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Abstract 

Teacher disengagement negatively impacts student learning and student outcomes. 

Highly engaged teachers, however, were found at Cristo Rey high schools that serve 

inner-city, under-resourced students. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to 

achieve an in-depth understanding of the relationship between school leaders and teacher 

engagement at a high-performing Cristo Rey high school in the Midwestern U.S. Fifteen 

participants shared their ideas, experiences, and dreams during semi-structured 

interviews. Additional sources of data—observations, documents, and photographs—

provided thick description. The data was coded and analyzed with the help of a 

qualitative data analysis program. Five major themes emerged from the data: (a) Mission-

Driven; (b) Jesuit Identity, Values, and Spirituality; (c) A Culture of Professionalism; (d) 

Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and Communication; and (e) Shared Leadership. 

These themes led to the formation of the Five-Factor Teacher Engagement Model, a 

framework that can be adapted by Cristo Rey school leaders (or leaders of other faith-

based schools) to develop professional training programs and to sustain high engagement 

levels in their teachers.  

Keywords: Teacher engagement, Cristo Rey schools, mission-driven, Jesuit 

spirituality, school environment, collaborative relationships, shared leadership, 

leadership behavior 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

A Gallup survey of 6,711 full-time K-12 teachers living in all 50 U.S. states and 

the District of Columbia revealed that 70 percent of them are “not engaged” or are 

“actively disengaged” in schools, and this disengagement significantly affects student 

outcomes and student engagement (Anderson, Davis, Dobbins, Lander, Smith, & 

Wallace, 2015; Hastings & Agrawal, 2015). Similarly, a MetLife Survey reported that 

teacher dissatisfaction increased by 23% from 2008 to 2012 (Markow, Macia, & Lee, 

2013). Teachers who are not engaged have an emotional disconnect with their schools 

and are less willing to apply extra effort in teaching even though they may feel satisfied 

with their employment (Anderson et al., 2015; OECD, 2016). Further, actively 

disengaged teachers are not only emotionally disconnected but are also dissatisfied with 

their employment and behave in ways that negatively impact their peers and the mission 

of the institution (Hastings & Agrawal, 2015).  

The Gallup survey estimated that 2.3 million workdays are missed annually due to 

teacher disengagement outcomes. This survey tracked teachers between January 3, 2013 

and September 30, 2014, reporting on average 11.3 sick days (i.e., teachers unable to do 

their usual activities) per school year (Anderson et al., 2015; Hastings & Agrawal, 2015). 

This teacher disengagement and absenteeism has become a burden on school districts 

financially and academically. The school districts must pay additional funds for substitute 

teachers. These replacements are suddenly faced with implementing another’s lesson 

plans and hence, school productivity declines (Bidwell, 2015; Hastings & Agrawal, 

2015). Challenges that low-income students face in their vulnerable neighborhoods and in 
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their schools lead to continued achievement gaps, high dropout levels, study burnout, 

student disengagement (Bidwell, 2015; Salanova, Schaufeli, Martinez, & Bresó, 2010), 

and the “school-to-prison” pipeline as expressed by the American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU, 2017). 

The Cristo Rey Schools Network, however, reached out in 2016-17 to 10,933 

low-income students (with an average annual family income of $35,000) in 32 schools 

around the U.S. and continue to maintain high graduation rates (Cristo Rey Network, 

2017). All the 1,400 Cristo Rey’s 2014 graduates were accepted into college and 90 

percent of them enrolled. These schools have significantly helped their students (97 

percent are ethnically diverse) to get back into school and to graduate because of 

committed teachers who are deeply involved and because of their unique corporate work-

study model (Bateman, 2014; Vogel, 2013). These phenomenal graduation rates predict a 

better life for these students because a report by the National Center for Education 

Statistics, The Condition of Education 2016, showed that employment rates improve 

significantly with educational attainment (NCES, 2016).  

In contrast to the teacher disengagement reported in the Gallup survey above, 

initial inquiries with the founders/leaders of the Cristo Rey schools indicated that Cristo 

Rey teachers were highly engaged and worked more than expected. This researcher set 

out to conduct an in-depth case study to help discover categories of leadership behavior 

or strategies that led to this phenomenon of high teacher engagement at a school serving 

low-income students. The study was needed, as there was insufficient published data on 

leadership behaviors and teacher engagement in Cristo Rey schools. 
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Statement of the Problem  

Teacher engagement is a serious concern in the field of education, significantly 

affecting student learning and student outcomes (Anderson et al., 2016; Hastings & 

Agrawal, 2015; Printy, Marks, & Bowers, 2009). The stress of teaching can potentially 

lead to burnout and disengagement (Brock & Grady, 2000; Hakanen, Bakker, & 

Schaufeli, 2006). Current studies on the topic of teacher engagement indicate that the 

relationship between school leaders and teachers is crucial in providing a safe and happy 

environment conducive to developing the potential in every child (Eldor & Shoshani, 

2016). This relationship fosters teacher engagement leading to greater job satisfaction, 

improved setting and monitoring of achievement, more accurate identification of 

underperforming students, and more effective support systems (Brezicha, Bergmark, & 

Mitra, 2014; Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Marzano & Waters, 2009).   

In contrast to below standard graduation rates for low-income students in nearly 

every U.S. state, the Cristo Rey schools—although serving disadvantaged students—have 

high graduation rates (Bateman, 2014; Cristo Rey Network, 2017; Vogel, 2013). A recent 

doctoral study of a Cristo Rey school revealed a uniquely strong college-going culture 

fostering student self-esteem, personal care, and the encouragement to excel, and one that 

is specifically geared to prepare these disadvantaged students for college (Bonham, 

2014). Personal conversations with founders and administrators of the Cristo Rey schools 

indicated high teacher engagement, but there was insufficient published literature 

available on teacher engagement and leadership in the Cristo Rey schools. This study of a 

Cristo Rey high school, therefore, is important and timely, contributing additional insight 

into the school’s success by leading to an in-depth understanding of how its school 
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leaders foster teacher engagement. Such a study heightens awareness of new thinking and 

behavior in those working with students from low-income families.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this dissertation in practice case study was to achieve an in-depth 

understanding of the relationship between leadership behaviors (or strategies) and teacher 

engagement at a single Cristo Rey high school in the Midwestern United States.  

Research Questions 

The following two research questions guided this case study: 

1. What are the leadership behaviors exhibited by the Cristo Rey school leaders that  

motivate their teachers to be actively engaged and to further the school’s mission  

and goals?  

2. In what way do the leadership behaviors identified relate to the Ignatian concepts of  

magis (the greater or the more) and cura personalis (personal care)? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to design an evidence-based practical model of best 

practices in school leadership that foster teacher engagement. This model provides a 

framework for Cristo Rey school leaders (or others working in similar contexts) to create 

and implement professional training programs that lead to high levels of active teacher 

engagement.  

Methodology Overview 

A single-case (within-site) qualitative study method in a real-life setting was 

selected as a suitable approach (see Figure 1) to conduct research on this topic as there 

was a clearly identifiable Jesuit Cristo Rey high school, the boundaries were clearly 
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defined, and the case had the potential to provide rich description and an in-depth 

understanding of the relationship between leadership behavior and teacher engagement 

(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). The researcher sought the permission of the gatekeeper (i.e., 

the school’s president) to conduct the study on site (see Appendix A).  

Figure 1. The qualitative case-study research design. This design is an adaptation of 

Creswell’s (2013) data collection activities (Figure 7.1, p. 146) and the data analysis 

spiral (Figure8.1, p. 183).   

A purposeful sampling of the school leaders (including the school’s president and 

principal) and a snowball sampling of faculty and staff helped identify fifteen participants 

until saturation (i.e., no new information could be found) was achieved (Babbie, 2014; 

Creswell, 2005, 2013). The consent of individual participants was sought after providing 

them with details concerning this research project.  

Standardized procedures were used to make an in-depth data collection from four 

sources of information: (1) audio recordings of one-on-one interviews which were semi-

structured and open-ended (see Appendix B), and which invited the participants to 

disclose first-hand information about their experiences, assumptions, values, beliefs, and 
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interests; (2) a set of descriptive and reflective observation notes/annotations were 

completed immediately after every interview; (3) documents (including school records 

and publicly available material); and (4) “photo elicitation” (Creswell, 2013, p. 161) 

where participants were invited to submit a picture of what encouraged them or what they 

were proud of in the school and to discuss the same. In keeping with the regulations of 

Creighton’s IRB (institutional review board), this researcher clicked pictures of the 

school’s hallways and lobby when others were not around. 

The data was transcribed manually with the aim of gaining familiarity and 

intimacy with the content and nuances of each participant’s contribution. The transcripts 

were imported into NVivo 11, a computer-assisted Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) 

program. The researcher’s memos and annotations made during the interviews were also 

imported into the QDA program. The analysis commenced with an open coding process 

by going through each line of the transcript and by creating codes that emerged from the 

interviewees’ own words. These in-vivo codes helped identify the key concepts and 

views of the participants, providing a smooth transition between the data collection and 

the more extensive analysis (Saldaña, 2015).  

The entire set of transcribed data was analyzed for “thick” description (Creswell, 

2013, p. 235); an embedded analysis, however, examined more specifically those themes 

pertaining to teacher engagement. The data collection and analysis was followed by the 

final interpretive phase offering new and rich meaning to leadership behavior and its 

impact on teacher engagement. The lessons learned from this case study were described 

with case themes in the form of an evidence-based model (Creswell, 2013). 
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Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following are operational definitions related to education and the Cristo Rey 

high schools in the U.S. in the context of this study: 

Achievement gaps: The disparity between the performance of one group of 

students (e.g., a grouping according to gender, race, or ethnicity) and that of 

another group of students (NAEP, 2016). 

Cura personalis: Personal care for the other (Traub, 2008). This study focused on 

how school leaders cared for their teachers; the participants, however, often spoke 

about the loving manner in which teachers reached out to their students.  

Discernment: A deliberate act of reflecting on one’s experience and choosing that 

which is more conducive for the common good.  

Engaged or actively engaged: Teachers who strongly identify with their work; are 

enthusiastic and committed; know their content and continuously strive for new 

and creative ways to improve knowledge gains; and work with sustained energy 

(Bakker, Schaufeli, Leiter, & Taris, 2008; Hastings and Agarwal, 2015). 

Ignatian framework: An Ignatian hermeneutic primarily based on the three 

charisms of discernment, magis, and cura personalis to interpret effective school 

leadership (Traub, 2008). 

Magis: The consistent striving for excellence; a refusal to settle for mediocrity 

(Traub, 2008). Such people place their gifts and talents in the service of a larger 

goal and a higher power.  

School leaders: Includes the president, principal, human resource manager, heads 

of departments, and other administrative heads in the school. 
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Teacher: A person appointed full-time by the Cristo Rey school with the primary 

task of teaching their high school students. 

Under-resourced families: Families averaging four members and with a combined 

average annual income of $35,000.  

Delimitations and Limitations 

 This qualitative case study was bounded by time and space; it was conducted over 

ten days at a single high-performing Jesuit Cristo Rey high school that enrolled students 

from under-resourced families. Limiting research to a single case study was necessary to 

obtain greater depth and saturation of the model (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). The 

participants were limited to the school leaders and a purposeful sample of teachers who 

embodied the characteristics of engagement. Although the findings were specific to this 

particular school, its teachers, and its leaders, the developed model provides insight to 

other educators or educationists and can be adapted for those working in schools serving 

the marginalized sections of society. This model cannot be over-generalized without 

further replication of the study at other schools (Creswell, 2005, 2013).  

There are many dimensions in school leadership. This study focused on those 

behaviors of school leaders that impact teacher engagement. The performances of school 

leaders, staff, or teachers were not evaluated. Owing to Creighton’s IRB regulations, 

students were not interviewed. Other stakeholders (e.g., district officials, board members, 

alumni, and parents of students) were also excluded from this study.  

The researcher was aware of biases that could potentially arise due to personal 

experiences as a former teacher and principal in India and as a motivational 

speaker/animator in different schools. The researcher had to overcome prejudices and 
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stereotypes and listen to the participants without judgment. (His professional background 

as a Jesuit priest provided access to information and terminology that may not have been 

known to some school leaders or teachers at the study site.) Another potential bias was 

the comparison between the Indian and the Western educational systems. Having 

developed skills in diagnosis of school issues and in designing programs to meet school 

needs, the researcher was not impeded in appreciating a school system that approached 

things differently. He made a determined effort to practice reflection-in-action and 

reflection-on-action (with the help of a research journal) during the course of the data 

collection and analysis to overcome these biases and to approach this study as a 

student/journalist in the mode of a non-participating observer (Creswell, 2013; Valli, 

1997). 

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 Leaders in Jesuit schools attempt to inspire self-awareness, ingenuity, love, and 

heroism in the tradition of Ignatius of Loyola (Lowney, 2003). They work hard to create 

“buy-in” from the teachers so that these do not act as mere employees but want to rise 

above expectations for the good of the students. The school leaders do so by achieving 

influence (often by their personal examples) without securing compliance through fear of 

reprimand. They thereby shape the teachers’ beliefs, desires, values, and priorities 

(Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011).  

Teachers and school leaders in Jesuit schools engage in fulfilling the mission of 

educating “young men and women of competence, conscience, and compassion” 

(O’Connell, 2007, p. vii). In this process of building relationships for the good of the 

students and to further the school’s mission, the Ignatian magis challenges school leaders 
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and teachers in Jesuit schools to ask themselves, “What can I do better?” They 

understand that they are called to give their very best in sincerely preparing their classes, 

to become experts not only in content but also in pedagogy, and to be attuned to the 

unique needs and learning context of each individual student. The magis provides the 

inner motivation to seek excellence without being attached to results (Traub, 2008).  

  The way school leaders are able to create and shape a shared identity with the 

teachers helps shift the focus from “I” to “We.” It helps them to put the organization 

before themselves and to build team spirit, thereby leading to a meaningful social force to 

realize shared goals (Haslam et al., 2011). This shared identity provides a moral 

imperative to share responsibility in the school; every teacher is called to lead in various 

capacities and at different times. Teachers become more engaged as they take on 

leadership roles (without titles) and are given the freedom to be innovative, to plan, and 

to organize programs. It helps them to know that they are supported in taking calculated 

risks and that there is no need to fear failure (Lowney, 2003; Traub, 2008).  

School leaders and teachers who are self-reflective practitioners engage in critical 

reflection as they consider the social, economic, moral, and political dimensions of 

education. They view these dimensions through an ethical lens of social justice and 

equality, seeking the common good (Johnson, 2015; Valli, 1997). As self-reflective 

practitioners, they become life-long learners; they reflect on and refine their teaching 

material and pedagogy in keeping a balance between the latest research in education and 

their past teaching experiences. Their critical lens helps them to develop students into 

conscientious and productive citizens rather than to teach merely for passing tests (Lyons, 

2010; Valli, 1997). 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 11 

Such critical reflection leads school leaders and teachers to see the larger picture 

of system-wide reform. They understand that human beings are inter-connected and inter-

dependent beings, and are not isolated individuals who live merely for themselves, and 

hence the investment in the education of children is an investment in the all-round 

development of a society (Mourshed, Chinezi, & Barber, 2010). The education of 

children not only affects every child by igniting their growth to their full potential but 

also affects the social, political, and economic fabric of a whole society (Hopkins, 2008; 

Mourshed et al., 2010). 

Besides improving the teaching-learning atmosphere, increasing achievement, and 

narrowing learning gaps, system leaders work as change agents to improve their own 

schools—and others as well—by developing relationship-based personal and professional 

learning communities (Hopkins, 2008; Mooney & Mausbach, 2008). Empowered 

teachers and school leaders form a critical force to build healthy and strong communities 

by engaging with their environments in a meaningful way. The properly-formed moral 

compass of system leaders motivates them to work together with other school leaders to 

share resources, to develop people (teachers and students), to create safe and fun learning 

environments, and to develop organizations that benefit society at large (Hopkins, 2008; 

Mourshed et al., 2010). 

Significance of the Study 

This study was not intended to be generalizable, yet it adds to scholarly research 

and literature on this critical issue of lack of engagement, which not only plagues the 

field of education but is also present in most other U.S. fields of work in similar 

proportions. (Gallup’s State of the American Workplace report (2017) reported that about 
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70% of employees are not engaged at work.) The findings of this study at a Cristo Rey 

high school add to the knowledge about school leadership behaviors and how they impact 

those who work in their organizations. This study identified teacher and school leadership 

practices that improved morale in the workplace and led to greater productivity. 

By researching an example of positive teacher engagement, this study provides 

insights and an evidence-based model (EBM) for other school leaders to adapt according 

to their own unique contexts in designing their teacher professional development 

programs. School leaders can reflect on this study to become more aware of those 

practices that foster enthusiasm and involvement among teachers, and those practices that 

become obstacles to engagement. Teachers can learn from these findings what their 

contemporaries in the field do to attain and maintain high levels of engagement. Teachers 

who have worked for some years in the field may learn to be wary of common pitfalls 

leading to disengagement (Fullan, 2011; Fullan, 2014; Marzano & Waters, 2009).   

This study can help improve education policy since it has identified patterns that 

lead to and sustain teacher engagement. Such policy reforms would be in keeping with 

findings from The International Summit on the Teaching Profession (ISTP, 2016) which 

linked teachers’ engagement and effectiveness to the competencies, skills, knowledge, 

and dispositions they need to guide students in a world that is experiencing rapid changes 

in the social, economic, and technological spheres. 

Summary 

 Cristo Rey schools enjoy a phenomenal graduation rate whereas schools with 

similar student demographics often report poor graduation rates. This qualitative case 

study was designed to achieve an in-depth understanding of the role that leadership and 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 13 

teacher engagement played in the improved student outcomes in one Cristo Rey high 

school. The guiding research question aimed to describe the leadership behaviors 

exhibited by the Cristo Rey school leaders that led to high levels of teacher engagement. 

The second research question examined these leadership behaviors in the light of the 

Ignatian magis and cura personalis. The data were collected from multiple sources: 

interviews, observations, documents, and photographs; manually transcribed; and 

analyzed with the help of a qualitative data analysis program. The findings were 

presented as an evidence-based practical model of best practices in school leadership that 

foster teacher engagement. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review aims to synthesize relevant literature to provide an analysis 

and understanding of the following two questions: What are the leadership behaviors 

exhibited by the Cristo Rey school leaders that motivate their teachers to further the 

school’s mission and goals? In what way do the leadership behaviors identified relate to 

the Ignatian concepts of magis and cura personalis?  

The first part of this literature review will examine literature on school leadership 

and teacher engagement. Emphasis will be placed on the relationship between school 

leaders and teachers and the effect that relationship has on engagement. The second part 

of this literature review will provide a contextual setting to further understand the 

relationship between school leaders and teachers who work with at-risk populations. Here 

we take a brief historical look at how educational reform pertaining to policies affecting 

at-risk students has evolved, the Cristo Rey response to the needs of such vulnerable 

youngsters, and the way in which Cristo Rey leadership behaviors fit into the Ignatian 

framework of values and charisms. An Ignatian lens is used as a hermeneutic or a 

framework to interpret effective school leadership (Gray, 2008). This Ignatian lens 

provides a social justice perspective to the committed service rendered by teachers and 

school leaders who work with under-resourced students making them women and men 

for and with others leading to system-wide reform.  

Part A: Literature on School Leadership Behaviors and Teacher Engagement 

 The first part of this literature review seeks to understand the phenomenon of 

teacher engagement as examined by different researchers. While some researchers focus 

on accountability and control, other researchers provide a politico-socio-economic 
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perspective to understand the challenges that teachers face in remaining engaged and 

escaping burnout. Further, this paper examines literature on the leadership behaviors of 

school leaders and how such behaviors influence teacher engagement.  

Understanding Teacher Engagement  

There are overlapping ideas regarding engagement, motivation, involvement, 

satisfaction, and participation among different authors depending on the particular focus 

they have given to their research. Engaged teachers are generally understood as those 

who identify with their teaching-learning environment, are committed to getting their 

work done, are enthusiastic about their work, and do so with high and sustained energy 

levels (Bakker et al., 2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). Ames and Ames (1984) 

distinguished a quantitative view of motivation (based on the amount of energy and 

diligence one puts into school activities) from a qualitative view (depending on the way 

teachers process data in keeping with their goals, values, and belief systems).  

 Teacher engagement is fostered by job resources, including learning and growth 

opportunities, a variety of works (i.e., multiple opportunities to be creative in different 

areas of the school), appropriate feedback at the right time, a certain amount of autonomy 

to do one’s work, and the social support and trust received from one’s peers and 

administrators. Such job resources foster intrinsic motivation (learning and growth) as 

well as extrinsic motivation (help to achieve work-related goals) (Bakker et al., 2008).  

 Teachers who are highly engaged at work do not suffer from workaholism. 

Workaholics feel the need to be at work, to think about work even when they are not at 

work, and have a hard time disengaging from their work. They work very hard and given 

an option, they will often choose work-related activities. In contrast, engaged employees 
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are those who are actively and happily captivated by their work but are not compulsive 

workers; work is an enjoyable activity and “not an addiction” (Bakker et al., 2008, p. 

190). Such actively engaged employees can identify with their work roles and devote 

their personal energies to being fully present and focused on the task before them 

(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). 

Challenges Teachers Face 

Although students and parents would love to have actively engaged teachers in 

their schools, the issue of teacher disengagement is a fact that plagues K-12 teachers all 

over the nation and is broadly seen through two contrasting lenses: the “sociological 

imagination” and the “teacher deficit” perspectives (Ingersoll, 2011, p. 99). The first 

perspective sees teacher engagement challenged by a combination of mandates/policies, 

events, and behaviors, which affect the morale of disengaged teachers. One of these 

factors is economic, where budget cuts, teacher and staff layoffs, minimal pay, and 

limited resources/finances are perceived as obstacles to doing a good job (Anderson et 

al., 2015). Teachers earn comparatively less than their peers in other professions whose 

typical entry-level education is a bachelor’s degree in their respective fields. The U.S. 

Department of Labor’s Occupational Outlook Handbook (2015) reported the average 

base salary of an elementary school teacher at $54,550, that of a middle school teacher at 

$55,860, and that of a high school teacher at $57,200; whereas the 2015 median pay for 

accountants and auditors was $55,000 to $74,999, that of engineers $75,000 or more, and 

that of computer professionals $75,000 or more (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). While 

different professions have their respective qualifications and challenges, the financial 

remuneration of teachers has been a concern for many educators and researchers. 
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Besides the economic aspect, teachers face many other challenges: They are 

overwhelmed by the public’s high expectation that they work miracles with student 

achievement even though they are given limited resources (an imbalance between 

accountability and resources). They feel that administrators undervalue their 

contributions and expertise. They are physically and emotionally drained by the stringent 

demands of standardized tests. They are usually not part of the decision-making 

processes or curriculum design. Opportunities and support for teachers’ personal 

professional development or research are limited or scanty. Finally, some teachers do not 

feel sufficiently competent to handle discipline issues in the classroom (Anderson et al., 

2015; Ingersoll, 2011; Walker, 2012). Such challenges make teaching stressful and may 

potentially lead to burnout. 

Although teachers often enter the profession with a high level of enthusiasm and 

commitment, they can become tired and feel overwhelmed as they “lose interest in their 

work, become cynical about students, and distance themselves from colleagues” (Brock 

& Grady, 2000, p. ix). The vicious spiral of burnout diminishes the teaching-learning 

process where both teachers and students are losers; students are victims and teachers 

leave the profession or continue with less effectiveness (Anderson et al., 2015; Brock & 

Grady, 2000; Salanova et al., 2010). Hence teachers show higher levels of “exhaustion 

and cynicism” than other professionals (Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006, p. 496). 

Such challenges can make excellent teachers lose some of their enthusiasm. 

There are some critics of teachers who do not subscribe to the above view that 

there are many challenges contributing to the problem of teacher quality; rather, they hold 

on to an accountability perspective, i.e., they seek to make teachers more accountable 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 18 

(York-Barr, Sommerness, & Hur, 2008). These proponents of the accountability 

perspective typically demand (among others) stricter teacher evaluations and more 

centralized organization of schools. Underlying this accountability perspective is the 

public’s “teacher deficit” (i.e. teachers not working sufficiently hard) viewpoint 

(Ingersoll, 2011, p. 99), which focuses on control and accountability of teachers who are 

not held accountable and are left to do what they want without supervision in their 

classrooms.  

Power, Control, and Public Service 

Teachers have very little power and control over important factors related to their 

work. They are often caught in the middle between the demands of their supervisors or 

school administrators and the needs of their students (Anderson et al., 2015; Ingersoll, 

2011). Most other professionals, however, have a high degree of power and control over 

key workplace decisions in their particular occupations, (e.g., professors in universities 

have a good deal of control over their curriculum, research, and the hiring and promotion 

of their peers, often on par or greater than their university administrators) (Ingersoll, 

2011). School leaders who are aware of their teachers’ abilities and actively involve their 

teachers in key decision-making processes can predict better outcomes for their students 

(Bird, Wang, Watson, & Murray, 2012).  

It is ironic that although teachers enjoy less power and control, and earn less than 

most other professionals, they have a high degree of selflessness in serving others. The 

topic of teacher engagement gains richer detail and insights when one looks at data 

relating to the phenomenon of teachers contributing not only their services but also their 

finances. Even though teachers do not have as much power and control as those in other 
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professions, there is evidence of an “altruistic ethic” or “public service ethic” where 

teachers spend their own money to purchase classroom materials and supplies to provide 

their students with an adequate learning environment (Ingersoll, 2011, p. 103). The U.S. 

Department of Education’s School and Staffing Survey (SASS) data for 2007-08 

indicates that 92.4% of public school teachers spent on average $450 of their own 

unreimbursed money to purchase classroom materials during the academic year 2006-07. 

Less than eight percent of teachers did not spend their own money for such materials. On 

average, veteran teachers spent more than younger/beginning teachers, public school 

teachers bought more out of pocket than their peers in private schools, and teachers in 

high-poverty schools paid out more for their classroom supplies than teachers in low-

poverty schools (Ingersoll, 2011).  

Relationship Between School Leaders and Their Teachers 

A school leadership team attempts to inspire its teachers and to pursue shared-

objectives for the good of their students (Gardner, 2013). This relationship is crucial in 

providing a safe and happy environment conducive to developing the potential in every 

child and increases performance, commitment, and other positive behaviors (Salanova et 

al., 2010). Such relationships and trust are built up in the process of important work that 

includes goal setting and strategic resourcing (Brezicha et al., 2014; Robinson, 2014; 

Wahab, Fuad, Ismail, & Majid, 2014).  

School leaders are increasingly developing relationships that foster teacher 

engagement and trust. Such relationships are more frequently perceived from a dynamic 

biological perspective in modern organizational psychology in contrast to the static 

mechanical systems of old (Robinson, Pearlstein, & Meyer, 2005; Wheatley, 2006). The 
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traditional mechanistic organizations typically had centralized authority, a strong 

hierarchical structure with clearly defined functions, and standardized procedures. The 

biologically-functioning organizations, however, foster delightfully enriching 

environments with strong relationships where ideas are conceived and grow, teachers feel 

valued, and there is a bottom-up natural growth or self-organization emergence of the 

entire school system (Pascale, Millemann, & Gioja, 2000; Robinson et al., 2005). Hence, 

teachers become highly motivated and happy with their job, and they diligently and 

enthusiastically implement the ideas put forth by their leaders (Brezicha et al., 2014; 

Printy, Marks, & Bowers, 2009).  

Effective school leaders work in collaboration with district leaders to build 

relationships, to inspire integrity, and to promote trust by being respectful and competent 

(Marzano & Waters, 2009; Robinson, 2014). They treat teachers with the dignity they 

deserve, can handle difficult issues, and ensure that teachers and schools work towards 

knowledge gains and achievement of non-negotiable goals (Brezicha et al., 2014; Wahab 

et al., 2014). It is a spiral process. School and district leaders work together to align their 

administration, instruction, and resources towards fulfilling the mission of their schools. 

During this process, trust and relationships grow collaboratively in thought and action 

(Marzano & Waters, 2009; Robinson, 2014). 

Effective school leaders provide leadership by developing a shared vision for the 

school and motivating their teachers to move together in that direction (Leithwood, 

Aitken, & Jantzi, 2006). These leaders lay a “heavy emphasis on the intangibles of vision, 

values, and motivation and understand intuitively the non-rational and unconscious 

elements in [school leader-follower] interaction” (Gardner, 2013, p. 19). They do so by 
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exhibiting certain behaviors that foster teacher engagement leading to greater job 

satisfaction, student engagement, and student achievement while helping the school move 

towards achieving its mission (Brezicha et al., 2014; Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Printy et 

al., 2009). Research studies indicate that principals with strong leadership behaviors are 

more likely to motivate and encourage teachers to achieve their school goals (Hauserman 

& Stick, 2013; Leithwood et al., Wahab et al., 2014).   

School leaders can foster engagement in teachers or deaden it by the way they 

approach change. They build relationships even as they help teachers overcome 

resistance and work through the ambiguities of new curriculum, assessments, 

technologies, or pedagogies (Fullan, 2014). These relationships grow in trust and build 

teachers’ self-confidence in approaching something new. The leaders even foster the 

ultimate purpose of setting and monitoring achievement, which is not to frighten teachers 

into meeting goals but rather to identify underperforming students and to support them 

adequately (Brezicha et al., 2014; Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Marzano & Waters, 2009; 

Tschannen-Moran, 2013). 

