiences specific
to instructional leadership for APs. Most APs report receiving little to no training in leading curriculum, instructional
coaching, or using data to inform decision-making before taking on their roles (Somoza-Norton & Neumann, 2021). Much
of the way APs learn to lead instruction occurs through informal learning opportunities, such as on-the-job training or trial
and error (Hayes & Burkett, 2020).

Researchers note that AP professional learning experiences should intentionally focus on adult learning communities,
developing proficiency in leading teachers, and establishing distributed responsibility rather than directing and supervising
teachers (Cohen & Schechter, 2019). Mentoring frameworks and formalized induction programs show promise for helping
APs grow as instructional leaders when paired with research-backed instructional practices. When professional learning
opportunities are not strategically designed, APs can struggle to translate their leadership goals into practice (Jackson et al.,
2021).

Instructional Leadership Frameworks and Distributed Leadership

Models of instructional leadership provide a necessary framework when defining AP responsibilities and outlining
practice. Weber's (1996) instructional leadership model consists of five domains: establishing the school mission, managing
curriculum and instruction, fostering a positive school learning climate, monitoring/evaluating instruction, and evaluating
the instruction program. These five leadership areas are similar to those in the literature on leadership and school
improvement (Munna, 2021).

One specific tool based on Weber's (1996) model is the Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS),
developed by Hallinger and Murphy (1985). The scale breaks down instructional leadership practices into observable
behaviors within three categories: setting the school mission, managing the instructional program, and developing a positive
school climate. Studies based on PIMRS have shown promise as an evaluation tool, showing high-performance leadership
practices and differences between perceived leadership needs and current leadership practices (Hallinger et al., 2025).

Distributed leadership theory also serves as an effective supplement to instructional leadership theory by emphasizing
collective accountability and aligned leadership teams (Phillips et al., 2023). By placing APs as leaders on the administrative
team rather than bystander leaders, schools can align school operations with instructional initiatives and focus on continuous
improvement (Hayes & Burkett, 2020). For distributed leadership to run smoothly, schools must establish roles, build trust,
and evaluate performance.

Gaps in Literature

Research on APs is growing but remains sparse. For example, only a handful of empirical studies have directly
compared APs’ self-perceptions of instructional leadership behaviors with principals' perceptions of those behaviors using
the same validated instrument. Further, few studies have investigated how years of experience impacted these perceptions
or closed the perception gap between APs and principals.

Previous research has offered several qualitative recommendations, including clearer roles, targeted professional
development, and aligned leadership pipelines that reflect instructional leadership models. Quantitative data on perception
alignment within the same school district remain limited. Closing these research gaps can better inform practices in
leadership preparation, evaluation, and succession planning.

The present study addresses this gap by exploring APs' and principals' perceptions of instructional leadership within the
various PIMRS domains in one large suburban district. Additionally, this study compared self-ratings to external ratings
and explored experience as a factor. This research provides empirical data on APs' instructional leadership capacity and the
conditions needed to foster their development.
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METHOD
Research Design

The purpose of this study was to investigate the self-perceived instructional leadership of APs and compare this to the
perspective of their principals. This study used a descriptive quantitative design and the PIMRS to measure the effectiveness
of school leadership. The PIMRS was selected because it systematically assesses leadership practices related to articulating
the school’s mission, managing curriculum and instruction, and developing a supportive learning environment (Hallinger
et al., 2020). Knowledge of these areas is necessary to fully appreciate the roles of APs in developing successful educational
environments.

The PIMRS is a 50-item Likert-scale questionnaire intended to measure the frequency and quality of leadership
behaviors as perceived by principals and APs. The PIMRS instrument was selected for the present study because of its
widespread use in educational leadership and its demonstrated validity and reliability. As the assistant principalship
increasingly shifts its attention to instructional leadership, measuring the match between self-conception and external
perceptions is critical to understanding how effective the leader is in their role (Hallinger et al., 2020).

