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ABSTRACT
A Phenomenological Study of Exemplary Elementary School Principals Leading
Through Conversational Intimacy, Interactivity, Inclusion, and Intentionality
by Christopher J. Powell
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Methodology: This study followed a qualitative, phenomenological methodology to
describe the lived experiences of exemplary elementary school principals. A sample of
10 principals was selected from the target sample that included Mono, Inyo, San
Bernardino, and Kern Counties in California. Interviews were conducted following a
protocol developed by a group of peer researchers. Data from artifacts and observations
were used for triangulation. NVivo coding software was used in the analysis of data.
Findings: Analysis of data resulted in 23 themes and 291 frequencies among the four
elements of conversational leadership. From these 23 themes, seven key findings
emerged.
Conclusions: The study identified the behaviors that exemplary elementary school
principals practice within their organizations to create intimacy, interactivity, inclusion,
and intentionality as identified by Groysberg and Slind (2012b) in their organizational
conversation framework. The researcher drew four conclusions from the data and
findings. Exemplary elementary school principals create conditions for school reform by
(a) using personal stories and valuing relationships to build trust, (b) being accessible and
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implementing systems for two-way dialogue, (c) gaining commitment by listening, and
(d) consistently communicating goals and keeping the mission at the center of the school
culture.
Recommendations: Additional research in conversational leadership is necessary.
Research to identify specific behaviors that principals practice to listen, develop trust, and
communicate objectives to all members of their organizations should be conducted. It is
also recommended that research be conducted to determine the behaviors teacher leaders
use to engage colleagues in organizational conversation. In addition, research should be
conducted to identify and describe the principal behaviors that have the greatest positive
impact on teachers from the millennial generation. This study should also be replicated
in other regions with different cultural values.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study
Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) conversational leadership in multiple types of
organizations, four faculty researchers and 12 doctoral students discovered a common
interest in exploring the ways exemplary leaders practice conversational leadership using
the four elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. This resulted in
a thematic study conducted by a research team of 12 doctoral students.
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on the behaviors of
top executives in education in their practice to lead their organizations through
conversation. Exemplary leaders were selected by the team from various public, forprofit, and nonprofit organizations to examine the behaviors these professionals used.
Each researcher interviewed 10 highly successful professionals to describe how they led
their organizations through conversation using each of the four elements outlined in Talk,
Inc. by authors Groysberg and Slind (2012b). To ensure thematic consistency, the team
cocreated the purpose statement, research questions, definitions, interview questions, and
study procedures. The team agreed that for the purpose of increased validity, data
collection would involve method triangulation and would include interviews,
observations, and artifacts.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the other
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The researcher and his fellow doctoral
students and peer researchers studied exemplary leaders in the following fields: Nikki
Salas, city managers; Jacqueline Cardenas, unified school superintendents; Lisa Paisley,
educational services assistant superintendents in Southern California; Kristen Brogan-

xvii

Baranski, elementary suburban public school superintendents in Southern California;
Jennifer LaBounty, community college presidents; Robert Harris, high school principals;
John Ashby, middle school principals; Tammie Castillo Shiffer, regional directors of
migrant education; Cladonda Lamela, chief nursing officers; Vincent Plair, municipal
police chiefs and sheriffs; Qiana O’Leary, nonprofit executive directors; and this
researcher studied elementary school principals.

xviii

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Since 1973, the percentage of American jobs requiring postsecondary education
has been steadily increasing (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013). By 2020, some
postsecondary education and training will be required for 65% of all jobs. This
represents more than 107 million jobs that will require education beyond high school. It
is becoming more difficult to find gainful employment without some form of advanced
education. Although the economy is recovering from the Great Recession, 75% of the
occupations in the fastest growing fields require education beyond a high school diploma
(Carnevale et al., 2013; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Despite the evidence that
advanced education is necessary, U.S. schools are not preparing all students for the
reality of the changing future (Gardner, 2007). In fact, the high school dropout rate in the
United States is one of the highest in the world, and of the students who complete high
school, up to 60% or more must take remedial classes in college because they are
unprepared for the rigor of postsecondary education (Shulock, 2010; U.S. Department of
Education, n.d.).
While many nations around the world have embraced the need for education to
achieve sustainability, progress has been limited. This lack of progress stems from many
sources. Citing a Time magazine cover story from 2009 entitled “10 Ideas Changing the
World Right Now,” Crowley (2011) asserted that society is undergoing a titanic shift in
science, technology, globalization, climate change, demographics, economic
competitiveness, cultural shifts, and societal values (see also Gardner, 2007; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Mandelbaum & Friedman, 2012). As businesses are coping with these
turbulent changes, they are struggling to keep employees engaged to remain productive
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and competitive. Despite the efforts that have been made to attract and retain the best
workers, employee engagement continues to decline (Crowley, 2011). These changes in
what is essential to succeed in the present-day world have implications for necessary
transformational changes in education in order to prepare students for the workforce.
Equally important to school improvement are the significant generational changes
occurring in the workforce (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). The school workplace is now
composed of teachers from four generations including traditional, baby boomer,
Generation X, and Generation Y (Birkman, 2016). As today’s teachers collaborate, their
expectations for communication have changed due to advances in technology that enable
personalized access to information and media (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Korzynski,
2013). Social media has empowered the masses to receive all types of communication
instantaneously. Since the third quarter of 2008, the number of active users on Facebook
has increased every month to a staggering 2.13 billion in the fourth quarter of 2017
(Statista, 2018). It is incumbent on school leaders to successfully navigate these changes
by engaging students, teachers, and communities as a prerequisite for organizational
success (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010).
In response to a constantly changing world, there have been significant and
ongoing reform efforts in public education. Maximizing academic achievement has
remained the steadfast objective of schools throughout these shifts. In their meta-analysis
of school leadership studies, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) identified 21
responsibilities that principals must address to increase student achievement. As change
agents responsible for establishing a culture of shared beliefs, school principals must
have effective communication skills (Marzano et al., 2005). To build exemplary schools,