Finally, effective school leaders foster teacher leadership with the understanding 

that leadership is a shared practice and that schools can be transformed when they 

become learning communities (i.e., both teachers and students wish to learn and to grow 

during this process). This teacher leadership moves beyond the offering to teachers of 

formal positions (e.g., as a department chair or as a union representative) or tapping their 

talents as add-on functions (e.g., as a curriculum expert or as an instructional leader) to 

their daily teaching schedule; rather, the teacher-leader impacts the entire school 
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community by improving the teaching-learning environment so that students may learn 

and achieve to the best of their capacities (York-Barr et al., 2008). 

Part B: Literature on the Professional Practice Setting and Context 

Since the foundation of the United States of America, education has helped 

achieve a number of the nation’s basic goals. It has helped to continue U.S. democracy, 

to assimilate a huge number of immigrants, and to provide social mobility by 

empowering the socio-economic capacities of people. High quality education provides a 

population with the ability to contribute productively, to care for themselves with less 

need of government assistance, and to better themselves in line with the nation’s ideals. 

Government support for education continues to be important today, as a well-educated 

population has much to offer to the common good of society (Kraft & Furlong, 2013; 

NCES, 2016).  

In part B of the literature review, we begin by examining the context and setting 

that are related to both leadership and teacher engagement in schools serving under-

resourced students. A brief legal history is included to indicate how educational policy 

has evolved to meet the needs of these vulnerable students. Then the focus is narrowed to 

look at the Cristo Rey Network (CRN) of Schools, which serves the needs of such 

vulnerable students in comparison to the federal/state efforts in terms of finances, 

achievement rates, and dropout statistics. Finally, the context is further narrowed to 

examine school leaders and teachers working in Jesuit schools within an Ignatian 

hermeneutic.  

Educational Policy Reform to Address the Needs of At-Risk Students 

Some of the important federal legislation that is pertinent to our study and has 
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influenced the education of disadvantaged populations in the U.S. began in 1787 with the 

Northwest Ordinance authorizing the establishment of educational institutions with the 

help of land grants.  The Morrill Act of 1862 extended this aid to the establishment of 

agricultural and mechanical colleges by the states. Vocational education got a boost in 

1917 with the Smith-Hughes Act, giving greater access to education leading to 

employment, and the G.I. Bill (Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944) helping veterans 

access assistance for education. The Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 1962 

enabled refugees to access loans, advances, and grants for education (NCES, 2016). 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) was a landmark 

judgment that reached out to children of under-resourced families. It authorized grants for 

elementary and secondary school programs providing library resources, textbooks, and 

instructional materials that the underprivileged students could enjoy. In addition, ESEA 

(1965) strengthened state education agencies, educational research, training institutes, 

and supplementary educational centers and services.  Emergency school assistance for 

desegregating local education agencies was legalized with the Office of Education 

Appropriation Act of 1970. In 1978, the Middle Income Student Assistance Act made 

provisions for federal education assistance to enable middle- and under-resourced 

students to make their dreams of attending college or post-secondary educational 

institutions a reality. This was further improved by the 1993 Student Loan Reform Act 

that provided for a system of direct lending, flexibility in the repayment of loans, and 

income contingency plans (NCES, 2016). 

 Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994 formalized the national education 

goals, established the National Education Goals panel, created a National Education 
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Standards and Improvement Council, and established a new federal partnership with 

states and local communities to reform the nation’s education system. Pell Grants, created 

by the Higher Education Act of 1965 and originally known as the Basic Educational 

Opportunity Grant (BEOG), offers federal money (up to $5,775 per student in 2015-16) 

to undergraduates who fulfill certain criteria. These needs-based grants offer under-

resourced students the opportunity to access post-secondary education at any one of 

5,400 participating institutions and do not have to be repaid (NCES, 2016, and US Dept. 

of Ed., 2016). 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) reinforced the ESEA by bringing 

in specific proposals in various areas like testing, accountability, parental choice, and 

early reading (NCLB, 2001). The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 

2017) provided that states administer a single test in their respective states, ascertaining 

whether schools were meeting the standards that were expected of them. The NAEP 

publishes their findings in The Nation’s Report Card (the latest available is the report of 

2015). One of the goals of the standards movement was to see that students were 

promoted only after understanding the material and to avoid “social promotions” (Kraft 

& Furlong, 2013, loc. 9501). 

Recent critiques of the NCLB’s inflexibility in implementation of the law led 

President Obama’s administration to adopt the Race to the Top initiative which provided 

over $4 billion to eleven states that pledged to improve the lowest-performing schools, 

encouraged innovations in education, rewarded teachers and principals who performed 

effectively, and worked towards the adoption of learning standards and assessments at a 

state level. The Race to the Top blueprint is more flexible than the NCLB, offering 
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incentives as the focus rather than penalties. The blueprint reauthorizes the ESEA and 

extends the NCLB, in principle seeking to make education more effective (with its 

expectation that all students will graduate from high school and have the competency to 

get into college), efficient (with the cost-benefit analysis that makes it worth rewarding 

performing teachers), and more equitable (with its equal opportunity for all students). 

Some traditional public school advocates have disagreed with this blueprint, especially 

those ideas that promote charter schools and merit pay (Kraft & Furlong, 2013). An 

awareness and understanding of the government’s efforts to educate especially those who 

are disadvantaged provide a background to appreciate the Cristo Rey model and the 

service rendered by their leaders and teachers.  

Context and Functioning of the Cristo Rey Network Schools 

In 1996, the Jesuit Father John Foley, along with others, founded the first Cristo 

Rey school in Pilsen, Chicago, for mostly poor and immigrant children (Aldana, 2015b; 

Kearney, 2008; Sweas, 2014). The Cristo Rey Network (CRN) reaches out to children 

left behind by society’s collective failure to educate them. The network provides 10,933 

(in 2016-17) predominantly under-resourced students ($35,000 average family income 

for a family of four) with a faith-based (Catholic) rigorous college preparatory academic 

and work program in 32 schools spread across 21 states and DC (Cristo Rey Network, 

2017). They educate minorities who must fight against the odds to succeed (e.g., it is 

more probable that an African American male end up in prison than in college and a 

Hispanic freshman has only a 10% chance of completing college with a degree) (Birdsell 

& Ryan, 2011). The unique Corporate Work Study Program designed by the CRN 

provides inner-city underprivileged students with the skills and character they need to 
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succeed in and to make a positive impact for the common good (Cristo Rey Jesuit High 

School, n.d.; Kearney, 2008; Sweas, 2014). With their focus on the all-round 

development of students, the CRN prepares “low-income youth academically, socially, 

and morally” (Aldana, 2015a, p. 202).  

The CRN’s mission statement provides an insight into the work that these CRN 

schools do to help students from underprivileged backgrounds: 

The Cristo Rey Network® empowers thousands of students from underserved, 

low-income communities to develop their minds and hearts to become lifelong 

contributors to society. By providing students an extraordinary college 

preparatory education and a unique four-year, integrated corporate work study 

experience, we seek to transform urban America one student at a time (Cristo Rey 

Network, 2017). 

Although the CRN schools are associated with the Jesuits because the first Cristo 

Rey school was founded by the Jesuit John Foley, S.J. along with others, there are many 

who now support or run these institutions, including the Sisters of Charity, the Christian 

Brothers, the Salesians, and the Vincentians. Enrollment is not restricted to Catholics, and 

their students are not those enrolling with very high academic scores; the average Iowa 

Test of Educational Development for the Cristo Rey New York High School fell in the 

48th percentile. Although these children come from challenging backgrounds they 

graduate in four years (Henninger, 2010). Gorman (2015) reported that the Cristo Rey 

Jesuit High School (Baltimore) accepted students only from disadvantaged 

neighborhoods; spent on average $14,000 per pupil per annum; and had a 100% college 

acceptance rate. The CRN’s “At A Glance” reports that 11,508 students have graduated 
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since the first school opened 20 years ago; 90% of recent CRN graduates enrolled in 

college; and students complete college at two and a half times the rate of their peers (low-

income high school graduates) from other schools. Their corporate work study program is 

also commendable: The CRN collaborates with 2,525 corporate partners of whom 88% 

choose to continue employing the Cristo Rey school students. In 2015-2016, the students 

earned $55 million to pay for their own tuition. The feedback from the workplace 

indicates that 94% of the students meet or exceed expectations of the companies (Cristo 

Rey Network, 2017).    

In comparison, the Condition of Education (2016) reported that the percentage of 

the U.S. population of 25 to 34 years old who completed high school was 90% and those 

who attained a postsecondary degree was 46%. This compares favorably with other 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries who on 

average achieved an 83% high school graduation rate and 41% postsecondary degree 

(NCES, 2016).  

These CRN schools are not charter schools (privately owned schools with 

government funding) but private, with an innovative and unique program called the 

corporate work study program. “The corporate work study program is a cornerstone for 

every Cristo Rey School” (Kabadi, 2015). During the school year (ten months), the 

system’s financial support model pays their students to work full time one day every 

week plus one Friday every month. The students work in teams (each team consists of 

four students) doing real entry-level office work, and the teams get paid $30,500 (Cristo 

Rey Jesuit High School, n.d.). With one school day spent at work, students have more 

school work to do the remaining four days, and their school year extends into the summer 
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when public school students are enjoying their vacations. The students’ hard work leads 

to earnings that cover on average 65% of their school’s budget, leading to nominal fees of 

about $2,500 to be paid by the student’s family. This amount varies depending on the 

financial ability of a student’s family and the number of siblings in school (A. Alvarado, 

personal communication, July 26, 2016). One Cristo Rey school president said, “Our 

students are by far and away our biggest donor” (Henninger, 2010, p. 2).  

The website of the Cristo Rey Jesuit High School, Twin Cities, reports various 

sources of funding: the corporate work-study program described earlier; contributions 

from families (averaging annually about $850 per student); and donations from 

philanthropic benefactors (individuals and groups). A fourth important funding source is 

reimbursements/subsidies received from the government, including benefits from Title 1 

(financial assistance to schools with a high percentage of low-income students) and Title 

2 (preparing, training, and recruiting high quality teachers and principals) services, and 

repayments towards transportation, textbooks, and lunch programs (Cristo Rey Jesuit 

High School, n.d.; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

In comparison to the Cristo Rey financial model, the 2014 Annual Survey of 

School System Finances found that the nation’s 15,078 public school systems spent 

$613.6 billion on public education funding. The average per pupil spending was $11,009, 

with the State of New York spending the highest at $20,610 and Utah the lowest at 

$6,500 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). The U.S. public schools had a total revenue of $618 

billion in 2012-13 (of which $57 billion came from federal sources, $279 billion from 

state sources, and $281 billion from local sources) and total public school expenditures 

were $620 billion. Hence, U.S. expenditure per full-time-equivalent (FTE) student at 
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around $11,000 is higher than that of other OECD countries at $9,000, but this does not 

necessarily translate into better outcomes (e.g., the PISA-2012 score for math literacy 

among U.S. 15-year-olds was 481 whereas the international average score was 494) 

(NCES, The Condition of Education, 2016). 

The CRN aims at a full college education by providing their students with a set of 

academic skills and developing their self-confidence while introducing them to corporate 

America: they work with such companies as McKinsey, Prudential, Deloitte, Ernst & 

Young, Black & Decker, Wells Fargo, Goldman Sachs, Xerox, and JP Morgan Chase 

(Henninger, 2010).  The students are well-mannered, speak well, “know how to file and 

fax, and which fork to use if the boss offers to take them out to lunch” (Vanderkam, 

2008). A recent study of the college-going culture of a Cristo Rey school by Bonham 

(2014) revealed a flat organizational structure (sometimes called horizontal organization) 

and reduced hierarchy that incorporated a direct decision-making process. The authorities 

made special efforts to help students work through challenges of broken relationships and 

low finances by employing two licensed social workers. They also had a mission-driven 

hiring process to acquire teachers who shared similar values and had a strong desire to 

educate those at the margins of society. 

The CRN schools help students graduate from high school and enroll in college. 

This is important for their chances at employment and for their annual earnings. The 

median annual earnings for U.S. 25- to 34-year-olds was $25,000 for those with less than 

high school completion; was $30,000 for those who completed high school as their 

highest level; and was $52,000 for those who got a bachelor’s degree or higher (NCES, 

2016). The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2017) provided the following employment 
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status of the civilian population 25 years and over by educational attainment: In March 

2017, the unemployment rate was 6.8% for those with less than a high school diploma; 

4.9% for high school graduates; and 2.5% for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

Therefore, the CRN schools play an important role in engaging students from under-

resourced backgrounds, empowering them with resources and skills to graduate not only 

from high school but also from college, and thereby improve their chances of being 

gainfully employed.  

Ignatian Charisms Impact School Leaders and Teachers 

With a little better understanding of teacher engagement and the challenges that 

teachers face, and how the Cristo Rey schools serve students from under-resourced 

families, we now look at literature pertaining to leadership in schools from an Ignatian 

perspective. The Ignatian charisms (including the magis, discernment, men and women 

for and with others, cura personalis, and a faith that does justice) provide a lens through 

which we can learn from and appreciate the innovative ideas and practices of school 

leaders in general.  

The continuous striving for excellence (the magis) and the personal care (cura 

personalis) that school leaders extend to members of the school community as perceived 

by their teachers and other key stakeholders, are related behaviors that contribute to their 

effectivity (Brezicha et al., 2014). Working collaboratively, these school leaders 

influence their teachers to seek excellence, to attain their fullest potential by stretching 

themselves beyond their regular duties, and to advance the school’s mission (Hauserman 

& Stick, 2013; Printy et al., 2009).  
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Such principals care for individuals by helping them to handle problems and to 

reflect on them. They create a compassionate setting with an atmosphere of care and trust 

where issues may be discussed without fear (Eldor, & Shoshani, 2016; Hauserman & 

Stick, 2013). Research by Wahab et al. (2014) supported the idea that these school 

principals could build leadership capacity in the school by their individualized attention, 

thereby improving teacher engagement, contentment, and commitment. Printy et al. 

(2009) found that the personal care and relationship (cura personalis) that 

transformational school leaders extend to their teachers is a necessary condition for 

shared instructional leadership. As school leaders developed healthy and lasting 

relationships with their teachers, these leaders had a strong positive influence on 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment (Brezicha et al., 2014; Printy et al., 2009; Wahab 

et al., 2014). These leaders were thereby able to empower their teachers to improve 

themselves and to accept responsibility for their assigned organizational processes 

(Wahab et al., 2014).  

The Ignatian charism of building men and women for and with others is evident in 

the Wallace Foundation Report’s (2010) emphasis on a transformative process based on 

the capacity building of people, making this process mission-oriented, i.e., the good of 

the students (Honig, Copland, Rainey, Lorton, & Newton, 2010). Effective school leaders 

can provide the system-wide nudge towards the magis at the school level and thereby 

collaborate with their central office leaders to achieve district goals. These leaders 

transform school systems by learning from their work experience and using these lessons 

to support continuous improvements in their relationships and in their change efforts with 

schools (Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Honig et al., 2010; Printy et al., 2009). 
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This continuous improvement in Jesuit schools is fostered by discernment: school 

leaders and teachers grow as self-reflective practitioners. An increasing body of research 

indicates that self-reflective school leaders or teachers are more involved in the 

workplace (Tschannen-Moran, 2013; Valli, 1997). First, these school leaders and teachers 

understand the need to become aware of themselves: e.g., the way they think and their 

former experiences that shape their frames of reference. They develop their ability to be 

self-reflective practitioners by asking themselves “Who am I?” or “Why do I behave this 

way?” on a regular basis (Schӧn, 1987). Effective facilitative teachers spend time 

reflecting, which is derived from the Latin reflectere meaning “to bend back.” A 

reflective teacher “is someone who thinks back on what is seen and heard, who 

contemplates, [and] who is a deliberative thinker” (Valli, 1997, p. 68).  

 Self-reflective teacher or school leader practitioners make awareness a habit. 

They are aware of their thoughts, their words, and their actions (Lowney, 2003). They 

practice reflections-in-action (happening in the moment). They may also look back on 

their day, their own teaching style or performance, and their unique experiences. They 

may want to spend time sitting quietly or writing a journal on a regular basis, deliberating 

on their students (their needs and interests), their syllabi, new technologies in the 

classroom, or on how to adapt new pedagogical paradigms (Lyons, 2010; Schӧn, 1987; 

Valli, 1997).  

From reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, teachers move on to a greater 

depth in self-reflection: they engage in “personalistic reflection,” looking back at their 

own values, beliefs, assumptions, and growth. They reflect on their relationship with 

students and how they would like to achieve their (student) goals. Finally, they may 
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engage in “critical reflection,” thinking about developing every student in a holistic 

manner, especially those who are less privileged, from broken families, or from under-

resourced backgrounds (Lyons, 2010; Mourshed et al., 2010; Valli, 1997). Their 

conscience pushes them on to being just, teachers who are ethically concerned and who 

desire the common good. Their classroom additionally becomes a means to promote 

social justice for all. They become “fully present” to the needs of the other, aware of 

whom is in front of them (Starratt, 2013, p. 56). Such a self-reflective practitioner 

becomes an effective facilitating teacher who maintains equanimity even when students 

get agitated over hot issues (Johnson, 2015; Schӧn, 1987). Hence, self-reflective school 

leaders and teachers grow in awareness of themselves, their students, and their mission 

leading to better discernment and improved choices for the common good.  

Part C: Literature on System-Wide Reform and Future Trends 

 This chapter began with an examination of the literature on the relationship 

between school leaders and teacher engagement. The next part of the review looked at the 

context: a brief legal history of educational reform pertaining to at-risk students, the 

Cristo Rey’s model of reaching out to these vulnerable students, and the Ignatian 

framework in which school leaders and teachers fulfill their mission. Finally, this part of 

the literature review provides the larger picture, how the trees form the forest. Both 

school leaders and teachers are called to lead. They lead from the middle, and their 

service leads to improving the entire system.  

Leading From the Middle and System-Wide Reform 

Effective school leaders take a systemic approach to school development, 

mission, and reform (Fullan, 2011; Hopkins, 2008; Marzano & Waters, 2009). They work 
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in tandem with their district leaders and teachers in their own school thereby facilitating 

system-wide reform. Hargreaves and Ainscow (2015, p. 44) make the case for “leading 

from the middle” (more specifically within and between school districts) rather than top-

down strategical reforms (which tend to micromanage) or bottom-up innovative 

restructuring (which historically has not tended to spread to others). Leading from the 

middle complements the idea of pushing or nudging with the “right drivers” (i.e., a right 

driver is a policy that results in better measurable results for students) (Fullan, 2011, p. 

3). Moving the focus from individual brilliance to teamwork, from personal 

accountability to collective responsibility by intrinsic motivation, from technological awe 

to improvements in instructional pedagogy, and from piecemeal efforts to holistic reform, 

the right drivers are keys to a reform that reduces learning gaps and lifts up stronger and 

weaker schools together (Fullan, 2011; Printy et al., 2009).   

Having said that, the use of wrong drivers prevents schools from rising beyond 

the “poor to fair” category (Mourshed et al., 2010, p. 19). Officials expect all students to 

grow at the same pace and penalize teachers when this does not happen. When 

technology is used as a wrong driver by introducing digital classrooms without teachers 

learning that such technology complements their instruction and does not replace it, then 

pedagogy gets distorted and classroom instruction suffers (Fullan, 2011). Entire clusters 

of schools in a locality would greatly benefit if high-performing private schools were 

granted more autonomy to offer personalized holistic education. They can integrate their 

efforts with those of the neighboring public schools to rise together (Fullan, 2011; 

Hargreaves and Ainscow, 2015; Hopkins, 2008). 
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Investing in Education for Sustainable Growth and Economy 

The nation has endeavored to focus on quality and equal access to education. 

Freed African-Americans after the Civil War kept fighting for schools for their children. 

Sixty-one years after the landmark Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education 

decision struck down “separate but equal” segregation in public education, 2014-15 was 

the first academic year that public schools in the U.S. enrolled more minorities than 

Whites. The enrollment percentage of Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander students is 

steadily increasing. By the year 2024, it is projected that 29% of total enrollment in 

public schools will be Hispanic and 6 % will be Asian/Pacific Islander in ethnicity. The 

enrollment share of African-Americans is projected to decrease from 16 to 15 % during 

this same period (NCES, 2016). These minorities—future workers, consumers, and 

taxpayers—will enrich U.S. society and make it more competitive if they are given the 

education and training they need to exit the cycle of poverty in which they find 

themselves. However, barriers (including broken families, drugs, racism, and violent 

neighborhoods) to fulfilling the goal of Brown’s original aim of promoting integrated 

schools and offering all young people the opportunity to develop their talents continue to 

be formidable (Brownstein, 2014; Thomas & Jackson, 2007, pp. 359–360).  

Investing in the education of children is an investment in the all-round 

development of a society. To ensure sustainable growth and effectiveness in school 

educational systems, both Hopkins (2008) and the McKinsey Report (Mourshed et al., 

2010) advocated system-wide reforms. The education of children affects not only every 

child, with the goal of igniting their growth to their full potential, but also affects the 

social, political, and economic fabric of a whole society. Hence, system-wide reform 
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expands beyond the boundaries of school campuses to include political leaders and policy 

makers, parents, employers, and other stakeholders (Mourshed et al., 2010).  

Besides improving the teaching-learning atmosphere, increasing achievement, and 

narrowing learning gaps, system leaders work as change agents to improve their own 

schools (and others as well) by developing relationship-based personal and professional 

learning communities (Hopkins, 2008; Mooney & Mausbach, 2008). Empowered 

teachers and school leaders form a critical force to build healthy and strong communities 

by engaging with their environments in a meaningful way. The properly-formed moral 

compass of system leaders motivates them to work together with other school leaders to 

share resources, to develop people (teachers and students), to create safe and fun learning 

environments, and to develop organizations that benefit society at large (Hopkins, 2008; 

Mourshed et al., 2010).  

Summary 

In this literature review, we examined some of the significant literature on teacher 

engagement and how this engagement is affected by school leadership behaviors and 

various challenges that teachers face. A brief historical view of educational reform of 

policies affecting at-risk students and the Cristo Rey response to the needs of these 

underprivileged students provided a contextual setting for this study. The Ignatian 

framework of magis and cura personalis provided a lens through which effective school 

leaders and their relationship with teacher engagement may be better understood. Such 

effective school leadership and teacher engagement lead to a more vibrant school 

atmosphere, higher student achievement levels, and enrich the entire educational system. 

The literature indicated that effective school leaders and teachers strive for excellence. 
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They also extend personal care to their colleagues and students. Their relationship 

empowers them to become men and women for and with others through system-wide 

reform. Such a framework offers a holistic perspective to education as a mission moving 

beyond academic achievement to education of the soul (Gray, 2008).  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 The significance of the relationship between leadership behavior and teacher 

engagement was introduced in Chapters One and Two. To explore this relationship at a 

Cristo Rey school (where initial interactions with school leaders and teachers indicated a 

high degree of teacher engagement), this researcher adopted a qualitative single case 

study to collect in-depth information from four sources of data (interviews, observations, 

documents, and photographs). Although the interviews were the primary data collection 

tool, the other three sources provided valuable information and rich description during 

analysis and synthesis to develop an EBM (Creswell, 2013). As explained later in this 

methodological section, the case study design was appropriate to study this topic because 

it was comprehensive and rigorous in its design, collection of data, and approach to the 

analysis of data (Yin, 2009). The researcher attempted an ethic that was participatory, 

communitarian, and non-oppressive built on a relationship of trust (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005). This case study design was based on the method prescribed by Creswell (2005 & 

2013), Merriam (2009), and Yin (2009).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this dissertation in practice case study was to achieve an in-depth 

understanding of the relationship between leadership behaviors (or strategies) and teacher 

engagement at a single Cristo Rey high school in the Midwestern United States.  

Research Questions 

The following two research questions guided this case study: 

1. What are the leadership behaviors exhibited by the Cristo Rey school leaders that  

motivate their teachers to be actively engaged and to further the school’s mission  
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and goals?  

2. In what way do the leadership behaviors identified relate to the Ignatian concepts of  

magis (the greater or the more) and cura personalis (personal care)? 

Research Design 

 In this qualitative case study research design, data collection involved acquiring 

permissions from Creighton’s IRB and the school site, identifying and selecting the 

appropriate sample population, collecting the multisource data, and storing the data in a 

secure manner while anticipating potential ethical issues that could arise (see Figure 1). 

Data collection, analysis, and synthesis took place concurrently in a back-and-forth 

manner as the model evolved (Creswell, 2013). Between interviews, the researcher set 

aside time to reflect on the participants’ experiences and jotted down notes in his journal. 

Analysis and synthesis of data began with the first interview. Such an “in-depth 

description and analysis of a bounded system” (Merriam, 2009, p. 40) was appropriate for 

conducting an exploration of the high levels of teacher engagement that preliminary 

investigation revealed in the Cristo Rey schools (A. Alvarado, R. Ruginis, & H. Way, 

personal communication, July 26, 2016). 

Site, Participants, and Recruitment 

This case study explored the central phenomenon of engagement among teachers; 

it did not aim to generalize to a population. The choice of one site—a Cristo Rey High 

School (hereafter called CRHS in this dissertation) situated in a city in the Midwestern 

United States—rather than many brought greater depth to the study and prevented 

dilution of the overall analysis (Creswell, 2013, p. 101). This topic was appropriate for 

field research as teacher engagement would not be fully understood using quantitative 
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methodologies; there were “several nuances of attitude and behavior” that required 

discovery through qualitative research (Babbie, 2014, p. 304). Hence, the CRHS site and 

the individual participants were initially selected by purposeful qualitative sampling 

(those who best embodied the concept of teacher engagement) thereby helping the 

researcher to comprehend the phenomenon, and to “develop a detailed understanding” 

(Creswell, 2005, p. 203). This detailed understanding gave a voice to teachers and leaders 

who serve underprivileged students, provided a wealth of information for other Cristo 

Rey schools, and provided further insights into teacher engagement. 

Choice of Site 

It was crucial to this study to discover a school site that was rich in information 

about teacher engagement and leadership, and that provided access to the school 

personnel. The researcher operated on the bias of appreciative inquiry and positive 

psychology, i.e., that it is better to build on the positives and strengths of an organization 

(Cooperrider & Whitney, 1999; Hammond, 1998). Hence, when dealing with the topic of 

teacher engagement, the focus of this study was on the high levels of teacher engagement 

that the researcher had personally observed and experienced when conversing with 

people involved in the Cristo Rey schools. Another reason for choosing a Cristo Rey 

school was that this school network embodied a critical pedagogy. A critical pedagogy is 

a mutual process of teacher-student learning by posing problems and questioning 

dominating structures in the attempt to make students more fully human. The Cristo Rey 

schools aimed to reduce the suppression of the underprivileged and helped those under 

their care to believe that they could do well in life (Aldana, 2015a; Cristo Rey Network, 

2017; Freire, 2007).  
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The founder of the Cristo Rey Network (CRN) suggested three Cristo Rey schools 

run successfully by the Jesuits as potential sites for research (J. Foley, personal 

communication, April 2016). Of these, one of the school presidents was very welcoming, 

offered assistance and support, and promised complete access to the school for the 

research (J. Myers, personal communication, May 23, 2016). For these reasons, the 

researcher decided on this CRHS.  

Therefore, a single-case (within-site) qualitative study method in a real-life setting 

was a suitable approach to conduct research on this topic (Creswell, 2013) since there 

was a clearly identifiable Jesuit CRHS; the boundaries of time and number of participants 

were clearly defined (Merriam, 2009); and the case had the potential to provide a rich 

description and an in-depth understanding of the relationship between leadership 

behavior and teacher engagement. 

Sampling of Participants by Snowballing Strategy 

 The population of this study comprised all the school leaders, faculty, and staff (a 

total of 59, according to the school’s website) who had completed at least three years in a 

Cristo Rey school. The only exception was one participant who held the important school 

leader position of principal and so was included although it was her first year at this 

CRHS. The “snowball or chain” sampling strategy (Creswell, 2013, p. 158) helped 

identify and select participants who could provide the best information on the research 

topic. This sampling strategy began with the school’s president and snowballed or 

expanded as the researcher asked each participant to recommend other candidates who 

could provide information-rich data and were exemplary for their leadership initiatives 

and engagement in the school. This question was included in the interview protocol (see 
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Appendix B).  Hence, as is consistent with emerging research designs, the sample 

snowballed to fifteen participants. Although saturation (no new information can be 

found) was achieved by around the eighth or ninth participant, the researcher was able to 

find rich, “thick” description because of the many and varied experiences that fifteen 

participants had to offer (Creswell, 2005). Subjects were preferably chosen from the 

school’s different administrative and academic departments to view the phenomenon 

through both wide-angle and microscopic lenses, with the intent of increasing the validity 

of the data. 

Recruitment and Informed Consent of Participants 

 The researcher followed the regulations and guidelines prescribed by Creighton’s 

IRB to ensure ethical recruiting methods and to minimize risk to the participants. No 

vulnerable population was part of this research. Candidates for this project were 

personally approached by the researcher or sent an email with an explanation of the study 

and an invitation to participate in it. All the participants responded affirmatively. One 

participant, having heard about this research in her staff room, met the researcher in the 

hallway and said, “You should be talking to me.”  

The participants were then sent an email with their bill of rights as research 

participants, an informed consent letter, and a list of five questions that they could speak 

to during the interview. The consent letter informed the participants about voluntary 

participation, the purpose of the study, data collection, the removal of identifiers, non-

compensation, and the contribution to knowledge in the field of education that would 

result from the study (see Appendix D).   
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Confidentiality and Anonymity  

  The researcher minimized risk to the participants by adopting standardized 

procedures that were suitable for this research design. He provided them with information 

on anonymity and confidentiality of the data, and the removal of identifiers after 

analyzing the data (Creswell, 2013). Following Creighton’s IRB guidelines for this 

project, participants were anonymized by providing them with informed consent letters 

and by removing all identifiers after data analysis. Since the project aimed to be help 

participants remain anonymous, they did not have to sign these information letters and 

thus there was no documentation of consent.  