The research instrument was intentionally designed to capture a quantitative comparison of how an AP self-perceives
and how the principal perceives the AP, and to determine any difference based on specific demographic data, such as years
of teaching experience. In addition, the research aimed to identify and explore how differences between APs' perceptions
and principals' perceptions affect school culture and leadership.

Participants

The district selected for this study employs about 16,333 individuals, including 416 campus administrators. Principals
average 7.6 years of experience, while APs average 6.6 years, both inside and outside the district (Texas Education Agency
- 2022-23 Texas Academic Performance Reports, 2022). The study included 84 school leaders from a suburban district: 43
APs and 41 principals. Purposive sampling was employed to ensure representation across elementary to high school levels,
enabling the selection of participants who could provide valuable insights into AP leadership behaviors. This approach
ensured a diverse mix of professional experiences and backgrounds among the participants.

The APs were selected based on their experience, role, and length of time in the district to ensure a range of perspectives.
This diversity allowed exploration of the impact of professional experience and perceptions of instructional leadership.
Raters were site principals due to their familiarity with the APs and their leadership assessment practices. Principals from
various educational levels were included to offer diversity and variety in the study's findings. Principals were contacted via
district email and asked to nominate two APs from their campuses to ensure familiarity between raters and participants.

Survey Instrument

The PIMRS (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985) was used for data collection across three dimensions: defining the school's
mission, managing the instructional program, and creating a favorable school climate (Ahmad et al., 2025). These three
dimensions include domains such as communicating the school's goals, monitoring student progress, supervising and
evaluating instruction, and promoting professional development (see Figure 1). By analyzing these domains, the researcher
assessed instructional leaders' effectiveness and their role in creating supportive learning environments.

APs and principals distributed the PIMRS to research participants to collect their insights about instructional leadership.
APs assessed their leadership behaviors, whereas principals evaluated the leadership behaviors of APs. The research design
enabled analysis of self-evaluations and external evaluations to reveal differences or similarities in perceptions between the
two groups. The goal was to identify arcas where APs may benefit from additional support or development based on their
perceptions of themselves and their principals.

Validity and Reliability

Multiple studies, including those by Hallinger et al. (2025), have established the validity of the PIMRS instrument.
These studies provided evidence of its construct validity and criterion-related validity. The instrument has been extensively

used in educational leadership research and is reliable for measuring the instructional leadership behaviors of principals and
APs.
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Figure 1

Instructional Leadership Domains (PIMRS)
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Note. The instructional leadership domains in the PIMRS assessment
come from Hallinger et al. (2025).

The reliability of the PIMRS was confirmed by internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha. Previous research has
consistently demonstrated strong reliability of the instrument, with alpha coefficients typically ranging from .80 to .90,
indicating high internal consistency across subscales (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).

Ethical Considerations

This study received ethical clearance from the Hampton University Institutional Review Board (IRB). The protocols
followed ethical standards issued by the IRB to protect the participants’ rights. Informed consent was obtained from all
study participants. After being fully briefed, participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study without
repercussion. The research team collected participant data through confidential means, maintaining participant privacy by
anonymizing all responses. The data collected during the study were transferred into an electronic file for secure storage to
maintain participant privacy.

Data Collection

The Qualtrics survey platform was employed to collect data as it supported anonymous survey distribution and
completion. Qualtrics enabled a smooth data collection process by providing participants with a secure, user-friendly
platform to submit their responses. The study team extended invitations to 90 principals, who each chose two APs to
complete the survey. This sampling method enabled participation from a diverse set of APs with varied professional
backgrounds and leadership positions across multiple school levels.

A total of 43 APs and 41 principals completed the surveys. Of the 90 principals invited to participate, 41 responded,
representing a principal response rate of 45.6 percent. The survey responses provided data to examine and compare APs’
self-perceptions of instructional leadership with principals’ perceptions of APs’ instructional leadership practices. The
respondents were sent the survey link to their emails, which took them to the survey's online portal to minimize access
difficulty. All respondents were asked to respond within two weeks. Reminder emails were sent as a follow-up to maintain
motivation and get timely feedback from the members. To minimize the time commitment required of participants, the
questionnaire was administered online and took approximately 15 minutes to complete.