2

principals need students, parents, teachers, and community members to ally with them
(J. Johnson, 2013). While the role of the principal has historically focused on academic
outcomes, discipline, and management, school principals also must build strong
organizational communication to lead change.
Background
Heraclitus, an ancient philosopher, is credited with the statement, “Change is the
only constant” (Petit, Hu, & Dick, 2008, p. 1450). More than 2,500 years later, this
statement rings true in the 21st century. Around the world, there are ongoing changes in
the economy, employee engagement, generational diversity of the workforce, access to
technology, and public education policy (Crowley, 2011; Friedman, 2005; Gardner, 2007;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; M. Johnson, 2016; Korzynski, 2013; Mandelbaum &
Friedman, 2012; Marzano et al., 2005; Prositions Content, 2009).
Global Changes
Globally, there are massive changes occurring in the economy (Friedman, 2005;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Mandelbaum & Friedman, 2012). One of the forces driving
the economic changes is diminishing barriers that separate people around the world
(Friedman, 2005). Improvements in the distribution of goods and information have
opened access to new participants in a global economy. The decreasing barriers that
separate people have given rise to the emergence of the middle class in China and India,
which has shifted the economic balance of the world (Friedman, 2005). The influx of
new participants in the global economy has increased cultural diversity within the
workforce (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). This cultural diversity and collision of ideas
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forces economic changes while providing new opportunities and new challenges for
leaders.
In addition to the economic impact of new participants in organizations globally,
the increasingly diverse workforce must be engaged to provide benefit for their
organizations. In their meta-analysis of employee engagement studies, Harter, Schmidt,
and Hayes (2002) identified more than 11,000 publications on the subject of employee
engagement. These 11,000 publications are evidence that employee engagement is of
interest to many organizations. Organizations understand that the positive organizational
impact of employee engagement is significant (Harter et al., 2002); similarly, the
negative impact of disengagement undermines the efforts of the organization (Henne &
Locke, 1985). Although it is clear that employee engagement can have a profound
impact on organizational objectives, there is concern that employee engagement
continues to decline (Crowley, 2011).
Equally important to the decline of employee engagement, technological advances
have changed the speed and form with which people communicate (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b; Korzynski, 2013). Groysberg and Slind (2012b) pointed out that instantaneous
communication with large populations of people across the globe is now possible through
the proliferation of social media. The authors contended that conventional methods of
communication are obsolete and no longer effective (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Concurrent with declining employee engagement and technological advances,
generational diversity is increasing worldwide (Gardner, 2007). The workforce is not
immune to this increase in diversity as there is an influx of a new generation of workers,
adept at the use of social media (Dunston, 2016; Prositions Content, 2009). The
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American workforce now comprises individuals from four different generations
(Prositions Content, 2009). This is the first time the American workforce has included
this level of generational diversity (Prositions Content, 2009). As the millennial
generation enters the workforce, their use of social media and expectations with regard to
communication are changing what is required of leadership (Dunston, 2016).
Shifts in Public Education Policy
To remain current with the technological and economic changes throughout the
world, education systems are reforming as well (Robinson, 2011). In 1965, Congress
authored the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as part of the war on
poverty (M. Johnson, 2016). This was the beginning of federal oversight of public
education. However, the system did not immediately improve outcomes for students. In
1983, A Nation at Risk was published, highlighting the ongoing failures of the U.S.
education system (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). Minimal
improvement over the next 18 years resulted in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of
2001. This legislation increased federal accountability and created a system of highstakes testing, with the objective of 100% of students scoring proficient within 12 years
(Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002). In 2015, 50 years after the first federal effort to
improve public education, President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA). This legislation was a departure from failed federal accountability, moving
toward local control of public schools (M. Johnson, 2016). With local control, districts
and schools have more autonomy to make decisions regarding how to best educate their
students, but the mandate remains that all students deserve a free and appropriate
education.
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Robinson (2011) argued that the problems facing the education system are less
about local or governmental control and more due to the industrial model of education
that is common in the United States. To ensure relevancy in the current and future global
economy, the education system must do more than replace one type of oversight with
another (Gardner, 2011; Robinson, 2011; Senge, 2000; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, &
Flowers, 2005). The system must undergo a wholly transformational change into a
learning institution focused on current and future needs of society rather than those from
the past. The transformations necessary to ensure pertinent opportunities for all students
make effective district and site-based leadership essential to the success of schools
(Marzano et al., 2005).
Theoretical Framework
Transformational paradigm shifts, like those needed in education, have occurred
throughout the history of the world (Bryant, 2017). In this shifting world, it is important
that leadership generates meaningful change that benefits organizations (Kotter, 2008).
Authors agree that organizations need leadership that creates a vision that is understood
and connects with all members of the organization (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010;
Kotter, 2008; Senge et al., 2005). As organizations navigate change, it is necessary for
leaders to intentionally chart the direction of the organizations (Kotter, 2008). In charting
these “intentional changes in the workplace,” leaders cannot lose sight of the fact that
communication will drive progress (Ford & Ford, 1995, p. 541). This ability to
communicate a positive and productive vision will have an important impact of engaging
all those in the organization.
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Leadership has been studied extensively since the 19th century. Through his
lectures on hero worship in 1840, Thomas Carlyle (1993) is credited as the originator of
the great man theory of leadership. Carlyle suggested that leaders are born different from
common men. In the early 20th century, in an effort to efficiently identify people with
leadership potential, Bernard examined the traits that are common among leaders
(Horner, 1997). His hypothesis was that if one could identify leadership traits, effective
leaders could be quickly identified and placed in positions of leadership. Though many
traits were identified, Bernard was unable to prove his theory, and the focus of the study
of leadership shifted to what leaders do in the context of their organizations (Horner,
1997). According to Bass (1993), James Burns initiated a seminal shift in the study of
leadership. Burns termed the rewards and consequences common in contingency
leadership as transactional while suggesting that leadership that created significant
change transformed followers (Bass, 1993). This was the introduction of
transformational leadership into the field of leadership theory (Bass, 1990). Leaders who
practice transformational leadership enable their organizations to obtain breakthrough
results through charisma, inspiration, intellectual stimulation, and individual
consideration (D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Bass, 1990). Leaders who use these
skills understand the importance of embracing the commitment and energy of followers.
It is impossible to understand the needs of followers without effective
communication. Organizations are built through language, and leaders have a great
impact on the messages that define the organizations (Kegan & Lahey, 2001; Weick,
1979). Leadership communication has often been hierarchical. The leader has a message
that needs to be disseminated, and it is pushed out to constituents by the communication
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department. Disseminating communication through this hierarchical, top-down method
is limiting. In his dissertation on conversational leadership, Barge (1985) concluded that
effective leaders have different styles of communication. The tone of their
communication is typically positive or neutral and enables followers to complete
organizational goals (Barge, 1985). Further, effective leaders communicate in ways that
allow followers to be actively involved in the conversation (Barge, 1985). Through this
active dialogue, effective leaders connect the dots for followers, and organizational goals
become clear (Barge, Downs, & Johnson, 1989).
Given this time of global change and the extraordinary requirements of leaders to
facilitate change, it is critical to better understand how leaders use communication as a
strategy for organizational success. In his seminal work on learning organizations, Senge
(1990) suggested that building shared visions and dialogue are foundational to systems
thinking. Organizations, much like organisms, are not made up of interchangeable,
discrete pieces but are one system in which all parts impact the other parts of the system
(Senge, 1990; Senge et al., 2005). From a systems perspective, it is necessary to involve
all parts in the creation of shared visions through a leadership model of organizational
conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Those who lead through organizational
conversation engage employees by incorporating four elements: intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a).
Theoretical Foundations
As communication at many schools evolves into “a constellation of practices that
extends across the entirety of organizational life,” it is necessary to understand what the
best leaders do to facilitate this communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 6). The
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current style of discourse preferred by increasing numbers of effective leaders is similar
to a personal conversation between two people. Just as personal conversations require
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality, communication within organizations
is more effective when the same four elements of organizational conversation are evident
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). This study addressed Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four
elements—intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality—within the
organizational conversation framework.
Intimacy. Intimacy is often thought of in terms of romantic relationships. Altman
and Taylor (1973) proposed that intimacy develops in predictable ways as relationships
grow. Conversation and discourse are necessary for relationships to grow in intimacy
(Altman & Taylor, 1973). Subsequently, advances in neuroscience have demonstrated
that trust is a necessary component of effective conversations (Glaser, 2014). It is
challenging to maintain trust without intimacy (Glaser, 2014). Thus, it is necessary that
leaders establish intimacy with their followers to improve communication and build trust.
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) suggested that intimacy can be achieved when leaders relate
to employees in personal and authentic ways.
Interactivity. It is understood that dialogue involves more than one person. In
organizational dialogue, interactivity in communication is a fundamental component that
allows the conversation to be “open and fluid rather than closed and directive”
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, p. 80). In organizations, increasing interactivity to a wide
range of stakeholders facilitates public relations although the stakeholders may not view
themselves as contributors to public relations (Kelleher, 2009).
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Inclusion. In addition to the need for interactivity in communication,
organizations must include many of their members (Kelleher, 2009). This includes
employees, among whom there is an ongoing decline in engagement (Crowley, 2011).
Declining employee engagement negatively impacts organizations (Henne & Locke,
1985). Leaders who include employees from all levels of an organization in the creation
of an organizational narrative combat declining employee engagement by encouraging
the free flow of information (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). It follows that using effective
organizational conversation to increase employee engagement leads to positive outcomes
for the organization.
Intentionality. Intimacy, interactivity, and inclusion are all components of
conversation, but without intentionality, the goals of the organization remain a mystery
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Those who lead their organizations through conversation
“intentionally engage in their interactions with others” (Nichols, 2012, p. 143). Kotter
(2008) advocated that it is necessary for leaders to intentionally set the direction of their
organizations. By articulating a vision and following through with consistent
implementation, leaders build trust among members of their organizations (Northouse,
2012). This trust among members of the organization is a prerequisite to garner support
for the goals of the organization and a necessary component of effective leadership
(Maxwell, 2007).
Role of an Elementary School Principal
Effective school leadership is a monumental task. As important as school
leadership is to public schools, the term principal has varied uses in Americans’
vocabulary. Within education, the school principal is a “positional leader” tasked with
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governing the school (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001, p. 23). The role and
responsibilities of an elementary school principal are wide ranging and include support
for collaboration, alignment of curriculum, assignment of teachers, provision of
opportunities for professional development, engagement of the community, and overall
management of the school (Casey, Dunlap, Brown, & Davison, 2012). In addition to
their site-based responsibilities, school leaders must communicate with a variety of
stakeholders and cultivate trust within the community (J. R. Anderson, 2016). Bryk and
Schneider (2002) found that increasing trust is one effective avenue for school
improvement. Interdependence, consistency, honesty, affability, and the extension of
trust will increase the probability that the community trusts the school leader (Harvey &
Drolet, 2004). Garnering the trust of the community enhances the ability of the principal
to be the instructional leader the school needs. Critical to the principal’s role as
instructional leader is a focus on student achievement and effective instruction (Griffith,
1999; Marzano et al., 2005).
According to Fullan (2014), principals need to be much more than instructional
leaders. Principals are change agents tasked with expanding the capacity of students,
teachers, and the community. They must also lead the learning of teachers through
collaboration and professional development. In addition, principals must work within the
larger context of the school district to position their students for success (Fullan, 2014).
As change agents, school principals communicate with diverse participants within
the organization and community. Undercommunicating is a significant factor in the
failure to implement change (Kotter, 1995). Through relationships, principals fulfill the
role of change agent in schools by establishing the moral imperative that the goals of the
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organization supersede personal desires (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978). They challenge the
mental models of teachers and students, facilitate the creation of a shared vision, and
achieve breakthrough results through transformational change (D. Anderson & Anderson,
2010; Senge, 2000).
Gap in Research
While the school principal impacts student achievement through instructional
leadership and fostering trust and collaboration, effective teachers are also required to
positively impact student achievement (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom,
2004). Authors agree that teacher turnover has a negative impact on student achievement
(Reid, 2010; Wellenzohn, 2010). Although many efforts have been made to improve the
teaching profession through technological advances, “13 percent of the [nation’s] 3.4
million . . . teachers either moves [schools] . . . or leaves . . . the profession each year”
(Haynes, Maddock, & Goldrick, 2014, p. 2). Further, teacher morale is at an all-time low
(Markow, Macia, & Lee, 2013). To lead the systemic transformation necessary in
education, principals need a better understanding of what motivates teachers to remain
committed members of their organizations. A gap exists in understanding the leadership
behaviors of principals that motivate effective teachers to remain engaged with the
teaching profession.
In addition to generally lower teacher morale, the inclusion of the millennial
generation continues to impact the teaching workforce. It is important to understand how
generational differences impact the culture and work environment in order to create a
cohesive school vision (Lovely, 2012). School leaders need to cultivate relationships
with this emerging generation of employees to improve organizational outcomes (Tysiac,
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2016). School principals need a better understanding of the behaviors that cultivate
relationships with teachers.
A gap exists in research related to the behaviors exemplary elementary school
principals practice to increase employee engagement and strengthen relationships with
teachers. A better understanding of how these leadership behaviors impact student
achievement and organizational outcomes is necessary (Barge et al., 1989). Equally
important is the need to consider how increasing interactivity impacts conversations in
organizations (Kelleher, 2009). These gaps in research point to a need to investigate the
conversational behaviors of elementary school principals that impact the culture of
schools and lead to improved academic success. According to Nichols (2012),
conversational leadership has not been researched rigorously enough to identify it with a
specific set of skills. It is necessary to study conversational leadership through the lens of
elementary school principals in public education to understand how these behaviors
impact schools (Nichols, 2012). A gap exists in research related to the leadership
behaviors of exemplary elementary school principals leading through conversation.
Statement of the Research Problem
Although many school improvement efforts have been made since Congress first
passed the ESEA, the American education system still lags behind systems in other
developed nations (Mandelbaum & Friedman, 2012). The model of public education in
the United States was built to meet the needs of an industrial society. Although the
American model of education was effective in supporting America’s rise to a
superpower, the current system does not meet the needs of an economy in which
knowledge is the most valuable resource (Webber, 1993). With economic and
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technological advances, the education system must transform to meet the needs of the
students who will graduate into a global economy (Mandelbaum & Friedman, 2012;
Robinson, 2011).
To be effective agents of change in uncertain times, school principals
communicate, build relationships, establish shared visions, and support teachers (Cotton,
2003; Marzano et al., 2005). These responsibilities are several of the duties required of
school principals that lead to improved student achievement (Cotton, 2003; Marzano et
al., 2005). Contrary to the assertion by Marzano et al. (2005) and Cotton (2003) that
school principals have an impact on student achievement, Witziers, Bosker, and Krüger
(2003) argued that school leaders have no direct impact on student achievement but do
impact communication and the development of the mission of the school. In addition,
Maslowski (2001) established the correlation between school culture and student
performance, suggesting that transforming the culture of a school can lead to
improvements in student achievement. The development of a strong vision and mission
leads to a positive school culture and improvement in achievement through “consistency
of practice” (Maslowski, 2001, p. 5).
Research has suggested that leading transformational change requires a
connection to employees (Crowley, 2011; Maxwell, 2007). To guide successful
transformations, school principals must be equipped to make decisions quickly
(Robinson, 2011). During transformational change efforts, a connection to employees
enables leaders to decrease the time required to make decisions (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b). Furthermore, conversation is the avenue through which leaders establish a
connection to employees, empowering them to quickly make appropriate leadership
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decisions (Glaser, 2014). To better understand how exemplary school principals lead, it
is necessary to explore the conversations they have that build connections that support
organizational change (Barge et al., 1989; Nichols, 2012). Moreover, Groysberg and
Slind (2012b) suggested that effective leadership conversations are based on the elements
of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Although it has been established
that school principals have an impact on reform efforts and that conversation is a
necessary component of leading transformation, a gap exists in describing the behaviors
that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations through
conversation.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Research Questions
Central Research Question
What are the behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to
lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intimacy?
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2. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intentionality?
Significance of the Problem
Despite vast increases in the resources dedicated to school reform, American
public education is improving only incrementally, if at all, while the rest of the world is
advancing (Klein, 2011). Since the 1980s, even while spending on K-12 education has
doubled, the rate of increase in the percentage of college graduates has slowed (Klein,
2011). The slow increase in the percentage of people obtaining college degrees has
tangible economic impacts for Americans. According to the National Center for
Education Statistics (Kena et al., 2016), in 2014, the median annual income for 25- to 34year-olds with a bachelor’s degree or higher was more than twice that of young adults
from the same demographic with less than high school completion. In addition, the
likelihood that a 20- to 24-year-old was unemployed increased from 7% to 25% when
comparing those with at least a bachelor’s degree to those who had not completed high
school (Kena et al., 2016). These disparities, along with the stagnant rates of increasing
educational attainment, are creating tremendous gaps between the “wealthy elite, and an
increasingly large underclass that lacks the skills to succeed” (Klein, 2011, p. 68).
Although there are long-term financial benefits to the completion of higher levels of
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education, approximately one in five students still do not complete the requirements to
receive a standard high school diploma along with their peers (Kena et al., 2016).
Even though statistics paint a grim picture of the condition of American
education, school leaders can make a positive impact on student achievement (Branch,
Hanushek, & Rivkin, 2013; Cotton, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005).
In fact, research has indicated that only classroom instruction has a greater effect on
student achievement than the impact of a school leader (Leithwood et al., 2004). In one
attempt to quantify the impact that principals have on student achievement, it was
discovered that effective principals can increase student achievement by 2 to 7 months in
one school year (Branch et al., 2013). In addition to the impact school leaders have on
individual student achievement, Hallinger and Heck (2010) established that school
improvement is dependent on school leadership and contextual factors unique to each
school. Moreover, in the most challenging educational settings, there are virtually no
examples of real school reform in the absence of an effective school principal (Leithwood
et al., 2004). To create conditions for school improvement, school leaders must be
equipped to respond to contextual school factors including academic structures, school
norms, and organizational processes (Hallinger & Heck, 2010).
It becomes imperative to the success of American education, therefore, that
research investigates the behaviors that school leaders practice that enable them to create
the conditions necessary for optimal student achievement. The results of this study will
enable school districts to better understand the behaviors that exemplary elementary
school principals practice. The results of this study will also assist superintendents and
school boards in screening and hiring site administrators best suited to lead positive
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change in their school systems. In addition to improved hiring methods, this study will
inform administrator training programs, resulting in school leaders who are better
prepared to transform their institutions. With the future of America dependent on the
education system (Mandelbaum & Friedman, 2012), effective transformation of U.S.
schools is of utmost importance.
Definitions
Terms relevant to this study are defined in this section. All definitions are
theoretical and based in literature, excepting exemplary, which includes a theoretical and
an operational definition. The final form of each definition was determined through
collaborative processes among a team of researchers participating in a thematic
dissertation.
Behavior
An action, activity, or process that can be observed or measured (Dainton &
Zelley, 2005; Griffin, 2012; West & Turner, 2010).
Exemplary
Theoretical definition. Someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner;
suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin,
2014).
Operational definition. Exemplary leaders are defined as those who are set apart
from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following characteristics:
• evidence of successful relationships with followers;
• evidence of leading a successful organization;
• a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
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• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
• recognition by their peers; and
• membership in professional associations in their field.
Intimacy
The closeness, trust, and familiarity created between people through shared
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011).
Interactivity
“Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a back-and-forth
process” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 64).
Inclusion
The commitment to the process of engaging members of the organization to share
ideas and participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b;
Hurley & Brown, 2009).
Intentionality
Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and
meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Men, 2012).
Delimitations
This study was delimited to 10 exemplary elementary school principals. For the
purpose of this study, an exemplary elementary school principal is one who is set apart
from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following characteristics:
• evidence of successful relationships with followers;
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• evidence of leading a successful organization;
• a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
• recognition by his or her peers; and
• membership in professional associations in his or her field.
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter I presented an overview of the
problem, purpose, and research questions that guided the study. Chapter I also
established the significance of the study and included definitions and delimitations.
Chapter II presents an overview of the literature relevant to the purpose and research
questions. Chapter III presents a description of the methodology used and rationale for
choosing a phenomenological research design for this study. Chapter IV includes an
analysis of the data collected and findings. In Chapter V, the researcher presents
conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for future research related to
this topic.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In his second address to Congress in 1862, Abraham Lincoln succinctly and
profoundly addressed the challenges facing the United States. As he maintained hope for
America in the midst of the Civil War, Lincoln (1862/1953) stated,
The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion
is piled high with difficulty. As our case is new, so we must think anew and act
anew. We must disenthrall ourselves and then we shall save our country. (p. 537)
The rapidly increasing pace of change in the world requires new approaches to solving
problems (Gardner, 2007; Robinson, 2011). Leadership that was effective in the past no
longer works in a time of radical transformation.
A review of literature was conducted to provide context for this research. In
Section I, literature establishes the significant changes occurring in the world. Section II
follows with the theoretical framework of this study. The theoretical framework section
investigates leadership theory, communication theory, and the proposed theory of
organizational conversation on which this study was based. Fundamental to the theory of
organizational conversation are the elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality. Section III follows by establishing the role of an elementary school
principal as defined in literature. The chapter concludes with a summary of the literature
review.
The Changing World
The world is changing at an ever-increasing pace. Along with the increasing pace
of change, the type of change occurring is revolutionary. Organizations must transform
or become irrelevant. According to D. Anderson and Anderson (2010), transformational
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change requires a “shift of culture, behavior, and mindset” for effective implementation
(p. 60). Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio (2008) noted, “Change is a situation that interrupts
normal patterns of organization and calls for participants to enact new patterns, involving
an interplay of deliberate and emergent processes that can be highly ambiguous” (p. 363).
Many of the changes occurring in the world, and particularly in public schools, require
whole new paradigms and ways of thinking.
According to Weick and Quinn (1999), change in organizations can be viewed as
episodic or continuous. The role of the leader in continuous change becomes one of
sense making (Weick & Quinn, 1999). The leader must “explain current upheavals,
where they are heading, what they will have produced by way of a redesign” (Weick &
Quinn, 1999, p. 381). Through communication, leaders can successfully guide
organizations during times of uncertainty (Glaser, 2014). One way that leaders safely
ensure the realization of the future state of the organization is through communication.
Economic Changes
Authors agree that there are significant changes occurring in the world’s economy
(Friedman, 2005; Gardner, 2007; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Robinson, 2011; Senge et
al., 2005). These changes require fundamental shifts in the way corporations function.
Senge et al. (2005) suggested that the role of global corporations must align with the
impact those corporations have on the lives of people. Corporations now serve a larger
purpose than simply producing results. There is now an imperative that organizations
create conditions for growth of employees who will, in turn, yield positive outcomes.
In addition to the ongoing globalization of corporations, there are new participants
in the global economy. As barriers to globalization have decreased, China and India have
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become significant players in global trade (Friedman, 2005). The expanding economies
in these two countries with one third of the global population have resulted in an
increased middle class in China and India. The net result of an increase in the middle
class is more people who can afford more than just the basic needs of food and shelter.
The impact of this increase in the middle class is greater demand for goods (Friedman,
2005). However, corporations cannot just continue to expand output when resources are
finite and increasing production can have detrimental effects worldwide (Senge et al.,
2005). Therefore, an entirely new corporate model is evolving.
Increasing Generational Diversity in the Workforce
One of the changes taking place in today’s corporate model is the increasing
generational diversity of the workforce (Birkman, 2016; Cavanaugh, 2008; Remedies,
2013; Salopek, 2006). Increasing diversity in the workplace is not a challenge that must
be corrected through professional development. Instead, the current reality for
organizations is that embracing diversity increases growth through improved employee
engagement and quality of work (Research Partners, n.d.). In America, there are now
employees from four generations within the workforce. Traditionalists, baby boomers,
Generation Xers, and millennials all have different life experiences, values, and
expectations of what they want from work (Remedies, 2013). Traditionalists are the
oldest generation and tend to be patriotic and place high value on family and personal
security. The baby boomer generation is currently the largest cohort in the workforce.
Remedies (2013) asserted that baby boomers value work, even above family, and are
skeptical of authority. Generation Xers are very independent and adapt well to change.
The youngest generation, the millennials, are entering the workforce and will replace the
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baby boomers as the largest cohort within the workforce. According to Remedies,
millennials value relationships, appreciate coaching, and want to make an immediate
impact on the success of the organization. The increasing diversity in values among
employees requires changes in leadership approaches to keep employees engaged
(Remedies, 2013).
Leaders must ensure that their organizations adjust to meet the needs of this
changing workforce (Remedies, 2013; Salopek, 2006). One such change in the
workforce is that millennials tend to place a greater value on relationships at work than
previous generations do. To lead this growing cohort of employees, leaders must
recognize that previous leadership strategies will be largely ineffective if energy is not
invested in building relationships with members of the organization (Crowley, 2011).
Leaders today must recognize that failure to address the personal and professional needs
of a diverse workforce can result in conflict, reducing productivity and success.
Declining Employee Engagement
While the generational diversity of the workforce is increasing, employee
engagement is declining (Crowley, 2011). Although declining employee engagement has
been an ongoing trend in the United States, in the past 3 years, reports have indicated
slight gains in employee engagement (Adkins, 2015; Gallup, 2017). While these gains
are a positive sign, it is of concern that the least engaged generation in the workforce is
the millennials.
Harter et al. (2002), in their meta-analysis of employee engagement studies, noted
that as of 2000, more than 11,000 publications existed on the subject of employee