All respondents were given a code and their responses had the same code. Only 

the researcher had access to identifiable data. During this project, data was maintained 

electronically and saved on a password-protected laptop used exclusively by the 

researcher. The list of their names and corresponding codes were saved by the researcher 

in his office locker and were destroyed at the conclusion of the project. The audio files of 

voice recordings were also destroyed after the project to maintain the anonymity and 

confidentiality of those who participated. 

Data Collection Tools 

The interviews played a central role in the data collection for this case study. The 

other tools to collect data, i.e., observations, documents, and photographs provided rich, 

“thick” description (Merriam, 2009, p. 43) and helped to develop the EBM. Standardized 

procedures prescribed by Creswell (2013) and Yin (2009) were used to make in-depth 

data collection from the following four sources of information:  
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Interviews 

The primary source of information was one-on-one interviews, which were face-

to-face, semi-structured, and open-ended. The participants disclosed first-hand 

information about their experiences, assumptions, values, beliefs, and interests. They 

were asked five main questions “to stimulate responses from [each] interviewee” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 96), with follow-up prompts to elicit rich description (see Appendix 

B). The researcher went with the flow of the conversation rather than rigidly following 

the interview protocol (Babbie, 2014).  

Each interview was scheduled for 45 minutes. Some of the participants were 

eager to share their experiences and their interviews lasted more than an hour. One 

participant could spare just thirty minutes between her classes; she was, however, well 

prepared and provided rich descriptions that helped the researcher in his coding and 

theming. The interviews were recorded as mp3 files with the help of a digital voice 

recorder that was placed within reach of the participants who were informed that they 

could pause or stop the recording at any time. The transcribing of the audio files 

produced unstructured text data (Creswell, 2005). 

Observations 

The researcher composed a set of descriptive and reflective observation notes 

immediately after each interview. The researcher made special notes on the interviewee 

(dress, manner, bearing, etc.), subtle factors in the conversation (including physical cues, 

nonverbal communication such as crossing/uncrossing of legs, and the researcher’s own 

reflection-in-action or “observer comments” (Merriam, 2009, p. 121).  
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In addition to the observation of participants during the interview session, the 

researcher conducted passive field observations as a nonparticipant observer (as an 

outsider) who observed the participants and the school activities from an advantageous 

position without disturbing the normal flow of activities. (E.g., the school leaders and 

teachers invited this researcher to observe the morning school assembly and to view a 

faculty/staff meeting in the school auditorium.) After rapport had been developed with 

the participants, a few participants invited him to view some of their activities. One of the 

participants invited him to view her observation and assessment of a class teacher. 

Another participant invited the researcher to experience an Ignatian immersion session 

that he organized for new staff/faculty. These and other examples of the researcher 

observations were non-intrusive and did not disturb the school personnel/schedule in any 

manner (Creswell, 2005).   

Documents 

Relevant documents were collected from the school authorities. The researcher 

had planned to collect only those documents or reports available to the public, scan and 

return them to the school office. The school leaders, however, provided either soft or hard 

copies of materials that were relevant to this project, and they did not require anything to 

be returned (see Appendix D for list of documents).  

Photo Elicitation 

The final source of data was “photo elicitation” (Creswell, 2013, p. 161) i.e., the 

discovery of nuances of meaning from photographs submitted by the participants. The 

researcher had planned to lend each participant a digital “point-and-shoot” camera and to 

ask them to click one picture of anything that symbolized engagement for them on 
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campus. It did not work out, however, since the participants were overburdened by the 

parent-teacher meetings that took place during the same period as this research project 

and by the school’s accreditation that had preceded this study. One participant did submit 

three blowups of school activities signifying engagement and the researcher took pictures 

of the school’s banners, hallways, and artifacts when no faculty, staff, or students were 

present. These pictures added rich detail and helped verify the data analysis. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 This case study research of a single Cristo Rey school was bounded by time (ten 

days in October, 2016) and place (the school site in Midwestern United States) situating 

the study within its own real-life context (Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2009). Subsequently, the 

researcher contacted (via phone or email) some of the participants for various reasons: 

One person had to complete his interview; some participants provided feedback on the 

findings and the EBM; and others were contacted for clarifications about matters that 

came up in their interviews.  

The data collection involved an in-depth collection of information from four 

sources of data (interviews, observations, documents, and photographs) which provided 

rich description in the building up of the case with significant themes in the form of an 

EBM (Creswell, 2013).  

Permissions from Creighton’s IRB and the Cristo Rey School’s President 

The process of data collection began with seeking the approval of Creighton’s 

IRB (see Appendix C). The researcher provided the IRB with a portrayal of the research 

project describing in detail the main procedures intended to be used to identify 

participants and to collect the necessary data. A copy of the informed consent and 
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information letter (see Appendix D) was included along with the request to conduct the 

project. This letter covered the rights of the subjects—that their participation was 

voluntary, that they could withdraw from the study at any point in time, and that they had 

the right to learn about the purpose of the study (Creswell, 2005).  

The researcher requested permission from the “gatekeeper” (Creswell, 2005, p. 

209) or school president to conduct this study over two weeks; to identify and to 

interview teachers; to observe the participants; to collect significant documents from the 

school office; and to allow teachers to submit photographs for the purpose of this project. 

The school president welcomed this researcher to conduct this study on site and promised 

to facilitate the collection of various kinds of information. The gatekeeper was given a 

written statement (see Appendix A) with the nature and purpose of this study; the 

requirements of the researcher (e.g., a quiet room for interviews); the time span for the 

research project; the potential benefits the research findings offered to the school’s 

growth and future; the possibilities of mitigating school disruptions; and the way in 

which the findings would be reported (Creswell, 2005; Stake, 1995).  

Interviews: The Primary Source of Data 

The primary source of data in this case study was face-to-face interviews. The 

researcher began by interviewing the school president and then encouraged each 

participant to recommend others who could provide rich information to develop an EBM 

based on their school teachers’ engagement.  

The researcher requested the school authorities to provide a suitable room on 

campus that was free from undue noise or distractions. The school obliged and provided a 

conference room that was suitable for the interviews. The room had a table and four 
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chairs. (The number of chairs increased or decreased during the days of the research per 

school requirements.) The room was clean and carefully decorated with a crucifix, the 

Jesuit sucipe (a Latin word for “receive” used by St. Ignatius in a prayer that began 

“Take, O Lord, and receive”), a green potted plant, and three mosaic pieces of art. 

Additionally, one wall had six framed black and white photographs of student activities 

with the caption “Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam” (Latin for “for the greater glory of God”) 

printed in caps above them (see Appendix E for list of photographs, numbers 17, 19, 20, 

21, & 22). One side of the room, including the door to enter the room, was made of 

transparent glass from floor to ceiling; none of the participants mentioned that this was a 

concern for them. 

The researcher asked the recommended participants if they were willing to 

participate voluntarily and, if so, when they would like to sit for an interview. At least 

one day before the interview, each one was sent a copy of the bill of rights, informed 

consent letter, and the five questions that made-up interview protocol. An excerpt from 

the researcher’s observation notes was recorded as follows: 

The participants were at ease during the interviews and specifically mentioned 

that knowing the interview questions in advance helped them to prepare and to 

reflect before the meeting. The questions were non-threatening and would not 

embarrass them. They felt comfortable while preparing for the interview when 

they got a sense of what was expected of them.  

Before the interview began, the researcher welcomed each participant and 

thanked her/him for participating in this research. Prior to the sit-down session, the 

participants were informed that the interview would be recorded using a digital voice 
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recorder. This device was placed within reach of the interviewees who were instructed to 

pause or stop the recording at any time if they wanted to do so. The researcher used the 

prepared interview protocol, and since it was semi-structured, he could go with the flow 

of the conversation, providing a seamless connection between each response of the 

participant and the following question. Some planned questions were not asked when 

interviewees covered them in their previous responses. Hence, the researcher gave more 

importance to each individual participant than to the completion of an agenda (Babbie, 

2014; Creswell, 2014).  

When they finished answering questions, the researcher requested them to submit 

one photograph of anything that engaged them on campus and to provide a paragraph 

explaining what the picture symbolized. They were free to submit a photograph from 

their own collection. If they preferred, they would be lent a basic digital point-and-shoot 

camera or they could use their personal phones and send the picture to the researcher as 

an email attachment. While participants showed interest in this form of data collection, 

except for participant P23, none of the participants submitted their choice of photograph. 

Noticing the stress and tight scheduling of the school leaders and the teachers because of 

the parent-teacher meetings and other school activities, the researcher did not pressure 

anyone to submit a photograph.  

Before they left, the first few participants were asked to recommend names of 

other suitable participants for this research. (Most of the participants recommended the 

same names mentioned by others.) The researcher ended the interview by standing and 

thanking each one for their cooperation in furthering this research.  
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Reflections-on-Action and Observation Memos 

The researcher set aside an hour after every interview to immediately record his 

reflections or to review observation notes made during the interview. It was a time for 

recollection of thoughts and for “in-the-moment reflection” on what had just transpired 

(Dickel, 2011, p.1). In addition, it provided time for a critical reflection on underlying 

messages including “the beliefs, values and assumptions” that influenced their 

engagement and enriched this study (Minott, 2008, p. 63). An hour was sufficient for this 

purpose. This was an important aspect for validating the data by verifying whether non-

verbal communication corresponded to what the interviewees said (Creswell, 2013; 

Merriam, 2009). The researcher wrote observation memos and did not make value 

judgments on these indicators. 

Relevant School Documents to Build the Evidence-Based Model 

The school president’s permission was sought to obtain relevant documents from 

the school’s office records. The president willingly provided school documents that he 

thought would be relevant to this study (see Appendix D for list of documents) including 

the school’s annual report for 2014-15 and the strategic plan made in 2015. The school’s 

director of adult faith formation and Jesuit identity provided an essential document, Our 

way of proceeding: Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit schools in the 21st century 

(2015) which was useful (to the researcher as an outsider) in understanding some of the 

values and standards that guided this school. The researcher requested the director of 

development to provide him with material on their unique corporate work study program 

and an understanding of their funding model. As will be explained in Chapter Four, these 
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documents provided deeper understanding and thick description to the EBM as it 

developed. 

Eliciting Meaning From Photographs 

In addition to interviews, observations, and documents, Creswell (2013) explained 

that photographs can provide greater depth and nuance of meaning to a case study. As 

explained earlier in this chapter, participants were enthused by this idea but did not act 

(all but one) on it because of time constraints. One participant liked the idea of 

photographs and brought three blowups when she came for the interview. These three 

pictures were of people connected with the school even though she had been specifically 

told that the researcher, going by Creighton’s IRB guidelines, was not allowed to collect 

pictures of people. The participant mentioned that these were publicly available pictures 

used by the school and she wanted to speak about them. On the weekend when students 

were not present and the hallways were empty, the researcher took photographs of the 

lobby, banners, conference room, captions/paintings on the walls, hallways, and other 

relevant artifacts without the presence of any human persons in the pictures.  

Protocol After Data Collection 

The researcher followed a simple protocol to leave the site amicably, to give the 

participants a sense of fulfilment for having contributed to the body of research on a real-

world contemporary issue, to acknowledge or clarify if someone felt that the researcher 

had not fulfilled all his promises, and to see that no one was less able to perform their 

responsibilities because of this research (Stake, 1995). On his last day at the research site, 

the researcher personally met all but two participants (who were not available), thanked 

them, and presented each with a token of appreciation (a small box of chocolates).  
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There was one “field issue” (Creswell, 2013, p. 147), an incomplete interview 

because one participant was called away for a school leadership meeting. He apologized 

for having to leave and the interview was completed over the telephone after the 

researcher left the school site.   

Data Analysis, Interpretation, and Synthesis Plan 

 After collecting the four sources of data, the researcher’s intent was to prepare the 

information to take it apart and to put it back together and to make sense of speech, text, 

artifacts, and visual data. Hence, a spiral process was followed: data was meticulously 

examined, coded and organized into themes, and re-presented in the form of an EBM (see 

Chapter Five). This non-linear process of interrelated steps (see Figure 1) between data 

collection, analysis, and report-writing moved back-and-forth concurrently as the 

researcher learned from the process (Creswell, 2013).   

Since the multi-source qualitative data was so dense and rich, the data was sifted 

through an analytical “sieve” to focus only on the most important aspects. The researcher 

narrowed it down to the five most important themes, as recommended by Creswell (2005, 

2013). Data analysis was performed simultaneously as data was collected, findings were 

noted, and the qualitative study developed. Journal entry memos of the interviews shaped 

the structure of the final EBM and even became part of the narrative “story” in the final 

report (Creswell, 2014).  

Data Management 

 The data from the interviews was converted into Microsoft Word document files. 

The secondary sources of data from observations and documents were filed as hard 

copies for reference and triangulation. School artifacts that the researcher photographed 
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were converted and stored as jpeg files. The voluminous data was organized into folders 

and stored on the researcher’s laptop (with an external flash drive as backup), and on the 

cloud, all password-protected. The audio files of interviews and all identifiers were 

destroyed after all data had been analyzed. 

Transcribing Multisource Data 

 Although labor-intensive and time consuming, the interviews were transcribed 

manually to become familiar with the participants’ stories; to maintain confidentiality and 

trustworthiness; to pick up certain nuances from the emotions corresponding to the notes 

made during the interviews; and to overcome undue alterations in the transcripts that 

technology can potentially bring (Creswell, 2005; Davidson, 2009). The transcribing 

began after the digital audio recordings were transferred to the researcher’s laptop. The 

researcher started and paused the recordings at a comfortable pace when converting them 

from audio to text. All words were transcribed, and special mention was made of what 

happened during the interview. E.g., the word  [pause] was typed to indicate a long 

break—more than five seconds—for the interviewee to answer a question; [cell phone 

ring] indicated a call interrupting the session; [laugh] indicated an interviewee laughing 

aloud; and [inaudible] indicate that it was difficult to comprehend what the subject said 

(Creswell, 2005).  

Process of Coding, Categorizing, and Theming 

After manually transcribing the interviews to gain intimacy with the data, the 

researcher uploaded the interview transcripts, annotations, memos, and journal entries 

into NVivo 11, a computer software program for qualitative data analysis. During this 

process of analysis (see Figure 2), the researcher adapted data analysis procedures 
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recommended by Creswell (2005, 2013) and Saldaña (2015). He organized the data, 

conducted an overview of the database, coded the data and then organized them into 

themes, which represented the salient features of the data to interpret them. Through a 

structured and deliberate process of line-by-line analysis of the data, he coded the data 

that arose from the words or phrases of the participants into 49 nodes. (In NVivo 11, 

“nodes” are containers or folders to gather related material or codes that can be later 

analyzed for emerging patterns or ideas.) These in-vivo codes (that arose from the words 

of the participants) combined to a total of 2217 references in 15 different interviewee 

responses. These codes sometimes acted as “descriptive codes” (that incorporated ideas 

similar to the in-vivo code) for data that they represented.  

Figure 2. The process of analysis and synthesis of data. Adapted from Creswell, 2005, 

and Saldaña, 2015. The CRHS evidence-based model (EBM) is explained in Chapter 

Five. 

The researcher followed a system of cyclical coding (see Figure 2) to find 

meaning and emerging patterns of participants’ experiences, moving from codes to 

categories, from categories to themes, and from themes to an EBM (Saldaña, 2015). Each 
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category embraced relatable codes that intuitively appeared linked to one another or to 

the category heading. The codes were cut from their original alphabetical order and 

“nested” (a nested code carried with it all the coding and references attached to it) under 

the parent category. Some categories had more nested codes than others. Twelve 

categories were noteworthy and had abundant coding related to each of them. Auto 

coding, a feature available with the NVivo 11 software program, was not employed. 

The researcher took each of the 12 significant categories and analyzed them 

separately on blank sheets of paper. Placing the parent category at the center of the sheet, 

different dimensions or aspects of that category were added in the form of a web diagram. 

This filled up each page with codes, brief quotations, and significant sub-topics related to 

the parent category. The computer software made it easy to look at all the data that had 

been coded under a particular category as the software program pulled them from their 

respective interview transcripts. Having these categories and the ideas related to them 

visible as web diagrams, the core topic of teacher engagement clearly emerged through 

five substantial themes from the data: (a) Mission-Driven; (b) Jesuit Identity, Values, and 

Spirituality; (c) A Culture of Professionalism; (d) Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and 

Communication; and (e) Shared Leadership.  

Data Interpretation and Representation as an Evidence-Based Model (EBM) 

Once the codes and themes begin to emerge, the researcher attempted to make 

sense of the data and to present the findings in the form of an EBM. This EBM was 

developed by inductive analysis from the raw data through five significant themes, as 

recommended by Creswell (2013), by establishing corresponding patterns between 

themes, and by finally fitting them together to make a coherent portrait of teacher 
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engagement and leadership at this particular CRHS. This portrait narrates its own story 

(Creswell, 2013). The deeper meaning of the data was discovered as the codes were 

intuitively organized into categories; categories formed themes; and themes developed 

into larger units of abstraction by insight and intuition (Creswell, 2013).  

 By using this EBM, the researcher developed “naturalistic generalizations” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 199). In Chapter Five, these generalizations will be shown to be of 

help to the members of the participating CRHS as a legacy of what they do well and an 

opportunity to build on their strengths. Again, suggestions will be provided as to how 

school leaders (who work with under-resourced populations) in other educational 

institutions may potentially adapt the model given their own unique contexts. Finally, the 

researcher will indicate how this EBM and these generalizations may lead to future 

research.  

Ethical Considerations 

 The validity and reliability of this case study was enhanced by carrying out this 

project in an ethical manner and anticipating issues that could potentially disturb the 

participants or the school at large (Merriam, 2009). Ethical issues were considered 

before, during, and after data collection. 

Before data collection, the researcher sought the approval of Creighton’s IRB and 

provided the school gatekeeper with a fair idea of the study and its benefits (see 

Appendix A). The researcher designed the case study (see Figure 1) according to 

standardized procedures and guidelines provided by Creswell (2013) and Yin (2009) who 

were pioneers in this qualitative methodology. 
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During this case study, the researcher was sensitive to the needs of the subjects 

by: (1) giving them individual informed-consent forms; (2) assuring them of 

confidentiality and anonymity; (3) providing a safe and comfortable site for them to be at 

ease during the interview, (4) making the digital voice recorder accessible to them to 

pause/stop at any time, (5) behaving like a journalist/student rather than as an educator, 

(6) reporting data (both verbal and non-verbal) meticulously; and (7) avoiding disruption 

of school activities and schedule. 

After the data collection, the researcher made every effort to report the data 

accurately (even that which was not flattering to the research), to use pseudonyms and 

maintain the confidentiality of the data, and to destroy all voice recordings after analysis 

(Babbie, 2014; Creswell, 2005; Merriam, 2009). 

Summary 

 Chapter three of this dissertation paper focused on the research design and 

methodology planned for this qualitative case-study to make an in-depth understanding of 

teacher engagement and leadership behavior at the CRHS. The case was built up by 

collecting data primarily from interviews and also from observations, documents, and 

photographs, thereby providing rich thick description in the development of an EBM. The 

data was transcribed manually and then imported into a computer-assisted qualitative 

data analysis program for coding and theming. The results were interpreted and reported 

in the form of an EBM for the benefit of the participating school, for other schools who 

serve similar students from under-resourced backgrounds, and for further research. This 

methodology resulted in data findings and an EBM that will be presented in Chapters 

Four and Five respectively. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this dissertation in practice case study was to achieve an in-depth 

understanding of the relationship between leadership behaviors and teacher engagement 

at a single Cristo Rey High School (CRHS) in the Midwestern United States and to 

develop an evidence-based model (EBM) that would provide a framework for school 

leaders to build the intrinsic motivational capacity of their teachers. This model was 

developed as per Creswell’s (2013) guidelines using an Ignatian framework of magis (the 

“more” or the “better”) and cura personalis (“personal care”) to help school leaders and 

teachers further their school’s mission and goals. The following two research questions 

guided this case study: (a) What are the leadership behaviors exhibited by the CRHS 

leaders that motivate their teachers to be actively engaged and to further the school’s 

mission and goals? and (b) in what way do the leadership behaviors identified by this 

study relate to the Ignatian concepts of magis and cura personalis? 

 In this chapter, the findings are presented. Following the methodology described 

in Chapter Three, this researcher interviewed 15 members of the faculty and staff of 

CRHS who provided relevant and abundant data to answer the research questions. In 

keeping with the methodology and for triangulation of data, he collected additional 

information through observations, documents, and photo elicitation (see Table 2). A brief 

explanation of how the transcribing, coding, categorizing, and theming was done follows. 

A thematic description of the five main themes that emerged from the data is provided in 

detail. Finally, an analysis and synthesis of the findings is presented by way of answering 

the two main research questions pertaining to school leadership and teacher engagement. 
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Presentation of the Findings 

Overview of Participants 

As indicated in Table 1, there were eight women and seven men who participated 

in this research project. The researcher did not ask the participants their ethnicity or 

religious affiliations. There was no attempt made to interview equal numbers of men and 

women; they were invited to be part of this project when their names were recommended 

by others (see Chapter Three for the “snowballing strategy” to select participants). 

Table 1 

Demographic of population sample  
 

Participant 
Code 

Gender Age 
Group 

Years 
completed 

at CR 

Role 

 
Present 

(2016-17) 
Previous 

P11 M 50-59 9 SL TR 
P12 M 40-49 9 SL TR 
P13 F 30-39 9 TR SL 
P14 F 30-39 1st Year SL TR 
P15 M 50-59 5 SL  
P16 F 50-59 9 TR  
P17 F 20-29 7 TR Volunteer 
P18 F 40-49 8 TR & ST TR 
P19 M 30-39 8 TR & SL TR 
P20 F 30-39 8 ST  
P21 F 30-39 6 SL  
P22 M 70-79 9 SJ TR & SL 
P23 F 30-39 6 ST  
P24 M 30-39 9 TR SL 
P25 M 60-69 4 SJ & ST  

Note. SL=School Leader; TR=Teacher; ST=Staff; SJ=Jesuit. 
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Since this was a relatively small school, the participants fulfilled many roles:  

• five of the participants were exclusively involved in school leadership 

positions (i.e., the school president, the principal, the assistant principal, the 

director of development, and the director of admissions),  

• four were exclusively teachers,  

• two were exclusively non-teaching staff members (one was the marketing and 

communications manager, and the other was a school counsellor),  

• one was a dean of curriculum who also taught English,  

• one was the campus minister and a teacher, and 

• two were Jesuits (one the founder and former president of the school and the 

other the director of adult faith formation and Jesuit identity).  

Leadership Behaviors and Teacher Engagement 

 The above-mentioned process of coding and theming helped the researcher to 

attain an in-depth understanding of leadership behaviors, strategies, and structure that 

contributed to the high teacher engagement at this project site. Five main themes emerged 

from the data. These were (a) Mission-Driven; (b) Jesuit Identity, Values, and 

Spirituality; (c) A Culture of Professionalism; (d) Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and 

Communication; and (e) Shared Leadership.  

These five major themes that emerged from the data analysis, along with their 

related sub-themes, were supported by numerous references that participants made during 

their interviews (i.e., the primary data source) as well as from the secondary sources, i.e., 

observations, documents, and photographs. Table 2 indicates which secondary sources 

supported themes and sub-themes that emerged from the interviews.  
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Table 2 

Triangulation of Primary Data With Support From Secondary Data Sources   

Theme and related sub-themes Primary Source 
 

Secondary Sources
 

 Interviews 
n = 15 

No. of 
references 

Obs. 
 

Docs. 
 

Photos. 
 

Mission-driven      
Student at the center 14 142    
Vocation and labor of love 15 188    
Sense of urgency 12 49    
Hiring for mission 11 23    

Identity, values, and spirituality      
Identity as a Jesuit school 14 172    
Magis 14 55    
Cura personalis 15 508    

A culture of professionalism      
Professional teaching  
community 

14 142    

Culture of success 12 79    
Culture of joy and passion 12 116    
Stress/overwhelmed 13 87    

Collaborative Relationships, 
Trust, and Communication 

     

Collaboration 12 43    
Relationships 11 102    
Community/family 14 141    
Communication  13 94    
Trust 9 31    

Shared leadership      
Flat organization 10 54    
We-feeling  13 66    
Leadership and shared vision 10 87    
Autonomy and accountability 8 36    

Note. The secondary data sources were observations (Obs.), documents (Docs.), 

and photographs (Photos.)  

In Table 2, some sub-themes are observed to have many more references than 

others. For example, there were 508 references coded to different aspects of cura 
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personalis and yet many of these references were multiple coded when a particular word 

or phrase was meaningful to more than one code. E.g., a reference could be coded cura 

personalis and mission at the same time. The secondary data sources were observations 

(at interviews and informally in the school premises), documents (see Appendix D for list 

of school related documents), and photographs (see Appendix E for list of photographs). 

These secondary data sources were not coded using NVivo 11; the researcher examined 

each of these, however, to provide thick description for the primary source. 

Mission-Driven: “On Fire With the Mission” 

The recurring theme found generally in the interviewees was “mission-driven.” 

The participants spoke in various terms and phrases, including “mission-focused” (P17) 

and “mission is the central pillar of this school” (P11). Fourteen of the participants spoke 

passionately about the mission. (The remaining participant chose to focus on relationship 

as the core of this school.) As one participant (P18) put it, the teachers at CRHS were “on 

fire with the mission.”  

The mission of CRHS was the central pillar that drove the faculty and staff to 

accept the challenging work that they undertook and to excel at it. A school leader, P11, 

stated: “One [of] my favorite parts about working here is that we've always been very 

mission-driven.” Another school leader (P21) echoed the same sentiment: “I think that 

what everybody has in common here at Cristo Rey is we are all mission-driven. We are 

all driven by our mission.” When asked about his vision for CRHS and what the 

institution ought to become, one of the teachers (P24) answered, “I think just that we 

continue to go on this mission… just continue to always keep our mission in the center.” 

 To explain what it meant to them to be on fire with the mission, the participants 
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elaborated passionately with personal experiences and images. From this input, five main 

strands emerged, as discussed below. 

The student at the center of mission. Although the focus of this research project 

was on teacher engagement and the relationship that teachers have with their leaders, the 

conversations in the interviews often kept returning to students. For example, even as this 

researcher gently guided teachers or non-teaching staff to think about cura personalis in 

terms of themselves, they chose to reframe the question to focus on their care for 

students. Their mission was geared to help students to succeed in school, to graduate on 

time, and to eventually graduate from college. The teachers did have an academic 

priority. It was clear, however, that they looked to the all-round success of the students, 

i.e., their social, psychological, and physical wellbeing. Making students successful also 

meant avoiding falling into the trap of molding students into what the teacher expected 

them to be; rather, the teachers spoke of encouraging students to “figure out their own 

mold” (P17). Finally, the underlying assumption that faculty and staff had was that they 

were “part of the solution” (P13); these students would do well and would become future 

leaders.  

Graduate from college. A very clear idea of the mission was present in the 

participants with slight variations. They knew they were there to serve under-resourced 

kids, to give them the best support possible, and to help them graduate not only from high 

school but also from college. As one of the participants (P21) mentioned, “So, the 

mission is to … to serve under-resourced kids … and get them ready for college, into 

college and through college. That’s our mission.” Another participant (P15) understood 
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the mission as, “We are a Catholic Jesuit school, rigorous college prep, and work study 

program; those three things are our mission.” 

 One interviewee (P22) spoke of the culture of success that CRHS constantly 

endeavored to cultivate. Given a challenging mission of transforming students from a 

“culture of poverty” to a “culture of success” did mean a lot of hard work and, 

sometimes, heartburn. He said: 

We have one purpose, and that is making these kids get through college (laughs) 

and the students understand that. I mean even if we’re charging them and pushing 

them and nagging them with it, they understand that the whole purpose is that 

they might be successful. It’s not for us. 

 A few participants emphasized that there was much more to be done and that 

student success in college would help CRHS know if they were doing well. They could 

not remain complacent with present success. One of them (P15) said: 

It’s not just graduation—we used to brag about our graduation rate—I don’t use 

that anymore. Everybody graduates. How many actually are going on and 

succeeding in college, that’s the true measure. We have 95% entering, right now 

85% of our graduates are either in college or have received a degree, earned a 

degree in college, which is huge (sic)! 

 For two other participants, too, real success would be measured when the students 

graduated from college. (This constant striving for excellence will be reflected in other 

parts of this report, particularly under the theme of Jesuit identity, values, and 

spirituality.) One of them (P24) related this constant striving to his personal desire as a 

teacher to be challenged, to learn, and to grow. The need would be to continuously grow 
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and to find new ways to be innovative in reaching out and supporting the students. There 

would be no letting up until they achieved a hundred percent success in all CRHS 

graduates. He said, “I just want to be able to continue to be challenged, be innovative in 

our approach for students’ success.” 

 The underlying tension with admissions or “who should we admit?” was one of 

the sore spots among CRHS faculty and staff, as will be elaborated later on in this report. 

Some felt strongly that the school should not admit those who would do well in public 

schools or Catholic (private) schools. Others mentioned that the school should not admit 

those who were academically way below reading and math levels. One of the teachers 

(P24) explained that although CRHS had been generally admitting average and below 

average students, the school’s results were way above the national average. He continued, 

“But I hate comparing things to the national average because… it’s awful. If you are 

doing anything even close to the national average I think you are failing, you know what 

I mean?” 