Data Analysis

The data collected from the PIMRS surveys were analyzed using SPSS statistical software version 28. Descriptive
statistics were initially used to summarize the sample's demographic characteristics and describe the overall response
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patterns. Inferential statistical analyses, including one-way ANOVA, were conducted to compare the perceptions of APs
and principals on individual items within the domains of instructional leadership.

Additionally, the data were analyzed across multiple demographic indicators, such as experience, for APs and principals
to determine whether experience influenced their perceptions of instructional leadership. This analysis was important as it
enhanced our understanding of how professional experience influenced the perceptions of instructional leadership among
APs and principals.

RESULTS

The primary aim of this study was to examine the self-perceptions of APs regarding their role as instructional leaders and
compare these perceptions with the perceptions of principals about their APs’ instructional leadership abilities. This section
presents findings related to the study’s research questions. The data analysis presents self-reported data from APs and data
provided by principals, offering insights into alignment and discrepancies between the two groups' perceptions.

Research Question 1

How do assistant principals perceive their instructional leadership across the PIMRS domains of defining the school
mission, managing instructional programs, and promoting a positive learning climate?

APs perceived themselves as frequently engaging in instructional leadership practices on all three domains of PIMRS.
Table 1 shows that the mean self-rating scores ranged from 3.83 to 4.05 on the five-point Likert scale for all PIMRS
subscales. APs perceived themselves as frequently effective at defining mission, managing instructional programs, and
developing a positive school learning climate.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for PIMRS Instructional Leadership Functions

PIMRS Function M SD Frequgncy Interpretation
Rating
Defining the School’s Frequently to ~ APs report consistently articulating a clear vision and
- 4.05 0.78 o . .
Mission Almost Always mission aligned with campus goals.

Managing the 394 076 Frequentlyto  APs indicate frequent communication of goals to
Instructional Program ’ ) Almost Always teachers, students, and stakeholders.

Promoting a Positive
Learning Climate

APs regularly use student-performance data to align
instructional decisions with school goals.

APs perceive themselves as highly effective in
defining and communicating the school’s mission.

3.83 0.54 Frequently

Overall Mean* 391 0.59

Note. Values represent mean scores on the five-point Likert scale (1 = Almost Never, 5 = Almost Always). *Overall mean
computed across all items

Research Question 2

How do principals perceive assistant principals’ instructional leadership across the PIMRS domains of defining the
school mission, managing instructional programs, and promoting a positive learning climate?

Principals’ ratings of APs’ instructional leadership skills varied across the three functions of managing the instructional
program. Table 2 shows principals rated a moderate to frequent number of observed instructional leadership behaviors, with
supervising and evaluating instruction receiving the highest rating and coordinating the curriculum and monitoring student
progress receiving lower ratings. This suggests principals felt APs were more involved in supervising instruction but were
less involved in other areas, such as monitoring student progress.
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Table 2

Principals’ Perceptions of Assistant Principals’ Instructional Leadership Across PIMRS Domains

PIMRS Function M SD Freqqency Interpretation
Rating
Supervise and Principals report that APs provide some instructional
Evaluate Instruction 415 0.75 Frequently feedback but less consistently across classrooms.
hate th . o S
Coor.dlna e the 360 0.99 Frequently Prmf:lpals perceive limited involvement of APs in aligning
Curriculum curriculum across grade levels and content areas.
Monitor Student 330 1.00 Occasionally to  Principals observe APs regularly reviewing student
Progress ) ’ Frequently performance data, though less strategically than principals.
Overall Mean Principals perceive moderate en ment of APs in
(Instructional 368 082 Frequently cipals perceive moderate engagement o s

Program Domain)

instructional program management, below APs’ self-ratings.

Note. Values represent mean scores on the five-point Likert scale (1 = Almost Never, 5 = Almost Always).

Research Question 3

To what extent do assistant principals’ self-perceptions of instructional leadership differ from principals’ perceptions
across the PIMRS domains?
Because the 43 assistant principal self-assessments and 41 principal assessments were independent and unpaired, a one-
way ANOVA was used for between-group comparisons. Table 3 presents four selected PIMRS items, calculated from the
complete survey exports. These item-level findings should not be interpreted as evidence that every PIMRS domain differed

significantly.