engagement. This abundance of research demonstrates that employee engagement is
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something that has broad appeal. Employee engagement has impacts on the productivity
of an organization (Gutermann, Lehmann-Willenbrock, Boer, Born, & Voelpel, 2017).
Disengaged employees have a quantifiable negative impact on the productivity of an
organization. Dissatisfaction may undermine the efforts of an organization to meet its
objectives (Henne & Locke, 1985). On the other hand, the positive impact of employee
engagement and satisfaction on organizational outcomes is large enough to be of
significance to many organizations (Harter et al., 2002).
In addition to decreased productivity of disengaged workers, turnover among the
workforce also increases. American workers are becoming more confident in their ability
to find other work and, thus, are more likely to leave a job in which they are not engaged
(Gallup, 2017). In fact, more than half of the American workforce is watching for new
employment opportunities. In addition, 91% of workers surveyed in a Gallup (2017) poll
voluntarily chose to leave their employer the last time they changed jobs. It is estimated
that replacing an employee costs an organization as much as 50% to 300% of the
employee’s annual salary (Salopek, 2006). Organizations must minimize these
replacement costs if they are to remain competitive in the global markets.
Changes in the Speed and Form of Communication
With the invention of the Internet, the speed and form of communication has
changed (Dunston, 2016; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Instantaneous, worldwide
communication with thousands or even millions of people is now possible. Even in
diverse, worldwide organizations, opportunities now exist for communication to involve
all members of the organizations (Postman, 2009). Just a few years ago, the technology
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did not exist to allow this type of communication for organizations larger than just a few
people.
These changes in the speed and form of communication have resulted in new
expectations for corporate communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). It is no longer
effective to craft a message, send it for editing, and publicize it through a polished
newsletter or other corporate communique. Members within organizations demand
faster, more authentic communication (Dunston, 2016).
One tool that organizations are using to transform corporate communication is
social media. Effective use of social media requires more than just changing the
distribution channel. In addition to altering the process of corporate communication, the
use of social media also has fundamentally changed who has a voice within the
organization. Individuals now have the power to undermine or bolster organizational
efforts to communicate (Jue, Marr, & Kassotakis, 2009; Li & Bernoff, 2011). This
change in the balance of power within organizations has made top-down corporate
communication obsolete and ineffective (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Changing Landscape of Public Education
As the world changes, the needs of individuals change as well. In the future, to be
able to contribute to society, people will need to approach challenges differently than in
the past (Gardner, 2007). To meet these needs, the current systems of education must
change.
The education system, along with all organizations, must transform the way it
operates, or it will become irrelevant in the world of the future. Within the current model
of education, schools can be contentious places (K. Larick, personal communication, July
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28, 2017). Teachers unions and administrators do not always agree. Although
disagreement is not fundamentally bad, schools must be effective places for employees
before they can be effective places for students. To enable high performance from all
students, schools must replace the culture of argument with one of trust and
collaboration. Successfully navigating these transformational changes requires open
dialogue and conversation (Kotter, 1995). If the education system fails in this effort, it
will cease to meet the needs of students and the society at large (Gardner, 2007).
According to Gardner (2007), the increasing availability of large amounts of information
has rendered skills that were once necessary obsolete. For example, access to search
engines limits the value of memorizing large amounts of information. Instead of
memorization, a more important skill for the current and future world is to be able to
analyze, prioritize, and synthesize the information that is of value (Gardner, 2007).
The current education system in the United States was built to meet the needs of
an industrial society (Robinson, 2011). Many workers filled blue-collar jobs and
completed repetitive tasks day after day. As the economy demands more creative
employees, the education system must change to meet this growing need. Robinson
(2011) succinctly summed it up this way: “The very foundations upon which our current
systems of education are built are shifting beneath our feet” (p. 53). However, schools
are still expanding an industrial model of education. In this rapidly changing world,
improving the old model is insufficient. As Senge et al. (2005) stated, “Learning based
on the past suffices when the past is a good guide to the future. But it leaves us blind to
profound shifts when whole new forces shaping change arise” (p. 86). As these profound
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shifts occur, it is no longer enough to try to improve the system incrementally. Public
education must wholly transform the model to remain relevant in a changing world.
This transformation includes a change in the way school reform is viewed (Fullan,
1993). Reform, as typically understood, is ineffective for the change that is needed in
schools of the 21st century. Fullan (1993) suggested that to have the capacity to navigate
the necessary transformational changes, schools must become learning organizations. In
his seminal work on learning organizations, Senge (1990) asserted that as the world
becomes more interconnected, the organizations that will succeed are those that “discover
how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in an organization” (p.
4). This is accomplished through the five disciplines of systems thinking, personal
mastery, mental models, building a shared vision, and team learning (Senge, 1990). To
meet the current and future needs of society, the education system must leave failed
models of reform in the past and view change through a new lens.
Federal oversight of public education. In the 1960s, concern for the success of
the public school system increased to the extent that Congress passed the first federal law
governing public education. In 1965, Congress authored the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) as part of the war on poverty (M. Johnson, 2016). The law was
reauthorized under President Bush in 2001 as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).
The current version, signed into law by President Obama in 2015, is titled the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA; M. Johnson, 2016).
A failing system. Although fiscal resources have increased and efforts have been
made to improve education, they have been largely unsuccessful. In 1983, A Nation at
Risk was published, highlighting the ongoing failures of U.S. education (National
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Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). In a 2013 article in the San Diego
Union-Tribune, Diane Ravitch was quoted as saying, “They say our schools are failing
and that public education is broken, it’s not. . . . It’s federal education policy that’s
broken” (Magee, 2013, para. 4). Although Ravitch asserted that public education is not
broken, the fact remains that the high school dropout rate in the United States is one of
the highest in the world, and of the students who complete high school, up to 60% or
more must take remedial classes in college because they are unprepared for the rigor of
postsecondary education (Shulock, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
Standards and accountability. To address these systemic failures, schools,
districts, and government officials have tried increasing accountability and monitoring
content through the implementation of standards. The Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) were created in an effort to align the content that is being taught in states across
the country. Currently, 42 states and the District of Columbia have adopted the CCSS
(Common Core State Standards [CCSS] Initiative, n.d.). With over 80% of all states
adopting the CCSS, it has, in essence, become the accepted curriculum of the American
public school system.
Local control. The ESSA marked a shift in practice from increasing federal
oversight and accountability to local control (M. Johnson, 2016). With local control,
states are given more autonomy to monitor and support school districts. In California,
each district is required to create a Local Control and Accountability Plan to identify
ways in which the school district intends to meet the eight state priorities outlined by the
legislature (California Department of Education, 2017). Although accountability is still a
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part of public education, local education agencies are now tasked with deciding how they
will improve instead of the federal program improvement plans of the past.
Increasing educational options. In addition to structural changes, the delivery of
educational content is undergoing significant shifts. Entities other than traditional
teachers now play a significant role in learning. Access to media, friends, and family
provide alternative sources of information that can significantly diminish the role of
traditional schools (Gardner, 2007). The global community has recognized the failing
model of traditional schools. This failure demands changes in the education system to
meet the needs of globalization (Robinson, 2011).
The failure of the traditional education system to meet the needs of a global
workforce has opened the door for competition in a variety of forms. Public schools rely
primarily on enrollment and attendance to drive their revenue. Traditional public schools
must now compete for students and funds with charter schools, private schools, home
schools, and online options. Charter schools are public educational choices funded by
public tax dollars in a similar manner to traditional schools. Research has suggested that
competition from charter schools does not positively influence performance of public
schools (Zimmer & Buddin, 2009). Although charter schools have a minimal impact on
the performance of students in public schools, the existence of charter schools does
redirect students and, therefore, resources away from traditional public schools. This
new competition for students creates a fiscal impact and is something that public school
leaders must monitor.
In addition to charter schools, public schools are facing the increasing prospect of
competing with private schools for public funding. In some states, voucher systems
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provide parents with tax-based support to pay for their children to go to the private school
of their choice (Misra & Chi, 2011). These voucher systems are gaining popularity as
parents and legislators believe that increased market competition will lead to better
schools. Couch, Shughart, and Williams (1993) demonstrated that increased competition
does, in fact, improve outcomes for public school students. However, Marlow (2010)
showed a decrease in performance of public schools as competition from private schools
increased. Although there is a lack of consensus on the impact of private schools on the
public school system, the increasing popularity of vouchers is a challenge that public
schools must address. To remain competitive, public schools must effectively navigate
change caused by these market-based forces. Because public schools are subject to
additional regulations, navigating change that improves performance may be difficult
(Marlow, 2010).
In addition to charter schools and private schools, technology is increasing
options for content delivery. In traditional schools as well as private, charter, and home
schools, online content delivery is challenging traditional methods of teaching. In
American public schools, more than 1 million students are now taking courses taught by
an instructor online (Christensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2011). This allows students to
choose courses they would not otherwise be able to take. Students are enrolling in online
options for credit recovery, advanced placement, and other courses for which there is not
sufficient enrollment to warrant a face-to-face course. According to Christensen et al.
(2011), homeschooling is another area in which online content delivery is disrupting
traditional education. Previously, opportunities for learning through homeschooling were
limited by the content expertise of the parents who were delivering instruction. Now,
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however, homeschooled students have access to rigorous coursework and expert teachers
through online content. The proliferation of virtual schools throughout the country
provides evidence that technology is disrupting traditional teaching methods prevalent in
American schools (Christensen et al., 2011).
Although the education system clearly needs to change, there are strong forces
working to maintain the status quo (Gardner, 2011). To remain relevant, textbook
publishers fight to maintain a monopoly on what is taught in schools. Teachers, although
striving for innovation, often receive mixed messages about creativity. They may want to
try new things that would meet the needs of their students, but without actionable data,
they are held accountable for performance on quantitative exams of their students. To
combat these forces, transformational leadership in schools is a must.
Theoretical Framework
Leadership Theory
In his seminal work on leadership, Burns (1978) stated, “Leadership is one of the
most observed and least understood phenomena on earth” (p. 2). Much of the research on
leadership has focused on characteristics of the leader (Horner, 1997). Research has
focused on “traits, qualities, and behaviors” of leaders to identify those characteristics
common to the best leaders (Horner, 1997, p. 270). Contrary to this view, Northouse
(2012) defined leadership as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of
individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 3). This process nature of leadership specifies
that leadership is a series of interactions that impacts both leaders and followers. It is the
capacity to motivate members of an organization to work together to achieve
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organizational goals. The study of modern theories of leadership began in the 1800s and
will continue to be investigated long into the future.
Early leadership theories. Leadership has been studied extensively since the
19th century. Through his lectures on hero worship in 1840, Carlyle (1993) is credited as
the originator of the great man theory of leadership. Carlyle proposed the idea that
leaders were born with innate gifts that predestined them for leadership. This great man
theory gave way to the study of specific traits that leaders had in common.
In the early 20th century, in an effort to efficiently identify people with leadership
potential, Bernard examined the traits that are common among leaders (Horner, 1997).
Building on the work of Carlyle, Bernard theorized that it is possible to identify traits
common to leaders. His hypothesis was that if one could identify leadership traits,
effective leaders could be quickly identified and placed in positions of leadership
(Horner, 1997). Though many traits were identified, Bernard was unable to prove his
theory, and the focus of the study of leadership shifted to what leaders do in the context
of their organizations (Horner, 1997).
In his seminal book on leadership, Burns (1978) defined and compared
transactional leadership to transformational leadership. This represented a shift in
leadership theory toward an increasing focus on relationships between leaders and
followers (Remedies, 2013). In a general sense, leadership is defined as “inducing
followers to act for certain goals that represent the values and the motivations—the wants
and needs, the aspirations and expectations—of both leaders and followers” (Burns,
1978, p. 19). In transactional leadership, an “exchange” between leaders and followers
persuades followers to work toward goals (Burns, 1978, p. 4). This exchange is the limit
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of the relationship between leaders and followers in transactional leadership. Contrary to
transactional leadership, transformational leadership “engages the full person of the
follower” through relationship (Burns, 1978, p. 4). Through this relationship, the leader
becomes a moral example and, in addition to achieving organizational goals, has the
potential to transform both the leader and follower.
Transformational leadership. Bass (1990) further separated transactional and
transformational leadership. Transactional leadership is a contingent leadership style,
based on rewards and punishments, whereas transformational leadership is a style of
leadership that enables individuals to minimize self-interests for the good of the group or
organization (Bass, 1997). Transformational leaders are concerned with moral
imperatives of what is good and right for the organization. They motivate members of
the organization to exceed their own expectations.
Effective leaders support followers in new and transformational ways of thinking
(Kegan & Lahey, 2001). Transformational leaders achieve “superior results” through
building a culture where the success of the group is of greater value than the success of
individuals (Bass, 1990, p. 21). Although there are many different styles of
transformational leadership, characteristics of transformational leaders include the
willingness to take risks and the ability to have members of the organization collaborate
in pursuit of a common vision. By building relationships with employees, leaders are
able to engage the entire organization and align efforts to a shared vision.
Through engaging the entire organization, transformational leaders are able to
achieve “breakthrough” results (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2010, p. 6). To
achieve breakthrough results, transformational leaders must attend to the needs of people
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as well as the process and content of change. Real transformation in an organization is
not possible with old models of leadership and change management. While transactional
leadership leads to average performance, transformational leaders bring about
breakthrough results by creating an entirely new culture within the organization (Bass,
1990). Horner (1997) explained,
Transformational leaders can initiate and cope with change, and they can create
something new out of the old. In this way, these leaders personally evolve while
also helping their followers and organizations evolve. They build strong
relationships with others while supporting and encouraging each individual’s
development. (p. 274)
Communication is the vehicle by which transformational leaders build
relationships and guide successful change (Kotter, 1995). In fact, undercommunicating
often leads to failure of transformational change efforts. To successfully lead
transformational change, leaders must include a multitude of voices in communicating
the shared vision that is guiding the organization. According to Weick and Quinn (1999),
change in organizations can be viewed as episodic or continuous. The role of the leader
in continuous change becomes one of sense making (Weick & Quinn, 1999). The leader
must “explain current upheavals, where they are heading, what they will have produced
by way of a redesign” (Weick & Quinn, 1999, p. 381). During these times of uncertainty,
transformational leaders have the ability to successfully guide organizations through
change. One way to safely ensure the realization of the future state of the organization is
through communication. As Glaser (2014) put it, “Conversations are the social rituals
that hold us together, the fabric of culture and society” (p. 14).
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Communication Theory
Communication theory as a field is relatively new. In the late 1990s, Craig (1999)
argued that as a field, communication theory did not exist due to the lack of coherence in
the academic study of communication. There is little agreement within the field of
communication theory. More than 200 theories exist, and although universities are
increasingly offering courses in communication, there is still very little that unites or
divides different theorists. Although no organized field of communication theory exists,
it can be viewed as “discourse about discourse with implications for the practice of
communication” (Craig, 1999, p. 120). According to Sigman (1992), a true theory of
communication must meet two criteria:
1. It is stated and statable so as to refer to communication phenomena generally
and not to any specific locale, group, or context of communication.
2. It refers to the interactional or processual production of meaning. (p. 352)
Although not complete theories, early views of communication included two
distinct models. Shannon and Weaver (1949) suggested that communication is a process
of transmission of information involving the sending and receiving of messages.
Contrary to the transmission view of communication, there is a concept that
communication is a social process that creates and recreates shared meaning (Craig,
1999). Communication is more than the linear transmission of information.
Communication is a process involving social relationships through which reality is
constructed (Carey, 1992; Deetz, 1994).
Within organizations, constructing reality through communication is essential to
the success of the organizations (Men, 2012). Effective internal communication within
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organizations can lead to increased trust, employee engagement, and employee
productivity. Communication builds relationships within organizations (Kelleher, 2009).
In discussing relationships, leadership conversations, and organizational change, Ford et
al. (2008) stated,
The change agent’s job, therefore, must surely include responsibility for the
relationship with recipients, as well as the tactics of change implementation. This
includes taking charge of the change dialogues to include inquiry that gets to the
root of apparently resistive behaviors by bringing both agent and recipient
background conversations to the fore and engaging in those actions needed to
maintain and improve the agent-client relationship. (p. 373)
Through communication, leaders monitor, build, and strengthen relationships with
members of their organizations, leading to effective change and the achievement of
organizational objectives.
Communication creates the conditions for building relationships within
organizations (Kelleher, 2009). According to Ford and Ford (1995), four types of
leadership conversations exist that lead to organizational change. Initiative conversations
are those that start the change process. Initiative conversations are followed by
conversations for understanding. This type of dialogue allows members of the
organization to examine beliefs, ideas, and feelings related to the change. The third type
of conversation is a performance conversation through which action is started. The
change process ends with conversations for closure, allowing acknowledgement of the
current reality of the organization (Ford & Ford, 1995). There are multiple ways that
these conversations occur in organizations.
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According to Men (2012), several channels exist to communicate within
organizations. Hierarchical communication includes top-down and bottom-up
communication through which messages are transmitted in a linear fashion. Mass media
communication may involve the use of newsletters, e-mail, and other forms of one-way
communication designed to be distributed to a large audience. The third internal
communication channel that exists includes horizontal social networks, such as the
grapevine and water cooler conversations. Improving organizational communication
through effective use of all three channels is one strategy that creates conditions for
organizational success (Men, 2012).
It is through shared experiences that organizational culture develops (Schein,
1996). According to Schein (1996), “Any company that has had several decades of
success will have an organizational culture that drives how its members think, feel, and
act” (p. 12). Within organizations, these shared experiences mean different things to
people in different divisions of the organizations. Difficulty in effective communication
and understanding is the result of different perceptions about similar experiences.
Through communication, shared meaning is created and culture develops (Schein, 1996).
Within the organizational culture, there are subcultures that may conflict with the
overarching goals of the organization (Schein, 1996). For example, the marketing branch
of an organization may be focused on bringing in new customers. At the same time, the
culture of the manufacturing division is focused on providing the best product on the
market. These subcultures within different divisions in the same company work against
each other and may have a negative impact on the overall ability of the company to meet
market expectations.
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Three facets of culture impact organizational effectiveness. There are variations
in deeply held beliefs that affect decision making. In addition, members of every
organization have values that influence what they view as perfection. Finally, the daily
needs of the members of the organization impact the balance between ideal values and
“immediate requirements of the situation” (Schein, 1996, p. 11). By building mutual
understanding through conversation, leaders enable creative solutions for challenges.
The old way of doing things is no longer sufficient in a 21st-century global economy. To
lead organizational success in a postindustrial world, communication systems must
address the differences among cultures and create dialogue that enables all cultures to
contribute to the organizational vision (Schein, 1996).
Proposed Theory of Conversational Leadership
At the intersection of leadership theory and communication theory lies
conversational leadership. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) proposed a model of leadership
based on organizational conversation. By modeling organizational communications after
interpersonal conversations, leaders can ensure their organizations are cohesive and
productive. The authors suggested that intimacy, inclusivity, interactivity, and
intentionality compose a new model of corporate communication that enables
organizations to thrive (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
According to Piderit (1999), uncertainty during times of change requires effective
organizational communication for two reasons. First, communication is able to shape the
attitudes of employees, and employees may have irreplaceable information to contribute
to the conversation as change unfolds. Second, social relationships impact the likelihood
that individuals will accept or reject a proposal for change. In a world of continuous
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change, organizations require effective communication to strengthen social relationships
and increase the probability for success (Piderit, 1999). When leaders undercommunicate
during times of change, organizational efforts are likely to fail (Kotter, 1995).
Elements of Conversational Leadership
According to Creswell (2008), “A variable is a characteristic or attribute of an
individual or an organization that (a) researchers can measure or observe and (b) varies
among individuals or organizations studied” (p. 123). In qualitative studies, the
researcher is concerned with a central phenomenon, not independent and dependent
variables as in quantitative research. In qualitative research, however, it is acceptable to
study multiple variables at the same time to understand the interaction of the variables
and their relationship to the phenomenon being investigated (Baltimore County Public
Schools, 2017). In this study, the researcher investigated four elements from the
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) model of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality.
Intimacy
According to Crowley (2011), achievement is dependent on intimacy and
interdependence. To improve organizational outcomes, it is necessary for leaders to
identify ways to develop intimacy with members of their organizations. In their seminal
work on intimacy, Altman and Taylor (1973) proposed that intimacy develops as
relationships grow. Prager and Buhrmester (1998) established that intimacy is responsive
to human needs. This responsiveness to human needs leads to “psychological well-being
through the fulfillment of needs” (Prager & Buhrmester, 1998, p. 467). Psychological
safety leads to cooperation and trust (London Real, 2016). Advances in neuroscience
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have demonstrated that trust is a necessary component of effective conversations (Glaser,
2014). It is challenging to maintain trust without intimacy. Intimacy in organizational
conversations increases the likelihood that leaders will preserve the trust of members of
their organizations.
Closeness, trust, and familiarity. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) explained, “For
leaders, the pursuit of intimacy in communication means stepping down from their
corporate perch and then stepping up to the challenge of speaking with employees in
ways that are personal, authentic, and transparent” (p. 16). By communicating in a
personal, authentic, and transparent way, leaders create closeness, trust, and familiarity
with members of their organizations. Through self-disclosure and building trust, leaders
establish rapport with members of their organizations. Establishing this rapport creates
the foundation for effective organizational conversation in the diverse organizations that
permeate the world today.
Self-disclosure. Conversation and discourse are the vehicles through which
intimacy develops (Altman & Taylor, 1973). Through dialogue, individuals engage in
the meaningful exchanges and shared experiences that define intimacy (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b). As relationships develop, intimacy in disclosure increases in a predictable
pattern. Hornstein and Truesdell (1988) found that people tend to disclose feelings about
nonintimate topics prior to discussing feelings about more personal topics. This pattern
of self-disclosure is a way of exploring or probing the relationship before fully
committing.
Trust. Authors agree that trust is an essential component of leadership (Groysberg
& Slind, 2012b; Harvey & Drolet, 2004; Lencioni, 2002; London Real, 2016; Maxwell,
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2007). Honest, consistent communication in words and deeds builds trust (Harvey &
Drolet, 2004). Communication enables leaders to build trust among all stakeholders,
thereby increasing their ability to effectively guide their organizations.
Leaders increase trust and collaboration within an organization by establishing an
appropriate culture in which there is psychological safety (London Real, 2016). It is the
responsibility of the leader to establish a culture that cultivates success. Although
success is defined differently depending on the purpose of the organization, all
organizations strive to prosper. To institute an environment that creates the conditions
for success, leaders establish trust within an organization through a willingness to extend
trust to others (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Harvey & Drolet, 2004). When
leaders fail to extend trust, members of the organization are less inclined to take risks and
trust other members of the organization. In this environment of mistrust, stakeholders are
more interested in personal gain than accomplishing organizational goals (London Real,
2016).
Shared experiences. Shared experiences are not only important within an
organization. According to Senge et al. (2005), as organizations increase their global
impact, they have a social responsibility to be accountable for their impact on the lives of
people. To address this global accountability, it is important that leaders of different
organizations have opportunities to build intimacy through conversation. In fact, Senge
et al. suggested that providing a venue for organizational leaders to have meaningful
exchanges, share their experiences, and share their knowledge may be the most important
problem facing the world. As the role of corporations expands in the lives of the people
impacted by the organizations, honest conversation and intimacy are necessary.
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Interactivity
Dialogue, by definition, involves more than one person. Interactivity in
communication is a fundamental component of organizational dialogue and allows the
conversation to be “open and fluid rather than closed and directive” (Groysberg & Slind,
2012a, p. 80). To be engaged in conversation requires interactivity from all participants.
One-way communication is not a conversation. It is necessary for leaders to ensure that
appropriate communication channels are available to engage all members of their
organizations. It is also incumbent on leaders to protect open channels of communication
and take precautions to prevent them from becoming another method of providing a
megaphone to the loudest participants. When one or more participants dominate the
conversation, even innovative, well-intentioned methods of communication become
ineffective (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). As the medium of communication shifts to webbased media, it is necessary for leaders to create a culture of interactivity to strengthen
relationships among members of their organizations (Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
Utilizing social media effectively within an organization allows the leader to
create a culture of interactivity by listening to members of the organization (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b). Social media makes it possible to listen and respond to members of the
organization who may be several steps removed from the traditional leadership structure
of the organization. Members of an organization from all levels are able to participate
equally, share ideas, and give feedback to leadership.
Kelleher (2009) suggested that interactivity is vital to developing relationships
within organizations as communication shifts to online media. Interactivity is an
important strategy to facilitating online interactions within an organization. By
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strengthening relationships through interactivity, leaders also increase trust throughout
the organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006). This trust throughout the organization has
impacts on organizational conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). According to
Groysberg and Slind (2012b), to build an organizational culture in which all members
share, interactivity must be a norm. The channel for communication is not as important
as the culture within the organization. If employees are fearful of sharing, no
communication tool will be effective. The authors noted, “Any organization, whatever
its scale, can be only as interactive as its culture” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 84).
Exchange of comments and ideas. Truly interactive conversations are dependent
on input from all participants. As interactivity increases, the value of each member’s
contribution increases. In conversations that are interactive, each successive response is
dependent on the previous input from other participants. Pavlik (1996) identified this
phenomenon as “reciprocal influence” (p. 135).
To encourage input from all members of an organization, leaders must facilitate
two-way communication. Two-way communication increases employee engagement and
promotes transparency (Men, 2012). In addition, employees prefer organizational
communication that is interactive and personal over typical corporate communication
styles.
Back-and-forth process. Through interactivity, the message of an organization is
carried forth by diverse members of the organization (Kelleher, 2007). However, if
communication is one way, from the top down, members of the organization will not
engage. It is necessary for leaders to create a culture of two-way, back-and-forth
communication that mimics an interpersonal conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).