 Teachers spoke of their high intrinsic motivation to prepare students for success in 

life. They desired that students graduate from high school and, later, graduate from 

college. That alone would not be enough, however, and they desired that the school help 

the students “graduate from college and go on to have success in life with families, 

careers and faith” as participant P15 put it succinctly. He continued that these young 

women and men need to be prepared to move out into the world, to have stable families 

with homes and jobs, “or perhaps they could even go on to be a religious!” (A religious 

person is one who takes vows and often lives in community). 
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 Figure out their own mold. CRHS’s school leaders, staff, and teachers were 

clearly focused on the success and wellbeing of their students. Some participants 

emphasized the individuality, needs, and interests of each student as integral to their 

teaching and work. They were cautious not to fit everyone into the same “mold” and 

rather planned out what best they could do or say to motivate students to “figure out their 

own mold.” As one of the interviewees (P17) said, “Really, my job is working on 

molding children and helping them figure out their own mold.” She went on to elaborate 

that her experience taught her “it’s not always the same, and it shouldn’t be the same” 

and she was absorbed in “working on who they [were] going to become.” 

 Another participant (P23, a staff member) reflected on her reasons for remaining 

at CRHS. She entered the institution as a means to learn and then to move on in her 

career at another institution. But she stayed. And she provided a concrete example of 

what kept her engaged: a picture of a smiling young lady in a white lab coat (Appendix F, 

photograph A3). The interviewee narrated how she had helped this student (then a junior) 

during a writing workshop. Although this participant was not a teacher, she was thrilled 

to be supporting the teachers by taking care of this student “pretty much every week” 

through the student’s junior and senior years. Their relationship continued even when the 

student graduated from CRHS and went on to college. As a freshman in college, the 

student doubted her own abilities, and reached out to this same CRHS staff member who 

basically explained that “she need not be so serious, she needed to have a little fun while 

she was in school too. And after that she seemed to improve and she ended up getting her 

degree.” 
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 There was pride in her (participant P23) voice as she pointed to the picture she 

brought to the interview. “I… picked this picture because I just thought it was the 

embodiment of our mission… and… this is her white coat ceremony.” She mentioned 

that she was thrilled when this same student requested her advice when applying to grad 

school. “She wanted my feedback for her college… application.” The emotion with which 

this participant narrated this experience indicated her deep involvement in the school’s 

mission, the support that she was delighted to offer her teaching colleagues, and the 

engagement that she experienced at CRHS which made her give up her plans of using 

this institution as a stepping stone in her career. 

 Helping students find their own mold implied providing opportunities for them so 

that they could overcome the vicious cycle of poverty and sometimes “failure.” In this 

context, one of the teachers (P17) spoke about providing students with options so that 

they did not feel limited: 

I see that as… our goal is really to help educate people who could not, otherwise 

could not have had the opportunity or depending on life’s circumstances or 

finances or anything and we’re working on this generation, but it’s really even 

further than that. It’s really for their children, that they know that their options 

aren’t limited like their parents might have felt. [It is] just showing these kids that 

they have every opportunity in the world and that things shouldn’t hold them back 

from getting out of being under-resourced family or student or something (sic). 

Part of the solution: Students will become future leaders. When they spoke 

about the mission, both teaching and non-teaching participants revealed their inner belief 

that these students would become future leaders. They hoped that they would help their 
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students to break through the limits of their under-resourced environments and would 

educate them to be successful people who could positively contribute to the wellbeing of 

society at large. As one participant (P17) mentioned, education was a way to get them out 

of the shadow of poverty by “really changing their probability, their odds” of success. 

This success would hopefully make them good leaders in society—leaders who could 

inspire their own communities and leaders who could work to bring up others too. This 

sentiment of being part of the solution was echoed in other interviews too. One 

interviewee (P11) said, “I'm choosing to work here because I want to make a difference 

(pause) here… because I believe in our mission. You know… opportunities for some who 

may not always have these same opportunities and opportunities beyond high school 

(sic).” 

 Being part of the solution was an ethical obligation, as one interviewee (P15) put 

it, an obligation to make it a more just society. He said that they were working at CRHS 

was due to the reason that he didn’t “think people should be limited by their birth 

circumstance, by the color of their skin, by how much money their parents make, [or] by 

where they [lived].” He did not think that was fair and said, “That’s why we’re here.” 

This researcher probed further: 

 R: So, you provide them with the opportunities to level the playing field? 

P15: Absolutely! It’s a cliché but it’s so very very true. I mean we’re creating the 

middle class in the US!”  

 The mission—for the administrators, faculty, and staff—was “very clear, very 

concrete, [that this was] a college prep school. [They wanted their students] to graduate 

from college.” The long-term vision, however, was to see them become women and men 
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for and with others. As one participant put it: “So the vision part is more fun… I mean 

ten more years from now these graduates are going to be the managers and directors in 

corporate America, hiring our students, and that, that will happen” (P15). This participant 

prophesized that their present students would hire their future students in the years to 

come (as part of their work study program and hopefully full time when they graduated 

from college). The general long term vision for the interviewees was to see the students 

go out into the world, fend for themselves, and become agents of change, transforming 

themselves and others in society. The participants hoped the young women and men 

would become good human beings, good spouses, good family people, and people of 

faith, whatever faith they might choose that affirmed humanity (P22).  

Vocation: Labor of love. The participants saw their mission as a “labor of love” 

(P12) which was substantiated by their colleagues in the school. They believed that they 

were called to teach and to help students learn. The school document on Our Way of 

Proceeding: Standards and Benchmarks for Jesuit Schools in the 21st century (see 

Appendix E, document #13) was a reminder to leaders and teachers that theirs was “a 

vocation, a mission, and a labor of love” in keeping with the mission of St. Ignatius 

(Provincial Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015, p. 3). Hence, 

they desired to make a difference by inspiring their students to live lives of love and 

service, not only for themselves, but also for others (P16). As will be explained below, 

not all had the same experiences, yet this vocation to teach helped them to see the larger 

picture and to persevere, even in the face of adversity or when students were 

unappreciative. Teacher engagement was also high because they could see that they were 

successful in achieving their mission. Their choice to serve the underprivileged was 
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bearing fruit before their very eyes. They understood themselves as doing God’s work 

and making the Kingdom of God a reality. 

Calling: Vocation to teach. The teachers spoke about their teaching as a vocation, 

not a career. Some began their teaching with all their respective uncertainties and later 

felt reassured that they had chosen the right mission. One participant (P12) elaborated 

that “it’s that faith component and that sense of mission that I really think is important to 

what we’re doing.” This faith component kept them grounded and focused when they 

encountered difficult situations or students who were stuck. A non-teaching participant 

(P21) expressed her appreciation for the committed work that teachers did. She said: 

“And the reason that I’m here is that everybody works very very hard here, staff 

and faculty work very hard, but we all have a mission. It’s not like we’re working 

hard for money or for… whatever other, you know; we’re working hard for the 

kids!” 

For another teacher (P16), her goal was to be a positive person while taking her 

teaching seriously and motivating her students to be hard-working. She humorously 

explained that she kept working to be “a positive person, not that grouchy like a (voice 

changed, gruff) ‘Hey you kids get off my lawn’ kind of person.” She laughed loudly, 

explaining that it was easy to fall into the latter kind of person, admitting that she had 

“absolutely fallen into that.” She endeavored to “move the mission forward rather than 

[be] the person that makes it harder… for the mission to move forward.” Keeping this 

aspect of teaching as a “calling” made three participants distinctly speak of the student’s 

welfare as the focus, and they did not want to take negative comments personally. One 

teacher (P13) mentioned how the way they talk about adverse experiences as a school 
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helped them never to feel sorry for themselves. Even when a student reacted badly, the 

teacher could look at it calmly and objectively: 

So, how’s that going to feel if I pity myself as a teacher cause they’re the ones 

with very tough home lives and the skills gap, right? It’s not about me, it’s about 

them, and that message has been sent multiple times through the professional 

development speakers we’ve chosen; kind of the ethos of the faculty is when 

students say they haven’t got the work done, like “F*** you, we’re not doing 

this,” it’s not about you, right? It’s not about you. Do not take it, and if you do, 

then you’re missing the point. You’re actually doing them a disservice.  

 When there was a vocation to teach and when one saw it as a calling, then the 

mission was “too important to let those little personal concerns bog [them] down” (P16). 

Mission delivered and success evident. Seeing the mission delivered in real time 

was something that contributed to teacher engagement in a very endearing manner. Their 

hard work was bearing fruit before their very eyes. Since most of the participants had 

worked in the school for more than five years, they had seen students amazingly 

transformed in the span of four years. They heard reports of their students getting into 

respectable colleges. And when their former students returned to CRHS to meet their 

teachers, the teachers were ecstatic. (At the time of this research, three CRHS graduates 

had returned to work at their alma mater.) One of the teachers (P24) got emotional as he 

spoke of the early days of CRHS and how the small group of dedicated teachers and 

administrators worked hard to educate their students. It wasn’t until their fourth year, 

however, that they could actually see some of the fruits of their labor with students 
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getting admitted into and graduating from college, “which is awesome! That’s pretty 

intense. It gets me emotional just thinking about it.” 

 Besides the teachers, the administrators and staff were also appreciative of the 

teachers’ labor of love and how they delivered the mission. One of the participants (P15) 

said, “In the past two years, 95% of our graduates have entered college; so, our teachers 

are doing an outstanding job.” Another participant (P23) explained how this had 

influenced her decision to continue working at CR: 

I guess [as] I said before… I never envisioned myself being, you know in my 

thirties and having a leadership role here, but here I am, and I think it’s because of 

our mission, you know… I’ve seen it actually be delivered… it’s something I can 

get behind, you know, under-resourced students not only graduated from high 

school but being successful once they’re in college. And I think … seeing that in 

real life … is one of the reasons that I have stayed so long.  

 Therefore, it was powerful for the participants to experience the fulfilment of the 

mission of helping their students to bridge the achievement gap and to graduate from high 

school in four years.  

Option for the under-resourced. For most of the participants, there was a clear 

desire to serve under-resourced students. One of them (P15) said that this was “a true 

mission to serve… [to] provide a pre-college Catholic high school for under-resourced 

students and to see them graduate from college.” The fact that most of the students were 

from under-resourced backgrounds somehow touched the hearts of the teachers in the 

school; they wanted to serve such kids and not someone else. Participant P18 reflected on 

the students they helped and why: “We think about why we’re here… and how we want 
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to care for our students… it makes the most sense …(pause) you know, because of all of 

that stuff they carry with them.” The consensus was that CRHS genuinely wanted to 

“help those who [were] at a disadvantage in society” (P21) and who may not get the 

opportunities and support they need “outside.” 

 The option for under-resourced students was mentioned as a challenge too, when 

some participants explained how this option put a strain on teachers. Differences of 

opinion surfaced when talking about whom they should admit. While accepting students 

who were academically low, it would be challenging to look after entire classes of 

academically weak students. Directing smarter students to other schools was not a very 

pleasant thought for some of the participants. One teacher (P24) offered a balanced view 

of not taking only the weakest students: 

[W]e can have only a hundred and fifty students accepted each freshman year 

now. You can’t have all of them, in what we call, a Tier 1 (the ones with the 

really low abilities, the low behavioral abilities, no support at home, you know). If 

you have all those different things happening, you can’t have a whole class of 

hundred and fifty students like that unfortunately because we can’t serve them and 

it’s not fair to them, 

 Another participant differed strongly with the attitude of some her colleagues who 

wanted to admit higher achieving kids so that they would be ready for college and be 

successful in college. She said, “And I have to… get them back to what our mission is. 

Our mission is not to find all the geniuses of [this city].” Many participants agree that 

who they should admit would be a topic that would come up in the future whenever they 

discussed their mission. 
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God’s work: bring the Kingdom of God here and now. Teachers mentioned that 

the connection between their calling to be teachers and the feeling of being on fire with 

the mission that was part of God’s mission contributed to their high levels of engagement 

and provided them with the zeal they needed to work. As one of them (P19) put it,  

I think our teachers are highly engaged, I do think that they have a deep sense of 

mission, that they see themselves as part of both the mission of the school but that 

mission being tied to God’s work beyond just what’s printed on our, you know, 

our school’s website, about what our mission is. But understanding that’s part of 

God’s mission. So, I do think that gives energy to their work, gives engagement to 

their work. 

 Another teacher (P16) made this strong connection between her teaching and the 

mission which helped her to feel absorbed in her students: 

The big mission (loud emphasis) for me is bringing the kingdom of God here, 

right now, and… that’s one way to say why we’re all here or what we’re trying to 

do. But then specifically what that looks like here at Cristo Rey for me is, is 

helping students be the best they can be, helping prepare them so that they can be 

successful in college and beyond; I really believe in that. 

 Hence, teachers remain engaged when they perceived their work as a labor of 

love. They felt called to a vocation to teach and they were ready to face adverse situations 

when students brought their home issues into the school or classroom. Seeing the mission 

delivered made this option to serve the under-resourced so much easier. Finally, seeing it 

all as part of God’s work, brought even more meaning to their efforts. 
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Sense of urgency: Four years of high intensity challenges. A strong “sense of 

urgency” was palpable at CRHS. In the brief time-frame of four years, they brought 

academically weak students from under-resourced families up to speed, closed 

achievement gaps, and provided them with the skills they needed to be successful in 

college (and in life, too). Hence, there was a high intensity that was relished by some and 

was met with a little caution by others. Many participants looked at their work as a 

tremendous challenge and that motivated them to give their best. As one participant (P18) 

put it: 

This place is so, so on fire for mission… from person one to person—how many 

staff we have here—sixty? People know what our mission is and that’s why 

they’re here and so you find so much passion and excitement and commitment 

about work from everyone. 

 This resonated with another participant’s (P24) view. He enthusiastically spoke of 

their zeal for mission: “I think they call it a sense of urgency… We don’t have time to 

kind of putz around, we don’t have time to just stay… idle in [the] classroom.” He felt 

inspired by the school president’s words, “Our students should always either be reading, 

writing, or problem solving at any given point in our classrooms.” This sense of urgency 

pushed them to be creative and dedicated when preparing their lesson plans or engaging 

their students with the skills they needed outside the classroom. The mission was 

challenging, and they liked it.  

 The sense of urgency was sometimes reflected in teachers getting worked up 

about things they felt were disrupting their classes, or schedules, or the school in general. 

One school leader (P14) mentioned, “We sweat the small stuff, which is good in a sense, 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 76 

but sometimes, the small stuff that happens [was accompanied by an] enormous sense of 

urgency.” This, however, was not the general opinion of the participants, and teachers 

mentioned in their interviews (substantiated by their non-teaching colleagues) that they 

would try and work out solutions to problems themselves. 

 The CRHS work-study model and being part of the Cristo Rey Network (CRN) of 

schools also kept the participants on fire with the mission. One participant (P15) was 

invigorated by the fact that the national CRN had increased at a rapid pace in the short 

period since it had started twenty years before and that they presently had 32 Cristo Rey 

schools in the United States. He joyfully exclaimed, “And we’re opening two a year!” 

 Finally, participants appreciated this sense of urgency that they experienced in the 

work and commitment of the school leaders. They saw them working hard, putting in 

extra hours of work, and running around to make things happen. Teachers were clear that 

their school leaders were not lazy and they appreciated them for doing their best in 

supporting their teachers given their limited resource of time. This researcher asked a 

participant (P21) about a particular school leader.  

Researcher: When does he stop to breathe?  

P21: He doesn’t! He doesn’t stop to breathe at all. He does not! 

 The fact that this high school had to work with academically weak students and 

close achievement gaps in the span of four years, was mentioned as an underlying 

concern for the teachers. The same students “who average two years’ academic 

deficiency and [are] four years behind in math and reading” (P15) had to be educated and 

prepared not only for high school graduation, but also for success in college. This 

constant awareness of the academic challenge created a “real intensity about work” at 
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CR. One teacher (P13) spoke passionately about CRHS promising students to graduate in 

four years with the skills to succeed in college. She said, “I take that promise very 

seriously. I don’t want to promise something that I can’t deliver.”  

 Another participant (P21) appreciated the efforts of the school’s president who 

“honed in on mission” every time they had faculty and staff development programs. In 

her words, she quoted the school leader as saying, “Okay, I understand you’re frustrated, 

I understand that he’s coming in at a fourth-grade reading level; it’s our mission to get 

him up to being ready for college in four years.” This constant reminder helped teachers 

focus on their work and on their students. One subject (P18) joyfully mentioned how this 

high intensity challenged her: 

It’s a very caring community. And it’s almost because of the urgency and because 

of the high level of stress that the job is so rewarding… you have to bring your A-

game, you have to be on things, you can’t slack off, right… you got to give it your 

best, every time you walk in the door you never know what’s going to happen, 

cause you know, we have a student body that comes from unstable places and that 

comes in here and that you know sometimes its unstable here and so you just 

never know what you’re going to get when you walk in the door. And being ready 

for whatever that might be… I always tell people I would never go back to a 

quote unquote a “normal” job… I would find it very un-challenging, un-fulfilling, 

boring almost, after being here (laughs). 

 The four years of high intensity challenges created a dynamic tension in teachers 

balancing their school work, personal life, and their time with their families. One of the 

participants (P25) expressed concern as he reflected on this high intensity work that 
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teachers did and asked rhetorically, “And being available for students, how do I balance 

that with my own personal life and time with family?” Most participants did mention this 

challenge of balancing personal time and professional time because “it just seemed [that 

there was] always something going on in the school.” One non-teaching participant 

explained this high intensity at CRHS where faculty were expected to teach five periods a 

day and they could be asked, additionally, to do a structured study. When students were 

at work, it was not a free day “because there were department meetings… team meetings, 

there’s other committee meetings, so it just seems like faculty and staff, they’re on the 

go; their days are really full.” The interviewees also cited after-school “stuff,” retreats, 

service trips that need chaperoning, weekend programs, dances, and other activities that 

called for their attention at school. On the other hand, they felt that pull “to be available 

and attentive to the needs” of their kids, their spouses, and other family responsibilities.  

Hiring for mission. In this final dimension of mission as the central pillar of the 

school, participants spoke of the need to hire the right teachers for mission, even though 

no question had been directed to them in this respect. There were two criteria they wanted 

to see in new recruits: an appreciation of their mission and spirituality, and great 

competence in their subject matter.  

“Rooted in our mission and our identity.” Some interviewees spoke about hiring 

teachers who could partner with Jesuits in the mission of educating young men and 

women of competence, conscience, and character. Participants P24 and P25 spoke about 

being present for job interviews with an explicit intention of hiring for mission. Basically, 

those who spoke about this topic, wanted new hires to be willing to be “rooted in [the 

school’s] mission and [their Jesuit] identity” (P18). Even after they were hired, new 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 79 

recruits were provided with opportunities to learn about the Ignatian tradition and values 

and to find out whether they “desired to partner with the Jesuits on this type of mission” 

(P25). So, then they could freely say, “Yeah, I don’t want the business world, I don’t 

want public school; I want this type of program” (P25). 

Despite their efforts to hire for mission, participants spoke of good people who 

had left CRHS to work elsewhere, “usually for a lack of fit” (P12). One of the 

interviewees (P21) mentioned that some left because they just didn’t “believe so much in 

the mission of CR.” Another participant (P11) expressed concern about “who comes on 

board and why.” He did not take kindly to people who wanted to punch in at start time 

and punch out at the end of the day. In his view, if they had “some sort of a personal 

agenda rather than really believing in the mission, [that made] a big, big difference.” Yet 

another participant (P12) saw it as a kind gesture to allow people to leave. He explained: 

[T]his is our mission and they want to do some things that’s outside of the 

parameters of the mission and so we encourage them to go somewhere else and do 

that. And it’s telling people it’s not personal – your mission is to do something 

else, that’s okay, but it’s just not… we’re not going to do that here. 

 Therefore, it was interesting to note that participants wanted the school to hire 

those who would likely adopt their mission and their identity. Those who did not, would 

eventually walk away. Those who stayed would learn from the various opportunities the 

authorities offered them to learn and to understand the reason for the school’s existence 

in that city.  

Hiring competent people. In addition to hiring teachers who could appreciate 

their mission and identity, participants were clear that the school ought to hire those who 
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were competent in their subject matter and had appropriate pedagogical skills to meet the 

needs of their student population. They wanted to see teachers who had a desire to close 

the achievement gap and who could provide students with the skills they needed to 

graduate from college. The general feeling was that the school had done a good job in its 

hiring process, “hiring teachers that appear to be on board for the mission” (P24). 

Jesuit Identity, Values, and Spirituality  

 The school leaders, faculty, and staff indicated that they were proud of their 

identity as a Jesuit school. The Jesuit values informed their personal and professional 

lives. They had become more self-reflective as individuals and a “community of 

discerners” as well. The Ignatian magis and cura personalis were part of their 

vocabulary. These charisms animated their thoughts, words, and actions as they worked 

towards a constant striving for excellence while caring for their students as individual 

persons with distinct needs and interests.  

Identity as a Jesuit school. When participants were asked questions about the 

Jesuit charisms at CRHS, some of them spoke about being “rooted in [their school’s] 

mission and identity” as a Jesuit school. Two teachers used phrases that stood out: “I 

drank the Jesuit Kool-Aid” and “It just marinates my life.” Every participant spoke 

positively about the Jesuit charisms and how these “gifts” changed them for the better. 

While they were asked directly about magis and cura personalis, some of them brought 

up “discernment,” “men and women for and with others,” “to seek and find God in all 

things,” and so on. There were challenges mentioned, for example, those who liked the 

Jesuit values but were not particularly fond of the Catholic Church. 
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The Jesuit values “marinate my life.” Many of the participants had various ways 

of describing how the Jesuit identity and values had impacted their lives. One of the 

participants (P18) expressed that this identity was core to the school and to her own 

longevity there. She stated, “Our identity is super important, our connection to the Jesuits 

is super important and… I’m not a Jesuit (laughs), surprise!” Another teacher (P16) 

became emotional as she reflected on these values:  

It just marinates my life! I kind of want to say it saved me in a way… it’s just 

provided—I’m getting emotional—but… it’s made me more engaged. I’m always 

trying to do more… I’m always reflecting… I believe in the whole person, not 

just delivering content to my beautiful students, but helping them be men and 

women for others… I just have really really appreciated the Jesuit spirituality and 

its approach to this life.  

 The school leaders generally agreed that the teachers and the staff “have the Jesuit 

charisms in mind” (P15) and that they were often reminded of them, both through daily 

prayer and by the displays on the walls. Some of them may not have termed these values 

as “Jesuit principles,” however, “they just believe[d] that in their heart[s]” (P15). The 

participants also mentioned that teachers and staff seemed comfortable with the Jesuit 

values even if they belonged to other faiths. At least three participants named one teacher 

of another faith as having embraced these values. One teacher (P16) said, “She’s lovely! 

Lovely! When you talk about… a Hindu person coming to a Catholic school and… 

embracing those values… she’s the person who comes to mind… she’s absolutely 

wonderful!”  
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 Participant P12, when responding to the researcher’s question whether the CRHS 

model would be a good model for other schools to emulate, begged to differ. He 

explained that it was not wise to imitate only the corporate work-study model and leave 

out the Jesuit values. It was “not just one part” of CRHS that mattered, but the whole. He 

provided this analogy: “It’s kind of like saying… this person’s a really good basketball 

player and he shoots really well… Well, we just want his arm that shoots; we don’t want 

the rest of him!” This statement emphasized the centrality and value of Jesuit spirituality 

as critical to the success of this CRHS. The school faculty and staff understood that they 

were not at CRHS merely to teach subjects and to impart skills; rather they wanted to 

inspire every student to become fully human and reached out to those most in need (see 

Appendix D, document #13). 

 The Jesuit values impacted participants at school and at home too. One of the 

participants (P23) spoke about these values and how they transformed the school 

community. She provided an example of a student who graduated and whose goal was 

“to serve the population she… came from.” This participant had taken a personal interest 

in helping that student. She continued speaking of that graduate: “She is going to 

transform others from her community… When we train them, they are going to give back 

to community.” Another participant (P16) explained how the values had become part of 

her very thinking and behavior: “So not just here at school, but it’s also at home and the 

way I interact with everybody I meet… There’s God living in every single person and I 

really believe that, and I love the way the Jesuits can help guide me in finding that—God 

in all things.” 
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Ignatian immersion: Drinking the “Jesuit Kool-Aid.” The faculty and staff were 

“immersed into an understanding of… Ignatian spirituality… rooted and grounded in 

Ignatian spirituality… [and] the various charisms of Jesuit education.” A participant 

(P25) elaborated on this Ignatian immersion that was designed to take place over a period 

of three years. The first year focused on St. Ignatius, the founder of the Society of Jesus 

(whose members are called Jesuits) and his Spiritual Exercises. During the second year, 

the faculty and staff engaged with the characteristics of Jesuit education, and in particular 

with two sources—the document on Our Way of Proceeding: Standards and Benchmarks 

for Jesuit Schools and with David Fleming’s book, What is Ignatian Spirituality? The 

third year dealt with documents from the Jesuit General Congregations so that 

participants could understand how Jesuits identified what apostolates (different kinds of 

activities or ministries) to take up. They could get a sense of why Jesuits went where 

“others cannot or will not go” and their option for the poor and marginalized. The 

planned Ignatian immersion activities aimed to set the faculty and staff “afire” (P25).  

Three participants shared how they had changed since they began working at this 

school. Participant P24 explained that he had a Franciscan educational background and 

“didn’t really care for the Jesuit tradition” when he came to teach at CRHS. He said:  

I… had [a higher] regard for the Franciscan tradition than the Jesuits. I was more 

here because of the Cristo Rey school than because it was a Jesuit school. Having 

been here, though, in the ten years that I’ve been here, I drank Jesuit Kool-Aid! 

I’m very much a fan, an advocate for the Jesuit way of teaching and the approach 

to working with our students. I think, in the context of the Cristo Rey school… 

the Jesuit model works really well.  
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One participant (P23) joined the school with the intention of learning a few skills 

and moving on. She said she was not Catholic and she looked at this school as a stepping-

stone to move on in her career. Having experienced and appreciated the values, 

principles, and atmosphere at this school, she decided to stay. Another participant (P13) 

recalled how she “grew to admire the Jesuits” while she studied at a Jesuit College on the 

east coast. Some of the Jesuits were her professors there and were her “favorite people.” 

She had not planned to be a teacher; however, she found teaching “embodied those 

values” that she wanted and that she learned from the Jesuits. These values helped her to 

cope with painful events. As an example, she said, “When the hardest situations happen 

for our students, I am grateful that I can say… ‘I will pray for you. Or do you want to go 

sit in the chapel for a while? So you can have some peace and pray for yourself?’” (More 

than one participant mentioned that they had accompanied another person to the Chapel 

to pray.) Participants, in general, appreciated the work of the Jesuits. Participant P16 said, 

“The Jesuits have been very open with me and prayerful and supportive, and I’m very 

grateful for that.” 

A community of discerners. Staff and faculty either volunteered or were invited 

to lead the Examen (a brief recollection of one’s actions) twice a week. Irrespective of a 

person’s faith tradition, every member of the school was invited to reflect and make 

“definite choices” to live by the values that the school espoused. It was evident, during 

the interviews, that participants were self-reflective and aware of many of their own 

strengths and weaknesses. For example, a participant (P16) distinguished between self-

obsession and self-awareness. She explained that she used to “worry too much about the 

way people viewed [her]… and [she] would get hung up on certain things that simply 
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weren’t important.” She was “very grateful to the Jesuits for that (self-reflective) 

practice” which helped her become more aware and “not obsess over those things.” 

 Another participant (P18) excitedly narrated how she was overjoyed to see a 

colleague integrate the year’s theme into his class: 

I was in a government class last week and the government teacher… when he did 

prayer (sic) at the beginning of class, said… “We are contemplatives in action, 

so… let’s reflect about… what are the things happening in your family that need 

prayer? Where do you need to be a person of action?” It was great! I was like, 

yeah! (She laughed loudly.) 

Magis: The more and the better. A common thread in all the interviews was a 

desire to do more for the mission and to do it better. Participant P19 put it succinctly, “I 

do think we set out an emphasis goal and I think teachers embrace that through magis 

here and have the outlook that we always do more for our students.” The “more” was 

concretely experienced in teachers going “above and beyond the ordinary” as they took 

“pride in doing the more difficult job.” The school leaders were reminded of the Jesuit 

Standards and educational excellence which applied the criterion of excellence to every 

area of their work and called on the school leaders, faculty, and staff to seek the “fullest 

possible development of every dimension of the person” (ICAJE, Characteristics of Jesuit 

Education, 1986, n. 107). They planned a rigorous curriculum where students had to 

complete their given grade-specific standards during each academic year. The teachers 

were encouraged to embrace the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (a teaching-learning 

model adopted by Jesuit schools with five key components: context, experience, 

reflection, action, and evaluation) across the curriculum, sharing best practices and 
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adopting digital technologies to enhance student learning. They wanted students to 

engage with the world, to evaluate and reflect on their experiences, and then to act once 

again in a more informed manner. The teachers were reminded that “the pursuit of 

academic excellence is appropriate in a Jesuit school, but only within the larger context 

of human excellence” (ICAJE, Characteristics of Jesuit Education, 1986, n. 107). 