Table 3

One-Way ANOVA Comparing Assistant Principals’ and Principals’ Ratings on Selected PIMRS Items

Assistant o
PIMRS S Principal M M .
. Principal M ) . F(1, 82) p Interpretation
Domain (Self-Rating) (Rating AP) Difference
Review student APs reported reviewing student work
work products 4.12 3.37 0.75 1276 ~ <.001 products significantly more frequent
p than principals reported observing.
Cover classes APs reported covering classes until a
until substitute 3.74 2.98 0.76 691 1o Substituearrived significantly more
arrives ’ ’ ' ' ' frequently than principals reported
observing.
APs reported complementing
Compliment teachers privately more frequently
; hp atel 4.67 4.34 0.33 3.92 .051  than principals reported observing;
cachets privately however, the difference was not
statistically significant.
Recognize APs reported recognizing student
student 379 315 0.64 6.86 011 achievement or improvement
achievement ' ’ ' ' ’ significantly more frequently than

principals reported observing.

Note. Scores use a five-point frequency scale. The tests compare independent groups (43 assistant principals and 41
principals). F statistics and p-values were calculated from the complete Qualtrics exports. These are selected item-level
comparisons, not domain-wide significance tests.
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Research Question 4

How do assistant principals’ perceptions of their instructional leadership vary by years of experience across the PIMRS
domains?

APs' self-perceptions of their instructional leadership slightly differed by years of experience. Table 4 shows that APs’
mean self-rating scores varied across the five experience categories, with no consistent increase in ratings as years of
experience increased. Additionally, years of experience did not result in statistically significant differences in APs’
perceived instructional leadership, £(4, 38) = 0.88, p = .487.

Table 4

Assistant Principals’ Self-Perceptions of Instructional Leadership by Years of Experience

Experience N M SD Interpretation
. Perceive themselves as effective but still developing
I year (Novice APs) 6 4.04 0.51 consistency in instructional leadership behaviors.
2-4 years (Developing APs) 12 378 0.56 Re‘p(?rt developing ?onﬁdence in defining the school
mission and managing instruction.
5.9 years (Mid-level APs) 12 374 0.68 Perceive themselves as engaged in instructional leadership

practices, with opportunities for continued growth.
Report strongest sense of self-efficacy and impact on

10-15 years (Experienced APs) 11 4.15 0.48 instructional practices.

More than 15 years (Veteran 2 3.93 1.20  Report frequent engagement in instructional leadership
APs) practices.
APs generally perceive themselves as frequently engaging
Overall Mean 43 3.91 0.59 in instructional leadership practices, regardless of years of
experience.

Note. Mean scores are based on assistant principals’ PIMRS self-ratings. All values were measured on a five-point Likert
scale (1 = Almost Never, 5 = Almost Always). Experience categories reflect the survey response options. The group with
more than 15 years of experience included only two respondents and should be interpreted cautiously.

Summary of Findings

Overall, the results showed differences between how APs perceive their instructional leadership and how principals
evaluate it. APs generally reported frequent engagement in instructional leadership practices across the PIMRS domains,
whereas principals reported varying frequencies of observed instructional leadership behaviors. Experience appeared to
have no consistent effect on APs' self-perceptions, while its effect on principals’ ratings was not examined. The data
underscore the continuing need to clarify the AP's role, ensure equitable opportunities for instructional leadership, and
strengthen professional development aligned with Weber's (1996) instructional leadership model.

DISCUSSION
Emerging Findings

The results of this study validate what many have long perceived: a gap between APs' and principals' perceptions of
instructional leadership. This study goes further by quantifying the difference between how one views oneself and how
others view them within the same theoretical framework. Based on Weber's (1996) instructional leadership model and
measured by the PIMRS, these findings help explain what instructional leadership means, how it is carried out, and what
may limit APs' ability to engage in instructional leadership within their roles. Quantitative data were used to compare
principals' and APs' perceptions of overlapping instructional leadership domains, adding to the body of knowledge on role
ambiguity, leadership preparation, and distributed leadership.