44

In current and future organizations, leaders must listen to and trust employees and
provide “the tools and institutional support they need to speak up and talk back”
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 63). Technological advances including the Internet and
social media have provided the tools to enable geographically disparate organizations to
have back-and-forth conversations. It is up to the leaders to create the culture in which it
is safe to have these conversations.
Inclusion
Leaders who include employees from all levels of an organization in the creation
of an organizational narrative increase engagement and encourage the free flow of
information (Crowley, 2011; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). Organizations can benefit from
an inclusive culture. Organizational benefits include improved product knowledge
throughout the organization, more engaging event reporting, more authentic image
making, and better thought leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). The authenticity
associated with an inclusive conversation increases the credibility of the information,
internally as well as externally. In the past, leaders of organizations were viewed as a
credible source of information. However, as communication changes, messages from
employees are often viewed as more credible than polished corporate communication
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). It is now more important than ever that leaders engage
members of their organizations in authentic, inclusive communication.
Commitment to engaging members of the organization. To create an inclusive
culture, it is necessary for leaders to value the “process of communication” as much as
the impact of the communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 119). In fact, creating an
inclusive culture is one way to engage employees. Inclusion increases the engagement of

45

employees. According to Groysberg and Slind (2012b), “Conversational inclusion
fosters employee passion” (p. 121). Passionate employees have a greater positive impact
on the outcomes of organizations.
Development of the organization. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) stated that “the
essence of inclusion is full participation by all parties” (p. 118). In an inclusive
conversation, all participants share equally in decisions about the content and the tone of
the conversation. This openness to group decisions regarding the future of an
organization allows all members of the organization to fully participate in the
advancement of the institution. On the contrary, when one member of the organization
dictates what topics are open for conversation or the mode in which those conversations
occur, the conversation ceases to be inclusive (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Although organizations can benefit significantly from an inclusive culture, the
shift is not without risks. Including members of the organization in the organizational
conversation requires leaders to give up control of an area that has been tightly controlled
in the past. Corporate communication is no longer under the strict control of leadership.
According to Groysberg and Slind (2012b), “The move toward conversational inclusion
entails considerable trade-offs—big potential rewards, as well as big risks” (p. 139).
Intentionality
Researchers have agreed that intentionality in communication is a characteristic of
effective leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Nichols, 2012). While intimacy,
interactivity, and inclusion establish the organizational culture necessary for innovation,
intentionality ensures that “strategically relevant action ensues” (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b, p. 175). To ensure the conversation is productive, leaders “convey strategic
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principles not just by asserting them but by explaining them” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a,
p. 83).
Within an organization, intentionality prevents conversation from wandering
aimlessly without purpose (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Intentionality aligns the efforts
of multiple departments, divisions, or members of the organization. In line with Barge
and Fairhurst’s (2008) suggestion that leadership communication must advance an
objective that is important, intentionality enables complex organizations to make progress
toward goals. Intentionality allows leaders to ensure clarity of purpose, establish goals
and direction, and create order and meaning for all members of their organizations
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Clarity of purpose. Good leaders have a plan, know how to execute the plan, and
provide clarity on the details of the plan that are important to stakeholders (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Maxwell, 2007). Without a clear plan, departments and employees spend
valuable time and energy working on initiatives that are not aligned with organizational
goals. In a globally competitive, ever-changing work environment, effective leaders must
minimize lost time by ensuring that the plan is clear and understood by all members of
the organization.
Goals and direction. According to Groysberg and Slind (2012b), “Intentionality
is what gives an organization the vital sensation of movement toward a specific
destination” (p. 175). It is through intentionality that organizations move from
meaningless talk into productive activity. By setting clear goals and direction through
intentionality, leaders establish a vision for the future and motivate members of their
organizations to put all their effort into action aligned with that vision.
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Vision. When leaders are “irretrievably committed” to a vision for an
organization, all members of the organization focus their energy on the goals of the
organization (Senge et al., 2005, p. 134). This commitment comes from the heart and
enables the organization to excel. In this way, intentionality is more than a strategy.
Intentionality aligned with the heart of the leader is what transforms organizations.
It is the responsibility of the leader to align resources to achieve the vision of an
organization (Senge et al., 2005). A vision is effective if the entire organization
understands and is working toward accomplishing the vision. According to Senge et al.
(2005), a shared vision creates conditions necessary for commitment to action from all
members of the organization. In complex organizations with many diverse parts, a vision
is only useful if everyone is committed to achieving the vision through action.
Action. Joel A. Barker is credited with stating, “Vision without action is merely a
dream. Action without vision just passes the time. Vision with action can change the
world” (Schaefer, Panchal, Choi, & Mistee, 2008, p. 280). Leaders must ensure that
members of their organizations commit to action that will achieve the vision. It is
through communication that leaders inspire action. Performance conversations are one of
the four types of conversation proposed by Ford and Ford (1995) as necessary for
effective leadership. Following an initiative conversation and conversations for
understanding, the performance conversation leads to action. It is through performance
conversations, once understanding is established, that leaders mobilize members of their
organizations in pursuit of a vision.
Oftentimes, leaders may not move from conversations that create understanding
to those that mobilize action (Ford et al., 2008). Overemphasizing conversations for
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understanding reduces action and typically results in negligible change. At times, leaders
wrongfully assume that understanding leads to action. When this happens, a lack of
action is viewed as resistance when leaders believe understanding is clear. However, it
may be inaccurate that members of an organization are resisting change. On the contrary,
it may be that the leader has not used performance conversations to motivate action,
although there is clear understanding. It is necessary for leaders to use conversations for
performance to spur action and get results within an organization. Ford et al. (2008)
explained, “Although talk is essential, not all talk leads to action” (p. 367). For this
reason, leaders must be intentional in their conversations to mobilize their organizations
to action.
Create order and meaning. One of the roles of leaders of any organization is to
create order and meaning about the work of the organization. One way that leaders create
meaning within their organization is through intentionally telling the story of the
organization (Senge et al., 2005; Weick, 1979). Leaders tell the story of the organization
by intentionally communicating the current state of the organization, upcoming and
ongoing changes, and the future of the organization. By telling the story of the
organization, leaders create meaning and provide a framework for members of the
organization to interpret events that impact the organization (Young & Brewer, 2008).
Without a framework for understanding the meaning of events, members are left in a
state of disorder and uncertainty. It is the responsibility of leaders to establish the
meaning of the work being done in the organization.
As they create meaning within organizations, leaders must be intentional in the
stories they tell. The ability to tell the defining story of an organization is tremendous
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power and must be used to achieve the organizational vision (Adichie, 2009; Fraser,
1989). Through intentionally telling the story of the organization, transformational
leaders change the values of the members of the organization (Nyberg, 1981).
Role of the Elementary School Principal
The role of an elementary school principal is becoming increasingly complex
(Fullan, 2014). In school improvement efforts, “the principal’s role is inherently
ambiguous and complex” (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982, p. 332). The actions taken
by elementary principals are significant factors in school improvement. Many typical
efforts by principals result in only incremental change. If schools, and the larger
education system, are to remain relevant in the future, principals must successfully lead
true transformational change by engaging all members of their organizations. Fullan
(2014) suggested that principals must lead the learning of teachers through collaboration,
participate in the larger context of the district, and serve as agents of change while
building capacity among teachers, students, and the community.
Meeting these expectations is not an easy task. Schools are “excessively
hierarchical with highly complex interdependencies among roles making change
difficult” (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982, p. 332). To effectively lead change in these
hierarchical organizations, principals must engage members of their organizations and
motivate them to willingly follow (Maxwell, 2007). Engaging teachers, students, and
parents allows school principals to impact student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005).
According to Leithwood and Montgomery (1982), “Effective principals view the actions
of parents and the wider school community as potential instruments for fostering goals
being pursued by the school and shape their relationships with the community to serve
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this end” (p. 321). They view themselves as instructional leaders and are clear about
their goals for student achievement. Fullan (1996) suggested that principals are more
than instructional leaders; they are change agents. To become more effective, leaders
need to “pursue moral purpose, understand the change process, develop relationships,
foster knowledge building, and strive for coherence” (Fullan, 2001, p. 11). As they lead,
effective principals establish relationships with students, teachers, and the community
with the explicit goal of fostering student growth (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).
These goals are nonnegotiable, and the best principals communicate these expectations
relentlessly, even in the face of difficulty.
According to Cotton (2003), principals improve student achievement by
exhibiting leadership behaviors. Although Witziers et al. (2003) expressed doubt that
principals have any direct impact on student achievement, they did confirm that
principals have an indirect effect on student achievement through school culture. In their
meta-analysis of school leadership studies, Marzano et al. (2005) identified 21 behaviors
of school principals that have an impact on school success. The greatest impact
principals have on schools is in setting the course of school reform (Cotton, 2003;
Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005).
Elementary school principals lead school reform and improve student
achievement through wide-ranging roles and responsibilities. According to Casey et al.
(2012), Marzano et al. (2005), and Cotton (2003), these roles and responsibilities include
the following:
1. support for collaboration,
2. alignment of curriculum,
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3. assignment of teachers,
4. provision of opportunities for professional development, and
5. engagement of the community.
These roles align with the findings of Blase and Blase (2000) that effective principals
improve instruction through dialogue and the promotion of professional growth. To meet
these expectations, school principals must pursue rigorous professional development and
preparation. Current educational leadership preparation programs are inadequate for the
magnitude of the task required (Young & Carpenter, 2008). Exemplary elementary
school principals who lead through conversation provide a model for replication in future
school leadership preparation programs.
Encourage Collaboration
One of the roles of elementary school principals is to encourage a culture of
collaboration among teaching staff (Fullan, 1996). By encouraging collaboration among
teachers and distributing decision-making responsibilities, principals maximize the
impact of the expertise within the teaching staff (Lezotte & Jacoby, 1991; TschannenMoran & Gareis, 2015). Effective principals guide and include staff in decision making
and the implementation of priorities (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Lezotte &
Jacoby, 1991). Without teacher involvement, successful implementation of priorities is
unlikely. However, it is necessary for the principal to take a significant role in the
selection and early implementation of priorities. Once programs are running smoothly,
oversight can be transferred to carefully selected staff members.
A culture of collaboration is not established without intentional effort. According
to Blase and Blase (2000), principals encourage collaboration by modeling teamwork,
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encouraging sharing and peer observation, and providing time for collaborative work. In
many schools, teachers become isolated, working as islands in their own classrooms. To
combat this tendency, resources must be dedicated to collaboration. Teacher growth and
improved schoolwide instructional strategies are a byproduct of a culture of
collaboration.
Align Curriculum
In addition to encouraging collaboration among the teachers, elementary school
principals are responsible to monitor and ensure that curriculum is aligned to frameworks
and standards approved by the state. Although this is a typical role of principals, as it
relates to curriculum alignment, it has been established that there is little difference
between the approach of effective principals and that of typical principals (Leithwood &
Montgomery, 1982).
Although effective principals and typical principals dedicate similar efforts to
curriculum, research has established that the method of delivery of curriculum does
impact learning (Brown, 2016). Learner-centered, knowledge-centered, assessmentcentered, and community-centered classrooms have a positive impact on learning and
student achievement. Brown (2016) suggested that aligning class activities to the prior
knowledge and skills that students bring with them to class is one way to ensure effective
curriculum delivery. However, it is important that content knowledge expectations
within the curriculum are not ignored. In addition to focusing on the needs of the
learners, transferring knowledge to students, and providing feedback through assessment,
curriculum must focus on the “social nature of learning” (Brown, 2016, p. 103) that
makes a classroom a community of learners (Bransford, Brophy, & Williams, 2000).
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Principals create conditions for learning by ensuring curriculum is aligned to the needs of
learners and content knowledge that is useful for students in a variety of situations. In
addition, curriculum must include feedback based on assessment and opportunities for
social development in a community of learners.
Assign Teachers
Assigning teachers to best meet the various needs of the student body is another
role of an elementary school principal. Careful recruitment and selection of teachers is a
powerful way to ensure that principals can improve student achievement (Casey et al.,
2012; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982). Teachers have the greatest direct impact on
student achievement (Cotton, 2003; Marzano et al., 2005; Witziers et al., 2003).
Therefore, it is necessary for principals to assign teachers to classrooms who will ensure
the priorities and goals of their schools are achieved.
In addition to specific teaching assignments, principals can impact student
achievement by empowering teachers to take leadership roles within their schools (Broin,
2015; Leithwood et al., 2004). The benefits of distributed leadership within a school
include the development of future school leaders and the expansion of leadership capacity
within the school (Broin, 2015). This expansion of capacity frees up the principal to
increase the focus on instruction.
Provide Professional Development
In addition to teacher assignments, elementary school principals must provide
professional development necessary to continuously improve teaching and learning.
Effective leadership creates conditions for effective teaching and learning through growth
and change. Productive professional development is a necessary prerequisite for teacher
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growth (Hallinger & Heck, 2010). To improve student achievement within schools,
principals focus on professional development activities. Through professional
development, effective principals create systemic improvement and growth for all
employees.
Blase and Blase (2000) identified six principal leadership behaviors that promote
growth for teachers:
1. emphasizing the study of teaching and learning;
2. supporting collaboration efforts among educators;
3. developing coaching relationships among educators;
4. encouraging and supporting redesign of programs;
5. applying the principles of adult learning, growth, and development to all
phases of staff development; and
6. implementing action research to inform instructional decision making.
(p. 133)
Leithwood and Montgomery (1982) stated, “Effective principals also arrange for
less individualized but carefully structured professional development” (p. 327). It is not
enough to ensure that professional development time is filled with activities to meet
contractual obligations. Careful planning of professional development activities is
necessary to maximize the engagement of teachers in implementing change in the
classroom that leads to improved performance. The behaviors of elementary school
principals indirectly impact student achievement to the extent that professional
development activities improve instruction and encourage professional growth of
teachers.
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Focus on Student Achievement and Effective Instruction
One other primary role of elementary school principals is that of instructional
leader focused on student achievement and effective instruction. According to Lynch
(2016), “To be effective instructional leaders, principals must be knowledgeable of, and
advocate for, the use of evidenced based methods of delivery and effective inclusive
practices” (p. 26). The core responsibility of schools is student achievement. Contrary to
the assertion by Hallinger and Heck (1998) that principals only indirectly impact student
achievement, Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) found that leadership behaviors of
school principals have a direct impact on student achievement. In fact, up to 75% of the
variability in student achievement can be attributed to school climate and principal
behaviors (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). In addition to the direct impact that
principal leadership behaviors have on student achievement, there is agreement that
school climate impacts student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Marzano et al.,
2005; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Furthermore, faculty trust in the principal
impacts student achievement and school climate (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; TschannenMoran & Gareis, 2015). Therefore, building trust in schools is more than an exercise in
engaging employees; it is an activity rooted in improving student achievement. Bryk and
Schneider (2002) further explained that school leaders can establish trust by sharing a
compelling vision, listening to the concerns of others, and allowing for vulnerability.
Through these leadership behaviors, school principals reform schools and improve
student achievement.
Although focusing on student achievement is important, authors agree that
principals must also ensure that effective instructional practices are implemented
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throughout their schools (Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 2014; Cotton, 2003;
Marzano et al., 2005). In a 2003 study, Farkas, Johnson, and Duffett found that 67% of
school principals surveyed felt that their principal education program did not adequately
prepare them for the role of instructional leader. This is of particular concern considering
the widespread agreement that the role of instructional leader is one of the primary roles
of successful principals (Cotton, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005).
Engagement of the Community
Collaboration, curriculum alignment, assignment of teachers, and instructional
leadership are all responsibilities of principals within schools. To be effective, it is also
necessary that principals engage the communities beyond the walls of their schools
(Casey et al., 2012; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982). Through communication,
effective principals lead successful change (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982). Effective
principals establish structures for productive communication within their schools among
the staff. Additionally, the best principals also work to ensure there is productive
communication with the school community beyond the school walls. They integrate
themselves in the community and actively participate, and they facilitate parent
involvement and feedback. According to Leithwood and Montgomery (1982), these
leadership behaviors result in wide support for school initiatives, leading to successful
implementation of priorities. Studies have demonstrated the value of community
engagement in school performance (Cotton, 2003; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982;
Lezotte & Jacoby, 1991; Senge, 2000). When members of an organization, including the
community at large, are aligned to shared visions and common goals, transformational
change is possible (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2010; D. Anderson & Anderson,

57

2010; Kotter, 1995, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982;
Senge, 2000; Senge et al., 2005).
Summary
Chapter II reviewed the current literature establishing the significant changes in
the world. These changes require a different model of leadership than was successful in
the 20th century. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) suggested a new style of leadership based
on organizational conversation. Effective leadership in the 21st century requires leaders
to establish trust through intimacy (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Harvey &
Drolet, 2004; London Real, 2016; Senge et al., 2005). In addition to intimacy,
conversations must be interactive to efficiently meet the demands of a changing world
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Men, 2012; Pavlik,
1996). Along with interactivity, leaders must create a culture of inclusion within their
organizations to engage employees (Crowley, 2011; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Kelleher,
2009). Intimacy, interactivity, and inclusion create the conditions necessary for effective
communication, but intentionality enables organizations to achieve transformational
visions by moving beyond talk to collective action (Ford & Ford, 1995; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Maxwell, 2007; Nichols, 2012; Senge et al., 2005). Communication is the
vehicle by which transformational leaders guide their organizations through change
(D. Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Ford & Ford, 1995; Kotter, 1995). As the public
education system undergoes transformation, elementary school principals must lead
through conversation.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Chapter III describes the methodology used to conduct this research. The study
described the behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their
organizations through conversation. The research followed methods for
phenomenological research established by multiple authors (Creswell, 2007, 2008;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012; Patton, 2015). This chapter describes the
protocols used in this study. To begin, the purpose and research questions are restated.
The chapter then describes the phenomenological research design, population, and
purposeful sampling method used to select participants. A description of the researcher
as the instrument, data collection methods, and data analysis methods is provided next.
The chapter concludes by stating the limitations of this research and the process used to
protect voluntary human subjects. Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is
used to refer to the 12 Brandman University doctoral students who worked under the
guidance of four faculty chairs in collaborating on the design and implementation of this
study. A summary of the methodology is provided at the conclusion of this chapter.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
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Research Questions
Central Research Question
What are the behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to
lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intentionality?
Research Design
The research design is a plan that the researcher must follow to systematically
answer research questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The plethora of types of
research questions results in the need to specifically match the research design to the
research questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In this study, the research
questions were focused on describing the behaviors that exemplary elementary principals
practice to lead their organizations through conversation. A qualitative research design
was appropriate to collect data that enabled the researcher to describe the behaviors that
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exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations through
conversation. Qualitative research designs are an effective way to describe phenomena
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research is a method of research that is focused on telling the story of
the sample. The objective of qualitative research is to investigate a research problem and
gain a comprehensive understanding of the problem (Creswell, 2008). To be able to tell
the story of an individual, it is necessary for the researcher to thoroughly understand the
problem being researched. This understanding is obtained through the analysis of
interviews, observations, and artifacts (Creswell, 2008). As the analysis of interviews,
observations, and artifacts progresses, the purpose and research questions may change
due to the emergent nature of storytelling. These changes are necessary to accurately
describe the experiences of the members of the research sample. It is not possible to tell
a story without some subjective influence from the researcher. Because the story is
specific to the individual at the time the story occurs, qualitative research is less
generalizable than quantitative research (Creswell, 2008). However, increasing the
validity of the study allows the researcher to make some generalizations and enables
readers to apply findings to similar scenarios. To enhance validity of data collection and
analysis, “qualitative research in recent years has moved toward preferring terms such as
trustworthiness and authenticity. Evaluators aim for balance, fairness, and neutrality”
(Patton, 2015, p. 58). To achieve the desired trustworthiness and authenticity, it is
necessary to collect data systematically, triangulate data, and ensure that the researcher is
properly trained in qualitative data collection methodology.
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Method Rationale
Within the broad category of qualitative research, there exist many frameworks
that can be used to investigate specific research questions (Patton, 2015). Patton (2015)
distinguished between ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenology, social
constructivism, narrative inquiry, systems theory, and pragmatism, among others, based
on the core questions of each framework. Systems theory, social constructivism, and
phenomenology are three frameworks that were thoroughly considered to answer the
central research question, “What are the behaviors that exemplary elementary school
principals practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and
Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality?”
Systems theory framework. According to Patton (2015), at the core of the
systems theory framework is understanding the interrelationships and boundaries of a
system. In investigating the behaviors of exemplary elementary school principals, there
are many interrelationships including those between the principal, teachers, students, and
community members. Defining the boundaries of the system is more difficult. Senge
(2000) suggested that to accomplish school transformation, a systems approach is
necessary. Studying exemplary principals from a systems theory perspective was
determined to be an appropriate qualitative research design.
Social constructivism framework. In addition to a systems theory framework, a
social constructivism framework was determined to be suitable for this study. The core
inquiry of a social constructivism framework is to understand how the participants in the
organization have constructed their reality (Patton, 2015). This aligns with Barge’s
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(1985) assertion that “leadership is a social reality constructed by actors in everyday
communication” (p. 40).
Phenomenological framework. Although systems theory and social
constructivism were appropriate frameworks for this study, it was determined through a
collaborative effort with peer researchers and faculty that the best fit was a
phenomenological framework. Patton (2015) revealed that the core inquiry of a
phenomenological approach is understanding the meaning of the lived experiences of
individuals. To thoroughly describe the behaviors that exemplary elementary school
principals practice, it was necessary to understand the lived experiences of the principals.
Phenomenology is an appropriate methodology to understand the lived experiences of a
sample (Creswell, 2008; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012; Patton, 2015;
Yüksel & Yıldırım, 2015). This understanding was developed through in-depth
interviews, analysis of artifacts, and observations of exemplary elementary school
principals (Patton, 2015). Interviews and observations were conducted using structured
protocols to ensure consistency in data collection (Creswell, 2008).
Population
The population of a study is the group of subjects being studied who “conform to
specific criteria” and about which the researcher intends to make generalizations
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). The population of this study included all
California public elementary school principals. In California, there are 5,872 public
elementary schools, although data are limited on the number of principals at these schools
(California Department of Education, n.d.; Rosin, Frey, & Wilson, 2007). This limitation
is because administration within a school is self-reported, and some districts and schools
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fail to report this information. In addition, there are some schools that are led by
superintendent/principals. The methods of data collection employed by the state of
California and the various structures of school administration that exist make it difficult
to ascertain exactly how many public elementary school principals there are in California.
Since there are 5,872 California public elementary schools (California Department of
Education, n.d.), this researcher assumed there were approximately 5,872 elementary
school principals in California public schools at the time of the study. The population of
this study was all 5,872 public elementary school principals in California.
As this was a qualitative study, access to all public elementary school principals
was unfeasible. Time, geographic limitations, and cost are a few of the reasons why it
would not have been feasible to study the entire population of elementary school
principals. Because it was not feasible to study all elementary school principals in
California, the researcher chose a subset of the population as the target population for this
study. The target population included all members of the sample (Creswell, 2008;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). When possible, generalizations were made to the target
population. In this study, the target population included elementary school principals in
the California counties of Inyo, Kern, Mono, and San Bernardino. The lack of qualified
participants meeting the criteria for exemplary elementary principals in Mono County
necessitated expanding the region beyond the researcher’s home county. Within these
four counties in California, there are 510 public elementary schools (California
Department of Education, n.d.).
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Sample
A sample is a group of subjects from within the target population who participate
in the study and provide data to the researcher (Creswell, 2008; McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012). It is important that the size of the sample and the
method of sampling a population align with the purpose of the study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). In qualitative research, the justification for choosing a
sample size is more important than the chosen sample size.
This study used a nonprobability sampling method to select participants.
Nonprobability sampling is used when the researcher wishes to choose individuals for a
sample because they are “available, convenient, and represent some characteristic the
investigator seeks to study” (Creswell, 2008, p. 155). Nonprobability sampling is quite
common in educational studies where researchers typically wish to investigate some
phenomenon (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). McMillan and Schumacher (2010)
described convenience sampling, purposeful sampling, and quota sampling as three types
of nonprobability sampling. In this study, the researcher used purposeful sampling
methods to ensure in-depth examination of information-rich subjects.
Purposeful sampling strategies in qualitative research enable the researcher to
select individuals who can provide in-depth information related to the research problem
guiding the study (Creswell, 2007). According to Dukes (1984), a sample size of one
could meet the needs of a phenomenological study. However, to minimize bias, a sample
size of three to 10 is recommended depending on the limitations of the research (Dukes,
1984). In purposeful sampling, the researcher decides who to sample, how to identify the
sample, and how many participants should be included in the sample. According to
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Yüksel and Yıldırım (2015), “Phenomenological studies start and stop with lived
experience and it should be meaningful and significant experience of the phenomenon”
(p. 5). To ensure 10 participants had rich experience with conversational leadership and
could provide rich data, a purposeful sampling strategy was used.
Criterion sampling is a form of purposeful sampling that ensures that all
participants meet established criteria for inclusion in the study (Creswell, 2007). The
criteria for participation in this study were determined prior to data collection, and the
objective of the study was to describe behaviors of exemplary elementary school
principals in depth. The criteria used to ensure exemplary status included the
characteristics of exemplary elementary school principals. An exemplary elementary
school principal is one who is set apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the
following characteristics:
• evidence of successful relationships with followers;
• evidence of leading a successful organization;
• a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
• recognition by his or her peers; and
• membership in professional associations in his or her field.
The 10 sample elementary school principals were chosen from the target
population of 510 elementary school principals in Mono, Inyo, Kern, and San Bernardino
Counties in California. Research validated that a sample size of 10 exemplary leaders
(Dukes, 1984) was appropriate to allow for in-depth analysis of the conversational
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leadership phenomenon as experienced by the leaders themselves. The 10 leaders chosen
for participation in this study were identified through a search of elementary principals
who met four of the six criteria for exemplary leadership.
Below are the steps that were followed in the selection of participants:
1. Association of California School Administrators (ACSA) Region 11 and Region 12
offices were contacted to identify principals who had earned or been nominated for
professional recognition since 2011. Although not included in this sample, ACSA
Region 11 also includes Kings County and Tulare County.
2. Inyo, Mono, Kern, and San Bernardino County Offices of Education were contacted to
identify principals within each county who may have received county-level
recognition.
3. The resulting list was cross-checked with school websites to eliminate any candidates
who were no longer principals in Mono, Inyo, Kern, or San Bernardino Counties.
4. Those remaining on the list were then checked to see if they met at least three
additional criteria for exemplary leadership.
5. These prospective participants were contacted via telephone to explain the research
and request participation. A follow-up e-mail was sent to any candidates who could
not be reached by phone. (See Appendix A for the telephone and e-mail script.)
6. If more than 10 participants were available, those geographically closest to the
researcher were selected for accessibility.
Limiting the study to 10 participants was appropriate because in qualitative
research, additional participants make it difficult to thoroughly tell the stories of
individuals (Creswell, 2008). According to Creswell (2008), increasing the sample size
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has the potential to dilute the data and may inhibit deep understanding of the
phenomenon. Larger sample sizes also increase the time necessary for qualitative data
collection. Time limitations for this study also prevented the researcher from sampling
more than 10 exemplary elementary school principals.
Instrumentation
In qualitative research, the researcher serves as the instrument of data collection
(Patton, 2015). The quality of the data collected is, therefore, dependent on the training
of the researcher as the instrument. For this study, the researcher served as the
instrument for interviews, observations, and analysis of artifacts. Because an interview is
a “social interaction,” the researcher as the instrument has an impact on the data collected
(Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012, p. 2). The unique experiences, backgrounds,
and nature of individuals ensure that even controlled social interactions between different
people are not identical. This researcher has extensive experience as a high school
teacher, athletic coach, and administrator. At the time of the study, the researcher was a
high school principal in Mono County. The experiences of the researcher led to the belief
that relationships impact the ability of people to achieve optimal results. The researcher
also believes that honesty is a prerequisite for developing relationships. These
experiences and beliefs had the potential to result in some bias within interviews as well
as all other types of qualitative research.
This phenomenological study used a semistructured interview protocol to collect
data (Patten, 2012). A semistructured interview allowed the researcher to probe for indepth responses to a field-tested interview instrument (Harrell & Bradley, 2009; Leech,
2002; Turner, 2010). Probes are an effective method of keeping the interview focused on
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the research topic while ensuring in-depth data are collected. The interview consisted of
12 open-ended questions formulated by members of the peer research thematic team.
The questions were based on the review of literature examining conversation and
leadership. Leadership and communication theories were reviewed in addition to the
organizational conversation theory proposed by Groysberg and Slind (2012b; see
synthesis matrix in Appendix B). Four groups of three team members each drafted three
questions for one assigned element from the Groysberg and Slind framework. One team
drafted questions related to intimacy, one team drafted questions related to interactivity,
one team drafted questions related to inclusion, and one team drafted questions related to
intentionality. The questions were submitted to faculty research chairs for review.
Following the faculty chairs’ review, each team revised interview questions,
incorporating feedback from the faculty. Each team submitted three to four questions in
final form, in addition to possible backup questions in the event that multiple teams
submitted the same questions. The interview questions submitted by each team were then
reviewed for initial validity by an expert panel of researchers. The panel consisted of
four faculty members at Brandman University. The expert panel then met with one
representative from each team to gain consensus on the final protocol.
Field Testing
Upon completion of the editing process, the researcher used the interview
protocol (see Appendix C) in a field test. The field-test interview was designed to be
similar to the actual interviews conducted for data collection. The subject of the field test
was an exemplary elementary school principal as defined in this study but was not
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included in the study. Exemplary characteristics of the principal are summarized in Table
1.