Going above and beyond the ordinary. One of the non-teaching participants 

(P25) observed that he experienced the magis at CRHS in different ways and at different 

times, and specifically in “faculty that really go above and beyond the ordinary.” Having 

spoken to several faculty in the school, he said: 

I think most of the faculty that I have spoken to here are thinking: How can I 

build upon what I have been doing? How do I take a class that’s going well and 

just say, “Okay, is there a way I can make it even better?”  

 Participants explained what “doing more for [their] students” entailed. Teachers 

would often come early or give up their lunch when needed. They were prepared for the 

long hours of work, and sometimes they would work on weekends. Additionally, the 

school would reach out to graduates and support them. To “make it the better” and not 

only the more, meant “thinking about the person and less [about their personal] time 

and… less on their work.” For participant P13, it was about giving her finest self every 

day with the “best tools and the best lessons” so that she could meet the needs of her 

students. She said, “I want to look a parent in the eye and say, ‘I did the best I could.’” 

Another participant (P25) mentioned classroom visitations, assessments, and feedback as 

“ways of growing, deepening how we teach and what we do so that it really is much more 

effective.” 
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 Going above and beyond the ordinary meant holding themselves to “certain 

expectations” (P12). School leader P12 explained that he had “to work hard” but he also 

had to be “mindful to allow teachers to live healthy lives.” When the teachers were 

healthy, he explained, then they would “be best for [their] students and allow the students 

to be healthy” too. Another interviewee (P18) also spoke about the expectations of giving 

one’s very best, every day, saying, “You have to bring your A-game; you have to be on 

things; you can’t slack off, right… you got to give your best every time you walk in the 

door.”  

 The elite athletes of teaching and the more difficult job. The research findings 

indicated that the participants understood their work as a challenging mission and they 

“took pride in doing the more difficult job.” Participant P22 recalled how the founding 

team had been inspired by “the passion, energy, creativity, and commitment of other 

Cristo Rey schools.” This school wanted to “emulate that and even do it better.” He 

provided an analogy of how elite athletes train and work on every element of their game. 

He continued, “We want to be the elite athletes of teachers. So, we continue to try as a 

teacher corps, if you will, to refine our skills… because we are… playing on a very 

difficult course.” This attitude was reflected in another teacher’s reflection on absorbing 

the energy she felt when she worked with faculty where “everyone knew that they could 

do better… no one had reached the best that they could do” (P17).  

Teachers and staff were appreciative of the fact that their school leaders often 

reminded them of their challenging mission. One of the participants (P11) provided an 

example of how their school’s president would encourage them in difficult moments 

(especially when they struggled with challenging students) by saying, “We’re not looking 
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for diamonds; we’re looking for coal.” Those few words inspired this participant to 

regain his motivation so that he could work towards turning students into diamonds. He 

desired to be “other-centered” so that he could be part of the “magis element… [and] 

form diamonds.” He said, “I may have to give more of myself… there’s a different 

population of students who need my love and acceptance and time and resource.” 

Another interviewee (P21) was thankful that her school leaders were “completely focused 

on the mission.” She singled out for praise her school’s president who reminded her of 

the mission every time she veered from their common path. 

The more challenging mission had its share of struggles. While teachers 

consistently attempted to do better, they also critiqued the status quo. For participant P16, 

it was important to offer choices or solutions when providing feedback or to get people to 

talk about something that could be done in a better or more effective manner. She said, 

“So if I’m going to complain about it, I should have a solution… Or if I don’t have a 

solution, then [I need to say] ‘I wonder if… we can talk about… how we can change 

something.’ Try and keep the solutions focused.”  

Therefore, the Jesuit value of magis was evident in the enthusiasm of the 

participants as they spoke about their experiences at school. It was evident in the pictures, 

banners, and quotations displayed on the walls in the lobby and in the hallways. It was 

seen in the faculty and staff as they worked at their desks or in the classroom as this 

researcher walked past. The teachers were reminded of the magis in the Jesuit Standards. 

They were ready to work with coal and form diamonds. 

Cura personalis. Participants in general expressed that they experienced the 

Jesuit charism cura personalis (personal care) at CRHS, where “people were genuinely 
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concerned for one another and for [their] students.” One of the participants (P19) 

explained that this charism helped their teachers feel a shared responsibility for the whole 

person. For another participant (P18) this charism was at the top of her list and she 

thought that was what they did best. An examination of how this charism was lived out in 

the school and among the participants revealed behaviors in which they showed that they 

loved and cared for others, that they were human and also in need of love and care, and 

that they were respected and appreciated. Conversely, three participants gave concrete 

examples of how this charism could be practiced more effectively.  

“Tons of love and care.” Participant P18 stated: “There’s tons of love and care… 

there’s great love in this building.” There was consensus among the participants that the 

teachers showed much concern for their students, not only regarding their students’ 

academic work but also their general well-being. This was evidenced by photograph #A2 

which depicted a teacher with two freshmen on their first day at school. The expressions 

on the faces of the two students showed that they felt at home and that their teacher cared 

for them. Participant P23, looking at this photograph, explained how proud she felt to see 

CRHS teachers making students feel safe and comfortable on their very first day of high 

school. Participant P19 said, “One of the highest compliments I can pay to our teachers is 

that they care for our students in a shared way and they care about all of the students.” 

The faculty and staff felt it when students had their rough days, as participant P20 

became emotional when she said, “I’m bummed out when the kids are bummed out. I 

mean, when they’re crying… I’m with them, yeah.” 

 The charism of cura personalis animated the faculty and staff to take personal 

care of their students, and this gave meaning to their professional work ethic as they built 
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up this “very caring community” (P18). As participant P22 mentioned, “If I have to 

change my way of proceeding, I’ll do it because it’s going to benefit this student who’s 

struggling.” As part of his teaching strategy to engage students, participant P24 made it a 

practice, as often as he could, to stand outside his class and shake every student’s hand as 

they entered. This helped him do a five second check in. He said, “If they are smiling and 

engaged, ‘Hey, Mr. [Teacher’s name]!’ I know they’re ready for a good period. [If] they 

are hunkered down and don’t want to make eye contact, they probably need a little extra 

support this period.” Hence, cura personalis was his approach to teaching, to engage with 

students; it was his starting point before he even began the lesson. 

Similarly, the discipline system adopted by the school had been carefully thought 

out to meet the needs of their student population. Rather than the JUG (Justice Under 

God) system adopted by many other Jesuit schools, this school did not have a detention 

room. They believed that there were reasons behind students’ behaviors and they 

preferred to help students understand their conduct and the consequences of their actions. 

One of the interviewees explained how these “non-traditional” methods of dialoguing 

with students instead of suspending them, helped both the students and the adults to grow 

in understanding one another. Participant P17 said that it helped teachers to think about 

their students who had struggles at home, “and maybe… things happen in their lives that 

are bigger than… just wanting to mess with their teachers!” Another participant (P18) 

was clear in her mind that this discipline system was in keeping with their value of 

personal care for every student. She said,  

I think as hard as the discipline system is and as time consuming as it is, and 

tedious sometimes (laughs), I think when we think about cura personalis and we 
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think about why we’re here… and how we want to care for our students… it 

makes the most sense… because of all of the stuff they carry with them. 

Understanding, respect, and appreciation. The faculty and staff generally felt 

understood, respected, and appreciated by their school leaders. Cura personalis was 

acknowledging, affirming, and appreciating people knowing that if they went somewhere 

else (for economic reasons) they could get something better, but they chose to remain at 

CRHS, for a different reason. Participant P13 narrated an incident when her baby was 

sick and she had to spend more time at home. The school authorities understood her 

predicament. She mentioned appreciatively, “To keep me involved… they created a 

position for me so that I could work for just 20 hours a week, which was lovely and very 

thoughtful of them.” Participant P15, a member of the CRHS’s leadership team, 

explained that the “administrative leaders highly respect [their] faculty” and that the 

respect was mutual. He chuckled as he continued:  

I mean that’s the only way it can work; we highly respect the work that they do 

and they in turn say “I can’t believe you can ask people for money, but I thank 

you for paying me to do my job that I love.” I say, “It’s my pleasure; I couldn’t do 

your job!”  

It was interesting to note the depth of understanding with which the participants 

viewed the students. One teacher (P17) narrated her experience of helping a student and 

his eventual transformation to the point when he wanted to become a teacher. Her efforts 

had paid off. She said, “If you wait long enough, you’ll see the good in everyone… and I 

just love that.” Another participant (P14) was distracted while talking to this researcher 

and said, “That student’s trying to get chocolate out of my office. He got one piece (she 
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laughed). He went in there and I saw him go. Oh man…I have a candy basket…what was 

I saying?” She was not angry or irritated; rather she looked at this episode with humor 

and compassion.  

School leaders expressed concern about the work that teachers did and the long 

hours they spent at school, which, they acknowledged, probably affected their family 

lives. One of the school leaders (P14) mentioned, “We have families and so we really 

believe… go home to your family. If you can stay for a game, stay or get your family; 

bring them and come watch the game. But we try to get them out of the building.” She 

explained that if they didn’t take care of their families, their home life would fall apart 

and they would be “wreck[s] coming in to work.” She pointed out that many schools 

across the country pushed their teachers to the limit. Reasoning why that was not 

favorable, she said: 

It’s [at] the cost of losing your peace of mind… because you try so hard to be 

engaged and… do so much for the students that you end up [with] lots of 

divorces… children growing up without having a present parent, right? So, you 

definitely don’t want… that to happen here. 

Another school leader (P15) mentioned that the charism of cura personalis guided 

even the way they helped people who felt that this school was not a good fit for them. 

Even when they experienced some "involuntary termination situations," he said, “We’ve 

treated them with a great deal of respect to the point of helping them… [to find] 

something else where there would be a better fit.” 

Institutional care? Although most of the participants mentioned that they were 

cared for, there were some conflicting views. Some participants felt that more ought to be 
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done in terms of caring for the faculty and staff, especially at important events in their 

lives, and by planning so that the burden did not fall heavily on teachers. One of the 

interviewees qualified cura personalis while distinguishing between personal care and 

institutional care: “I would say we do a good job on the personal level. And we don’t 

always do that on the institutional level.” During an important event in this participant’s 

life, the school leaders offered their good wishes and congratulations, “but there 

weren’t… benefits” to make things easier for such events to happen. “So, I guess 

institutionally, I don’t know that teachers feel particularly cared for.”  

 Again, at an institutional level, more was expected in terms of planning ahead for 

substitute teachers. One participant was upset and said: 

We’ve had a number of issues where we’ve not had sufficient substitute 

teachers… so teachers feel… they can’t take time off because there aren’t enough 

teachers and I think that yeah, there are teachers who feel that they don’t feel 

cared for on an institutional level. [They] feel cared for on a personal level—other 

teachers have kind of taken their classes when they were absent, things like that… 

So they say thank you individually to the person… “Thank you for looking out for 

my classes while I was gone,” but institutionally they say “Well, how come we 

don’t have enough substitutes to cover my classes so that it doesn’t fall on my 

colleagues or friends?”  

 In another conversation, an interviewee spoke with a lot of passion about students 

caring for their teachers; however, when pushed to speak about leadership caring for 

teachers, she was less effusive.  



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 94 

P21: See, there’s love for the teachers… even on Facebook… Mrs. [ ], for 

example… kids love her… but at the same time I see [her] stressed and worried. 

Researcher: Do the teachers feel cared for by the… leadership? 

P21: I think so; I think so. I feel [that] if they didn’t, they wouldn’t be here. 

Right?... I mean I do, I don’t know; it’s not something we talk about.  

 Yet another person cited an example where more could be done to show teachers 

that their work was appreciated and that the school authorities cared for them. During the 

research period, there were two evenings when teachers stayed late to meet with parents 

of students and to discuss their academic progress. According to this participant, some 

teachers were unhappy as they were expecting snacks and dinner (as had been done 

during previous PTA meetings). She continued, “So [they said], ‘What! I’m working 

extra time; I just think the standard has been set and now… it’s not being fulfilled.’” 

 Two other teachers were convinced that the school leaders did a commendable job 

in caring for them, embracing them “as human beings and [treating them as they] 

deserved to be treated.” One teacher (P16) put things in perspective when she said, “I see 

people trying to accommodate the needs of the people at this school, and sometimes it 

may not seem that way to some folks.” When one takes a step back and looks at the big 

picture, she continued, “absolutely! I feel that (cura personalis) that’s true. Yeah.” 

Another teacher (P13) was also considerate when she reflected that school leaders were 

“just so busy” and yet, they cared for their teachers. She explained: 

I definitely think they care. Do I think that they have all the time they want to… 

show that they care? No. No… I don’t think there’s any organization [that] has 

time to be like… “Here’s your birthday cake, we’re so glad you are born. We love 
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you so much…” No way! With the people who’ve worked with me, I have felt it 

for sure. 

A Culture of Professionalism 

The participants in this research project mentioned that they enjoyed a unique 

culture at CRHS; they were “strong believer[s] in professional community” collaborating 

with each other and working through problems to offer the best possible educational 

environment for their students. As a teaching community, they desired to be professional 

in their teaching pedagogies even as they themselves learned and grew. The school had 

intentionally evolved a “culture of success” that had helped students transform 

themselves from the “culture of poverty” in which they grew. Finally, their culture of joy, 

passion, and vitality was fueled by timely celebrations of students, faculty, and staff. 

Professional teaching community. One of the documents given to the researcher 

by the school authorities was a little book, Our Way of Proceeding: Standards and 

Benchmarks for Jesuit Schools in the 21st Century (See Appendix E, #13). The 

professional nature of this teaching community has been impacted by these Jesuit 

standards which reminded them that “teaching cannot be merely about disseminating 

information and imparting career skills” (Provincial Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015, p. 3). As teachers, they felt called to believe in the Jesuit 

Schools Network mission statement “to sustain our Ignatian vision and Jesuit mission of 

educational excellence in the formation of young men and women of competence, 

conscience, compassion, and commitment” (Provincial Assistants for Secondary and Pre-

Secondary Education, 2015, p. 5). 
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During their interviews, participants shared their views on believing and behaving 

like professionals. One of the school leaders (P19) intentionally created structures so that 

teachers could collaborate with each other and “puzzle over … important tasks together.” 

He pushed both for time (a scarce resource at CRHS) so that teachers could meet one 

another and for “time to complete the work that they need to do within the school day” so 

that they could return freely to their home life.  

 School leaders worked hard to facilitate the work of teachers. When asked about 

the extra efforts that leadership took, participant P19 said, “I don’t mind that work; I see 

that as a point of pride of saying, you know, any time I’ve made things easier for 

teachers… I know it’s had a positive effect on student experience.” When these leaders 

had difficulties, especially during times of transition, then it was the professional way 

teachers conducted themselves that enabled the school to continue to run smoothly. One 

of the school leaders (P19) reflected on how the transitions in leadership “eventually 

[fell] heavily on teachers.” In his observation protocol, the researcher wrote about another 

participant’s behavior during the interview that he “appeared stressed or uncomfortable 

when he spoke about certain changes that had taken place over the past one-and-a-half 

years.” Although transitions in leadership were stressful, teachers, however, were this 

“little buffer zone” that acted as a “safety net” preventing vulnerable students from harm.  

 Significant aspects of CRHS as a professional teaching community, as described 

by the participants, are given below. 

Consistently striving for more creative and pedagogically sound strategies. Both 

teaching and non-teaching participants in this project appreciated the hard work and 

dedication of the faculty. Teachers worked hard and prepared well to be able to offer 
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students a rich learning experience in the classroom and outside. This researcher found 

teachers very appreciative of their colleagues and ready to learn from the best practices 

that others shared during their fortnightly faculty (grade or department) meetings. More 

than one participant cited the example of teachers who would video record their own 

lectures, then hand it over to one of their colleagues to critique. One of the participants 

(P22) appreciated the intentionality with which teachers prepared their lessons; they 

sometimes planned “strategies that [went] three or four deep” so that if one failed, they 

could try something else. 

Support and guidance through mentoring and coaching. School leaders made 

special efforts to foster teacher engagement and professional attitudes. One of them (P19) 

described a part of his role: “The way I use my time is mostly about supporting teachers: 

becoming better teachers, that’s the primary function of my job.” He managed and 

supported the processes that teachers used to improve their curriculum, including 

discipline meetings and ad-hoc committees to decide on policies or curriculum. The 

underlying assumption at CRHS was a clear statement from the school authorities that 

they were there to support the teachers in any way that improved curriculum and 

instruction. One participant mentioned that teachers who weren’t teaching at the level 

that CRHS expects were those who were “resistant to any coaching and improvement.” 

There were times when school leaders had to intervene and say: “Let’s move in this 

direction instead of the one that you’ve identified for yourself.” School leaders also 

stepped in when a teacher was not “successful [in] delivering the curriculum.” 

 Teachers appreciated the fact that the school administration genuinely desired that 

they do well. One of the participants (P19) saw himself as a buffer protecting teachers so 
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that teachers could do the best that they were supposed to do. Teachers and school leaders 

worked together to manage curriculum (particularly at department levels). Each 

department was provided with an overarching structure and were expected to work out 

the details of their four-year curriculum. During individual teacher coaching, teachers 

were encouraged to identify their own goals and their own path of development. One 

participant (P18) explained: 

Because I’ve been here longer and I had relationships with administration before 

they were technically my bosses (pause), I feel [that] if I need anything from them 

I can go to them and they will listen and they will support me… but I think it’s 

out of my relationship with them and not necessarily their role. 

 Besides their academic efforts (where teachers cared about learning, test scores, 

and attendance), teachers also received support and guidance in taking care of the 

emotional and social well-being of others. Teachers were not shy in asking for help when 

they needed it. When teachers encountered students with difficult situations, one 

participant said, “I try to evoke empathy” or “will coach them or give them ideas or have 

them take a break or offer different supports.” 

Assessments, evaluation, and feedback. There is a carefully designed assessment 

and evaluation process that is designed to provide teachers feedback viewed through 

multiple lenses. The school had implemented the Danielson Framework (2013) which 

aimed at assessing teachers in four different domains: (a) planning and preparation for 

lessons (including content, outcomes, and assessments); (b) the classroom environment 

(including rapport, respect, classroom culture and safety), (c) instruction and learning 

(including pedagogy, perseverance, and resources), and (d) professional responsibilities 
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(community development, interaction with parents/families, and conducting oneself with 

integrity). When different members of the leadership team entered a classroom during 

their regular walk-throughs, they had very specific “look-fors” based on their respective 

roles. For example, the principal and the dean of curriculum looked for two specific 

areas: “We’re looking for student engagement and we’re looking for question and 

discussion techniques.” The dean of students, meanwhile, would observe whether the 

teacher took care of individual student needs. During his walk-through, the assistant 

principal’s focus would be on classroom management, specifically looking for teacher 

strategies to deal effectively with student behavior. Hence, different walk-through forms 

helped manage different aspects for teachers to reflect on their classes. 

 This researcher (in keeping with Creighton’s IRB recommendations) had 

deliberately not added observations of teachers in their classrooms to his methodology for 

this research project; one school leader (P14), however, invited this researcher to tag 

along to a classroom and observe how a walk-through was conducted. Without disturbing 

the teacher who had begun her class, the school leader entered the room, sat behind the 

students, observed the teacher, and simultaneously entered data into a specially designed 

Google form on an iPad. After twenty minutes, without saying a word, the school leader 

left the room. This data was accessible to the concerned teachers, who could meet with 

the observers and discuss the same when required. The principal and dean of curriculum 

had calibrated their forms so that they could “speak the same language when [they were] 

observing teachers” and not give conflicting views. Common threads or patterns were 

observed and then would be generically mentioned in faculty meetings or in the faculty 

and staff newsletter for them to celebrate or improve upon as the case presented itself.  
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 Only one participant did mention, however, that teachers “right now… are 

frustrated (because their salary was dependent on a final review at the end of the school 

year); they don’t feel really supported… they don’t feel like they’ve had [sufficient] 

classroom observation.” 

Adult learning. The interviewees spoke of their personal experiences and of the 

importance of “adult learning” through professional development programs both as group 

(of faculty and staff) and as individuals. One participant (P20) shared an example of 

trying to help a particular student in difficulty without much success and said, “That… 

keeps me on my toes; that keeps me looking for more education.” Another teacher (P13) 

spoke about her own desire to keep learning and growing. (Incidentally, other participants 

referred to this same teacher as a wonderful example of one who kept striving to improve 

herself and her teaching.)  

 A school leader (P14) spoke of the purposeful way professional development took 

place with the whole group and, more often, “through the professional development that 

happened one on one.” Teachers were coached individually through walk-throughs 

(usually fortnightly, as described earlier), observations, and follow-up feedback sessions, 

during which teachers could “sit down and talk about … what went well in their class and 

[whether] students [actually met] the learning goal that they set out.” The teachers needed 

to provide evidence that students had met learning outcomes. If students had not achieved 

the desired objectives, then teachers could work with their coaches/mentors about 

different strategies to meet their goals.  

 Adult learning also was planned for the leadership team where they thought about 

their role, their job, and “what within their role helped to make the school a well-oiled 
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machine” (P14). School leader P14 pointed out that they thought about what data they 

needed to collect daily or weekly to judge whether they were enhancing their school. 

Members of the leadership team were given several different articles to read, to learn 

from, and to study to improve themselves.  

A culture of success.  As explained in the preceding paragraphs, the participants 

in this research project spoke with pride about a professional atmosphere, an environment 

where teachers could teach well and be successful in their mission of educating students. 

There was a thoughtful process for creating a “culture of success” to help in the personal 

transformation of every student. The school building (outside and inside), the employees 

(their clothes, language, and bearing), and the programs were oriented towards creating 

that culture.  

From a “culture of poverty” to a “culture of success.” One of the pioneers (P22) 

of the school mentioned how their core team had spent a lot of time (especially in the 

school’s early years) to really understand “that poverty is a culture.” They teased out the 

various elements of the culture of poverty and they looked at its strengths and how they 

compared to the middle and upper class cultures, so that they began “to be able to look at 

the world through the lenses of these kids and families, to understand… how they process 

stuff.” When participants spoke in their respective interviews about dealing with students 

undergoing personal issues, it was evident that there was a lot of compassion and 

understanding in their approaches. Hence, they had taken trouble to know the context and 

situation of their students. One of them gave an example: “They (some of the students) 

are so full of this rage… and [we try] to try to understand that, where they’re coming 

from.” 
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 Converting that culture of poverty to a culture of success has worked. One of the 

school leaders (P15) said, “In the past two years 95% of our graduates have entered 

college, so our teachers are doing an outstanding job.” For him, graduating from their 

high school was not sufficient; the true measure of success would be their students 

graduating from college. “Right now, 85% of our graduates are either in college or have 

received a degree—earned a degree in college, which is huge!” With sustained efforts, 

they helped their students to believe in long term goals, to believe in delayed 

gratification, and “to believe that the world essentially works for them, not against them” 

(P22). 

Cultural transformation embedded in their language. A “cultural 

transformation” was part of this mission of education, “the realization that [transforming] 

the soft skills and the imagination of these young people … was [as] important as 

anything else they’d learned” (P12). Participants mentioned that this cultural 

transformation got tougher as the youth grew older (i.e., implying that it was easier to 

change children in grade school). One of the participants reminisced about the early years 

of the school when they “even taught kids how to sit down and eat dinner.” Their concern 

was not only about cultural transformation within the school but also about “stuff” that 

went on in their homes. An interviewee (P22) asked rhetorically: “What [has] this got to 

do with the school? It has to do with a sort of cultural transformation, how they envision 

themselves living and working in the world.” When this researcher mentioned an article 

that Cristo Rey students learned to eat with the appropriate fork in case they had to dine 

with their boss, this participant (P22) responded:   
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[It] has kind of an immediate value, because the boss might take you to lunch and 

you don’t want to make a fool of yourself, but it also has a more transformational 

value; you actually envision yourself as a part of that [corporate] world. 

 Beginning a new school provided the core team an opportunity to “establish… 

patterns and cultures from the get-go” (P12). Many participants spoke of the Jesuit 

language they used at the school. One of the participants (P18) intentionally tried to build 

a culture with a focus on their identity as a Jesuit school by incorporating Jesuit 

terminology into their vocabulary. She said: 

We are getting to use this language when we talk about things and so, we used 

cura personalis and AMDG and, you know, contemplatives in action this year… 

we’re going to bring all those things and we’re going to talk about it. We’re going 

to make it common language, (pause) so kids hear it and they say it and they 

know what it means and really from there… the culture kind of grows out of that 

organically when you start just embedding it in the language that we use. 

 This researcher observed a big bulletin board creatively decorated with various 

aspects of the theme for the school year 2016-17, i.e., contemplatives in action (see 

Figure 3). In the center of the notice board were a group of pictures displaying student 

activities (outreach programs) with the caption, “Working hands, peaceful hearts.” 

Pictures of students in the midst of reflective and supportive activities (e.g., collecting 

neighborhood trash) were shown as examples of people whose prayer life flowed out into 

action.  
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Figure 3. The “Contemplatives in action” notice board in the school hallway. This figure 

illustrates various elements of “Contemplatives in Action,” the theme for the academic 

year 2016-17. 

There has been a deliberate effort by the school’s campus ministry to make those 

themes central in the school’s culture and to sustain them. They made deliberate efforts to 

help everyone in the school to hear these themes “over and over and experience them” so 

that they became “a part of … their own identity, their own sort of thinking about what 

they [were] experiencing” (P18). 

Role models: appearance and behavior. Teachers and staff conducted themselves 

professionally on the school campus. During this research project, the researcher casually 

observed that they were neatly dressed (the women were professionally dressed and the 

men usually wore formal long sleeve shirts, a tie, and a jacket or a coat), walked 

purposefully in the hallways, and conducted themselves with a professional etiquette. 

This researcher made numerous rounds up and down the three floors of the school to 

contact participants; he found teachers busy working in their respective classrooms or at 
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their desks in the faculty rooms. Between classes, teachers would greet one another and 

move on. Teachers saw themselves as role models and took this very seriously. One of 

them (P16) reflected on this role: 

But bigger than my role as [subject] teacher, I feel that I’m (pause) I take very 

seriously my role as a role model for my students (pause). It has to be bigger than 

just teaching the content. I know that who I am, where I come from… how I look 

to students affects their perception of me and what I can offer them. 

 As part of this idea of being role models, teachers taught by example. They could 

be seen walking at a fast pace from one place to the next, or busy at their desks grading 

papers or preparing classes. Rather than “pretend to know [students’] stories”, teachers 

often tried to model behaviors that they thought were valuable and which reflected “the 

values and charisms of CRHS” (P16). It was interesting to hear participants speak about 

being vulnerable and acknowledging their mistakes before students. Even as teachers 

held themselves to high standards, they were aware that they had “fallen short” and they 

were willing to make amends. One teacher (P17) admitted that when she lost a paper or 

got something wrong with the homework, she looked at it positively and thought, “Good 

thing I’m human too… I’m not perfect and I don’t expect you guys to be either.” Another 

teacher (P16) was willing to apologize to students when she made mistakes and saw this 

as modelling a behavior that could help them later in life. She said, 

I think the moments that have been more meaningful are when I feel like I’ve 

fallen short and I’ve been able to sit down with a student… to kind of talk to that 

kid and let them see that I’m human and I make mistakes so that I can model that 

for them as they go out into the world, into the universities, and just even in their 
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own lives, just to be able to reflect and say, “I didn’t do this very well and I’m 

sorry and here’s how I’m going to try and do it better.” 

The interviewees agreed that the atmosphere at CRHS offered a safe space to 

make mistakes and to learn from them. One teacher mentioned, “I want them to know it’s 

okay, and even if there’s other places in their lives where they don’t feel it’s okay to 

make mistakes, that they can make mistakes here.” Students coming from backgrounds or 

childhoods where they were afraid of the consequences of “messing up” could learn to be 

themselves in the safe environment at CRHS. 

The aesthetics of a culture of success. The school shared a beautiful building 

with another not-for-profit organization. The common spaces, corridors, offices, lobby, 

and classrooms were neat and clean. A participant (P25) who showed the researcher 

around the school explained how the walls of the corridors were painted in carefully 

selected color combinations to provide people with energy and calmness.  

The Jesuit Standards were neatly printed on the walls of the corridors and 

common areas as gentle reminders of who they were as a school body and what they were 

about (see Appendix E, photographs #23 & 24). The “Grad on Grad” was a simple 

bulleted reminder of what the school wanted to achieve by graduation:  

A graduate of a Jesuit School is… 

• Open to personal growth and development 

• Intellectually competent 

• Committed to doing justice 

• Religious 

• Loving 
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The same was painted in the common dining room and near an exit on the ground floor.  

Although the general feeling was one of appreciation for all the reminders and the 

tasteful décor at CRHS, one participant took umbrage at one of the standards (see Figure 

4) printed on the wall facing the stairwell. The inscription on the wall reminded people 

that the school “serves and educates under-resourced students and families in the Jesuit 

tradition at a Catholic, College and Career Preparatory School.”  

She pointed out that students entering the second floor would be reminded that 

they were “under-resourced” every time they entered that floor to go to their classes. She 

explained that she would like the school to focus on the positive rather than to daily 

remind students of their “under-resourced” situation. It would be fine to have this written 

near the development office, for example, but it was not appropriate near the students’ 

classrooms.  

Figure 4. The mission statement of CRHS. (Note that the school name has been deleted 

by this researcher.) 
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A culture of joy, passion, and vitality. The participants spoke a lot about 

enjoying their work at CRHS and about celebrating their students and their teachers too. 

Most participants felt that they were valued. A welcoming atmosphere made new faculty 

and staff quickly feel at home in that fast-paced environment. There was a passion and 

vitality with which they worked and, for many of them, their energy had been sustained. 