Considered alongside prior research, these results point to two broader issues: role ambiguity and the need for targeted
professional development.
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Role Ambiguity

These results may reflect the role ambiguity documented in prior research, in which administrative and disciplinary
duties overshadow instructional priorities (Hayes & Burkett, 2020). APs rated themselves highly in instructional leadership,
particularly in defining the school's mission, yet principals rated them lower on several items. This misalignment suggests
that organizational culture and principal-determined role boundaries may shape APs' opportunities to lead instruction (Hayes
& Burkett, 2020). Addressing role ambiguity may require a clearer definition of AP responsibilities and shared leadership
frameworks that empower APs to engage in instructional improvement (Moyer & Goldring, 2022).

Targeted Professional Development

APs and principals both indicated a need for professional development focused specifically on instructional leadership.
Most preparation programs prioritize management over instructional practice, leaving APs to develop leadership skills
through on-the-job learning. This aligns with findings by Cohen and Schechter (2019) and Jackson et al. (2021), which
highlight the importance of differentiated professional development. Within Weber's (1996) framework, APs require growth
in managing curriculum and instruction, while Bandura’s (1986) self-efficacy theory suggests that structured mentorship
can help translate leadership confidence into observable practice.

Together, these results suggest that APs need role clarity, professional learning, and systemic support to transition from
operational managers to instructional leaders capable of advancing school improvement.

Comparisons with the Literature and Theoretical Framework

This study's findings both align with and extend existing literature on the AP role in instructional leadership. Consistent
with the literature, APs in this study perceived themselves as competent instructional leaders across Weber’s (1996) domains
of defining the mission, managing instructional programs, and promoting a positive learning climate, while principals’
ratings were notably lower. This perception gap echoes findings by VanTuyle (2018) and Lim and Pollock (2019), who
described the AP as a “leader in waiting” constrained by administrative tasks and unclear authority. Selected PIMRS items
showed statistically significant differences between the independent AP and principal groups; these item-level tests do not
establish significant differences across entire PIMRS domains. These results align with Goldring et al. (2021) and Somoza-
Norton and Neumann (2021), who found that principals often view APs as more operational than instructional.

Research continues to show that APs’ instructional leadership capacity is limited by site-level expectations, restricted
authority, and inconsistent professional development (Hayes & Burkett, 2020; Jackson et al., 2021). This study’s findings
reinforce this trend—APs reported frequent engagement in instructional leadership practices, while principals’ ratings
reflected varying frequencies of observed instructional leadership practices. However, this study diverges from previous
research by showing that years of experience did not consistently enhance APs’ self-perceived instructional leadership
(findings for research question 4). Unlike Cohen and Schechter (2019), who found little correlation between experience and
leadership confidence, this study found no consistent increase in APs’ self-ratings across experience groups. These findings
suggest that perceptions of instructional leadership may depend on factors beyond years of experience, including
communication and organizational culture.

Weber’s (1996) instructional leadership model, with its five domains, provides a lens to interpret these results. While
this study measured three related dimensions using the PIMRS, engagement appeared uneven, particularly in principals'
ratings. Principals rated APs highest in supervising and evaluating instruction but lower in coordinating the curriculum and
monitoring student progress. APs' self-ratings were more consistent, ranging from 3.83 in promoting a positive learning
climate to 4.05 in defining the school's mission. The imbalance in principals’ ratings supports Bhengu et al. (2014), who
asserted that without shared leadership structures and empowerment, APs struggle to enact Weber's model holistically.

Integrating Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory further explains this pattern. APs’ high self-perceptions suggest
strong self-efficacy, yet organizational barriers—such as principal control, limited authority, and excessive managerial
duties—restrict opportunities to demonstrate instructional leadership. This bridge between Weber’s and Bandura’s
frameworks shows that while APs have the motivation and conceptual understanding to lead instructionally, contextual
constraints prevent them from fully realizing these behaviors.