Table 1. Exemplary Characteristics of the Interview Field-Test Subject
Exemplary Characteristics of the Interview Field-Test Subject
Subject meets the
qualification

Exemplary characteristic
Evidence of successful relationships with followers
Evidence of leading a successful organization

X

A minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession

X

Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at
conferences or association meetings

X

Recognition by peers
Membership in professional associations in field

X

One exception to the interview protocol that was used in the field test was the
presence of an expert observer (Patten, 2012). The expert was chosen due to his/her
recent completion of a qualitative research study. The expert served as a process
observer during the interview and made notes related to the interview technique of the
researcher. Following the field-test interview, the observer and field-test participant
provided feedback related to the clarity of the questions, length of the interview, and
format of the interview. Feedback from the field-test participant and the observer
followed the feedback instruments created for use by all members of the thematic team
(see Appendix D).
Upon completion of the field test, each three-member team met to discuss the
outcomes of their individual field tests and identify any suggested changes to the
protocol. One member from each team then met with faculty to review the feedback and

70

determine any necessary adjustments. The final interview protocol was agreed upon and
used by each thematic team member for data collection.
Reliability and Validity
Reliability and validity are two factors to consider when evaluating research.
Reliability is the likelihood that repeating the study will produce consistent findings
while validity is the “extent to which an instrument measures what it is designed to
measure” (Patten, 2012, p. 61). Several strategies were used to increase the reliability
and validity of the findings in this study. In qualitative research, establishing credibility
of a study is more important than striving for perfectly reliable and valid measures
(Patton, 2015). In fact, Stenbacka (2001) argued that attempting to establish reliability in
qualitative research diminishes the value of the study. When discussing validity in
qualitative research, Patton (2015) declared, “Qualitative research in recent years has
moved toward preferring terms such as trustworthiness and authenticity. Evaluators aim
for balance, fairness, and neutrality” (p. 58). Although there is disagreement about the
value of reliability and validity in qualitative research, there are strategies that can be
used to increase the likelihood that research will be respected within the field of study.
Intercoder Reliability of Data
Intercoder reliability occurs when more than one researcher codes the data
similarly (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2010). To establish intercoder reliability
in this study, a peer member of the thematic team coded a transcription of the interview
of one of the 10 participants. The researcher also coded the transcription. The
independent coding results from the researcher and the peer member were compared for
the percentage of agreement. Lombard et al. (2010) noted that to establish intercoder
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reliability, “coefficients of .90 or greater are nearly always acceptable, .80 or greater is
acceptable in most situations, and .70 may be appropriate in some exploratory studies for
some indices” (para. 13). For this study, a threshold of 80% agreement was chosen. This
was an appropriate threshold because the study was exploratory in nature and percentage
agreement is a generous measure of intercoder reliability.
Triangulation
Triangulation is a process by which qualitative researchers use multiple sources of
data to establish consistency in findings. Consistency from multiple types of data
increases the credibility of the findings of the study (Patton, 2015). Triangulation allows
researchers to test the validity and reliability of a study, and particularly in qualitative
research, consistency across multiple sources of data protects against bias (Golafshani,
2003; Patton, 2015).
Data Collection
According to Patton (2015), qualitative data allow the reader to know “what it
was like to have been there” in the time and place in which the phenomenon occurred
(p. 54). Three types of qualitative data exist to tell the story sufficiently so that the reader
understands the context of the phenomenon. Semistructured interviews, observations,
and examination of artifacts were used to collect data in this study to tell the story of
exemplary elementary school principals leading through conversation. Upon approval of
the Brandman University Institutional Review Board, potential candidates were contacted
via e-mail and telephone to request participation in the study.
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Types of Data
Each participant was interviewed in a semistructured, one-to-one interview. Oneto-one interviews work well with participants who are able to talk freely and can provide
critical insight into the topic of research (Creswell, 2008). The interview data were
recorded and transcribed verbatim and provided a substantial amount of the total data
analyzed in this study. Prior to each interview, the participant signed the Informed
Consent and Audio Recording Release form (Appendix E) to allow the researcher to
record the interview.
In addition to one-to-one interviews, observations were conducted. Specific types
of observations were dependent on the availability of each study participant. Some
possible observations included field notes during the interview, online videos of board
meetings or other settings, interactions with staff throughout the course of the day, and
interactions with students and parents before, during, and after the school day.
Observations required the researcher to go into the field to collect accurate field notes
related to the purpose of this study. Observation field notes included descriptions of
behaviors and communication with sufficient background information to describe the
situation in which the observations occurred (Patton, 2015). During the observations, the
researcher acted as a nonparticipant observer (Creswell, 2008). Nonparticipant observers
are less intrusive at research sites and can collect data while minimizing their impact on
the organization. The observation data were used for triangulation to confirm the
findings discovered through the interview process.
In addition to observations and interviews, the researcher collected artifacts for
analysis. Artifacts included excerpts of written correspondence or documentation that
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described the context surrounding the correspondence. Some examples included meeting
agendas, meeting minutes, e-mails, and social media communications from the principals.
The analysis of artifacts provided insight into the context of the organizational
conversation phenomenon and allowed for triangulation to strengthen findings discovered
through the interview process (Patton, 2015).
Method of Data Collection
Prior to data collection, the researcher used e-mail and telephone to contact
potential candidates for participation in this study. Once verbal agreement to participate
was obtained from each candidate, an interview was scheduled at a time and location that
was suitable to the participant. Two days prior to their interviews, the participants were
e-mailed a copy of the Informed Consent and Audio Recording Release and the
Brandman University Institutional Review Board’s Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
(Appendix F). The researcher collected interview, observation, and artifact data to
describe the conversational leadership behaviors practiced by exemplary elementary
school principals. One-to-one interviews were conducted following a semistructured
protocol. The steps followed in data collection were as follows:
1. Participants who met the criteria of exemplary elementary school principals were
identified by ACSA Region 11 and Region 12 offices, as well as the county offices of
education in Mono, Inyo, Kern, and San Bernardino Counties.
2. Approval to conduct the study was obtained from Brandman University’s Institutional
Review Board.
3. The researcher then telephoned possible participants to seek consent to participate.
The phone call was followed up with an e-mail to clarify the purpose of the study.
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4. Once approval was granted, interviewees were contacted via phone and e-mail to
schedule an interview. To facilitate scheduling, interviewees were advised that the
interview would take 45 to 60 minutes, and in some cases, it could go longer with
permission of the interviewee.
5. Participants in the study were e-mailed a copy of the questions 2 days prior to their
interviews.
6. Before the interviews, participants signed an Informed Consent and Audio Recording
Release and were provided with the Brandman University Institutional Review
Board’s Research Participant’s Bill of Rights.
7. The interviews were recorded digitally to ensure accuracy of data analysis.
8. The interview protocol was read at the start of each interview, and the participants
were reminded of their rights (Appendix C).
9. Interview questions were asked in a semistructured interview setting. The researcher
also used probes to elicit rich data in response to questions.
10. After responding to all the interview questions, each member of the sample was
thanked for participating, and the recording was stopped.
11. Following the interviews, the researcher asked participants if they had any artifacts
they would be willing to share that would confirm the answers provided in their
interviews. When possible, the researcher observed the participants in public settings
to provide additional data for triangulation.
12. Interview recordings were confidentially transcribed, and participants were provided
with a copy of the transcription to verify the accuracy of their statements.
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Data Analysis
In a qualitative study, several possibilities for data analysis exist. According to
Patton (2015), rigorous analysis of data is necessary to increase the credibility of
findings. Researchers can increase credibility by minimizing bias in data analysis. To
reduce bias in this qualitative study, the researcher conducted an analysis of data
attempting to discover alternative explanations for the central phenomenon of the
behavior of exemplary elementary school principals. Analyzing the data to determine
their fit against an alternative possibility increases the credibility of findings and
decreases the likelihood that findings are based in researcher bias (Patton, 2015). The
organization of data for analysis included the following:
1. transcription of audio recordings and transcription of all observation field notes,
2. review of data for possible preliminary themes,
3. coding of data using NVivo software,
4. categorization of codes into themes, and
5. analysis of themes to identify which described the behaviors that exemplary
elementary school principals practice to lead through conversation.
Coding of Data
Coding data is central to data analysis in qualitative research. Coding data is a
process in which the researcher identifies words, phrases, or ideas that are relevant to the
research questions being investigated. In this study, the researcher used NVivo
qualitative research software to complete the coding process. Data in the form of
transcribed interviews, observation field notes, and artifacts were coded. McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) provided steps to follow in the refinement of data. First, the
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researcher read through several datasets to get a preliminary idea of how data might be
categorized. Following the initial read through, preliminary codes were created. The
codes were then compared, and duplicate codes were eliminated. The fourth step was the
testing of the codes to determine “how well the descriptive code name corresponds to the
data” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 372). Finally, throughout the process, the
coding system was refined as new codes were required and similar codes were grouped.
Upon completion of the coding process, codes were categorized into themes.
Themes were then analyzed to describe the behaviors that exemplary elementary school
principals practice to lead through conversation.
Triangulation of Data
To increase the trustworthiness of this study, the researcher triangulated data.
Triangulation is a process by which qualitative researchers use multiple sources of data to
establish consistency in findings (Patton, 2015). Data collected from artifacts,
observations, and semistructured interviews were coded separately. Codes were grouped
into themes, and themes were compared across all sources of data to identify consistency
in findings. Consistency from multiple types of data provides rich validation that
findings are trustworthy. In cases where triangulation yielded inconsistent results, the
researcher provided a “reasonable explanation for differences” to increase the “overall
credibility of the study” (Patton, 2015, p. 662).
Limitations
Limitations of a research study are issues that could have a negative impact on the
generalizability of the findings (Creswell, 2008; Roberts, 2010). In phenomenological
research, generalizability is limited due to the purpose of research. The purpose of a
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phenomenological study is to describe the lived experiences of individuals at a certain
place and time (Creswell, 2008; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012; Patton,
2015; Roberts, 2010). The phenomenological nature of this study limits generalizability
in that no two people experience the same events identically.
Researcher as an Instrument
The researcher as an instrument is a limitation of this study. Personal bias and the
impact the researcher may have had on the interview process, observations, coding, and
analysis of data limits the generalizability of the study. The researcher’s experience as a
high school principal introduced potential bias. Moreover, previous experiences with
members of the researcher’s organization may have introduced bias. Other potential
biases were the researcher’s beliefs that relationships impact the ability to achieve and
that honesty is the most important factor in developing strong relationships.
Bracketing occurs in phenomenological research when the researcher sets aside
his or her personal expectations with regard to the phenomenon being studied (Chan,
Fung, & Chien, 2013). By recognizing preexisting beliefs and disallowing them to
interfere with findings from the data, validity of the study is increased. Prior to research
in this study, the researcher believed that honesty was the most important factor in
developing the relationships necessary to lead organizations. To ensure that this belief
did not bias the findings, the researcher approached each interview with an intentional
focus of remaining curious about the lived experience of the participant (Chan et al.,
2013).
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Sample Size
Another limitation of this study is the sample size. A sample of 10 exemplary
leaders was agreed upon by the peer researchers participating in the thematic team.
However, the small sample size limits the generalizability to larger populations.
Although the small sample size limits generalizability, it was appropriate for this study
because of the need for in-depth, information-rich participants. In qualitative research,
increasing sample size poses a detriment to the ability of the researcher to collect in-depth
information (Creswell, 2008).
Sampling Frame
The homogeneous sampling frame also presents a limitation for this study. The
only participants included in the sample were elementary school principals who met four
of six characteristics of exemplary leaders. This homogeneity limits the generalizability
to other school leaders who are not principals or do not meet four of the six criteria
established for participation in this study. Studying only elementary school principals
also limits the ability to generalize findings from this study to middle school, high school,
or alternative school principals.
Time
Time is a limitation of this study. School principals do not have limitless amounts
of time to participate in interviews and observations. The interviews conducted in this
study were limited to 60 minutes. The available allotted time limited the ability of the
researcher to conduct multiple interviews and observations of each sample participant.
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Geographic Location
Findings in this study are limited by the geographic location of the researcher.
The researcher lives in a remote, rural area of California. There are few elementary
schools that are easily accessible. The target sample was limited to schools in counties
along the eastern border of Central and Southern California.
Summary
Chapter III presented the methodology used to conduct research for this study.
The chapter began with a restatement of the purpose and research questions that guided
the research in this study. A complete explanation of the research design, population and
sample, instrumentation, data collection and analysis, and limitations was included.
Decisions made regarding research design, sampling frame, instrumentation, data
collection and analysis, and limitations were grounded in literature.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This phenomenological study described the behaviors that exemplary elementary
school principals practice to lead their organizations through conversation. Chapter IV
provides the context for this study, including the purpose statement, research questions,
methodology used to collect data, and participant demographic information. The last
section of this chapter includes a presentation and analysis of data as well as a summary
of key findings that were aligned to the research questions guiding this study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Research Questions
Central Research Question
What are the behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to
lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intimacy?
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2. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intentionality?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
Data collection for this phenomenological research study consisted of in-depth
interviews with exemplary elementary school principals, observations, and collection of
artifacts. The 10 interviews were conducted in a semistructured format to ensure
consistency across all participants. The 10 interview transcripts were the primary source
of data for this study; artifacts and observations served as secondary sources of data to
increase the trustworthiness of findings.
The semistructured interview protocol consisted of 12 questions and optional
probes to elicit in-depth responses. Each of the four elements of organizational
conversation was investigated with three questions. During each interview, the
participant was provided with a copy of the questions and definitions of the elements of
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. The questions were created through
a collaborative process by a team of peer researchers with faculty input (Appendix C).
Nine of the 10 interviews were conducted in person at the schools where the study
participants were principals. Due to scheduling and travel constraints, the 10th interview
was conducted via Skype. Each interview lasted between 36 and 68 minutes, with an
average length of 48 minutes.
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Observations were conducted at the school sites of seven of the study participants.
Observations generated data that aligned with the elements of conversational leadership
that were researched in this study. Each observation lasted between 25 minutes and 45
minutes. The settings of the observations included morning student drop-off, supervisory
duties, the reading of morning announcements, principal walk-throughs, conversations
with parents, interactions with staff, ceremonies for celebration of student achievement,
and staff gatherings and social interactions. Observations were coded as a method of
triangulating data to increase trustworthiness of findings.
In addition to observations, artifacts were collected and analyzed. The researcher
collected 22 artifacts; of these 22 artifacts, 18 generated content aligned with the four
elements of conversational leadership that were researched in this study. The types of
artifacts collected included meeting agendas, e-mail communications with staff, messages
published on school websites, vision and mission statements, and photographs of posters
and signage on school campuses. The artifacts were also coded as a method of
triangulating data to increase the trustworthiness of findings.
Population
The population of a study is the group of subjects being studied who “conform to
specific criteria” and about which the researcher intends to make generalizations
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 129). The population of this study included all
California public elementary school principals. In California, there are 5,872 public
elementary schools, although data are limited on the number of principals at these schools
(California Department of Education, n.d.; Rosin et al., 2007). Since there are 5,872
California public elementary schools (California Department of Education, n.d.), this
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researcher assumed there were approximately 5,872 elementary school principals in
California public schools at the time of the study. The population of this study was all
5,872 public elementary school principals in California.
As this was a qualitative study, access to all public elementary school principals
was unfeasible. Because it was not feasible to study all elementary school principals in
California, the researcher chose a subset of the population as the target population for this
study. The target population included all members of the sample (Creswell, 2008;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In this study, the target population included elementary
school principals in the California counties of Inyo, Kern, Mono, and San Bernardino.
Within these four counties in California, there were 510 public elementary schools at the
time of this study (California Department of Education, n.d.).
Sample
A sample is a group of subjects from within the target population who participate
in the study and provide data to the researcher (Creswell, 2008; McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010; Patten, 2012). This study used a nonprobability sampling method to
select participants. Nonprobability sampling is quite common in educational studies
where researchers typically wish to investigate some phenomenon (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Purposeful sampling strategies in qualitative research enable the
researcher to select individuals who can provide in-depth information related to the
research problem guiding the study (Creswell, 2007). According to Dukes (1984), a
sample size of one could meet the needs of a phenomenological study. However, to
minimize bias, a sample size of three to 10 is recommended depending on the limitations
of the research (Dukes, 1984). To ensure 10 participants had rich experience with
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conversational leadership and could provide rich data, a purposeful sampling strategy was
used.
Criterion sampling is a form of purposeful sampling that ensures that all
participants meet established criteria for inclusion in the study (Creswell, 2007). The
criteria used to ensure exemplary status for participants in this study included the
characteristics of exemplary elementary school principals. An exemplary elementary
school principal is one who is set apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the
following characteristics:
• evidence of successful relationships with followers;
• evidence of leading a successful organization;
• a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
• recognition by his or her peers; and
• membership in professional associations in his or her field.
Ten exemplary elementary school principals were chosen as the sample from the target
population of 510 elementary school principals in Mono, Inyo, Kern, and San Bernardino
Counties in California.
Demographic Data
To ensure confidentiality, all data are reported without reference to the names of
individuals or organizations participating in this study. Each participant was assigned a
number from 1 through 10. Each participant also met at least four of the six criteria
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identified to be considered exemplary. Table 2 shows the criteria that the researcher
verified to ensure participants included in this study met the definition of exemplary.

Table 2. Exemplary Criteria of Participating Principals

Leading a successful
organization

Minimum of 5 years
in the profession

Articles, papers, or
materials written,
published, or
presented at
conferences or
association meetings

Recognition by peers

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X

X

X

Membership in a
professional
organization

Study
participant

Successful relationship
with followers

Exemplary Criteria of Participating Principals

X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Presentation and Analysis of Data
An analysis of qualitative data collected from 10 selected exemplary elementary
school principals resulted in findings aligned to four elements of conversational
leadership.
Data Analysis
Audio from each interview was recorded on two devices to ensure available
backup data if one device should fail. The data were then transcribed and imported into
NVivo qualitative data analysis software. The data were coded for themes related to the
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four elements of conversational leadership. Upon completion of coding, the number of
sources and frequencies providing data for each theme were analyzed. The findings were
then further analyzed for key findings, leading to conclusions.
Reliability of Data
Semistructured interviews constituted the primary source of data for this research.
In addition to interview data, observations and artifacts were used to triangulate findings.
In addition to triangulation, a peer researcher coded 10% of the interview data from this
study to establish agreement. The peer researcher independently coded one of the
interviews with 83.3% agreement; 15 of 18 frequencies matched the coding done by the
primary researcher. In total, 10 interviews, 18 artifacts, and seven observations were
coded.
Research Question and Subquestion Results
For this study, peer researchers identified a central research question and four
subquestions that aligned with four elements of conversational leadership. The central
research question was, “What are the behaviors that exemplary elementary school
principals practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and
Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality?” To answer this central research question, the researcher
analyzed four subquestions:
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of interactivity?
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3. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intentionality?
Interviews, observations, and artifacts were coded for themes related to the four
elements of conversational leadership. The interviews consisted of 10 semistructured
interviews of 12 questions each. The settings of the observations included morning
student drop-off, supervisory duties, the reading of morning announcements, principal
walk-throughs, conversations with parents, interactions with staff, ceremonies for
celebration of student achievement, and staff gatherings and social interactions. The
types of artifacts collected included meeting agendas, e-mail communications with staff,
messages published on school websites, vision and mission statements, and photographs
of posters and signage on school campuses. Coding resulted in 23 themes and 291
frequencies. Intimacy and intentionality were coded with five themes each. Six themes
were coded in interactivity, and seven themes were coded relating to the element of
inclusion. Figure 1 depicts the number of themes within each element.
Of the 291 frequencies coded, inclusion had 92 frequencies, representing 31.6%
of all frequencies. Intimacy and intentionality had the second highest number of
frequencies at 71 each. This represented 24.4% of the 291 frequencies coded.
Interactivity had the fewest frequencies coded at 57. This represented 19.6% of all
frequencies. Figure 2 depicts the number of frequencies coded within each element of
organizational conversation.

88

Themes in Each Element
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
Intimacy

Interactivity

Inclusion

Intentionality

Figure 1. Total number of themes in each element.

Frequency of Coding of Each Element

Intimacy, 71
Intentionality, 71

Interactivity, 57
Inclusion, 92

Figure 2. Number of frequencies coded in each element.
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Intimacy. In this study, the peer research team defined intimacy as the closeness,
trust, and familiarity created between people through shared experiences, meaningful
exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwarz,
2011). Coding for themes related to intimacy resulted in five themes. These five themes
were referenced by all 10 participants a total of 71 times. Themes related to intimacy
represented 24.4% of all coded content. The number of times each theme was referenced
through interviews, artifacts, and observations is available in Table 3.