Some participants admitted that the volume and pace of the work was also exhausting and 

overwhelming at times. 

An air of gratitude: celebrating success. Faculty and staff took conscious steps to 

celebrate their students. During the school assembly, students were felicitated for various 

achievements. Here is an example of an announcement made at the school assembly to 

felicitate a particular student who had improved tremendously:  

This student is no delicate flower… [and] only gets better with time. When this 

student’s name came up for nomination there was a hearty roar of approval from 

the room. Teachers marvel how this student has matured and grown since 

freshman year. This student knows that all the little things count and regularly 

checks in with teachers about homework and daily practice. There is a quote that 

says, “Every accomplishment starts with the decision to try. The trying this 

student has done this past session is admirable and we celebrate this well-

deserved accomplishment with you today (Gloriam Award Winner Citation, 

Appendix E #2). 

Celebrations, however, were not only about students; the faculty and staff also 

celebrated their own successes. One school leader (P14) spoke about little “shout-outs” 

and “thank-yous” to teachers who had done well. Cocoa and cookies were a simple way 
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of acknowledging their hard work and commitment. They did this together, as one 

participant (P22) elaborated:  

Everybody takes pride in the successes and everybody mourns the failures, you 

know. It isn’t… my kid succeeded, your kid failed, no. Our kid succeeded, our kid 

failed. You know, we celebrate the victories, we mourn the defeats together and 

keep trying to do better. 

 Hence there were efforts to ensure that there was “an air of gratitude” within the 

building or at staff meetings, where people understood that even a little “thank you” was 

meant. These were public affirmations and participants liked that atmosphere.  

Feeling valued. Teachers mentioned that they felt valued and affirmed at this 

school, both by school administrators or by their former students who returned to school 

“or wrote them a nice note.” A participant who had worked hard to help the school grow 

and improve, spoke with joy and feeling, saying, “And he (a superior) acknowledged 

what had happened. Well, that so affirmed me. That was all I needed (laughs) you know, 

was just to know that somebody knew and appreciated [me].”  

School leaders understood the value of their teachers and made efforts to make 

that felt. One of the participants (P22) mentioned that as leadership, they “acknowledge 

and affirm that our teachers are going beyond the pay, going beyond the call of duty, so 

they know that we know that they are.” The school leaders wanted to let the teachers 

know that they “couldn’t pay them what they were worth, that wasn’t possible, but… 

certainly gave them acknowledgment and appreciation.” 

Joy, fun, and excitement. Some of the participants dwelt on the fun and joy they 

experienced at work. They spoke of teasing one another, especially those who had been 
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together with some of their colleagues over a longer period than the newcomers. One of 

the interviewees (P18) excitedly spoke about the joy she experienced which impacted her 

family life. “My kids wanna come here,” she laughed. She narrated the following: 

My daughter was one (year old) when I started and she says, “Where am I going 

to high school, mum?” (The participant told her daughter where she would 

probably go.) “Well I wanna go to Cristo Rey.” I said, “Why do you want to go 

there?” She says, “It’s a good school, isn’t it, mum?” I said, “I think it’s the best 

school… (excitedly) if you want the best education, I think you’re going to get it 

here because I know the teachers and I know the work that they do” and … I 

would want that for my kids, right… that kind of commitment and passion and 

excitement and hard work and she sees that too, right?  

So that no one should misunderstand the joy and fun they enjoy, a participant (P15) put 

things in perspective when he said, 

You know, there’s a joy and an anxiety that I already shared with you; the joy is 

the work, there’s a little anxiety because we really have to work to make this 

happen. Because it’s great work, you don’t want to coast around here, there’s 

continuous improvement, continuous work. 

 One participant (P19) provided insights into teachers who were frustrated or had 

problems and for “whatever reason [were] not integrating well into the school culture.” 

Such teachers were so focused on their daily classes that they hardly engaged with others 

“and typically, they also [did not] stay.” Teachers who “socially did not feel part of the 

staff” would not last in the long term. The participants did not mention whether the 

school used an exit interview when someone left the school.  
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Passion and energy. Most of the participants spoke of the energy, passion, and 

vitality they experienced at this school. Both school leaders and teachers were affirmative 

that they “passionately and relentlessly worked to advance [their] mission.” It began with 

learning about the “passion, energy, creativity, and commitment of other CRHS 

schools… wanting to emulate that and even do it better.”  Their passion and energy were 

picked up by osmosis from one another; this kept them engaged “because [they knew 

they were] going to see a smiling face and a friend and someone to talk to.”  

Sometimes the passion and energy were sustained in most people; yet for a few 

others, they did feel tired or overwhelmed at times. One of the participants (P19) 

provided both sides of the picture on sustained energy that teachers who had remained 

and those who had got burned out in the process of this high intensity mission (the latter 

part will be examined in the section under challenges). He said,  

The founding faculty—all of them are still around with the exception of one 

person who retired, because he was at the end of his career. And who still is a 

substitute teacher (at their school)! (laughs)… Now we have a much larger 

faculty… so there are a lot of people who weren’t around in those days… but 

those who were, tend to be still here. 

School leaders took deliberate steps to sustain the energy levels of teachers. One 

school leader (P14) made constant efforts to be “that positive leader and let [teachers] 

know— ‘Hey, it’s gonna be alright. You’re gonna be fine!’” When some teachers tended 

“to sweat the small stuff,” this leader wanted to reassure them that they would be able to 

get through that. Another school leader (P15) was content that their leadership behavior 

inspired others. He said, “Even unconsciously it comes about by your very person, by 
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people seeing you and saying, ‘Yeah, I like the way he does things; I like the way he 

comes on time to work.”  

 The professional culture at CRHS provided a platform to build a strong and 

vibrant teaching community who engaged with students in a professional manner. The 

atmosphere in the school was developed over the years to provide students with the 

freedom they needed to transform from a culture of poverty to a culture of success. 

Celebrating their successes together made it a “fun” place to sustain high energy levels.  

Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and Communication 

The consensus among the subjects was that “strong relationships” were a key to 

the functioning of the school. These relationships matured between school leaders and 

teachers, between teachers and their colleagues, and between teachers and their students. 

A teacher (P17) mentioned, “One of our biggest goals is just to build relationships with 

students,” and another participant (P19) teased it out further: “We don’t want students to 

just achieve academically; we want them to deepen their relationships with each other, 

[to] deepen their relationships with their community, [and to] deepen their relationships 

with God.” Teacher P13 stated: “Two things that keep me at my school are my colleagues 

and my students.”  

“Awesome” relationships. Participant P18 shared how the relationships with 

faculty, staff, and administration had been “awesome.” Besides this importance of 

developing and sustaining relationships with students, the participants were clear that the 

relationships they shared with their colleagues and leaders were essential too. A strong 

feature noticed at CRHS was collaboration at all levels between leaders, faculty, and 

staff. Participant P20 explained that many people in the school approached her with 
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questions on what worked—and what did not—owing to her many years of experience in 

the school. Another participant (P15), who described much of his work as developing 

relationships with outsiders and “bringing people into this (school) building,” expressed 

contentment that he enjoyed strong relationships with those within the building too. He 

said, “The teachers are very comfortable in asking me and our staff to help… to chaperon 

(the students) … So, they do try to pull us into what’s going on.” 

Some school leaders had worked at CRHS for several years, beginning as teachers 

and later chose to take up administrative work (see Table 1). One of the subjects (P19) 

said: “Because I came as a teacher, I think I do have a good relationship with those 

people with whom I taught for a number of years.” This helped the school leaders to 

understand the faculty and to collaborate with them. A participant articulated how he 

provided structure for teachers to find time to “collaborate with each other [and] puzzle 

over their important tasks together.” During team meetings, teachers could get together 

once a week and discuss students of concern, best practices, the curriculum, big events 

like college fairs, and so on.  

Teachers joined forces with other teachers because “they firmly believed that 

collaboration [could] make their classes [and] school better.” The math and religion 

department teachers were singled out for praise. One of the interviewees (P19) pointed 

out: “They’re very aligned and they collaborate on just about every level… they have 

shared assessment and shared planning.” He explained how the math teachers had 

volunteered to share classes between multiple teachers and thereby collected comparative 

data. He was happy that “other departments… [were] all moving in that (collaborative) 

direction.” Participant P22 perceived this collaboration as an essential part of their 
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functioning because the teachers were “facing an impossible task” and needed to use 

everything they could, “including each other” to get better. To substantiate this idea of 

teachers supporting one another, he cited an example of a teacher who would enter a 

classroom, record his lecture with a video recorder, and then give it to a fellow teacher 

and say, “Tell me what I’m doing right or wrong.”  

Owing to the “intense and exhausting” work that they did, teachers needed to rely 

on each other. One of the teachers (P24) explained how the school leaders had designed 

the teachers’ office to facilitate collaboration where teachers could share space (and 

ideas). He reflected: “It keeps me from being an island in my own little world… You’re 

forced, when you sign on to be a member of the faculty here… to collaborate.” He 

continued his reflection that the school had fostered a “culture of collaboration [that was] 

part of the mission.” He cited an example of one of the school leaders who was a “great 

example of leadership.” This school leader—if he was struggling with a particular 

student—would approach a teacher who had a “strong relationship” with that student and 

say, “Hey, do you mind talking about this? I know you have a good relationship (with 

him/her).” This participant (P11) ended his reflection on collaboration by saying: 

The culture that we built here is not seen as a weakness… We are on board 

together to support our students [in] any way we can. If I cannot do it then can 

you do it? If you cannot do it then I’ll try or we’ll try together. You know that is 

engagement right there! 

Building community and an “atmosphere of family.” The collaborative 

relationships shared by faculty and staff at CRHS “pushed them to keep engaged.” These 

relationships helped them bond as a community. The word “community” was used 76 
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times during the 15 interviews. Participants spoke about different aspects of community 

that helped them work towards achieving their mission. Participant P24 understood their 

being community as a “kind of necessity” particularly in the early years when teachers 

had to “lean on each other” to fulfill the multiple roles and tasks they undertook. Another 

participant (P13) mentioned how their “seasoned teachers” welcomed and cared for new 

teachers, thereby creating an “atmosphere of family.”  

The participants provided many examples of informal ways of building 

community. Getting together after work hours was one of the factors that helped faculty 

and staff bond. One participant (P24) narrated how many of them had gone to a local 

restaurant for pizza and beers after the previous week’s parent-teacher conference. He 

continued: “It’s great to be able to just unwind a little bit, talk about things that aren’t 

even related to school or make funny stories about stuff that happens.” A school leader 

(P21) echoed the same emotion when she said, “Teachers get together… as a 

community… to go out. I feel [that] they like each other’s company; they want to hang 

out with each other more, even outside of work.” She stated that the emails for such 

events were sent out to all the faculty and staff so that “everybody [could] hang out… 

together.” She laughed loudly when she mentioned that she was part of a “little club… 

that [was] a little exclusive” for women over forty because they had “more stuff in 

common.” Participant P20 enjoyed being part of “a really cool community” and felt 

engaged because she knew that she was “going to see a smiling face and a friend and 

someone to talk to.” 

One participant (P24) mentioned that he engaged with others in the school in 

informal ways to lighten things up and to build up the community. He would often pop 
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into a class when a teacher was sitting alone and check in to see how that teacher was 

doing. He said, “Ninety-five percent of the time you’ll get a smile, ‘Hey, how are you?’ If 

they are very serious, you’ll get work. You’ll get that!” Another participant (P18) 

appreciated such kinds of informal interactions that gave her courage. She said, “It 

definitely feels like I’m not in it alone.” 

More formal ways of building community took place when the school organized 

events for “collegiality and fellowship,” i.e., professional development days, seven or 

eight masses and a couple of ecumenical services each year, a hundred-days’ luncheon 

which they organized for the seniors a hundred days before graduation, and “graduation 

acceptances” in the school auditorium to celebrate seniors when they were accepted to 

college. Such celebrations “helped feed the community.” Participant P23, who brought in 

a picture with the school president, the principal, and the school’s chaplain performing a 

fun high-energy activity during the inaugural mass, said, “We’re choosing to show them 

(students, donors, religious figures, and others) that this is what our community is like.” 

Living as a community enabled faculty and staff to look out for one another. One 

teacher (P13) became emotional as she narrated how another teacher prayed the rosary 

with her every day when her little daughter was sick. She said: “And then on the 

mornings when I was too tired I would come in late and she would be still there praying 

for my daughter… It touches my soul.” Another participant (P23) recalled a time when 

her parents’ house burned down and the “faculty and staff really rallied to help.” She 

didn’t ask for nor did she expect help, but it “was something that they just did because 

they wanted to help [her].” Yet another participant (P19), touched by the emails and 
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phone calls of colleagues at the birth of his baby, said: “Also, one of the teachers… 

brought a meal over, two meals actually, over to my house.”  

Growth was a factor that seemed to challenge their traditional community spirit. 

One participant was wary as she said, “Growth… leads to a bigger staff… You lose the 

sense of the small tight-knit community. [Therefore] I think it’s harder to keep our 

mission and identity sort of as strong as I think it has been.” 

Communication. The way that the school leaders, faculty, and staff 

communicated with one another and with their students impacted the mission and their 

engagement in their work too. Participants provided various examples as they spoke 

about the communication that took place between the school leaders and teachers, 

between teachers and their colleagues, and between teachers and their students. 

Generally, they had many positive stories to tell; they mentioned, however, some 

challenges that hampered communication in their school. 

Communication between leadership and teachers. Some of the school leaders 

explained how they planned conversations or formal meetings to disseminate information 

to the faculty and staff. A school leader (P11) worked towards “conversations or 

relationships with all staff and faculty, not just the ones who had the same interests… or 

same type of humor… or those [he knew] the longest.” He mentioned that people were 

comfortable with getting such opportunities to speak to him given his position in the 

school.  

 There were formal ways in which leadership communicated with faculty and staff. 

They had two or three “State of CRHS” addresses that were similar to the state of the 

union addresses. They reported “on how each area [was] doing towards [their] matrix. 
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What [they were] kind of measured against.” Teacher P16 appreciated this approach of 

regularly reflecting as a community on their mission, how they allocated their resources, 

and whether their choices reflected their values and their mission. She said, “We have 

done that over the years… It’s sometimes been a little awkward, but I think it’s important 

to do.” 

During such meetings, leadership reminded them about their organizational 

structure where they tried to be flat (a more horizontal organizational structure where 

teachers possessed greater autonomy) and sometimes needed to be hierarchical. For 

example, there were occasions when a speaker flew in to speak to their students and they 

“just could not plan such events a year in advance.” At such times, there were 

hierarchical decisions made to change the schedule. One of the leaders (P12) emphasized 

the importance of communicating to teachers why such decisions were made: “So that … 

people understand what went into that thinking, that decision.” And when people were 

brought into such conversations, he continued, “They will understand who you are and 

why you are making that choice.” 

Other means of formal communication were a “weekly blast” or newsletter for the 

faculty and staff with aggregated data on the observations of classes, and the newly 

adopted “PowerSchool” program. A school leader (P14) clarified that individual 

observations were not mentioned in the newsletter; rather, the teachers could get a sense 

of what they were doing well as a team and the areas where they needed to improve. The 

PowerSchool computer program would help them better communicate with each other on 

the performance of individual students, including their behavioral, social, and family 

issues. Teachers also had opportunities to meet face to face individually with the 
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principal or their dean based on the feedback they received about their classroom 

teaching. This feedback was shared with the respective teachers on Google Forms (an 

online software application to create and analyze surveys) immediately following a 

classroom observation. A face-to-face session was scheduled for fifty minutes where they 

could talk (for the first 20 to 25 minutes) about their classes, the observation feedback, 

and learn about the improvements that they could make to their classes. The second half 

of these sessions were open for teachers to talk about anything else that they wanted.  

One school leader (P14) continued: 

There’s never been a teacher, yet, who said: “Alright, I’ve nothing to talk about.” 

Everybody has something to talk about… They talk about their family life… what 

they’re doing this weekend… what they did last weekend… hopes that they have 

or it could be challenges that they have… and it could be challenges with 

balancing home and work life, it could be challenges with certain students or 

other teachers… or they talk about the resources they need.  

Communication within the faculty. Some of the participants spoke about the 

“very uplifting and joyful conversations” that they enjoyed as faculty. They kept up 

“friendly banter back and forth” while “still respecting the professional lines and 

boundaries.” They chatted about football, about things that happened in their lives outside 

of school, and about difficult classes that they may have had so that they could “vent a 

little bit, if need be.” Teacher P24 explained that it was good to be around such teachers, 

saying: 

You can tell people just genuinely enjoy being around each other… We like to 

tease each other a lot too… Again, that safe space knowing that someone’s not 
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going to have their feelings hurt and it’s not mean-spirited by any means. Being 

able to joke around each other… that shows a certain level of intimacy… It’s just 

giving each other a hard time and we laugh and we move on… That’s nice, I like 

that. I like that a lot! 

 Another teacher (P16) shared the same sentiment of cordiality in her 

conversations with her colleagues. Since they had healthy conversations and good 

relationships, she could apologize when she made mistakes. She narrated an incident that 

had happened the day prior to the research interview where she had shown her irritation 

with some of her colleagues when it wasn’t their fault. She “was crabby with them,” not 

mean, but she was short. She continued, “And this morning I was thinking about that and 

I felt bad so I just went and told them that I’m sorry and I’ll do better and that they didn’t 

deserve that.” 

Communication with students. School leaders and teachers worked at developing 

relationships with students. The participants provided examples of breakthroughs in 

communicating with certain students. They also mentioned that they had struggled to 

communicate with some students. This relationship began when every student was 

greeted at the entrance of the school. (The researcher recorded in his journal after the first 

day of research on the school site, “I was pleasantly surprised to be greeted by the 

school’s president at the door. He was there this Monday morning, greeting every student 

as they entered the school.”) School leaders took turns to greet students at the entrance 

each morning. Participant P15 showed his respect for students as he greeted them when it 

was his turn at the school entrance. He said that parents loved it and continued, “I wave at 

them (parents) too as they drop their kids off.” Another school leader narrated an incident 
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that happened during the week prior to this interview when a group of students with 

video cameras were going around the school soliciting opinions on whether “young 

people should be able to vote.” This was his response: 

I said, “Yes! Because you are part of our society and voting is part of you being 

full participants in society. And that’s what this school is about. You can become 

a full participant in society. You belong downtown. You belong… in leadership 

positions… This is your world too!” And that’s what this is all about.  

On the first day of the research project, one of the participants (P25) took this 

researcher on a tour of the school and pointed out to the Jesuit standards and other 

inspirational quotations painted on the walls above the lockers in the corridors. One of 

the students asked him why they had written “collaboration and mission as partners.” 

Instead of answering the student, he offered a question: “Why do you think we wrote 

that?” He explained that it was important to communicate with students as adults and to 

provide them opportunities to think for themselves. 

 One of the teachers (P17) explained how communication with her students kept 

her highly engaged in the school. There were a few cases where she had to expend a lot 

of energy and time to help students find themselves, and such cases brought her joy. She 

shared her experience with one freshman who “could not get it together.” She and other 

teachers met with this student on a weekly basis to find out what support he needed to 

succeed. Their efforts were in vain, however, as the young man did not want to graduate. 

He said: “I do not want to be here; my mom wants me to be here.” After “two and a half 

years of constant intervention” he was transformed and shared with this teacher that he 

wanted to teach English someday. She was exuberant as she told me how she replied to 
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the young man: “You would be perfect at that, because you would know how to deal with 

them!” 

Challenges to communication. There were challenges to communicating 

effectively in the school at different levels. Participant P11 shared how teachers could get 

frustrated, stressed, or angry because of different student issues and “some of that 

frustration… [got] transferred to him as an individual.” Another participant explained 

how some faculty seemed disappointed when the school did not provide them food at a 

particular after-school event because “the standard [had] been set and… it was not being 

fulfilled.” She thought that better communication would have prevented such a 

misunderstanding. Participant P18 was of the opinion that newer staff and students 

increasingly perceived the administrators as “too busy.” That perception could prevent 

them from taking up the time of the school leaders. Another participant, who felt “it 

becomes really hard to get to know one another” and wanted to see better infrastructure 

in place to improve faculty communications, said:  

There are faculty work rooms and each faculty member has their little cubicle, but 

it’s really a work space. And frequently they will have lunch at their work 

space… There may be a coffee machine or refrigerator [nearby], but it’s not a 

place where faculty can sit and actually talk. Business talk, yes, maybe.  

To summarize, the various efforts that school leaders made to improve 

communication in the school helped teachers to develop better relationships with their 

leaders, with their peers, and with their students. Improved communication meant that the 

mission was made clearer especially when they met as a group, and it also brought about 

better teacher engagement when teachers felt at ease to share their successes and 
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struggles in the classroom. When participants mentioned that there were challenges to 

communication, they simultaneously mentioned possibilities for improvement.  

Trust. Many participants spoke of how their school relationships had grown 

through trust. Some of the administrators made special efforts to be trustworthy. As one 

of the participants mentioned, he considered having “trusting relationships” with his 

colleagues and teachers as one of the most important parts of his work. A Jesuit 

participant invited “different faculty and staff members over to the Jesuit house for… 

non-agenda socializing.” He explained that they did this so that the faculty and staff 

could learn something about the other Jesuits in the community and how they lived. It 

was also a way of “building relationships” and letting them know that the Jesuit 

community appreciated the work that they did in the school. 

 Some participants deliberately made time to be available for others to confide in 

them. One of them (P20) said, “When my door is open, I will have teachers stop by and 

talk to me and vent and ask questions.” Another participant (P25) had similar thoughts: 

“It’s helpful for me to be… one who listens and who can let them know it’s okay… to 

have doubts and fears.” He felt there was a growing sense among the faculty and staff 

that he was safe to talk to, that he was not there to judge or to rat on them.  

 The trust that one teacher (P13) experienced from her school leaders helped her to 

take the initiative and to work towards improving the reading abilities of their students. 

She called up professors at Columbia who recommended reading lessons for her 

department. When she approached her principal for permission to visit a particular school 

in New York that was very good at interventions to close the learning gap, “he was 

totally supportive” and accompanied her to learn from that school. The metacognitive 
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reading strategies this teacher learned were shared with others on her English team. She 

said, “We came together and my whole English department worked with all these 

different departments to teach them metacognitive strategies.”   

 Trust was an important element in the relationships fostered at the school. At 

times, that trust took time to be established. One of the teachers (P24) pointed out that 

many American teachers liked the public schools because the principal was not in the 

room and they could do their own thing. At CRHS, however, they were held accountable 

and their work was evaluated. He continued, “Not every teacher likes that.” Another 

teacher (P17) described how it was to be in an environment where everyone was trusted 

to do their best and to work towards the mission. She felt that such conversations built on 

trust, even when individuals had different opinions, “really strengthened the faculty.” 

This researcher enquired whether their hard work and engagement could be due to fear of 

being laid off for slacking. (Earlier, participant P15 explained that teachers were 

employed on a contract basis.) 

Researcher: So, if they don’t have tenure, does that mean that teachers could be a 

little nervous that it would be easier to remove them? 

P17: I think that’s why the trust has been built up so much that it doesn’t make… 

I mean people don’t really feel that way. 

Researcher: So that’s not a fear or a challenge to the engagement that they have 

here? 

P17: No, I haven’t seen that.  

To conclude, the participants were emphatic that Collaborative Relationships, 

Trust, and Communication played an important part in their engagement and their desire 
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to fulfill their mission. There were formal and informal structures available for them to 

develop lasting relationships at school that helped them cope with the high intensity 

environment in which they worked. For many of them, the feeling of being a community 

was a major factor that animated their lives and their work. They were ready to help one 

another and look out for each other when needed because of the trust that they enjoyed. 

At times, some felt bad that their relationships had been affected, especially during times 

of transitions.  

Shared leadership: Owning the Mission  

From the handshake one experienced at the front door each morning to the time 

students finished their school work and waited to return home in the school buses each 

evening, one got the impression of a strong sense of a shared mission at CR. In this 

respect, the participants spoke about their feelings and ideas on “owning the mission” and 

shaping the direction and vision of the school. They wanted to be accountable to their 

school community even though members emphasized different aspects of this mission. 

They spoke to the growth pains of evolving from a startup to institutionalizing their 

successful procedures even as they wanted to protect their mission. They designed a 

deliberate way of sharing the school’s mission among faculty and staff, and among 

students. All these factors contributed to making the teachers want to work at the school. 

Flat Organization. Some of the participants spoke about the organizational 

structure that helped them to be highly engaged and to meet their goals. The general 

desire by school leaders was to create a flat organization and yet to be prepared for 

occasions when hierarchical decisions would be required. Participant P12 explained, 

“Our model has been to try and be as flat of an organization as possible… There are 
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times when you can’t be flat and there’s times when we need to push it to be more flat.” 

The degree of flatness was difficult to determine, he continued, “They call it the 80-20 

effect. Eighty percent are just fine, ten percent want you to go faster, ten percent want 

you to go slower.” By this he indicated that most were comfortable with their 

organizational structure. Some, however, thought that they needed even less hierarchy 

whereas a few indicated that they wanted more authority and decisions from above.  

 One of the teachers (P13) explained why a flatter organization benefitted the 

institution and why they didn’t have departmental chairs: 

When leadership is spread out—the more people feel autonomy and that they 

have a voice—the more invested they are in their work… They work harder 

because they feel they are important… That’s why I think [that] not having 

department chairs and not having necessarily a hierarchy in the teachers has led to 

everyone feeling [that] all of us can be leaders, all of us can give a voice… I know 

that I feel that way… that having a flatter organization is better.  

A flat organization meant that faculty and staff would “have more ownership in 

it,” a participant (P12) reasoned and then continued, “and if they have ownership in the 

mission, then they will move it forward” to a great extent. Flatness made the organization 

more organic and encouraged innovation; however, “it could get messy” and there were 

times when there was “a little bit of chaos.” Flatness was considered important, a school 

leader pointed out, to prevent “groupthink” and to encourage “a diversity of minds” 

where people could “challenge each other to live out the mission correctly.”  

 Not only did the school try to create a flatter organization but they also created 

structures to provide people with the opportunities to try out whether they wanted more 
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formal leadership. There were distinct roles in the school with the school’s president, 

principal, assistant principal, and multiple deans that were leadership positions. Since the 

school was small, they did not have chairpersons of each department. Participant P12 

mentioned that “three people became deans because they wanted to try out leadership… 

in an administrative role. Then they realized they did not want to do it anymore… They 

went back to being teachers. But at least they had that experience.” The structure 

provided opportunities for people to test whether they liked formal leadership roles. 

Some did appreciate such leadership roles and took up higher positions in other schools. 

The structure provided “the best leaders… [to] come up through the organization.” The 

participant named three Cristo Rey graduates employed at the school and looked forward 

to see them moving up in the institution. One of the teachers (P24) appreciated the 

structures that provided such opportunities to be formal or informal leaders. He explained 

that in some institutions, school leaders would be wary of strong teacher leadership; in 

this school, however, informal leadership roles were appreciated. He said, “I think some 

leadership would be intimidated by teachers that are strong leaders… but we’ve had 

leadership that is nurtured… [and] encouraged.” 

We-feeling. The interviewees spoke of a strong sense of belonging and ownership 

at CR. They went to work because they believed in the mission and “because it’s a 

‘we’—we are going to work together.” There was a “sense of self-satisfaction as a corps, 

as a community of teachers and administrators” (P22) that together helped them 

understand and work with “the harder job.” Participant P17 spoke of the energy that was 

evident there as everyone worked “on doing the best” while “working towards the 

mission.” This energy she absorbed and let it become part of her. She also mentioned that 
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even if people arrived without that kind of passion and drive, just being in that 

environment, teachers would “get there eventually.” Participant P18 pointed to a project 

and to a school leader who “was really great at making that happen.” She went on to 

express her happiness at being included in that project which helped her to continue to be 

engaged: “I feel… we’ve got really good momentum with that here.”  

This “we-feeling” enabled teachers to remain highly engaged even though they 

could possibly earn higher salaries at other private institutions or at public schools. A 

school leader (P12) admitted that their teachers needed decent wages to support their 

families and the school strived to collect funds to pay their teachers a fair wage. More 

than the financial aspect, however, they remained at CRHS because of their mission. He 

said: 

I know that we just don’t have that revenue source. But if we can help our 

teachers to belong, there’s more than just money why people go to work. They go 

to work because they believe in the mission, they go to work because it’s a “we”; 

we are going to work together, and then they also go to work because of the 

finances. 

The faculty’s we-feeling was strengthened by the trust built into their 

conversations. Even when employees had different opinions on a topic, that “passion and 

drive” helped them to bond as a group.  Their conversations helped them within the 

classroom and outside of it too. One participant looked at the decisions teachers made 

that not only guided students in the classroom but also helped guide “the direction and 

vision of the school.” A school leader (P14) spoke of maintaining these positive traits, 
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never going backward, and working towards their goals for “that’s what [kept her] up at 

night.” 

 The flat organizational structure and we-feeling permitted teachers to have 

“considerable autonomy.” One school leader (P12) explained that the leadership 

respected the principle of subsidiarity. He provided an example of allowing people 

freedom to make certain decisions in keeping with their respective roles in the school and 

then providing them with the support or resources they needed. Another participant (P19) 

echoed this attitude of providing teachers with an overarching kind of design and then 

leaving them free to choose the details. He did intervene when he thought that meetings 

ought to move in a different direction than the one that a teacher leader had identified. It 

was interesting to note how he resisted exerting more control: 

There was a teacher last year… who was really looking for me to exert more 

control over the curriculum, which is something I resisted… It has been our 

tradition in the past… not to exert control over the curriculum. They say, “Here 

are [the] top level goals, and the details of how that happens are up to departments 

and teachers.” 