This study contributes to the evolving discourse by quantifying the perception gap between APs and principals,
situating it within a robust theoretical framework, and aligning with recent scholarship advocating for structured mentorship,
targeted professional development, and distributed leadership (Cohen & Schechter, 2019; Hayes & Burkett, 2020). The
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findings also reaffirm Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) argument that leadership effectiveness depends on coherence among
beliefs, behaviors, and expectations within school hierarchies.

In summary, while APs perceive themselves as instructional leaders aligned with Weber’s model, principals continue
to evaluate them primarily through an operational lens. Addressing this misalignment requires aligning leadership
preparation, evaluation systems, and professional learning to reinforce shared instructional responsibility. By connecting
the findings to both Weber’s and Bandura’s theories, this study underscores the need to clarify and strengthen the AP’s
instructional leadership role as a critical component of school improvement.

IMPLICATIONS

This study's results have critical educational leadership implications, especially for developing the AP's instructional role.
The enduring perception gap between APs and principals underscores the importance of clarity and specificity of
expectations, focus on professional learning, and deliberate mentorship in accord with Weber’s (1996) instructional
leadership model.

Districts must articulate the instructional aspect of leadership for APs and ensure that principals and APs have a common
understanding of those expectations. Setting up mutual leadership frameworks can help close perception gaps, improve
collaboration, and better distribute instructional authority. Professional development efforts should also extend beyond
management functions to teach curriculum leadership, coach teachers, and empower data-informed pedagogical decision-
making. Integrating mentorship, reflective practice, and peer-to-peer collaboration in AP training can reinforce self-efficacy,
as theorized by Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, and encourage knowledge transfer into practice.

Lastly, structured leadership pipelines must align with all five of Weber’s domains—defining mission, managing
instruction, assessing programs, observing instruction, and promoting a positive climate—to best prepare APs for
principalship. Improved preparation, mentoring, and evaluation systems will create greater school coherence, contributing
to better student achievement.

Limitations of the Study

There are several limitations of the study. First, the results may not be generalizable beyond the district studied.
However, the study achieved a 45.6% response rate. District-level factors, including demographics and policy context, may
vary across regions. Therefore, while the results highlight the value of APs, further research is needed to generalize the
findings across different settings.

A further limitation is that it relies solely on self-reported data from the APs and principals. APs may have overrated
their leadership ability due to socially desirable responses, which may have led to subjective assessments from principals.
Although the PIMRS is a validated instrument, self-reporting can be subject to bias. External raters, observer-based
assessments, or peer assessments could be used to increase objectivity in future studies.

Relying solely on a survey instrument like PIMRS does not provide us with the complete picture of what APs do. While
it sheds light on their leadership behaviors, it does not help us understand how APs juggle their roles as instructional leaders
with their numerous administrative responsibilities. To better understand these experiences, we would benefit from more
personal methods, such as in-depth interviews or focus groups, that let us hear their stories and gain insight.

This study focuses primarily on the experiences of APs and principals but overlooks valuable insights from teachers
and other key stakeholders. Future research that incorporates a wider range of perspectives could significantly enhance our
understanding of how effective APs are in guiding instruction. By adopting a more inclusive approach, we can better
understand how APs play a vital role in creating effective learning environments.

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the importance of aligning perceptions of instructional leadership between APs and principals. The
consistent differences in their evaluations reveal a need to better define expectations and create conditions that empower
APs to lead instructionally.

When leadership roles are clearly delineated and supported through coaching and professional learning, APs can more
effectively implement Weber’s (1996) model and fulfill the instructional responsibilities envisioned for them. Building self-
efficacy through mentorship and shared leadership experiences, as explained by Bandura (1986), transforms confidence into
practice and enhances instructional capacity across schools.
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Clarifying the AP’s role is essential not only for individual growth but also for the collective success of school
leadership teams. By aligning preparation programs, professional development, and evaluation criteria, districts
can elevate the AP position from operational management to instructional influence—contributing directly to
teacher development, student learning, and sustained school improvement.
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