Table 3. Intimacy Themes
Intimacy Themes

Theme
Valuing relationships creates
trust
Personal story creates
vulnerability
During crucial conversations,
listen to increase engagement
Accessibility builds trust
Listen authentically to promote
trust

Interview
sources

Artifact
sources

Observation
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

10

1

3

14

23

10

0

0

10

18

7

1

0

8

12

6
6

0
0

2
0

8
6

12
6

Valuing relationships creates trust. This theme was referenced 23 times in 14
sources. This theme represented 32% of the coded content related to intimacy. Strong
relationships among members of an organization contribute to the success of the
organization (Ford et al., 2008; Fullan, 2001; Horner, 1997). Effective communication
creates the conditions for building these relationships and increasing trust (Kelleher &
Miller, 2006).
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Every principal, 100% of participants, provided content specific to relationships
during the interviews. One principal explained how important it is to focus on
relationships with all staff members, not just teachers:
I think, quite frankly, that building trust is through building relationships. And
the closer that you have relationships with your team members, all team members,
not just teachers. Principals have to be really careful not to just focus their intent
on teaching staffs because . . . I don’t have a very large staff, I have about 70
people who work here for me, and 34 of them are teachers. And there’s tutors and
support staff, but there’s a lot of classified staff. They all have to know that you
value the relationship with them, that you will listen to them, and then they begin
to trust you.
Later in the interview, the principal continued to explain ways in which a leader can build
relationships:
The more we know each other outside of work, the things about them, that trust in
the workplace just naturally happens because there’s a familiarity with each other.
I like to do a lot of—such as “three lies and a truth” with people, and they get to
know something about you that they never knew before. That’s how I start my
personal relationships. I’m an open book, so a lot of people know a lot about me
that they know the total person.
I guess what I’m trying to say is knowing me not only as someone who’s
leading a school, but as a human being. I really share my background with
people, and I’m interested in other people—where they’re coming from. It helps
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you in a lot of ways when you’re communicating with them, what’s going on in
their life, that kind of thing.
Three observations and one artifact also provided content supporting that
relationships are important. In one observation, a principal hosted a staff breakfast for
the entire staff. During that time, he moved around among the staff and talked informally
with staff. The content of each conversation was focused on the lives of the staff
members outside of their job responsibilities at school.
Personal story creates vulnerability. This theme was referenced 18 times in 10
sources. This theme represented 25% of the coded content related to intimacy. Selfdisclosure in relationships creates vulnerability and allows members of the organization
to try out the relationships prior to committing (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Bryk &
Schneider, 2002; Hornstein & Truesdell, 1988).
During the interviews, 100% of participants provided content specific to
vulnerability created by personal stories. One principal shared how vulnerability
improves relationships:
I share with my staff right from the beginning like I’m going to retire. I don’t
keep those things from people; I like them to know when things are going well for
me outside or maybe when there’s a struggle. They all knew it was very hard for
me to say goodbye to my grandson when he moved, so when I started the year off,
I showed that vulnerability that, “Yes, I may be your boss, but I’m also a Nana.”
I really think that if more people did this with personal stories about each
other, the trust just happens naturally because that vulnerability that you showed
really makes for a better relationship.

92

Another principal explained how creating vulnerability through personal stories increases
the likelihood that staff will ask for needed assistance when the time comes:
And I think teachers, or any staff member, what I find is if they feel that you’re
vulnerable in some way, then they’re more willing to share with you their
vulnerability or ask for help because they’re having that same experience, maybe
in their classroom or at their grade level.
During crucial conversations, listen to increase engagement. This theme was
referenced 12 times in eight sources. This theme represented 17% of the coded content
related to intimacy. Honest conversations are necessary components of leadership in
organizations (Senge et al., 2005).
During interviews, 70% of participants provided content related to listening to
concerns. One principal shared how listening during an honest conversation improved
the outcome for staff members:
What comes to mind is a new teacher, not credential, wasn’t happy about the
transfer from one school to my school, came in with an attitude that was
surprising to me. I would think that someone not credentialed given an
opportunity to have a job would be happy. This individual wasn’t at all. Took the
hard-line approach at first—I wanted her to know how serious I was about the fact
that she is causing problems at my site. She is rude to people, she’s rude to
students, she’s rude to parents.
I came in, and my intention was to really sting her on an evaluation. She
turned it around. We started an open dialogue, and in the course of the open
dialogue, I realized that maybe, maybe some of the things that were happening
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and her reactions weren’t appropriate but maybe justifiable to an extent, based on
her feelings and based on how she was coming in to the position.
What happened there is, if I hadn’t listened attentively, I probably would
have given her a lot of “needs improvements” with a lot of “you better do this”
and “don’t do this ever,” you know, and instead it was more of, “Okay, we need
to come to terms.” These things have to change, but I don’t necessarily have to
write—doesn’t necessarily have to be evaluative, in a paper that’s going further.
It turned me around because had I not taken that time and if I had been
hard-nosed as far as, “This is beyond my expectation and blah blah blah,” not
listen to what she was going through, I could have ended a career early, and that
would have been a huge mistake.
This theme was also referenced in one artifact source. One of the principals used
a form to listen to parent concerns, enabling honest conversations.
Accessibility builds trust. This theme was referenced 12 times in eight sources.
This theme represented 17% of the coded content related to intimacy. Groysberg and
Slind (2012b) explained that leaders must be accessible to members of their organizations
by “stepping down from their corporate perch” (p. 16).
During interviews, 60% of participants provided content related to the impact of
accessibility on trust. One principal shared how being accessible is essential to
promoting trust:
I think the key to promoting the trust ongoing from that is to make sure that
you’re visible and that you are having conversation ongoing. And most of it is
informal, because everybody is busy and on the run and on the go. When I’m
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seeing staff members, if I have a minute or two just to chat and follow up on a
certain item or a certain student, to do that, and also making sure that I follow up
on what they’ve asked me to do or what I’ve said I was going to do is really key.
Another principal explained how accessibility contributes to trust across all staff:
So, trust is a two-way street. I have to make sure that I’m available, make sure
that I have to listen, and make sure they feel that they’re a part of that process.
And the easiest way for me to do that is just to be constantly in those classrooms,
sharing those conversations with teachers. And the classified staff as well—it’s
obviously not just teachers; everyone.
The same principal also discussed how accessibility with parents increases trust:
So, try to get a really comfortable rapport and trusting rapport with parents. Just
being out here. You know how helpful that is for me, when parents walk by or I
see ’em out there—“Hey,” and wave to them when they go by, acknowledge their
students by their first name when they’re with their kids. That’s critical.
Two observation sources provided three frequencies related to accessibility
building trust. During yard duty, one principal was observed walking and talking with
kids, aides, and substitute teachers. Another principal was observed being accessible at
the front gate during morning arrival. She talked with students, called them by their
names, and allowed parents to enter the gate to ask questions.
Listen authentically to promote trust. This theme was referenced six times in six
sources. This theme represented 9% of the coded content related to intimacy. Trust is an
essential factor in leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Harvey & Drolet, 2004;
Lencioni, 2002; London Real, 2016; Maxwell, 2007).
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During interviews, 90% of participants provided content related to listening
authentically to build trust. One principal shared how listening has changed the culture to
one in which members of the organization trust enough to propose solutions to problems:
I’ve changed that culture, I would say, completely, and now they’re [staff
members are] very open and honest and authentic. They know that that doesn’t
mean everything’s gonna change because they know that it’s a process. But I’m
open to hearing their thoughts, engaging them, and having them give ideas with
the thought that it can’t be just a complaint or a vent. If they’re going to have a
concern, they need to be thoughtful about it and think about, what is a proposed
solution?
Another principal explained how, although it is hard, sitting back and listening to
members of the organization builds trust:
Trying as hard as you can to understand their [staff members’] perspective, where
they’re coming from, why a decision was made. So, when you do that, you
develop that trust, you develop that open dialogue. You listen to their point of
view by listening. I mean, that really builds that trust when you can just sit back,
and it’s so hard for me because I always wanna interject, but I’ll just lay back,
make eye contact, just acknowledge, body language, affirm what they’re saying,
regardless if I agree or disagree with it. Reaffirm.
Another principal also addressed this theme. During the interview, the principal
explained how listening during crucial conversations increases trust among the staff:
The one thing that throughout my career is extremely important to me is that if
you are called in to my office, you’re going to get a fair shake. You’re going to
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get a chance to tell your side of the story. That word gets out on that. My staff
doesn’t know how I am going to respond. I’m not predictable in that manner
because I listen. You know, it’s not just like, “I’m going to go tattle on someone
and [the principal] is going to do this, this, and that.”
If it gets huge because I think—when she goes back and said, “Hey man,
she was going to ride me”—you know, however she wants to term it—“but she
sat down, and she listened to me, and I think she resolved the facts that I have
feelings too and I had concerns, and she changed her mind.” That’s more
important than anything I do here, because that’s trust.
Interactivity. In this study, the peer research team defined interactivity as a
“bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a back-and-forth process”
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 64). Coding for themes related to interactivity resulted in
six themes. These six themes were referenced by 10 participants a total of 57 times.
Themes related to interactivity represented 19.6% of all coded content. The number of
times each theme was referenced through interviews, artifacts, and observations is
available in Table 4.
Accessibility opens the door for two-way dialogue. This theme was referenced 14
times in nine sources. This theme represented 25% of the coded content related to
interactivity. Within an organization, dialogue must be “open and fluid” (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012a, p. 80). This effective dialogue is maintained through two-way
communication.
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Table 4. Interactivity Themes
Interactivity Themes

Theme
Accessibility opens the door for
two-way dialogue
Two-way exchange engages
members in collaborative
efforts
Back-and-forth process creates
commitment to mission
Feedback creates a culture of
open dialogue
Listen to cultivate dialogue
Surveys allow for two-way
communication

Interview
sources

Artifact
sources

Observation
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

7

1

1

9

14

9

0

0

9

12

5

1

0

6

10

5

0

0

5

8

6
5

0
0

0
0

6
5

8
5

During interviews, this theme was mentioned by 70% of the principals who
participated in this study. One principal explained how being visible and accessible on
campus starts dialogue around a shared focus. He shared,
First of all, being hands-on is a place to start. Visible, being in the classrooms
consistently, asking questions, being a part of providing feedback instantly. And
when I say instant, it could be via e-mail, it could be a note in a box, it could be a,
“Hey, listen, I liked what I just saw in this area. I’ve noticed your DOK [depth of
knowledge] level. Was that a two? Was that a three? How did you do that, and
was that a sentence stem that you came up with, with your team out of the
adoption?” Whatever the case may be. That starts that dialogue, that shared
focus.
Another principal explained how an open-door policy presents opportunities for
staff to contribute to organizational dialogue. She stated,
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So that open door, and I announce that in the beginning of the year, and teachers
know, and the new staff who might not know that policy or have had that
experience in previous environments quickly learn. They’ll see at the end of the
day there’s four or five teachers in here talking and telling stories, and if we see
somebody poke their head, we rope them in too. It’s definitely an open-door
policy.
A third principal shared how being in the classrooms allows her to open the door for
conversation. She shared, “I’m in the classrooms a lot. And being in the classrooms,
then, always opens the door for any type of conversation and feedback.”
One artifact source and one observation source each provided one additional
frequency related to accessibility opening the door for two-way exchange. A flyer
advertising coffee with the principal demonstrated how one principal is accessible to
parents and community members. During an observation, although she had meetings
scheduled, one principal maintained eye contact with and gave extra time to a parent in
an impromptu meeting in the hall.
Two-way exchange engages members in collaborative efforts. This theme was
referenced 12 times in nine sources. This theme represented 21% of the coded content
related to interactivity. Within an organization, two-way communication increases
employee engagement and promotes transparency (Men, 2012).
During interviews, 90% of participants provided content related to this theme.
One principal shared how she exchanges ideas within the leadership team, and then the
best ideas are taken back to the full staff for implementation. She stated,
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Well, I start with the leadership team. I have a support team. Okay, so I start
with them. We meet every week. I have my academic coach and my vice
principal and myself. We meet every Monday. We talk about everything that’s
going on. We start there. Let’s say we need to change some here and do some
here. Three of us, we exchange ideas to begin with, then we take our best ideas
from that group whom we meet with, grade-level chairs, and we do that monthly,
or we do it when needed.
Another principal also shared how through dialogue, his staff is able to work
together to accomplish collective goals:
Well, one of the things that I really try to stress is that our goals will not be
accomplished alone. Not by me, by myself, not by my assistant principal, but
collectively, everyone working together. That means that their opinion matters,
that I need their input. It is so important that I have the feedback from them that
is so critical. In order for us to accomplish all of our goals, it must be done
collectively.
Back-and-forth process creates commitment to mission. This theme was
referenced 10 times in six sources. This theme represented 18% of the coded content
related to interactivity. A back-and-forth process is necessary to create a culture in which
all members carry forth the most important message of the organization (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
During interviews, 50% of the participants provided content related to this theme.
One principal shared how she involved staff in the creation of the school’s mission
statement:
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We collected that from every staff member first, and then we made a Wordle from
it, and the ones that came up the most, we had . . . those were the biggest in the
Wordle, the document, so we brought that back to leadership team, and there was
[sic] definite patterns. Actually, most of the words—the reflection, inquiry,
action—most of those ones were there. We wanted to take that and then draft it
into something. Leadership team worked on it, and then we took it back to
everybody, as far as teacher staff.
Another principal explained how she involved the parents and students in the
creation and circulation of the mission:
We did that, and then we took it to all of our parent groups. We did principal’s
coffee, we did our other special ed. parent group. We asked them for their
thoughts about it—what do they see that’s changed at [our school] the last few
years, and what are their kids talking about? It was a process over several months
where we tried to really craft it based on what was important. Then we did
signage, too. We got a sign out here for it and made it part. . . . And still, the
ambassadors, student ambassadors, are really doing a piece of it each time. And
what does it look like to be action driven, and what does it mean to change the
world? What is our personal responsibility? We’re trying to make it more living,
like a living statement.
One artifact, an interactive meeting agenda, provided one additional frequency
related to the theme of a back-and-forth process creating commitment to the mission of
the school.
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Feedback creates a culture of open dialogue. This theme was referenced eight
times in five sources. This theme represented 14% of the coded content related to
interactivity. Leaders need to ensure opportunities for feedback are not squelched by
dominant voices in the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
During interviews, 50% of the participants in this study referred to this theme.
When discussing how feedback impacts the culture of his school, one principal shared,
Taking that feedback, reading it, listening to it, understanding what’s going on,
and then trying to make sure I can understand where they [staff] are on certain
issues. I feel like that’s not face to face, but it’s still giving them a voice in which
to talk about certain issues and how they feel. I ask certain opinions or their
opinion of certain stakeholders on the campus. When I say stakeholders, it could
be grade-level leaders or it could be those that have a higher influence because
some teachers do.
They are a little bit more boisterous and opinionated. Those are some of
the people that I can go to and ask their opinion as well. I remember one time I
was wanting to have this meeting. We had had several meetings, and the timing
just wasn’t right. As an administrator, you’re looking at, “I have to get this
information out.” I asked one person what they thought, and they said, “[Sir], the
timing just isn’t good. It isn’t right.”
I listened, and I changed the meeting. I said, “We’ll push it back. We’re
going to have to have this meeting later, but I respect your thoughts and your
opinions that the timing right now just isn’t right to have this particular meeting.”
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Another principal shared content related to her classroom visits and walkthroughs. Over time, consistent feedback has created a culture in which staff members
want feedback. She stated,
And so, I’ll do the walk-through form with them, give them feedback that way,
but then they’ll also tell me, “Hey, you know what, you didn’t send me my form.
You forgot to send it to me,” ’cause it doesn’t automatically go [to] them; I save it
into a drive, and then I send it to them. And they’ll call me on it: “Hey, where’s
my feedback? I want my feedback.”
Listen to cultivate dialogue. This theme was referenced eight times in six sources.
This theme represented 14% of the coded content related to interactivity. When a culture
of interactive dialogue is established, all members are free to share (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b; Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
During interviews, 60% of participants provided content related to this theme.
One principal shared how she listens to challenges facing teachers. She stated,
We, again, listened to their concerns, documented everything: “Okay, what are
the challenges that this is going to bring, how are we going to tie the ELA
[English language arts] readings to content that we’re not doing?” Listening to all
the challenges.
Another principal shared the importance of listening to all ideas to keep the
dialogue open and fluid. When talking about how she handles suggestions that may
conflict with her views, she stated,
It’s being a good listener. It’s not being like, “Well, that’s a stupid idea.” It’s like
you have to listen to what people have to say because even if it’s not something.
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. . . Sometimes you hear teachers say things, and in your mind, you’re thinking,
“Never.” But you don’t say, “Never”; you listen, you listen, you listen.
Surveys allow for two-way communication. This theme was referenced five times
in five sources. This theme represented 9% of the coded content related to interactivity.
By using social technology, leaders can listen and respond to all members of the
organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). The culture must provide opportunities in
which employees are not afraid to share.
During interviews, 50% of the participants provided content related to this theme.
One principal shared how she uses surveys during discussion to efficiently maintain twoway communication. She shared,
So, I see something, let’s say the Fall Carnival usually starts at 1:00. I think we
even had this discussion [about] what we did. So, [it] usually starts at 1:00 to
2:00, and so there’s some talk about, “Can we start it at 12:45?” The kids want
more time, but then there was some discussion about for the older kids why that
would work, and finally I said, “Do you know what guys, let me send out a
survey, and so let’s move on to the next item. Look for the survey if you’ll
please, vote if you want 12:45 or 1:00. If you have any comments to share, I’ll
bring it back to the next meeting.”
Another principal discussed how surveys enable her to receive input from greater
numbers of people. In sharing how surveys engage more people in the conversation, she
stated,
There are times where I will send out a survey because I know that some people,
as I mentioned earlier, whether they feel this confrontation or not, they don’t feel
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comfortable speaking up. An anonymous survey about key important issues that
are happening throughout the year to help us move forward.
Inclusion. In this study, the peer research team defined inclusion as the
commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and participate in the
development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2009).
Coding for themes related to inclusion resulted in seven themes. These seven themes
were referenced by 10 participants a total of 92 times. Themes related to inclusion
represented 31.6% of all coded content. The number of times each theme was referenced
through interviews, artifacts, and observations is available in Table 5.

Table 5. Inclusion Themes
Inclusion Themes

Theme
Listen to gain commitment
from members of organization
Valuing everyone equally
encourages participation
Teams facilitate the inclusion of
multiple opinions
Leadership roles allow
members to contribute
Collaboration allows members
to participate in the
development of the
organization
Members create content for
organization
Communicate through multiple
channels to increase
commitment