It must be noted that the participants had conflicting views whether their voices 

were heard or not. Some participants mentioned that they could express their views freely 

and the school leaders listened to them. A teacher (P13) said: “That's the case where I 

feel I’m not a principal, I’m not a vice-principal, but if it was a good idea it would rise to 

the level of priority, I would be heard and I would get the resources I need to implement 

things.” One school leader (P15) expressed his appreciation when he said: 
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I very much feel a leader on a leadership team… I wouldn’t say it’s a true 

consensus decision-making model but our leadership team discusses things, and 

you know, [the president] listens to all that input… before we move forward. I do 

feel my voice is definitely heard, very valued, I’ve no question about that. People 

are encouraged to share their opinion.  

A few participants thought differently and felt that more could be done to see that 

teachers’ voices were heard. There was shared leadership and yet the school had 

struggled to incorporate all their voices. For example, a teacher explained her internal 

tussle: 

I think that’s where we really struggle… I don’t think it’s not valued; I just think 

we need a way to—well, it may not be valued. I don’t know. I think it is but I 

think that there’s just not been a really efficient or effective way to communicate 

that or to incorporate that into our mission… but mostly I think people want to get 

input. It’s just how that—what does that look like? And so, I think we’ve 

struggled with that. Yeah. 

  Accountability and transparency. During the research project, this researcher 

was impressed by the teachers’ sense of being accountable, not merely to their school 

authorities, but to themselves. One of the leadership team (P15) mentioned, “I think the 

level of commitment of staff and faculty here is exemplary… just awesome!” They 

endeavored to “keep everything sort of rooted in [their] mission and [their] identity…and 

[to be] very transparent about that.” This sense of accountability, as part of their very 

own mission and identity, was geared towards meeting their precise numbers they wanted 

to educated, and they wanted to help their students graduate from college. New teachers 
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entering CRHS would soon know if the school was a good fit or whether they had to 

move on to another place. As one participant elaborated:  

In that sense, I think the faculty, especially the more veteran faculty, are really 

mentors for the new faculty coming in.  I think the new people coming in, I think 

they immediately pick up the fact “Oh, my God, these people really work hard; 

they’re working their tails off!” And I think it inspires them. 

 The participants appreciated a certain openness in sharing their best practices and 

their struggles across grades and within their respective departments. This sense of 

accountability and transparency resonated with what other participants mentioned about 

being inspired by their colleagues or co-teachers. The enthusiasm and commitment to 

dedicated teaching rubbed off on others by osmosis and pushed them “to want to keep 

engaged” (P24). This sense of being accountable was seen not only among teachers, but 

also among leaders. One of the school’s pioneers (P22) mentioned, “I never asked 

anybody anything I wouldn’t want to do myself. And I think that’s true of our whole 

leadership team. We all burned… the candle at both ends.” 

 This commitment of the leadership team to work hard and to lead by example was 

“vital in a program like this,” said participant P16, who looked at accountability and 

transparency at different levels in the organization. The teachers relied not only on 

middle level managers who assessed the teachers and provided them with feedback but 

also on upper tier leaders who raised money and shared their mission with the larger 

community that provided jobs for their students. Therefore, she concluded, “it’s 

absolutely vital that they do what they do so that we can do what we do.” 
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Mission emphasized differently. Although the mission was mentioned as the 

central pillar to teacher engagement at CR, the faculty and staff emphasized different 

aspects of the mission. One participant (P12) put these different elements together: 

Some people feel they want [the] corporate work-study program as the most 

important part of that formula. Some people feel that academics is the most 

important part of that formula. Some people feel that the counseling is the most 

important, and that is good because it is all of those things that get the students to 

graduate from college. 

These different emphases based on individual experiences were not seen as 

disruptive; rather they created a healthy tension that gave “input to move [their] mission 

forward.” Having the same mission but understanding it from each one’s individual 

framework led to healthy dialogue. As one interviewee mentioned, “There's a certain part 

of the mission that’s your favorite part of the mission and there's a certain part of the 

mission that's my favorite part of the mission.” Continuing to dialogue, he explained, 

would help to make their mission great. Sublimely, he reflected aloud, “But if we only go 

with my way, then our mission is less than if we go together.” 

The flatness in the organizational structure enabled that shared mission to become 

more concrete and to voice their opinions, because they all cared about the mission. A 

school leader looked at these diverse opinions as essential to keeping the spirit of the 

mission. He said:  

Because if we only do what the leadership wants, then it can become groupthink, 

when everybody just goes along with it because, because we are all the same 

mindset. But if we have a diversity of minds, pushing that forward, then my 
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mission is going to be even stronger and more successful because we are 

challenging each other to live out the mission correctly. 

Evolution and protecting the mission. The school has evolved over the last ten 

years, growing from a startup into a well-established institution that makes faculty, staff, 

and students feel a sense of pride. Participants spoke with feeling about this process that 

had taken place, from the “entrepreneurial growth mindset of [their] school… to become 

more of an institution.” They shared stories and memories of beginning with the classes 

when the building was incomplete and the school office was in a different place. Both 

teachers and administrators appreciated the core group who began and helped sustain the 

school in those fledgling years. One non-teaching participant (P23) mentioned: 

I think that it started with hiring a core group of teachers who are just very 

dedicated educators—I would say the ones that were definitely here in the 

beginning—I would say were practically here 24 hours in a day and that’s how 

you can tell they were so invested. I mean they never left… and I think part of 

that was because we were a startup and there weren’t other people that do [a 

variety of] jobs. 

Reminiscing on the early multitasking they had to do, one school leader (P11, 

earlier a teacher) described the many hats that he had to wear during the school’s 

fledgling years: “extra-curricular activities, transportation, I was the bus guy, lunch, I was 

one of the primary people who helped do lunch things, I would… goodness sakes, I can't 

think of all the other things!” Another teacher chuckled as she recalled helping with 

extra-curricular activities after school hours. The core team in those early years knew that 
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there were very few faculty and staff; and so, they contributed their efforts in areas 

outside of their fields of expertise.   

Since most of the participants had worked for over five years at CR, they spoke of 

how they cherished the past and sometimes felt a little apprehensive as the school grew. 

For many of them, their concern was that they no longer knew all the students in the 

school. (During the research, there were 455 students at CR.) From a small core team 

when the school began, the faculty and staff had grown to around 60 members. So, some 

participants mentioned a little heartbreak that they did not even know some of their own 

colleagues at school.  

Protecting the mission was an important concern even as the school evolved into a 

more institutionalized entity. One of the school leaders (P12) spoke of their efforts to 

institutionalize what they did as a school because they were no longer “that ma and pop 

grocery store anymore” and hence the need to explain that to all the employees. When 

asked about her vision for the future, one teacher (P16) responded, “The organization is 

growing. And to still keep to that mission. To have the same focus and goal. And to keep 

to those values too.” Another teacher (P24) was full of praise for the work the school 

leadership had done in keeping the mission at the heart of the school. He said: 

I would go as far as to say that our leadership has done a good job of protecting 

the mission. They haven’t let it change, right. They keep that at the center and just 

like faculty there’s been leadership in our building who were able to keep that in 

the center, you know… Protecting our mission is huge. 

Intentionally propagating the mission. From the interviews, observations, and 

documents, there was an intentionality at CRHS to share its mission and identity with all 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 135 

the faculty, staff, and students. The advantage of starting a “brand new school,” said one 

interviewee (P22), “is that you can establish… patterns and cultures from the get-go.” 

One participant (P18) was keen on talking about her deliberate efforts to “share [their] 

mission and identity with [their] students.” One of the school leaders pondered aloud 

about refining their goals and sharing them with others, yet being true to their traditions.  

 The school offered retreats to the students and to the teachers. For the students, 

themes were selected for each year of their lives at CR, to “instill some of the key Jesuit 

elements … as well as integrating it more fully in all the courses.” Freshmen were given 

the Jesuit theme of “cura personalis,” sophomores had “ad majorem dei gloriam” (for 

the greater glory of God), juniors had “service for others,” and during their final year at 

school, the students reflected on “ite inflamate omnia” (go set the world on fire). This 

four-year emphasis, said participant P25, was to help them grow in their individual faith 

lives (irrespective of whatever faith tradition they subscribed to) and to prepare them for 

life. He went on to mention how the present year’s theme of “Contemplatives in Action” 

was also woven into the thrice-weekly Ignatian Examen (a brief examination of one’s 

thoughts, words, and actions) that they did together as a school body.  

 The Jesuit themes or values of “finding God in all things,” the magis, ad majorem 

Dei gloriam, service to others, cura personalis, and contemplatives in action were 

identified throughout the school in the stairwells and hallways with banners or printed on 

the walls. New faculty and staff were provided with an Ignatian lunch immersion 

program directed by the school’s Jesuit chaplain who was the director of adult faith 

formation and Jesuit identity. During this lunch-and-learn that took place six times a year, 

conversations on the life of St. Ignatius of Loyola and Jesuit documents, were discussed.  
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 The school had instituted a program to help faculty and staff to grow in Ignatian 

spirituality. While the administration supported teachers in various ways to make the 

teaching-learning experience more fruitful, they also sought to support teachers in their 

spiritual growth and development. The Jesuit chaplain made himself available to the 

faculty and staff for adult faith formation, i.e., pastoral counselling, spiritual direction, 

and retreats in daily life. These were means to help them to live out the mission of CRHS 

more effectively. Hence there was a strong intentionality about learning the mission and 

identity; the school leaders were serious about it because it was part of the very ethos of 

the school. A participant added, “And renewal of contract will depend on [their] 

participation in these programs.” 

 Transitions. The participants agreed that as the school had had four principals in 

the span of ten years, this affected the teachers. Participant P19 mentioned that “with 

more competent leadership, teaching [got] easier and it was hard to have competent 

leadership if it changed frequently.” When leadership changed, there was added burden 

on teachers. Teachers had chosen to be teachers and not school leaders, but when leaders 

did not perform their leadership role, then teachers had “to end up doing both.” This 

participant (P19) encouraged teacher leadership; he also understood that it could be 

exhausting for teachers to not only make decisions about the classroom but also decisions 

that shaped the “direction and vision of the school.” Participant P20 echoed the same 

feeling that “several transitions” impacted “morale, energy, and self-esteem.” She 

explained that there had been “great trust in [their] leadership for a solid three years” 

where teachers felt they could be open and honest.  
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 Participant P13 supported the view that the transitions had been challenging for 

the school and for teachers in particular. She mentioned that the school had not always 

“had good administrators” and cited the example of one leader, in the early days of the 

school, who was excellent at building facilities “but that person’s strength was not being 

a school leader.” This “was damaging to the school when [they] were that small.” When 

that person left, better administrators followed. From these experiences, she concluded: 

“If you don’t have good teachers, it falls apart. You can survive a bad administrator, but 

you can’t survive bad teachers.” 

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 In this data analysis, the intention was to make sense of what the participants said, 

the observations that were made, the documents that were provided by the school, and the 

photographs to get a holistic picture of the relationship between leadership actions and 

teacher behavior. The researcher employed a process of breaking down the raw data (see 

Figure 2) into manageable chunks, “peeling back different layers” (like those of an 

onion), focusing on relevant portions, and then re-configuring the whole picture to 

discover new meaning and to understand teacher engagement at the school site (Creswell, 

2014, p. 194). Analysis took place simultaneously with data collection and while writing 

up the findings, both consciously (e.g., the writing of memos and journal entries) or 

subconsciously (e.g., waking up with new insights or achieving intuitive understanding 

while talking to participants or non-participants). This helped the researcher appreciate 

the multiple realities of the participants. 

The data corresponded to what other authors have mentioned about actively 

engaged teachers, i.e., the teacher participants were involved, enthusiastic, and 
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committed; they were comfortable with their content matter and desired mastery over it; 

they had high energy levels, and continuously worked towards new and creative ways to 

improve their knowledge gains (Bakker et al., 2008; Hastings and Agarwal, 2015). 

Participants appreciated the fact that teachers put in commendable amounts of energy and 

diligence (perhaps a quantitative view of motivation), and they also appreciated teachers 

from a qualitative perspective based on the way teachers processed data according to 

their goals, values, and belief systems (Ames & Ames, 1984).  

The data collected at the school site provided an in-depth understanding and 

“thick” description to help answer the two main research questions that served to guide 

this research project. This will be explained by frequently referring to the findings 

(primary and secondary sources as given in Table 2) described in detail in the first part of 

this chapter.   

Research Question 1: What are the leadership behaviors exhibited by the CRHS 

leaders that motivate their teachers to be actively engaged and to further the 

school’s mission and goals?  

The school leaders at CRHS made deliberate, concerted, and systemic efforts to 

instill and sustain high levels of engagement in the school. The system provided an 

environment for teachers to grow in their intrinsic motivation in this system.  

Mission-driven. The CRHS leaders made the school's mission their primary 

focus, i.e., the mission of educating all students in the school, helping them to bridge 

achievement gaps, and providing them with the knowledge and skills that they required to 

graduate from high school. The school leaders had, since the inception of the school, 

encouraged their faculty and staff to focus on this mission without wavering. The 
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participants spoke in terms of "hiring for mission" as a crucial factor in schools such as 

their own. Consequently, the data collected from the participants and from the school site 

revealed the mission as the core motivating factor that kept teachers highly engaged in 

their work with under-resourced students. These teacher participants considered 

themselves as "mission-driven" and "on fire with the mission." They were intrinsically 

motivated to prepare their classes well, to give their best for their students, and to share 

their best practices with other faculty members so that their students could do well. This 

practice at CRHS aligns well with a common Jesuit practice of reflecting on one's 

purpose. For example, a Jesuit who had been president of a high school often asked his 

teachers: "Why do we do what we do in the way that we do it?" (P. Klink, personal 

conversation, January 11, 2017). The mission provided them with a higher purpose 

greater than themselves. 

The findings of this research project indicated that the school authorities, faculty, 

and staff placed students at the center of the mission. They wanted to see their students 

succeed not only academically but also holistically. Teachers wanted students to find 

"their own mold," and hence, the faculty and staff made tremendous efforts to reach out 

to individual students and to understand their family backgrounds so that they could 

provide struggling students with the support that they needed. Such efforts helped 

teachers to be actively engaged as they identified with the various roles they had to play 

in the school and were focused on the tasks before them. The school leaders and teachers 

responded to this "sense of urgency" as they had just four years to equip students for 

success in college. It was interesting to note how some participants no longer bragged 

about their graduation rate; real success would be measured when their students 
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graduated from college, had stable families and careers, and made a positive contribution 

to society.  

The very atmosphere created at the school made teachers feel that their teaching 

was a vocation more than a career. Incidentally, while some non-teaching research 

participants expressed concern about the remuneration teachers received, the teachers 

themselves did not express any dissatisfaction with their salaries. The attitude conveyed 

by the school leaders was clear: if they could align with the identity and mission of the 

school, that was excellent; if not, they were free to work elsewhere. As part of this 

vocation, teachers knew that they were a significant part of progressing towards a more 

just society; they were helping students to realize their potential and to become future 

leaders.  Having said that, it would be inaccurate to mention only teachers as visualizing 

their work as a vocation; the school leaders and staff members also had similar 

perceptions as mentioned earlier in this chapter. As one participant mentioned, they were 

making the kingdom of God a reality. 

Teacher engagement and the fulfilment of the mission could be summarized as 

directly proportional to and significantly impacting each other. As teachers saw their 

mission realized before their very eyes—students matured, grew in self-confidence, 

became smarter, closed achievement gaps, and graduated—they felt more engaged. Their 

high levels of engagement made them content but not complacent; they wanted their 

students to do better and for more of their students to graduate from college. 

Jesuit identity, values, and spirituality. The participants spoke at length about 

their school’s Jesuit identity. They were proud of the Jesuit values and spirituality that 

shaped their thoughts and actions in the school. The Ignatian immersion programs were 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 141 

intentionally organized for new faculty and staff to get to know the life of St. Ignatius of 

Loyola and to learn about the history of the Society of Jesus. This was noted by the 

researcher in his observation of participants; they took Ignatian discernment seriously and 

made time for the Examen (a reflective examination of consciousness) at regular times 

during the school’s weekly schedule. Their love for the Ignatian magis and cura 

personalis was evidenced by the banners and captions printed on the hallways (see 

Appendix E, photographs #3, 5, 26, & 28). 

Generally, the participants found the Jesuit values encouraging them to give their 

very best for their students. They took pride in doing the more difficult job when they 

were aware that they could probably get jobs in other schools that educated more affluent 

populations. Hence, they were ready to “bring their A-game” (participant P13) and work 

longer hours when needed. While they mentioned that this could sometimes be 

overwhelming, they usually made that extra effort because they loved their students and 

loved their school community. This was evidenced by the picture submitted by 

participant P23, which showed the school’s president, principal, and chaplain joyously 

and energetically enacting a scene during their Mass of the Holy Spirit (see Appendix E, 

photograph #A1). 

A culture of professionalism. The third factor that contributed to teacher 

engagement was the teachers' mastery of their content matter and their teaching skills; 

besides, they were keen to share their best practices during their grade/subject meetings 

and to learn from others. The school leaders intentionally designed their school system to 

support a unique culture of professionalism where the teachers could collaborate with 

others and develop a "culture of success." This was supported by the school document 
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(see Appendix D, #13), Our way of proceeding: Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit 

schools in the 21st century (2015). This document called upon the faculty to be a 

professional teaching community that worked to maintain the standards and benchmarks 

set for Jesuit schools in the 21st century. They, therefore, worked towards educational 

excellence to form women and men of "competence, conscience, compassion, and 

commitment” (O’Connell, 2007, p. vii).  

To maintain such educational excellence, the school leaders supported and guided 

these teachers by mentoring and coaching them so that the teachers could develop 

multiple creative strategies to cater to the individual needs of their students. The 

principal, the assistant principal, and the dean of curriculum designed their classroom 

observations and walk-throughs to assess teachers and offer them feedback in real time. 

They had specific "look-fors" based on their respective roles. By implementing the 

Danielson Framework (2013), they could assess the teachers on four domains: planning 

and preparation for lessons, the classroom environment, instruction and learning, and 

professional responsibilities. They then uploaded their feedback via Google Forms so that 

teachers could view such assessments immediately after their classes were observed. 

Teachers could later meet with their school leaders to discuss this feedback. Therefore, 

the school experienced not only student learning but also adult learning as an important 

means of mastery over their responsibilities. 

Collaborative relationships, trust, and communication. The school leaders—

aware that their teachers had chosen the more difficult job of teaching under-resourced 

inner-city students—crafted an atmosphere where strong relationships could blossom. 

Teachers admitted that when the going was tough, the "awesome relationships" they 
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enjoyed helped carry them through. Building good relationships with their students was 

also beneficial to the teachers as they bonded with the kids and helped motivate them to 

bridge the achievement gaps. These relationships enabled the school to practice a very 

different disciplinary system where they helped students understand their mistakes and 

see that their actions had consequences. Hence, the school did not require a detention 

room.   

The school leaders encouraged collaborative relationships at CRHS. They 

provided structures and time for teachers to meet with their colleagues and to share 

stories about their work, their students, and their innovative ideas. Participating teachers 

mentioned how they felt challenged by their peers and so they had to bring their very best 

to work every day. Their office space was also designed such that they could interact with 

one another when needed, yet each one had one's own space for serious and quiet work.  

The school leaders fostered the community spirit and the "atmosphere of family" 

that faculty and staff had built over time. During school hours, they engaged with one 

another at formal meetings since there was little free time to interact in informal ways. 

After school, however, they included everyone and met informally to chat about non-

school topics. This helped them to feel united and kept them engaged in their work at 

school.  

 The way that the school leaders communicated with their faculty, staff, and 

students certainly impacted the mission and the engagement in the workplace. Most 

participants were content with the communication channels within the school when 

planned conversations or formal meetings were used to pass on significant information. 

The "State of CRHS" addresses provided a picture of who they were, what they were 
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doing, and where they wanted to go. Group discussions helped them to discern choices 

that reflected their values and mission.   

Shared leadership. A certain amount of independence and self-sufficiency was 

experienced by the faculty, not only in their classrooms but also in the functioning of the 

school. The flat organizational structure that school leadership worked towards making a 

reality facilitated a shared leadership where all the leaders, faculty, and staff could 

collectively “own the mission.” Even when there were moments when hierarchical 

decisions were necessary, these were explained to the others. The mission of caring for 

the under-resourced students was shared by all the participants and they felt that they 

were in it together. The school leaders desired that faculty and staff could shape the 

direction and the vision of the school, and not be absorbed only in their own classes.  

The autonomy that teachers enjoyed was used responsibly. They were 

accountable and transparent in their duties. Their accountability was not only to the 

school authorities but also to themselves and to their peers. Since the school worked 

towards shared leadership, there grew a “we-feeling” in which everyone wanted to see 

others doing well. The teachers did not make their classrooms into little islands; rather 

they collaborated with and challenged each other, and reflected on what more they could 

do for their students.  

Research Question 2: In what way do the leadership behaviors identified by this 

study relate to the Ignatian concepts of magis (the “more” or the “greater”) and 

cura personalis (“personal care”)?  

This CRHS developed a faith-based corporate work-study program. Jesuit 

spirituality and Catholic social teaching impacted the belief systems of the participants, 
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irrespective of their individual faith backgrounds. The spirituality of St. Ignatius was 

experienced as adequately open and embracing of people of other faith traditions or those 

who did not subscribe to any faith. Some participants strongly felt that the school would 

not be what it was without the Jesuit spirituality to guide their school’s identity and 

mission. Although the research question set out to focus on two Jesuit values (magis and 

cura personalis), the participants often brought up other Jesuit values as having impacted 

their engagement in the school. 

As a Jesuit school, therefore, the teachers could explicitly influence their students 

to hopefully become women and men for and with others. By choosing to teach under-

resourced students, the teachers were making a deliberate choice to practice a faith that 

promoted justice. Some participants joined the school with the intention of picking up 

skills and moving on; they stayed, however, when they realized that they were making a 

significant difference in the lives of these students. The value of cura personalis made 

them want to care for students as individual human persons with unique needs, interests, 

and family backgrounds. The Jesuit theme for the academic year (during the research 

project) was “contemplatives in action” and this was evident in the participants who, by 

the examples of their deeds, revealed that they were self-reflective practitioners. Hence, 

this research question helped discover that the participants were people who had strong 

desires to be aware of themselves in their thoughts, words, and actions (Lowney, 2003). 

Besides reflecting regularly on the teaching-learning experience, they also engaged in 

“personalistic reflection,” when they examined their own values, beliefs, and attitudes, 

and “critical reflection,” when they made a clear option for the underprivileged (Dickel, 

2011; Schӧn, 1987; Valli, 1997). 
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When discussing the Jesuit charism "cura personalis," the participants showed 

concern for the stress and the potential burnout that could plague their teachers given the 

"sense of urgency" that they experienced at the school. Even though the teachers had high 

levels of enthusiasm and commitment to the school's mission, faculty and staff would 

point out to certain teachers that they were tired or overwhelmed. The researcher made 

this journal entry: Could these feelings of being overwhelmed make the CRHS teachers 

less effective over time? Would it hurt the mission and the teaching-learning process if 

these highly-trained teachers burned out or left the profession? 

Data and Model Verification Procedures 

The researcher adopted the following strategies to promote validity and 

trustworthiness of the study: Triangulation of data was fostered in this research design 

using multiple sources of data with rich, thick descriptions to contextualize the study and 

to corroborate findings as they emerged. The researcher spent sufficient time on data 

collection ensuring that it became “saturated” such that no new information was obtained 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 229).  

After the data had been analyzed, the researcher selected nine of the original 

participants and shared with them rough drafts (email attachments) of the significant 

findings to “review the material for accuracy and palatability” (Stake, 1995, p. 115). Five 

of them provided feedback. Some portions of their feedback enlightened the study, 

thereby minimizing “misrepresentation and misunderstanding” (Stake, 1995, p. 109). 

Participant P16 mentioned: “This report absolutely captures the positive nature of our 

teacher engagement… [and brings] participants’ voices to light. There are so many 

honest, hopeful quotes, but also quotes that express the challenges that we face as well.” 
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The researcher maintained a journal jotting down personal and critical self-

reflection pieces on personal biases, assumptions, frames of reference, and relationships 

that could potentially affect the study. This personal journal of research study was 

maintained from the day the research began on site and continued until the member-

checking and triangulation of data was completed. This journal contained the researcher’s 

notes referring to formal or informal conversations (e.g., in the corridor or lunch room 

with other faculty members), various happenings (e.g., how a school event is organized), 

or the reflections that arose at the end of the day. Additionally, he maintained an “audit 

trail,” i.e., details of procedures, methodology, and various aspects of the study (Merriam, 

2009, p. 229). Finally, the researcher sent the emerging analysis and tentative 

interpretations to an expert on Catholic education for peer review and feedback 

(Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). Additionally, a senior Jesuit who had many years of 

experience with Jesuit education, also read through the findings, examined the evidence-

based model, and provided feedback (A. Alexander, personal communication, February 

1, 2017). All these different procedures served to improve the validity and 

trustworthiness of the study. 

Summary 

The findings of this research project helped to achieve an in-depth understanding 

of the relationship between leadership behaviors and teacher engagement at the CRHS 

that was studied. High teacher engagement was discovered through five noteworthy 

themes that emerged from the interviews, observations, documents, and photographs:   

(a) Mission-Driven; (b) Jesuit Identity, Values, and Spirituality; (c) A Culture of 

Professionalism; (d) Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and Communication; and (e) 
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Shared Leadership. The school leaders developed an environment where teachers were 

“marinated” in their mission, identity, and spirituality. This resulted in them wanting to 

work well and in seeking the best for every student under their care. The findings 

adequately answered the two main research questions. With the help of this data and 

analysis, an EBM will be proposed in Chapter Five as a possibility for the school leaders 

of all Cristo Rey schools to plan, adapt, and implement in developing highly engaged 

teachers.  
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FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research project was conducted to get a deeper understanding of teacher 

engagement and what school leaders can do to foster high engagement in their teachers. 

The findings (as discussed in Chapter Four) revealed that there were five specific themes 

that contributed to high levels of teacher engagement at the CRHS: (a) Mission-Driven; 

(b) Jesuit Identity, Values, and Spirituality; (c) A Culture of Professionalism; (d) 

Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and Communication; and (e) Shared Leadership. In 

this chapter, these five factors are proposed as a framework or solution (the Five-Factor 

Teacher Engagement Model or FFTEM) that leaders of Cristo Rey high schools can 

strategically use and adapt to develop the engagement levels of their teachers. An 

explanation will follow of how the data findings and contemporary research support this 

model. Thereafter, a discussion on the implementation of the FFTEM using the 

Innovation-Diffusion Model (Rogers, 2003) and its implications in practice, in research, 

and in leadership, will be offered. This research, therefore, has much to offer to the 

existing body of knowledge on Cristo Rey schools and on teacher engagement. The 

chapter will end with a summary of this research project.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this dissertation in practice case study was to achieve an in-depth 

understanding of the relationship between leadership behaviors (or strategies) and teacher 

engagement at a single Cristo Rey high school in the Midwestern United States. 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to design an evidence-based practical model of best 

practices in school leadership that foster teacher engagement. This model provides a 
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framework for Cristo Rey school leaders (or others working in similar contexts) to create 

and implement professional training programs that lead to high levels of active teacher 

engagement.  

Proposed Solution: The Five-Factor Teacher Engagement Model (FFTEM) 

Figure 5. The Five-Factor Teacher Engagement Model for Jesuit Cristo Rey schools. 

The research findings explained in the previous chapter led this researcher to distil 

the data into an EBM of leadership practices (see Figure 5) that participants pointed to as 

creating and sustaining the high levels of teacher engagement at their school. By 

answering the research questions, the participants shared concrete examples and insights 
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into practices that worked (and those that did not) at their school. This practitioner-based 

approach helps fulfill the aim of this study, i.e., to offer a model that Jesuit Cristo Rey 

schools may use to foster teacher engagement at their respective institutions. With a little 

adaptation, according to one's context, this FFTEM could be effective for other Cristo 

Rey as well as other Catholic schools too.  

The FFTEM begins with an in-depth reflection on the identity and mission of the 

school. This study of their school’s identity and mission offers the participants an answer 

to the questions of who they are and what they desire to accomplish. With this in mind, 

the school leaders—in collaboration with all the faculty and staff—can take a systemic 

approach to learn, adapt, plan, and implement the five factors that facilitate teacher 

engagement. As experienced in this study, teacher engagement increased even as they 

saw their students bridge achievement gaps, graduate in four years, and thereby achieve 

their school's mission.  

 In this case, the participants were clear that theirs was a Catholic and Jesuit 

college-prep school.  

• By "Catholic school" is meant "a place of integral formation by means of a 

systematic and critical assimilation of culture" (Sacred Congregation for Catholic 

Education, 1977, no. 26). This implies the holistic formation of every student, i.e., 

intellectual, emotional, physical, spiritual, and moral. Such education aims to 

influence students to fulfill their ultimate ends and to develop in them an 

obligation towards the common good of society. Values play an important role in 

the moral formation of these students so that they "acquire a mature sense of 

responsibility in striving endlessly to form their own lives properly and in 
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pursuing true freedom as they surmount the vicissitudes of life with courage and 

constancy" (Vatican II, Gravissimum Educationis, 1965, no. 1). 