Interview
sources

Artifact
sources

Observation
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

8

0

1

9

23

6

2

4

12

15

9

0

0

9

14

6

1

1

8

13

6

1

0

7

10

6

3

0

9

9

5

1

0

5

8

Listen to gain commitment from members of organization. This theme was
referenced 23 times in nine sources. This theme represented 25% of the coded content
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related to inclusion. To maximize the impact of all members of the organization, leaders
must listen to all participants as they share equally in the content and tone of the
organizational conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
During interviews, 80% of all participants provided content related to listening to
gain commitment. One principal shared how the culture of the school has changed since
she has focused on hearing from members of the organization. This change is evidenced
by teachers’ committing to the task of creating assessments because they had some input
in the process. The participant stated,
The principal before was very dictator. She’s no longer in the district. And there
was a lot of issues with that. This was a culture of fear when I came in.
Everybody just hid out and did their thing and did exactly what they were told.
I’ve changed that culture, I would say, completely, and now they’re [staff
members are] very open and honest and authentic. They know that that doesn’t
mean everything’s gonna change because they know that it’s a process. But I’m
open to hearing their thoughts, engaging them, and having them give ideas with
the thought that it can’t be just a complaint or a vent. If they’re going to have a
concern, they need to be thoughtful about it and think about, what is a proposed
solution? In terms of the assessments, we’ve been able to . . . we’re actually in
process of writing our own assessment, which is a bunch of work, so that now
they’re thinking, “Why did we complain about that?” [laughter] But they’re
writing their own unit for assessment, and we’re sending them to the district next
week actually for approval. But as they’re going through the process, even
though it’s a lot of work, they’re seeing the meaningful nature of that activity.
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Another principal shared how listening has allowed his staff to feel like they are
part of the process. By listening, the culture has improved, and members of the
organization have a shared understanding of where the school is headed. The participant
shared,
I have to listen and make sure they feel that they’re a part of that process. And
the easiest way for me to do that is just to be constantly in those classrooms,
sharing those conversations with teachers. And the classified staff as well—it’s
obviously not just teachers; everyone. . . . And I think it’s custodians. Everyone
has to have that shared idea of where we’re going, and it helps that culture.
In addition to the eight principals who referenced this theme in interviews, one
observation also provided two frequencies for this theme. During the observed morning
drop-off, the principal took time to listen to an aide who had a concern. At another time,
the same principal stopped what she was doing and listened to a student excitedly share
about his project that he had completed for class. In both instances, the person speaking
with the principal appeared enthusiastic about his or her role in the school.
Valuing everyone equally encourages participation. This theme was referenced
15 times in 12 sources. This theme represented 16% of the coded content related to
inclusion. In inclusive organizations, all participants share equally in decisions about the
content and tone of the conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
During interviews, 60% of all participants provided content related to valuing
everyone to encourage participation in a culture of inclusion. One principal mentioned
how she tries to create a culture of a family, and that motivates others to participate. She
stated, “I think you wanna motivate them [staff], so making it fun too, like trying to
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promote just a culture of like a work family, I guess. We try to do some social things.”
In addition to creating a culture of a family, it is important to value everyone equally.
One principal explained how she models equal treatment of everyone. She shared, “I
think it’s also modeling that when I go around and talk with people, they see that I don’t
make a difference between a custodian to an office staff to a teacher.”
Another principal explained how valuing everyone has created a culture in which
everyone pitches in to improve opportunities for students. She explained,
I think that it has created a culture of everybody wanting to pitch in and do.
Sometimes that also, it’s overwhelming too for them, but I think a lot of people
are active contributors, and even classified staff, like our health aide is helping
with our Chess Club. We found out she played chess, and oh my gosh, it’s
supposed to be a teacher leading, but “Would you like to help with the Chess
Club? You could teach us; we don’t know how to play.” Yeah, so trying to value
everyone.
Two artifacts also provided two frequencies for this theme. Two principals’
messages on school websites listed ways in which parents could volunteer and become
active participants in the school. These messages demonstrated the value the principals
place on everyone. In four observations, content related to valuing everyone was
observed four times. Two principals bent down to make eye contact and demonstrate that
during the conversation, students were the most valuable people. One principal allowed
parents to enter the gate to ask questions, comment on the principal’s scarf, and provide
forgotten medication to a student. One other principal went out of her way to make sure
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her office staff was included in a staff picture showing those who had participated in the
ugly sweater day.
Teams facilitate the inclusion of multiple opinions. This theme was referenced
14 times in nine sources. This theme represented 15% of the coded content related to
inclusion. Subcultures among teams, divisions, or committees with different
responsibilities may inadvertently have a negative impact on outcomes. Creating a
culture in which these groups all contribute to the advancement of the organization is
necessary (Schein, 1996).
During interviews, 90% of all participants provided content related to teams
allowing members to contribute to the organization. When discussing how she uses her
leadership team in a collaborative way, one principal shared,
If there is an issue with a certain teacher going on or something like that, we just
put it out there, and we know this is a safe place to do it, and we discuss ideas on
the table. We do that also with our leadership team, which is the SIST team, and
a grade-level leader from each grade level, so there’s 11, I think, of us at that
table; we meet once a month. And again, we try to just put . . . I try to be a
collaborative leader in that I try not to make decisions about most things in
isolation. I try to bring it to the team: “What do we think? What do we wanna
do? Let’s do it as a committee.”
Another principal shared how he allows teams to make important decisions. In
explaining how he sets the tone but allows the work to be done by the team, he shared,
You have your grade-level PLCs [professional learning communities]. I have my
monthly school leadership teams. We have our cohort meetings in which all that
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is taking place too. So, we have processes in all those venues, and basically I am
done with trying to tell them what to do. I just set the tone, where we’re going,
and then everything we do is just a two-way street, conversation formal, informal.
Leadership roles allow members to contribute. This theme was referenced 13
times in eight sources. This theme represented 14% of the coded content related to
inclusion. Principals can increase their impact on student achievement by empowering
teachers to take leadership roles within their schools (Broin, 2015; Leithwood et al.,
2004).
During interviews, 60% of all participants provided content related to the
contribution that staff members make through leadership roles. For one principal,
providing opportunities for leadership is an important strategy as evidenced by his
statement,
First of all, I try to give everyone a leadership role. It’s not just—you have your
school leaders, and the work connotates leadership, fine. That’s your school
leadership team. But teachers have leadership through our safe schools
ambassadors as team leaders there. Of course, our student council or our PLC
leads, which are not always necessarily the school leadership team. Then we have
our curriculum involvement. We have teachers who are pilots; they’re involved
with any kind of pilot program we have going on. We have mentors. We have
three district tech mentors; two of them are here.
Another principal shared how she is trying to stretch her leadership team and
develop their leadership capacity. She stated,
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Leadership is a big piece for me. I really try to work with them at a higher level,
so to speak. And they’ve told me, “This is hard this year. This is different this
year.” And it’s because I’m stretching them. I want them to assume a little bit
more of a leadership role within their own grade-level teams. I want them to push
themselves. And they’re doing a great job of it, but it takes time.
A third principal referenced this theme when discussing how the culture in her
district is to develop leadership from within the current staff. While explaining why
leadership roles are necessary, she explained that decision making is best done by the
people impacted. She stated,
Everybody grows their own people, and it’s worked really nicely with our group,
’cause the teachers get the opportunity to do that. We do adopt new curriculum.
That’s done by the teachers; we don’t make those decisions, and we usually create
committees, and we have the teachers go and review the textbooks. We might
have somebody who wants to pilot something. But again, me making that
decision doesn’t make any sense. I’m not the one that’s gonna be using it. So,
thinking about things like that, same with PBIS [positive behavioral interventions
and supports]. I’m not the one that’s gonna be in those classrooms every day
trying to enforce and reinforce those rules and expectations; that’s gonna be the
teachers. So, thinking about what the purpose of your outcome is gonna be really
should determine who’s leading that charge. I’m glad to say that PBIS isn’t
gonna be me.
One artifact and one observation each provided one additional frequency for this
theme. One agenda indicated that a teacher leader was training staff on the
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implementation of a new technology. One principal was observed highlighting the
impact a teacher had made by celebrating her willingness to take the lead on a
schoolwide kindness calendar during the month of February.
Collaboration allows members to participate in the development of the
organization. This theme was referenced 10 times in seven sources. This theme
represented 11% of the coded content related to inclusion. Support for collaboration is
one way in which elementary school principals lead reform and improve teaching and
learning (Blase & Blase, 2000; Casey et al., 2012; Cotton, 2003; Marzano et al., 2005).
By encouraging collaboration, principals maximize the impact of the expertise within the
teaching staff (Lezotte & Jacoby, 1991; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015).
During interviews, 60% of all participants provided content related to the impact
that collaboration has on the opportunities for members of the organization to contribute.
One principal explained how her staff works collaboratively on documents and
presentations that will be used for instruction. She stated, “A lot of times if we’re
working on a document together or presentation together, staff’s working on it all
together, we use that in our classrooms with our students too.” Another principal also
noted how her staff collaborates on materials necessary for parent meetings. When
describing the process followed for a recent parent presentation on discipline, she shared,
You know, we do that quite a bit. We will be doing that with PBIS, because I’m
not leading that group, the teachers are leading it, so that’s something that we’re
generating right now. And we’re getting ready to . . . we’ve created some lessons,
and we’re actually doing it with multimedia-type things where the teachers are
making videos, and they’re doing PowerPoints, and they’re doing all of these
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things, and we will have a meeting for the parents, and it won’t be led by me; it
will be led by the teachers. And I think that’s a good thing, because discipline is
one of those things that’s a shared responsibility.
One artifact also provided one frequency for this theme. In a principal’s message
on the school website, it was explained that teachers collaborate weekly.
Members create content for organization. This theme was referenced nine times
in nine sources. This theme represented 10% of the coded content related to inclusion.
Organizational content created by members of an organization is often viewed as more
credible than polished corporate communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
During interviews, 60% of all participants provided content related to content
creation by members of the organization. One principal shared how his staff created
content for their schoolwide focus of higher order thinking skills. He stated,
Remember I talked about that year process with Innovative Ed. And that, believe
it or not, does not look like it would take that long to develop, but we put a lot of
thinking into that to try to make it good and workable.
And again, that was done . . . I had some input. They [staff members]
wrote it. And then they presented it, and they put together the slide presentation.
It was so much better done than what I did. So, when we were done presenting,
I’ll tell you what, everyone was on board.
Another principal shared about how her staff was in the midst of creating content
for an upcoming board presentation. In explaining how members of the organization
were included in the creation of content, she shared,
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I said to the staff and then to the leadership team, and also to my Character
Counts Committee—that’s another committee—but I said, “Hey, we’ve got this
board presentation coming up. They want to know about our school, something
about our school that’s really successful, but then also incorporate some data in
there as well.” They came up with, “Well, why don’t we do the Character Counts
PBIS?” Through just throwing out that, “Hey, we’ve got a board presentation.
This is what they’re looking for.” Three groups—the staff meeting, the leadership
team, and the Character Counts Committee—I took it to all three.
They came up together with, “Let’s do it on Character Counts PBIS.” I
said, “Yes, sounds good. I think we’ve got information that they’ll appreciate.”
They designed the presentation, and it’s actually on Thursday.
In addition to the interviews, three artifacts provided three frequencies for this
theme. The artifacts included the school beliefs, vision, and mission that were created by
the staff and displayed prominently in the principal’s office.
Communicate through multiple channels to increase commitment. This theme
was referenced eight times in six sources. This theme represented 9% of the coded
content related to inclusion. Improving organizational communication through effective
use of multiple channels is one strategy that creates conditions for organizational success
(Men, 2012).
During interviews, 50% of all participants provided content related to
communication through multiple channels. One principal explained how she
communicates her schedule so that there are no surprises among the staff when she is offcampus. In discussing how this increases commitment, she explained,
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So, I think communicating just the information, what’s happening, doing it in a
timely way, not surprising them [staff members] ’cause they get really irritated if
they don’t know that something’s . . . you know what I mean? And I think just to
make sure that all members remain committed to . . . they know what’s
happening, there’s no surprises, and—well, there are surprises sometimes, but
very little surprise—and they know what’s happening, and they know what
they’re supposed to do.
Another principal discussed how she uses social media to engage the community.
By providing her staff with the ability to post to the feed, more staff members are
committed to sharing important messages. The participant stated,
The other thing that I love to use, I do have a Twitter feed, and it’s not my feed.
Every single one of my staff people have access to it. So, they’re all contributing
to that Twitter feed all the time in what’s going on around campus. And I don’t
like to be the only—if I’m the only person, the story doesn’t get out there all the
time. So, they see that they have a responsibility to get the message out there of
what’s going on. I have several teachers, but it’s not across everybody; I have
several teachers that are really good at going out at district and to school board
meetings when they’re invited to go talk about what’s going on. Some have even
gone out into businesses to talk about what’s going on, the Chamber of
Commerce. So, it’s giving opportunities.
One artifact provided one additional frequency for this theme. In a principal’s
message posted on the school website, the principal explained a variety of ways in which
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the school will communicate with parents to increase opportunities for parent
participation.
Intentionality. In this study, the peer research team defined intentionality as
ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and meaning
(Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Men, 2012). Coding for themes related
to intentionality resulted in five themes. These five themes were referenced by 10
participants a total of 71 times. Themes related to intentionality represented 24.4% of all
coded content. The number of times each theme was referenced through interviews,
artifacts, and observations is available in Table 6.

Table 6. Intentionality Themes
Intentionality Themes

Theme
Consistently communicate
objectives to align efforts
Mission is ingrained in school
culture
Review goals to create clarity
Norms keep conversation
focused
Use agendas to keep
conversation focused

Interview
sources

Artifact
sources

Observation
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

8

1

1

10

19

4

9

1

14

18

6
4

3
3

0
0

9
7

12
11

4

4

0

8

11

Consistently communicate objectives to align efforts. This theme was referenced
19 times in 10 sources. This theme represented 27% of the coded content related to
intentionality. Leadership communication must advance an objective that is important by
aligning efforts of multiple departments, divisions, or members (Barge & Fairhurst, 2008;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
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During interviews, 80% of all participants provided content related to consistent
communication of objectives. One principal discussed the early-release days set aside for
professional development at her school. She stated, “We dismiss the kids early, and we
have this time in which to address certain things. And everything is about . . . everything
in those meetings has to do with student outcomes, has to do with our goal.” A similar
sentiment was shared by another principal as he explained, “It goes back to every
meeting, any type of meeting, we have an objective. We have a goal in mind in what
we’re going to achieve during that time.”
Another principal explained that her organization communicates in lots of
different ways. She explained how she communicates objectives to teachers, parents, and
students. She shared,
We have a school handbook. We have a monthly newsletter. We have [a]
marquee. So, these are the ways that we communicate with our parents, lots of
different ways, and they get the message out. We get that message out. Of
course, with teachers, giving focus and direction to our communication through
our collaboration, our staff meetings, or the usual team, individual conferences,
any impromptu meetings, e-mails, evaluations, observation conferences I have
with teachers. Students, we communicate our direction through morning
announcements.
They see my visibility on campus. They see me at assemblies. I reiterate
my expectations of them, and they know I care.
When discussing consistent messaging, another principal shared the importance of
making sure everyone gets the same message. She stated,
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The message has to be consistent. It can’t change depending on the audience. If
I’m talking to a group of teachers, and I’m talking to primary teachers, which
instructionally, the coherence might be a little different than intermediate
teachers, I still have to send the same message. If I’m talking to our parentteacher organization about our goals and objectives, I have to send the same
message. If I’m talking to our business leaders and community, I have to send the
same message. If I’m in an administrative staff meeting, I have to be consistent
there as well.
One artifact and one observation each provided one additional frequency for this
theme.
Mission is ingrained in school culture. This theme was referenced 18 times in 14
sources. This theme represented 25% of the coded content related to intentionality.
Organizations have an ingrained “culture that drives how . . . members think, feel, and
act” (Schein, 1996, p. 12).
During interviews, 40% of all participants provided content related to the mission
ingrained in the culture of the school. One principal shared how the teachers collaborated
to develop a mission statement. That statement is now being shared with the students as
part of the culture of the school. The participant explained,
We revised our mission statement last year, and that was a big collaborative effort
with all stakeholders. And probably the first time that it was really . . . we’ve
done this practice before a couple times at my other school, but it was truly a
collaborative process, and even now, we’re still doing work with the students:
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“What does that mean? What does it mean to be a world changer? Do you know
what those elements mean?” I think we use that a lot.
Another principal shared how she revisits the mission statement regularly to make
sure it is what everyone is working toward. At her school, staff reviews a presentation at
the start of staff meetings to remind everyone of the school’s mission. She stated,
We ended up coming up with a mission statement for our staff and our purpose.
Then, to revisit that at least once or twice a month with our collaboration
meetings, we’ll start with that. We’ve developed a PowerPoint as we were
developing the things and some of the processes. We share that just to remember
what it is we’re working for and why we’re doing that, so I would say it at the
staff meetings, we do that.
A third principal shared how she refers to the vision, goals, and beliefs that drive
the work at the school. The pervasive nature of the mission in the school culture was
shared:
If you look on that board right there, our vision used to be almost as long as our
mission. And we’ve changed it because as we went through and looked at it, our
beliefs are over there on the right side, and our goals are on the left. But our
vision is to build enduring relationships, to accelerate learning, and to inspire
excellence. And that’s really what they [staff members] firmly believe in. So,
this work of really aligning your vision to your beliefs, to your goals, really is part
of an ongoing process with me. I always bring the vision up. It’s on my
letterhead, it’s on my e-mails, it’s everywhere that I communicate with them
about it. They know that it’s important to me.
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Nine artifacts provided 10 additional frequencies for this theme. The artifacts
included school vision, mission, and goal statements that were prominently displayed
throughout two of the schools the researcher visited. In addition, one school website
described the mission of the school and how students are engaged in curriculum aligned
to the mission. One observation included content that provided one additional frequency
for this theme.
Review goals to create clarity and shared meaning. This theme was referenced
12 times in nine sources. This theme represented 17% of the coded content related to
intentionality. Through clear goals aligned to organizational vision, leaders create
meaning and provide a framework for members to interpret events related to the
organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Senge et al., 2005; Young & Brewer, 2008).
During interviews, 60% of all participants provided content related to creating
clarity and shared meaning through reviewing goals. One principal explained how
reviewing goals sets clear expectations and keeps people focused on educating kids. She
stated,
I think that goes back to what we discussed a little earlier, reminding everybody
why we’re here. It’s to educate kids, not to employ grown-ups, not to have a
Bunco group or a craft group where you get together and knit. The focus is on the
kids and really bringing everything back to that with everything that we do. And I
think that that really does allow you to have those clear expectations, goals, and it
keeps people focused on what’s going on.
Another principal explained how she revisits goals every year at the start and the
end of the year. Through this process, the staff is able to decide if the direction of the
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school is aligned with the goals. By completing this process regularly, the review of
goals just becomes the way they do things. This participant explained,
We review our goals every year. Every year, we do them. We do them at the end
of the year and right at the beginning of the year. We say, “Are our goals still our
goals?” So, like I said, we have three goals: to build relationships in a positive
school environment, to hold high expectations for students and staff, and to
accelerate student learning. Are those still our goals? And if they are, are the
initiatives and processes by which we’re going to achieve those, do they still hold
true? And we do it every year. It just becomes part of what we do at the
beginning of the year and part of what we do at the end of the year.
Three artifacts provided three additional frequencies for this theme. The artifacts
consisted of goal statements from three different schools that were displayed in each
school.
Norms keep conversation focused. This theme was referenced 11 times in seven
sources. This theme represented 15% of the coded content related to intentionality.
Leaders minimize lost time that occurs when employees spend time and energy on
initiatives that are not focused on organizational goals (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b;
Maxwell, 2007).
During interviews, 40% of all participants provided content related to norms
keeping conversation focused. One principal discussed how norms allow the group to
remain on task during meetings. She shared,
Restating the norms and the goals often so that everyone’s clear about what we’re
trying to do. There’s always . . . people take a bird walk here and there, and that’s
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one of those things where you wanna just say, “We understand that that’s
important, and it might be the most important thing to you today. However, the
group’s supposed to be focusing on this.”
Another principal explained how the norms are reviewed during every meeting.
This allows her to set expectations for the behavior of staff during meetings. She stated,
“I cannot control your attitude, but your behavior is my responsibility from 8:003:15. And these are my expectations: that you’re gonna be present and you’re
going to be here.” So, when we do our meetings, I call on the norms, every single
meeting. We review them. They’re on the agenda. We review them every single
time.
Three artifacts provided three additional frequencies for this theme. Two of the
artifacts were meeting agendas that listed the norms agreed upon by members of the
team; the third artifact was a flyer listing the professional team norms in place for all
meetings at the school.
Use agendas to keep conversation focused. This theme was referenced 11 times
in eight sources. This theme represented 15% of the coded content related to
intentionality. To ensure productive activity in an organization, it is necessary to keep
conversation focused (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
During interviews, 40% of all participants provided content related to using
agendas to keep conversation focused. One principal shared how a guiding agenda helps
the staff accomplish the most important tasks by the end of the meeting. She shared,
Trying to engage constantly in two-way exchanges of ideas and information, and
also knowing when you have to have a structure to it, and it’s very strategic and
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intentional though of how I go about it. It’s not just, “Okay, IB [International
Baccalaureate] exhibition is coming. What are we gonna do?” I have thought
about it, we have talked about it in here, we have made a guiding agenda. If I
know that there are must-dos at the end of it, I know what those are.
Another principal explained how the goal is on the agenda at every meeting. This
is a consistent reminder to his staff of the goal. He explained,
On our staff meeting agenda, it’s our goal. It’s plastered right there at every step
in your agenda: what our goal is, what our focus area is. You look at [the]
agenda, three or four items have to do with our goal.
Four artifacts provided four additional frequencies for this theme. The artifacts
consisted of meeting agendas in use at the schools visited by the researcher.
Key Findings
Interviews, artifacts, and observations provided data for analysis in this qualitative
study. Upon completion of coding and analysis of the data, 23 findings emerged. From
these 23 findings, those with greater than 20% of the frequencies recorded in each
element were selected as key findings. This process resulted in the selection of seven key
findings.
Key Findings: Intimacy
1. Valuing relationships creates trust represented 30% of the coded frequencies related
to intimacy.
2. Personal story creates vulnerability represented 23% of the coded frequencies related
to intimacy.
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Key Findings: Interactivity
3. Accessibility opens the door for two-way dialogue represented 25% of the coded
frequencies related to interactivity.
4. Two-way exchange engages members in collaborative efforts represented 21% of the
frequencies related to interactivity.
Key Findings: Inclusion
5. Listen to gain commitment from members of organization represented 25% of the
coded frequencies related to inclusion.
Key Findings: Intentionality
6. Consistently communicate objectives to align efforts represented 27% of the coded
frequencies related to intentionality.
7. Mission is ingrained in school culture represented 25% of the coded frequencies
related to intentionality.
Summary
This phenomenological study was conducted to identify the behaviors that
exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead through conversation. This
chapter discussed the 23 themes aligned to the central research question and four
subquestions. Themes and findings emerged from coding of 10 interviews, 18 artifacts,
and seven observations. Analysis of these 23 themes resulted in seven key findings that
described the behaviors of exemplary elementary school principals.
Chapter V presents a final summary of this study, including major findings,
unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action, recommendations for further
research, and concluding remarks and reflections from the researcher.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This phenomenological study was conducted to describe the lived experiences of
exemplary elementary school principals who lead their organizations through
conversation. Chapter V presents a summary of the purpose of the study and research
questions, key findings, unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action,
recommendations for future research, and concluding remarks and reflections from the
researcher.
Purpose Statement and Research Questions
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. The study
was guided by the following central research question: What are the behaviors that
exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations through
conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational
leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality? The following four
subquestions guided data collection and analysis:
1. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of inclusion?
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4. How do exemplary elementary school principals lead their organizations through the
conversational element of intentionality?
This research was conducted through interviews, observations, and the review of
artifacts. Ten semistructured interviews with exemplary elementary school principals
provided the primary data for this study. To be included in this study, exemplary
elementary school principals must have met four of the following six criteria:
• evidence of successful relationships with followers;
• evidence of leading a successful organization;
• a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
• articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
• recognition by their peers; and
• membership in professional associations in their field.
Major Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary elementary school principals practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Four
subquestions relating to each element of conversational leadership guided the analysis of
data collected. This analysis of data resulted in key findings within each element of
conversational leadership. In total, seven key findings emerged.
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Key Findings: Intimacy
1. Valuing relationships creates trust.
This represented 32% of the coded frequencies related to intimacy. This aligns
with assertions from multiple authors that building strong relationships increases trust
and allows members to contribute to the success of the organization (Ford et al., 2008;
Fullan, 2001; Horner, 1997; Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
2. Sharing personal stories creates vulnerability.
This represented 25% of the coded frequencies related to intimacy. This aligns
with the literature that has established that self-disclosure in relationships creates
vulnerability and allows members of the organization to try out the relationships prior
to committing (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Hornstein &
Truesdell, 1988).
Key Findings: Interactivity
3. Maintaining accessibility opens the door for two-way dialogue.
This represented 25% of the coded frequencies related to interactivity. This
aligns with Groysberg and Slind’s (2012a) proposition that organizational dialogue
must be “open and fluid” and must be maintained through two-way communication
(p. 80).
4. Creating systems for two-way exchange engages members in collaborative
efforts.
This represented 21% of the coded frequencies related to interactivity.
Previous research has established that two-way communication increases employee
engagement and promotes transparency (Men, 2012).
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Key Findings: Inclusion
5. Listening gains commitment from members of the organization.
This represented 25% of the coded frequencies related to inclusion. When
leaders listen to all participants, they share equally in the content and tone of the
organizational conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Key Findings: Intentionality
6. Consistently communicating objectives aligns efforts.
This represented 27% of the coded frequencies related to intentionality.
Multiple authors agree with the importance of communicating to advance an objective
by aligning efforts (Barge & Fairhurst, 2008; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
7. Embedding the mission in the school culture results in actions that move the
organization toward identified goals.
This represented 25% of the coded frequencies related to intentionality. This
aligns with Schein’s (1996) assertion that organizations have a “culture that drives
how . . . members think, feel, and act” (p. 12).
Unexpected Findings
This study resulted in three unexpected findings. The impacts of listening,
collaboration, and communication through multiple channels were unexpected findings.
The literature supports listening, collaboration, and the use of multiple channels of
communication, but in this study, none of these themes met the threshold for key
findings.
Listening was coded as a theme four times in three different elements. However,
within all three elements, the theme only met the threshold of a key finding once. In
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total, there were 49 references to listening, 46 of which were during interviews.
Literature supports listening as a necessary component of conversation. Listening to
concerns is an important facet of the job of school leaders (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).
Further, Groysberg and Slind (2012b) established the need to prevent communication
from becoming a megaphone for the loudest participants. It was also established that the
effective use of social media allows leaders to create a culture of listening within their
organizations (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Similarly to listening, themes related to collaboration showed up three times in
two different elements of conversational leadership. However, the theme only met the
threshold for a key finding once. In this study, working together in a collaborative way
was referenced 35 times in interviews and supported by one artifact. Literature supports
the role of principals in supporting collaboration (Fullan, 1996). Establishing a culture of
collaboration has also been demonstrated as a way to increase the significance of the
expertise within a teaching staff (Lezotte & Jacoby, 1991; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis,
2015). It is surprising that collaboration did not meet the threshold for a key finding in
multiple areas of conversational leadership, but it is evident that the participants in this
study valued a culture of collaboration within their organizations.
One final unexpected finding was the low frequency of references to the need to
communicate through multiple channels to increase commitment. This was the theme
with the least number of frequencies in the element of inclusion. Although this theme
was referenced with low frequency in this study, the literature supports the need to
communicate through multiple channels. Men (2012) asserted that effective use of
multiple communication channels is one strategy that improves organizational
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communication. Additionally, the lack of reference to social media was unexpected. In
this study, it was reported that social media was used as a means of distributing
information but not as a way to increase dialogue or listen to members of the
organization. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) highlighted the need for leaders to use new
social technologies to listen to members of their organizations from all levels.
Conclusions
Through analysis of qualitative data collected in this phenomenological study, key
findings led to the following conclusions describing the behaviors exemplary elementary
school principals use to lead through conversational elements of intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality.
Conclusion 1: Elementary School Principals Who Are Not Willing to Be Vulnerable
and Invest in Relationships Will Not Be Able to Lead the Transformation Necessary
for Schools to Remain Relevant in the 21st Century
Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that they use personal stories to create vulnerability with members of their organizations.
According to Crowley (2011), the achievement of an organization is dependent on
intimacy among the members of the organization. This intimacy develops when leaders
communicate in “ways that are personal, authentic, and transparent” (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b, p. 16). Personal self-disclosure in this way provides opportunities for members of
the organization to explore the relationship with leaders prior to fully committing
(Hornstein & Truesdell, 1988). Personal stories are critical to creating a school climate in
which teachers, staff, and parents understand that each individual challenge is an
opportunity to work together in the best interest of students.
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Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that they value trusting relationships with members of their organizations. Multiple
authors agree that trust is essential to successful leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b;
Harvey & Drolet, 2004; Lencioni, 2002; London Real, 2016; Maxwell, 2007). Without
trust, effective conversations do not occur (Glaser, 2014). The potential impact of a lack
of trust in organizations highlights the need for schools to develop a culture of trust
(K. Larick, personal communication, July 28, 2017). In addition to trust, it has been
established that leaders must invest energy in building relationships if they are to lead
successful reform (Crowley, 2011; Ford et al., 2008; Horner, 1997). Leaders who do
invest in strengthening relationships increase trust within their organizations, enabling
them to pursue needed reforms without widespread second guessing by stakeholders.
Conclusion 2: Elementary School Principals Successfully Reform Schools by Being
Accessible and Implementing Systems for Two-Way Exchange of Information
Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that accessibility opens the door for two-way dialogue. Groysberg and Slind (2012b)
asserted the organizational benefits of a culture of two-way, back-and-forth
communication. It is necessary to protect channels of communication to receive input
from all members of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Pavlik, 1996). To
create these conditions for two-way dialogue and input, elementary school principals
must prioritize accessibility. Through open-door policies, classroom visitations, and their
presence on campus, elementary school principals listen to concerns and receive firsthand
knowledge of the challenges facing teachers and staff. This information enables them to
course-correct and ensure the school continues to make progress in change efforts.
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Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that a two-way exchange of information engages members of their organizations in
collaboration. Declining employee engagement has the potential to negatively impact the
ability of organizations to meet their objectives (Crowley, 2011; Henne & Locke, 1985).
By engaging all members of an organization in a collaborative pursuit of a shared vision,
the organization achieves extraordinary results (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2010;
Bass, 1990). Elementary principals who create conditions for a two-way exchange of
information throughout the school increase the effectiveness of available fiscal and
human resources by engaging teachers, staff, and parents in the pursuit of a shared vision.
Conclusion 3: To Gain the Commitment of Staff in Developing and Pursuing School
Goals, Elementary School Principals Must Listen to Create an Inclusive Culture
Throughout the School Community
Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that listening increases the commitment of team members throughout their organizations.
Inclusive conversations in organizations, where top-down corporate communication is
obsolete, have been shown to increase engagement (Crowley, 2011; Groysberg & Slind,
2012b). By including a multitude of voices in organizational conversation, elementary
school principals “tap people’s commitment,” leading to achievement of a shared vision
(Senge, 1990, p. 4). Elementary school principals who want to achieve a shared vision
through commitment of members of their organizations establish systems to ensure they
are listening to many different participants. Through listening, school leaders understand
the needs of the children and can be responsive to those needs, improving outcomes for
children, teachers, and the community.
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Conclusion 4: Elementary School Principals Improve Outcomes for Kids Through
School Reform by Consistently Communicating Goals and Ensuring the Culture of
the School Reflects the Mission of the School
Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
that consistently communicating objectives ensures that efforts are aligned to goals.
Authors agree that intentional communication is a feature of effective leadership
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Nichols, 2012). According to Barge and Fairhurst (2008),
leadership communication must advance an objective to make progress toward goals. To
avoid wasted time, energy, and resources, elementary school principals align actions to
goals by consistently communicating objectives.
Exemplary elementary school principals who participated in this study reported
the mission of the school is ingrained in the school culture. Effective organizations are
those that work together toward a shared vision (Senge, 1990; Senge et al., 2005).
According to Schein (1996), “Any company that has had several decades of success will
have an organizational culture that drives how its members think, feel, and act” (p. 12).
Elementary school principals who want members of their organizations to work together
toward a shared goal establish an organizational culture that is centered on the mission of
the school.
Implications for Action
This research study focused on the conversational leadership behaviors of
exemplary elementary school principals. Key findings and conclusions resulted in
implications for action to improve outcomes for principals, teachers, students, and
communities:
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1. As the responsibilities of elementary schools change, principal preparation programs
must focus on creating a generation of school leaders who are relational experts. In an
era of failed education reform, the ability to cultivate strong relationships within a
school is as important as any other skill. A well-developed principal preparation
program must include coursework covering the development and facilitation of
effective teams and building strong relationships. In addition to coursework,
confidential mentoring ought to be provided to challenge the principals to implement
learning within daily job duties. Following implementation of learning, self-reflection
and analysis of impact should be conducted to develop habits necessary for sustained
growth.
2. Districts in the process of searching for elementary school principals must create a
process to identify candidates who are willing to be vulnerable and possess skills in
developing relationships. The hiring process should include a question that requires
candidates to share a personal story that they have used in the past to create
vulnerability. A follow-up prompt to investigate what the candidates feel was the
outcome of that disclosure would provide insight into the willingness of the candidates
to be vulnerable in future situations. Prompting the candidates to provide a synopsis
of the first 100 days on the job would provide insight into the likelihood that the
candidates will prioritize relationship building with the staff. The magnitude of the
impact on the future of children of hiring a principal cannot be overstated.
3. The Association of California School Administrators (ACSA) must advocate at the
state level to align the California Professional Standards for Education Leaders with
the behaviors that exemplary education leaders practice. Through the legislative
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process in California, ACSA should lobby to increase the focus on the responsibility
of school administrators to develop strong relationships with a wide range of
stakeholders. Because what gets measured gets done, it is necessary to develop
metrics for principal evaluations that align with developing relationships, maintaining
accessibility, listening to members of the organization, communicating consistently,
and embedding the mission of the school in the school culture.
4. Teacher leaders who aspire to administrative positions must practice building
relationships with diverse populations within the school community. It is the
responsibility of school principals to build capacity within the school staff. To create
opportunities for development of future school leaders, site principals must identify
potential administrative candidates within the teaching staff. Once teachers have been
identified, a confidential mentor should be assigned as a coach for each of the
candidates. The mentors should assist the teachers in developing relationships within
a segment of the population that is unfamiliar to the teachers. The mentors should
provide feedback to the candidates in areas such as using personal stories to create
vulnerability, being accessible, and listening authentically. As the candidates
demonstrate competence, more challenging opportunities should be presented.
5. The researcher should write a submission for the ACSA publication EdCal. This
submission should include useful suggestions for elementary principals throughout the
state of California to improve their practice through conversational leadership.
6. Youth leadership programs should provide participants with an opportunity to practice
conversational leadership skills in a nonthreatening setting. A 5-day seminar could
provide the setting for developing these skills. The first day of the seminar should
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provide research-based context for conversational leadership and establish the reason
why it is important for the youth to fully participate in all activities. The next 4 days
should include daily activities focused on the development of one skill per day.
Strengthening relationships, sharing personal stories, listening authentically, and
communicating consistent messages to diverse audiences are four skills that should be
addressed in this seminar. As the next generation of leaders in America, with the right
preparation, our youth have the potential to change the world.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings resulting from this research study, additional research in the
area of conversational leadership is necessary:
1. It is recommended that a mixed-methods study be conducted to determine what
behaviors elementary school principals practice to listen to all members of their
organizations. Principals should be interviewed to describe the behaviors they feel
they practice when listening to members of their organizations. In addition, followers
should be surveyed to identify which behaviors have the greatest impact in conveying
the feeling that their leaders are listening. Further understanding of the behaviors that
characterize listening is necessary to improve principal preparation programs and
professional development.
2. It is recommended that a mixed-methods study be conducted to determine the
principal behaviors that teachers perceive as most important to creating trusting
relationships. Principals should be interviewed to describe the behaviors they use to
create trusting relationships. Following the principal interviews, members of the
organizations should be surveyed. Alignment of perceptions between principals and
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followers related to the behaviors principals practice to create trusting relationships
should be identified.
3. It is recommended that a phenomenological study be conducted to describe the
behaviors that teacher leaders practice to engage their colleagues in the four elements
of organizational conversation as proposed by Groysberg and Slind (2012b). Within
schools, there are many leadership roles for teachers. Teacher leadership roles that
could be studied include teachers on special assignment, grade-level lead teachers,
departmental lead teachers, literacy coaches, content coaches, teachers serving as
deans, and self-study coordinators.
4. It is recommended that a case study be conducted in a school or district that is
identified as consistently communicating objectives. This study resulted in the finding
that consistently communicating objectives aligns efforts. By completing a case study
in a school or district that consistently communicates objectives, research could
identify the most effective methods of communicating school goals to teachers,
students, and parents.
5. It is recommended that a mixed-methods study be conducted to identify and describe
principal behaviors that have the greatest positive impact on engaging teachers from
the millennial generation. The future of education is dependent on engaging a new
generation of teachers to replace retirees from the baby boomer generation.
Generational diversity requires changes in practice to engage new participants with
different values and expectations for communication. Using a survey to identify the
impact that social media has on engaging millennial teachers in the establishment and
pursuit of school goals would add to the body of knowledge currently available.
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6. It is recommended that this study be replicated in other regions to identify potential
similarities and differences in the effectiveness of leadership behaviors in schools with
different cultural values. This research was conducted in four counties in California;
replication of this study in a region with different cultural values would expand the
body of knowledge currently available.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
This study has had a profound impact on my understanding of school leadership.
I have spent my entire educational career at the high school level. To minimize the
impact of my own biases, I chose to research elementary school principals. Initially, I
thought I would learn more about specific leadership needs at elementary schools.
However, in every interview conducted, I found nuggets of wisdom that I have tried to
implement in my own practice as a high school principal. My own reflections have led
me to believe that although elementary and secondary schools are different in many ways
including organization, activities, and parent involvement, the behaviors that make
people good leaders translate across educational settings. For me, research and literature
within this study confirmed that humans are social beings, created for relationships.
As I view the ills of the world, including widely publicized tragedies impacting
schools, I find myself considering the failed relationships that contribute to each tragedy.
It is my hope that we as educational professionals are able to change the course of society
by focusing on what is most important and leading with the courage to be vulnerable,
model trust, listen to others, and pursue our convictions wholeheartedly. Throughout my
career in education, my philosophy has been in line with a quote from Tom Clark, who
stated, “I’m convinced that every boy, in his heart, would rather steal second base than an
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automobile” (“Tom Clark Quotes,” n.d., para. 2). I have approached my role as one of
providing positive opportunities for youth to keep them from making less desirable
choices and give them hope. One of my chief desires has been to give others hope. With
the deeper understanding of the need for relationships that this study has provided me, I
now believe this quote needs a follow-up. I would follow up with this: “And I’m
convinced that every boy, in his heart, would rather steal someone’s heart than second
base.” Nearly 2,000 years ago, the apostle Paul understood the importance of
relationships over all else when he wrote in a letter to the Corinthians, “And now these
three remain: faith, hope, and love. But the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13:13 New
International Version).
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APPENDIX A
Phone Script for Potential Participants
Hello Principal _________________,
This is Christopher Powell, Principal at Mammoth High School. I am a doctoral student
at Brandman University, conducting a study on conversational leadership practices of
exemplary elementary school Principals. Your name has been referred to me by
__________________ as someone fitting the criteria of exemplary. I would like to
include your perceived experiences of conversational leadership in my study. If you
volunteer to participate, I would want to schedule a time to observe you fulfilling your
duties and to interview you, preferably on the same day.
Read if participant answers the phone:
If you would be willing to participate, I will send you the interview questions, along with
the definitions of the major variables in the study. Can I send you the questions and
schedule an interview?
Read if leaving a voicemail:
I will send you the interview questions via email, along with the definitions of the major
variables in the study. Please let me know if you would be willing to contribute to this
important study. Thank you. I can be reached at (310)968-2354 to answer any questions
you may have.
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Follow-up E-mail Script
October 2017
Dear Principal ________________,
I recently left you a voicemail regarding a study I am conducting. I am a doctoral student
at Brandman University, conducting a study on conversational leadership practices of
exemplary elementary school Principals. Your name has been referred to me by
__________________ as someone fitting the criteria of exemplary. I would like to
include your perceived experiences of conversational leadership in my study. If you
volunteer to participate, I would want to schedule a time to observe you fulfilling your
duties and to interview you, preferably on the same day. Attached are the interview
questions, along with the definitions of the major variables in the study. Please let me
know if you would be willing to help contribute to this important study. I can be reached
at (310)968-2354 or via email at cpowell@mammothusd.org or
cpowell3@mail.brandman.edu.
Sincerely,
Christopher Powell
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
Principal, Mammoth High School
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APPENDIX C
Thematic Interview Protocol Template
“My name is Christopher Powell and I am the Principal at Mammoth High School. I’m a
doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational Leadership. I’m
a part of a team conducting research to determine what strategies are used by
exemplary leaders to lead their organization through conversation. The four elements
of conversation used in this study are depicted by Groysberg and Slind’s framework of
conversational leadership, intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality.
Conversation as used in this research applies to the full range of patterns and processes
by which information circulates through an organization. It is all the ideas, images, and
other forms of organizational content that passes between leaders and all members of
the organization including personal, interpersonal, group and organization. This study is
about what behaviors you use to lead the organization through conversation.
Our team is conducting approximately 120 interviews with leaders like yourself. The
information you give, along with the others, hopefully will provide a clear picture of the
thoughts and behaviors that exemplary leaders use conversation to create quality in
their organizations and will add to the body of research currently available.
Incidentally, even though it appears a bit awkward, I will be reading most of what I say.
The reason for this to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews with all
participating exemplary leaders will be conducted pretty much in the same manner.
Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research)
I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study
will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to any
individual(s) or any institution(s). After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to
you via electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately
captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email?
Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview you
may ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether. For ease of
our discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed
Consent.
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so much
for your time.
Interview Questions
Intimacy. The closeness, trust and familiarity created between people through shared
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Schwarz, 2011; Groysberg
& Slind, 2012; Glaser, 2014).
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1. How do you create conversations that promote trust between you and the
members of your organization?
Optional probe: What would you identify as the most important factor in
establishing trust with your team members?
2. Research indicates that a leader can use personal stories that show vulnerability
to build trust and authenticity with members of their organization. Please share
with me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that showed
your vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of
your organization.
Optional probe: Tell me about the outcome from that disclosure.
3. Tell me about a time when you listened attentively to members of your
organization to engage them in honest and authentic conversations.
Optional probe: Tell me about the impact of that conversation on the members
of your organization.
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas; a back-and-forth
process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012).
1. How do you engage members of your organization in conversations that are two
way exchanges of ideas and information about your organization?
Optional probe: What tools and institutional supports do you utilize to
encourage the process of this back-and-forth conversation?
2. How would you describe the strategies you use to cultivate a culture of open
dialogue?
Optional probe: What role does social technology (such as blogs, wikis, online
communities, twitter, social networks, web-enabled video chat, video sharing
etc.) play in supporting this culture of dialogue?
Optional probe: How do you deal with the unpredictable nature of conversation
within your organization?
3. Tell me about a time in which you effectively promoted conversation with
members of your organization that incorporated an exchange of ideas around a
difficult issue or topic.
Optional probe: How do you provide the risk free space that encourages people
to participate in the exchange of ideas?
Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and
participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012; Hurley, T.
& Brown, J. 2009).
1. What conversational strategies do you find effective to ensure members of the
organization remain committed to and included in the organization's goals and
or mission?
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Optional probe: Why do you feel that these strategies encourage more
commitment to organizational goals?
2. What strategies do you use to encourage all members to become active
contributors and spokespersons for the organization?
Optional probe: What are the ways that you gauge the impact of members’
contributions?
3. Please share a story about a time when you allowed the members of your
organization to generate the content for an important message.
Optional probe: How did that work out for you and what was the impact?
Intentionality. Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create
order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012; Men, 2012).
1. Can you share some examples of when you used conversation to create clarity
around your organization’s purpose?
Optional probe: What do you think you did that created that clarity?
2. How do you use conversation to elicit feedback on the goals and direction of
your organization?
Optional probe: How have others responded to that?
3. What strategies do you use to give focus and direction to the organizations’
communication activities?
Optional probe: Why do you think that the strategies you use help to provide
focus?
“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research are
known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”
________
General Probes
May be used during the interview when you want to get more info and/or expand the
conversation with them. These are not questions you share with interviewee. It is best
to be very familiar with them and use in a conversational way when appropriate to
extend their answers.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

“What did you mean by ……..”
“Do you have more to add?”
“Would you expand upon that a bit?"
“Why do think that was the case?”
“Could you please tell me more about…. “
“Can you give me an example of …..”
“How did you feel about that?”

179

APPENDIX D
Field Test Participant Feedback Questions

While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview
ask your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop
your feedback report on how to improve the interview questions.
Before the brief post interview discussion, give the interviewee a copy of the interview
protocol. If their answers imply that some kind of improvement is necessary, follow up
for specificity.

1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample
opportunities to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team
or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked? If the interview indicates some uncertainty, be
sure to find out where in the interview it occurred.
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview… (I’m pretty new at
this)?
Remember, the key is to use common, conversational language and very user friendly
approach. Put that EI to work☺

NOTE: Red font is for your eyes and support info only
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Interview Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable
insight about your interview skills and affect with the interview will support
your data gathering when interviewing the actual participants. As the
researcher you should reflect on the questions below after completing the
interview. You should also discuss the following reflection questions with
your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field test. The questions are
written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can
verbalize your thoughts with the observer and they can add valuable insight
from their observation.

1. How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be
appropriate?
2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there
something you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you
think that was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think
that was the case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part
be and how would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX E
Informed Consent and Audio Recording Release

INFORMATION ABOUT: The behaviors that exemplary leaders practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using the four elements of conversational leadership:
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality.
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Christopher Powell
PURPOSE OF STUDY:
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Christopher Powell, a
doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman University. The purpose of
this phenomenological research study was to describe behaviors that exemplary
elementary Principals practice to lead their organizations through conversation using
Groysberg and Slind’s (2012) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy,
interactivity, inclusion and intentionality.
Your participation in this study is voluntary and will include an interview with the
identified student investigator. The one-to-one interview will take approximately 60
minutes to complete, in-person or electronically using a web-based collaboration
software and will be scheduled at a time and location of your convenience. The interview
questions will pertain to your perceptions and your responses will be confidential. Each
participant will have an identifying code and names will not be used in data analysis.
The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
I understand that:
a) The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes
and research materials safe-guarded in a locked file drawer or password
protected digital file to which the researcher will have sole access.
b) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide not to
participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. Also, the
Investigator may stop the study at any time.
c) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be
available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio
recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information
will be identifier-redacted and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon
completion of the study all recordings, transcripts and notes taken by the
researcher and transcriptionist from the interview will be destroyed.
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to
contact Christopher Powell, MA at cpowell3@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at
(310)968-2354; or Dr. Keith Larick (Committee Chair) at larick@brandman.edu.
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e) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent
and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If
the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and
consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in
this research.
f) If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed
consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine,
CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the
procedure(s) set forth.

Date:
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Date:
Signature of Principal Investigator
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APPENDIX F
Participant’s Bill of Rights
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