• By "Jesuit" is meant that the school "is an apostolic instrument at the service of 

the mission of the Society of Jesus and the Church" (Provincial Assistants for 

Secondary and Pre-Secondary Education, 2015, Standard 1). This does not imply 

proselytizing but rather encouraging faculty, staff, and students to actively 

participate in and build bridges with their local faith communities. Such a school 

is called to excellence with a rigorous academic program that "integrates faith, 

culture, and life" (Provincial Assistants for Secondary and Pre-Secondary 

Education, 2015, Standard 2). The school community understands that they are 

"partners in mission" who are guided by the spirituality of St. Ignatius of Loyola 

and collaborate with each other to fulfill a common vision (SBJS, 2015, Standard 

3). 

• By "college-prep" is understood that the school wants their students to enroll in 

and to graduate from college. Although the Cristo Rey schools operate their 

unique corporate work-study programs (Cristo Rey Network, 2017), they do not 

want their students to work full-time after graduating from high school and forfeit 

the opportunity to learn further. The CRHS in this research project had a simple 

and clear brochure which explained their unique corporate work-study program to 

the students, their parents, and the corporate sponsors who collaborated with the 

school (see Appendix E, #5). 

Having reflected on their mission and identity, there are five concrete and inter-

related factors that the school leaders can put into practice to stimulate and sustain 
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teacher engagement in fulfilling that mission. The factors that emerged in the research 

project (as described in Chapter Four) did not seem to suggest a hierarchy; rather they 

were equals, (perhaps with the first factor “mission-driven” in a more privileged 

position). The factors of the FFTEM are based on those same factors and are also 

considered to be equal. They ought to be implemented in a systemic rather than piece-

meal approach.  

Factor 1: Ignite with the mission. This factor has three dimensions: (a) It begins 

with hiring not only competent teachers but also those who are open to be “rooted in the 

school’s mission and identity” (P18). (b) These teachers are trained to reflect on their 

vocation to teach; they are not teachers merely to earn a salary. Theirs is a “labor of love” 

(P12) and their work helps to “bring the Kingdom of God here and now” (P16). (c) The 

teachers direct their thoughts, efforts, and energies to their students, who are at the center 

of the mission. While helping students to acquire knowledge, develop skills, and graduate 

from high school, the teachers help students to “figure out their own mold” (P17).   

Factor 2: “Marinate” in Jesuit values and spirituality. The school leaders 

make provision for teachers to steep in this spirituality that has been derived from the 

Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius so that they appreciate and absorb its essence. They do 

so in three ways: (a) They develop the teachers’ capacity to be self-reflective 

practitioners by frequently reflecting on their previous experiences. Teachers are 

encouraged to make a daily Examen (a brief recollection of their thoughts, words, and 

deeds) to become discerning people who make informed choices that are good for their 

students and their school. (b) The Ignatian value of cura personalis provides teachers 

with the added impetus to love and care for students from under-resourced families who 
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may find it difficult to close their achievement gaps or even show up at school. 

Meanwhile, the school leaders practice the same value of cura personalis by personally 

caring for teachers as individual human persons who have families, interests, and needs 

(P25). (c) Teachers are reminded that their school values the magis and that they are 

therefore called to be excellent in every respect. This strategy calls for teachers to never 

be satisfied with mediocrity (P13); rather they must regularly ask themselves: “What 

more or better can we do?”  

Factor 3: Foster a culture of success. The school leaders build a professional 

teaching community that consistently strives for more creative and pedagogically sound 

strategies. As participant P22 stated, they are “the elite athletes of teaching” and 

zealously work to prepare their classes well, to learn new pedagogies, to use appropriate 

technology, to share their successes with their colleagues, and to employ multiple 

strategies to get their students to where they want them to be. Teachers are role models—

in their language, dress, manner, and bearing—for students to transform their "culture of 

poverty" into a "culture of success." Adult learning is a significant part of this training 

where teachers are observed, evaluated, and provided feedback to improve (P14). To 

sustain the teachers’ passion and energy, the school leaders need to provide opportunities 

to celebrate success and to show teachers that they are valued. 

Factor 4: Develop Collaborative Relationships, Trust, and Communication. 

At CRHS, close relationships help teachers find meaning, love, energy, and support as 

they collaborate with one another with a "sense of urgency" (P24) to care for the needs of 

their students. The school leaders channelize collaborative relationships primarily 

through three distinct bridges: (a) They build community where all faculty and staff feel 
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welcome and supported in a non-threatening atmosphere. They celebrate their successes 

and mourn their failures as a team. They design an "atmosphere of family" (P13) that 

makes faculty and staff sensitive to the needs of their peers in the school. (b) They build 

communication channels that provide timely, accurate, and sufficient information to help 

teachers to be prepared for routine or unexpected events. They facilitate communication 

channels within the leadership team, between leadership and teachers, within the faculty, 

and between the teachers and their students. (c) The school leaders build trust into these 

relationships such that teachers grow in loyalty and confidence in themselves, in the 

reliability of their leaders, and in the credibility of their mission.  

Factor 5: Share leadership. This is a four-pronged strategy to divest authority 

and decentralize processes. (a) School leaders facilitate the creation and celebration of a 

flat organizational structure. School leaders and teachers understand that there are certain 

times (usually unforeseen events/incidents) when a hierarchical structure may be called 

into play. (b) School leaders give teachers the autonomy they need to be self-directed, to 

be innovative in their teaching, and to be part of the school’s decision-making process. 

By doing so, teachers are also expected to be accountable and transparent in their work. 

(c) School leaders develop and sustain a we-feeling among the faculty and staff such that 

they own the mission. (d) School leaders encourage the mission to evolve while 

maintaining commonly agreed-upon core traditions and beliefs that carry on the spirit of 

the Catholic and Jesuit Cristo Rey schools. 

These five factors help animate teachers so that they are filled with love and 

enthusiasm for their students and their institution. This can be tested by quantitative and 

qualitative measures with feedback loops to their school leaders to tweak their efforts. 
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One size does not fit all, and some teachers may need more of a particular strategy to give 

them added impetus in their efforts. It is important, therefore, for the school leaders to 

determine exactly which external and internal factors—as referenced in Chapter Two—

affect the school environment and teacher, so that the model may be adapted accordingly. 

For example, while the public or the parents of students may demand “control and 

accountability” of teachers (Ingersoll, 2011), the CRHS leaders emphasized autonomy 

along with responsibility. During member checking, participant P16 provided feedback, 

via email, on the researcher’s findings, analysis, and the FFTEM. She wrote: 

The model you show so beautifully… allows the negative as well as the positive 

to flow. I believe that those external and internal factors influencing our 

community are real and we need to be mindful of how they foster and nurture 

[our] mission as well as potentially deflate it. 

In the FFTEM, note the spiral between teacher engagement and the fulfilment of 

mission. This “spiral” acts like a loop-back in telecommunication systems, where 

electronic signals communicate information back to the sender. The research findings 

indicate that as teachers become highly engaged, the mission is better achieved. This 

flows both ways, i.e., as the mission is fulfilled and students bridge their achievement 

gaps, teachers feel more engaged. A loop-back decision-making model provides for the 

smooth flow of information, support, and feedback through the FFTEM. 

Support for the Solution 

The proposed model emerged from the findings of this research project (see 

chapter four). The practices of the school leaders and the teachers shaped the five factors, 

which had implications for strategies to enhance high teacher engagement at CRHS. The 
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feedback provided by the participants of this research (and the other sources of data 

collected) informed this FFTEM in terms of what works and what more may be needed in 

their school. When “member checking” (a strategy to ensure internal validity or 

credibility) (Merriam, 2009, p. 217) was employed by sending a draft copy of the 

research findings to some participants, participant P13 responded, “While I did not have 

time to read your whole document, I thought the diagram was outstanding!  I think it 

would be an excellent tool for any Catholic high school.” She went on to explain that the 

model “would be a powerful source of reflection and future action items” for her 

school.  Contemporary literature and studies, as cited below, support the proposed EBM.  

According to Daniel Pink (2009), three factors to motivate people, to increase 

their productivity, and to provide them with a sense of satisfaction are: purpose, mastery, 

and autonomy. The findings from this research indicate that these three factors were 

necessary but not sufficient at the school, as the research revealed two additional essential 

themes: a spirituality and relationships. External motivators of fear or financial factors 

were not found during this project. This is in agreement with contemporary research that 

indicates that the economic factor is not one of the primary motivators for teachers in 

doing a good job (Anderson et al., 2015; Ingersoll, 2011). 

 The first factor of the FFTEM is to ignite with the mission. The mission and 

identity of an educational institution is ubiquitous to this model. It has a strong influence 

on the school’s functioning, structure, curriculum, culture, and pedagogy. This is 

supported by findings from the project data which clearly indicated that the school 

leaders, faculty, and staff of CRHS were immersed in the mission and identity of their 

school. From hiring for mission to the training and support of their teachers, the school 
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authorities were aware that they were a Catholic and Jesuit college-prep high school (as 

evidenced by the school documents). When teachers are hired, and trained to love and to 

be committed to their teaching, then they are likely to be more focused on their tasks and 

to have high engagement and sustained energy levels (Bakker et al., 2008; Schaufeli & 

Bakker, 2010). The “Church’s preferential option for the poor” helped the CRHS teachers 

to follow Catholic social teaching and gave them a higher purpose greater than 

themselves (Aldana, 2015b). 

The FFTEM is supported by CRN’s “Mission Effectiveness Standards” that were 

developed as the Network grew. Although these have been adapted over the years, they 

continue to be realistic and seek the all-round development of the students. Hence, a 

school that is a member of the CRN:  

1. Is explicitly Catholic in mission and enjoys Church approval.  

2. Serves only economically disadvantaged students. The school is open to 

students of various faiths and cultures.  

3. Is family centered and plays an active role in the local community.  

4. Shall prepare all of its students to enter and graduate from college.  

5. Requires participation by all students in the work study program. All students 

must be fourteen years old by September 1.  

6. Integrates the learning present in its work program, classroom, and 

extracurricular experiences for the fullest benefit of its student workers.  

7. Has an effective administrative and board structure as well as complied with all 

applicable state and federal laws.  
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8. Is financially sound and at full enrollment is primarily dependent on revenue 

from the work study program to meet operating expenses. In addition, the school 

maintains a comprehensive advancement program to ensure financial stability.  

9. Supports its graduates’ efforts to obtain a college degree.  

10. Is an active participant in the collaboration, support, and development of the 

Cristo Rey Network (Bateman, 2014, p. 4).   

The second factor of marinating teachers in the school’s spirituality and espoused 

values also stems from the participants of the research project. The photographs of the 

banners in the hallways and lobby collected during this research emphasize the 

importance the school gave to the Jesuit values and spirituality. The banners were 

approximately five feet tall and two feet wide, and they hung from the walls. Each banner 

was neatly printed with the school’s logo and one Jesuit value (See Appendix E for list of 

photographs, #B1-B7). These banners caught the eye when one walked the hallways or 

climbed the stairs between floors. Three Jesuit values acted as flavor and preservative for 

teacher engagement: (a) Discernment: Teachers felt that they were a community of 

discerners who drank the “Jesuit Kool-Aid” (participant P24). (b) Magis: They were 

caught up by this imperative to go above and beyond the ordinary. (c) Cura personalis: 

They generally experienced understanding, love, and care from their school leaders, and 

this showed in the personal care they extended to their students.  

This factor is supported by contemporary literature. Experts mention that self-

reflective teachers are life-long learners. Such teachers use a critical lens to reflect on 

themselves, their students, and their school’s vision as they focus on the common good. 

Their search for justice and equality makes them seek the development of society at large 
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(Johnson, 2015; Lyons, 2010; Mourshed et al., 2010; Valli, 1997). When teachers 

frequently ask themselves: “How can I improve?” then they continue to seek excellence 

not only in their content and pedagogy but also in their sensitivity to the needs of their 

students. Teachers remain highly motivated by dint of sincerely working for excellence 

even when they are not in control of outcomes. The entire school system grows 

organically in this idea-rich environment (Pascale et al., 2000; Robinson et al., 2005; 

Traub, 2008; Wheatley, 2006). 

The third factor of fostering a culture of professionalism is supported by the 

research findings and by expert opinion. This CRHS school deliberately worked towards 

a “culture of success” (as described by participant P22) in which students could grow and 

mature. Students were reminded of what was expected of them every time they passed by 

the “Grad on Grad” (i.e., expected outcomes for the graduate on graduation) printed on 

the walls of the hallways (Appendix E, photographs #23 & #24). These two photographs 

captured the same wordings (written in bullet points) in two different places in the 

school, i.e., “A graduate of a Jesuit School is open to personal growth and development, 

intellectually competent, committed to doing justice, religious, [and] loving.” The “grad 

on grad” served as a reminder not only to students, but also to the faculty. Teachers were 

role models who embodied joy, passion, and excellence. Students learned “expected 

behaviors and practices” (Kabadi, 2015, p. 195). Gaining mastery over their skills and 

subject made teachers more engaged. School leaders can empower their teachers by 

developing a professional learning community such that a culture of success is designed 

in a safe and happy learning environment (Hopkins, 2008; Mooney & Mausbach, 2008; 

Mourshed et al., 2010). 
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The fourth factor of cultivating collaborative relationships between school leaders 

and teachers is supported by the data findings. The research at the school indicates that 

collaborative relationships, trust, and communication are essential components in 

building an “atmosphere of family” that provide support and sustain high energy levels. 

Effective leaders do not lead through fear; rather, they inspire as they achieve influence 

by shaping the attitudes, interests, and priorities of their teachers (Bird et al., 2012; 

Haslam et al., 2011; Lowney, 2003). These leaders develop “multi-stranded 

relationships” in the school where all can learn to relate better with God, themselves, and 

others (Aldana, 2015a, p. 203). This relationship leads to increased teacher self-

confidence as teachers learn to cope with change, to set and monitor student achievement, 

and to support underperforming students (Brezicha et al., 2014; Fullan, 2014; Hauserman 

& Stick, 2013; Marzano & Waters, 2009). Often, these collaborative relationships extend 

beyond school campuses and spill over into collaborating with neighborhood schools so 

that resources and knowledge are shared for the entire school district to improve (Kraft & 

Furlong, 2013; Marzano & Waters, 2009; Robinson, 2014). 

Finally, the fifth factor of shared leadership is supported by the research findings 

and by present-day research. Note that this researcher set out to find school leadership 

behaviors that fostered teacher engagement (refer Research Question 1); the findings, 

however, that CRHS teacher leadership behaviors were also an important factor in the 

group’s high engagement levels. The CRHS worked towards being a flat organization 

aware that there were rare occasions when hierarchical decisions needed to be made. 

Modern research indicates that when leaders share authority and power, they can help 

shift the focus from the self to the mission goals that are owned by all (Haslam et al., 
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2011; Hauserman & Stick, 2013; Leithwood et al., 2006; Printy et al., 2009). Sharing 

leadership that includes strategic planning and decision-making develops a stronger “we-

feeling” that encourages an atmosphere of accountability and transparency (Brezicha et 

al., 2014; Robinson, 2014; Wahab et al., 2014). 

The values and belief system that this researcher discovered from the participants 

and the school site was supported by the set of principles propagated by Catholic social 

teaching (see Appendix D, #10). The document Gravissimum educationis: Declaration 

on Christian education (Vatican II, 1965) adds credibility to the school leaders, faculty, 

and staff (people of good will) who could reflect on the social realities around them and 

take decisive actions to make a difference in the lives of their students while impacting 

the larger community (the families of the students). They respected the right to life and 

the dignity of every person, encouraged deep relationships, and fostered trust as they 

worked towards a more just society.  

By choosing to work with under-resourced students (most of them from minority 

and/or immigrant families) they followed the principle of solidarity with those most in 

need in that city. The Congregation for Catholic Education’s (2014) document 

Instrumentum laboris on the present and future educational challenges, supports the 

findings of this research, because the CRHS had a preferential option for the poor even 

though there were different opinions about whom they should admit as students. In a 

fragmented world, CRHS leaders challenged their teachers to provide a faith-based 

integral education for the less privileged. They followed the principle of subsidiarity by 

empowering the faculty and the staff to take responsibility and to be part of the decision-

making process in the school. They invited the city community to partner with them via 
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the corporate work-study program in giving these underprivileged students a better 

chance in the world. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 There are various factors, stakeholders, and resources that enlighten, help, or 

obstruct the proposed solution, i.e., the FFTEM. The following will be discussed in this 

section: policies that influence the FFTEM, potential challenges to this proposed solution, 

and financial and legal issues related to this model.  

Policies influencing the FFTEM. At the time of writing this dissertation report, 

changes in the national educational department and policies will impact teachers and 

students throughout the country, both in public and in private schools. The good thing is 

that teachers are demanding a more active role in making key education policy decisions. 

The National Education Association, the American Federation of Teachers, and other 

organizations train teachers to make their voices heard. Teaching Ambassador 

Fellowships from the U.S. Department of Education encourage teachers to work part-

time or full-time in policy planning (Brown, 2015). Irrespective of what happens at the 

federal and state government levels, a school implementing the proposed solution (the 

FFTEM) can ensure that their teachers work together with school leaders in discussing, 

planning, implementing, and evaluating their school policies. This will improve 

excellence, engagement, efficiency, and effectiveness in the teaching-learning process.  

The Cristo Rey Network (CRN) schools are private, faith-based educational 

institutions and may not be directly influenced by federal or state policies that affect 

public schools. As schools that serve the underprivileged, the CRN schools learn from 

government policies that affect minority and under-resourced populations. E.g., Every 
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Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Act 

(ESEA) which fifty years earlier, was the beginning of a national commitment to take 

care of the educational needs of all, especially minority and under-resourced students (see 

Chapter Two). The ESSA (2015) influences our proposed solution, strategies to foster 

teacher engagement, by encouraging evidence-based interventions, accountability, and 

the communication of vital information to all stakeholders (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2015). 

The former U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, spoke on, among other 

topics, the importance of teacher leadership in schools, the frustration that teachers 

experience with the amount of time that testing takes up in the classroom, and the 

academic gains that African-American and Hispanic students have made. In his words, 

"the only way that higher standards, and new systems of support and evaluation will work 

is if teachers lead this change in partnership and collaboration with principals, parents, 

and communities" (Duncan, 2014). At the time of writing this dissertation, the new 

Education Secretary, Betsy DeVos, has been opposed by parent groups, by teachers’ 

unions, and even by charter school advocates. She has, however, supported school 

vouchers, which could be favorable for those students planning to study in Cristo Rey 

schools (Goldstein, 2017).  

Potential barriers and obstacles to the proposed solution. There are potential 

barriers to implementation of the proposed solution that may arise for various reasons: (a) 

Competing extra-curricular activities, as participants explained in the previous chapter, 

may offer some resistance to the leadership strategy that targets the development of 

collaborative relationships, trust, and communication. Taking a different perspective, 
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however, extra-curricular activities could be integrated as a part of the solution, 

particularly in building communitarian relationships and in caring for the intellectual, 

physical, and emotional aspects of the students. (b) Financial resources are a potential 

challenge to effective implementation since Cristo Rey schools are private and focus their 

efforts on under-resourced students. Since they do not have rich students who can pay 

full tuition fees, they must work to bridge any budgetary shortfalls. (c) Time is an 

important resource that was mentioned several times in the interviews with participants. 

While implementing the proposed solution, school leaders may meet with some 

resistance from teachers who perceive that this precious resource of time (which they 

would like to maximize in taking care of their students) is being divided for their 

professional teacher engagement. (d) The changing needs of the larger community are a 

potential barrier too. The school leaders would do well to take into consideration how 

their local urban community is growing and developing. As experienced during this year 

with new government leadership, the immigrant and minority populations are faced with 

fresh challenges, needs, and interests (at the time of writing this dissertation). 

Financial/budget issues related to the proposed solution. Cristo Rey school 

leaders will have to take note of financial and budgetary issues that may directly or 

indirectly affect the adoption and implementation of the FFTEM. This model does not 

require the draining of the school’s financial resources. A small part of the school’s 

allocated budget for professional development, however, could be utilized to implement 

and sustain the FFTEM. Depending on a school’s budget, its financial committee ought 

to set aside finances for specific needs:  
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• to provide opportunities for teachers to reflect on and share their views on the 

school’s mission and identity;  

• to provide facilities for teachers to make an annual retreat and to learn about 

Jesuit values and spirituality;  

• to make the classrooms, hallways, and the offices places that reflect their “culture 

of success” (i.e., appropriately painted and decorated with inspirational 

photographs or quotations);  

• to provide adequate funds to ensure that communication channels are available for 

the dissemination of important school information; and  

• to provide for the celebration and affirmation of teacher success in the school.   

Legal issues related to the FFTEM. There are no foreseeable legal issues with 

the implementation of the FFTEM. It would be wise, however, for school leaders to 

ensure that: (a) due process (whether substantive or procedural) is followed in the 

adoption and implementation of this teacher engagement model; (b) respectful boundaries 

are maintained when one talks about collaborative relationships; (c) the traditions and 

beliefs of teachers who are not Catholic are respected when the school authorities 

“marinate” teachers in Jesuit values and spirituality; (d) that cura personalis is not taken 

to an extreme such that sloppy teaching is tolerated leading to educational malpractice. 

Other issues related to the FFTEM. The school leaders would do well to be 

aware of the changing social, economic, technological, and political scenarios that affect 

teacher engagement. For example, according to the Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities (2016, January 25), thirty-one states provide less support per student in 2014 

than they did before the 2008 recession. Another example is that of President Trump’s 
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executive order of March 6, 2017  preventing refugees and “certain aliens from seven 

countries” (Muslim-dominated) from entering the U.S. (The White House, 2017). This 

has implications for Cristo Rey schools since they have a preferential option for such 

populations. A final example is that of rapidly-changing technology (including MOOC or 

Massive Open Online Courses, cell-phones, cyber-bullying, and online gaming) that 

strongly impact student learning as well as teachers who love these students. Therefore, it 

is imperative that school leaders reflect on the signs of the times and act after due 

reflection. 

Change Theory, Social Change, and the FFTEM 

The Five-Factor Teacher Engagement Model (FFTEM) may be perceived as an 

innovation by some school leaders who would like to adopt it for their non-Cristo Rey 

schools; alternatively, some school leaders may believe that some factors are already 

present in their schools and would still like to “diffuse” (communicate) this model to 

relevant stakeholders of their schools. Note that there are entire classes given on 

organizational change. To help school leaders in this change process, however, this 

researcher has borrowed ideas from two frameworks: (1) The Burke-Litwin Model of 

Organizational Performance and Change (Burke, 2014) was developed by Burke and 

Litwin as they worked with major companies on organizational change in the late 1970s 

and 1980s. These two researchers composed their model which was influenced by the 

models of others including Nadler and Tushman, Tichy, and Weisbord. (2) Rogers’ 

(2003) Innovation-Decision Process began with the author publishing his first diffusion 

model in 1962. His fifth edition (Rogers, 2003, p.170) offers five stages in the 

Innovation-Decision Process: knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation, and 
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confirmation. Parts of these two above-mentioned frameworks are adapted and offered as 

a planned five-step process to school leaders to “reduce uncertainty about the advantages 

and disadvantages” of the FFTEM (Rogers, 2003, p. 172).  The school leader (whether 

the school’s president, principal, or another leader) authorized with implementing the 

FFTEM will hereafter be called the “change agent” and referred as “she” to be inclusive 

in language.  

The Knowledge Stage 

During this stage, the change agent informs the school’s administrators, faculty, 

and staff about the existence of the FFTEM. Good communication channels are essential; 

it is a time for these people to ask questions, to understand the innovation, and to figure 

out its working. Adequate knowledge of the model will enable them to understand how 

and why it works so that they can adapt the model to suit their context and needs. Further, 

a good understanding of the model will help them to be flexible and to persevere even 

when situations change (Burke, 2014; Rogers, 2003).  

The Conversion Stage  

This is the time for the change agent to persuade stakeholders that this FFTEM 

will make a difference to their organization and will animate their efforts to be more 

effective in fulfilling their mission of helping students to succeed in life. Encouragement 

is important at this early stage so that more people adopt the model in their “KAP,” i.e., 

their knowledge, attitudes, and practice. When the “KAP-gap” is reduced, then favorable 

attitudes crystallize into the early adoption that is seen in behavioral changes (Rogers, 

2003, p. 176). Persuasion is critical for “deep structural changes” (basic underlying 

assumptions) to take place overtly and at the subconscious levels (Burke, 2014, p. 255). 
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The Training Stage 

When the change agent has communicated with the administrators, faculty, and 

staff about the various nuances of the FFTEM and persuaded them that there are many 

advantages to the model, then it is time for individuals to discern and to make a choice—

whether to adopt or to reject the process. The change agent could choose some of the 

faculty and staff (early adopters) whom she could train in specific innovative practices. It 

is possible (and probably wise in some contexts) that some change agents may choose to 

have a trial or beta version before implementing the process systemically in their schools. 

The change agent needs to be aware that even after adoption, there is a possibility of 

discontinuance or rejection. Some teachers may actively reject the model or others may 

passively reject it by never really using the FFTEM (Burke, 2014; Rogers, 2003).  

The Implementation Stage 

Thus far, the knowledge-persuasion-decision stages have been mental processes 

of thinking and making choices. The implementation stage is the time for putting their 

decision into practice and for “overt behavioral changes” (Rogers, 2003, 179). At this 

stage, the change agent can expect serious questions about practical difficulties that 

faculty or staff will encounter as they begin a new program or process. Since the FFTEM 

is expected to be adopted as an entire school, and not by individual teachers, the change 

agent must be prepared to provide the necessary guidance and resources for the 

innovation to take root and to grow (Rogers, 2003).  

The Reinforcement Stage 

After implementation of the FFTEM, the change agent ought to “measure [the] 

degree of the use of the practices” (Burke, 2014, p. 254) and to avoid “a state of 



LEADERSHIP AND TEACHER ENGAGEMENT 170 

dissonance” (Rogers, 2003, p. 189). Dissonance is a feeling of discomfort that some 

faculty or staff may experience when change happens; such individuals may change their 

favorable knowledge, attitudes, and behavior if their interests, needs, or expectations are 

not met. It is vital, therefore, for change agents to confirm participants in this innovation-

decision change process. When they have adopted the recommended practices, faculty 

and staff could be reinforced by rewarding them (not necessarily financially) or 

acknowledging their efforts, and celebrating their successes as a team (Burke, 2014). 

These stages provide identity to and help establish a system of excellence in high 

school education, drawing the schools’ sustained energy and passion from various 

sources, thereby “thwarting the natural process of entropy” (Burke, 2014, p. 59). 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

The FFTEM can be implemented in an organic yet systematic manner where all 

stakeholders are encouraged to be part of the process. The change agent as leader 

champions the process and provides encouragement, support, and resources so that the 

proposed solution gains traction and scalability. This process “supports [the] community 

in the [workplace], includes a focus on values, stresses excellence, and stimulates a desire 

for life-long learning” (VanHise & Massey, 2010, p. 463). 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

The leader or change agent needs to have an open mind to see the value of 

different views in understanding how to address an issue by perceiving the various forces 

in the environment and identifying those forces—whether economic, technological, 

social, political, or cultural—that are relevant to the school’s scenario, and seeing the 

connections between them (Wells, 2011). Getting all relevant stakeholders involved in 
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the planning and implementation of the FFTEM is an investment in the long-term 

sustainability of the innovation. 

The leader as champion of the process. The one who is authorized to lead this 

change innovation (the FFTEM) is primarily responsible for planning and implementing 

the strategic planning process daily.  It is her duty as champion of the process to track 

daily progress and to keep the members focused. As the agent of change, she has the 

challenging task of living up to the trust placed in her, to work against a “change-resistant 

culture” (if such fears or doubts exist) and to empower her teachers to take risks in 

adopting a completely new method of being engaged teachers (Thompson, Peteraf, 

Gamble, & Strickland, 2014, p. 352). The leader prepares a blueprint for this project, 

considering the school’s traditions, stakeholders, and resources (Schwarz, Davidson, 

Carlson, McKinney, & Contributors, 2005). She needs peripheral vision to look beyond 

what is at the center of her gaze and to have foresight that a “…pebble can fall outside 

[her] map, but it will eventually hit a player on [her] map and roll through to [her] 

business” (Wells, 2011, p. 85). 

The leader as champion of the process will feel the stress and strain of introducing 

a new process of change in the school. It is advisable, therefore, to promote champions, 

i.e., other enthusiastic faculty and staff who are responsible, competent, and committed to 

the process. Thus, multiple champions are created in the change process (Bryson, 2011).  

Building support for the FFTEM and creating a dispute systems design. The 

leader could build support for the proposed solution (and lessen the possibility of 

resistance) through a group decision-making process seeking acceptable resolution 

(consent) of all participants even if a particular decision might not be their most favored 
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idea. Consensus (from the Latin consentire – to feel together, to agree) does not imply 

that everyone must necessarily agree but that they are able to live with this decision; they 

see, however, the larger picture, i.e., the good of the organization. In the implementation 

of a new innovative process, the leader must be ready to deal with resistance. Various 

aspects of the FFTEM could be discussed with the relevant stakeholders so that they 

come to consensus while contemplating their school’s unique context, interests, and 

needs. 

The CODM for discernment. The leader could adapt Hartnett’s (2011) Consensus-

Oriented Decision-Making Model (CODM). Using this model, the change agent 

encourages proposals to be brought up before the group for discussion. These ideas are 

tested for consensus and may be accepted after modification or rejected if found 

unsatisfactory. The CODM is suitable for schools because it is inclusive (representative 

of all stakeholders), participatory (participants contribute to the discussion), collaborative 

(proposals constructed with input/concerns from all group members), seeks agreement 

(concerted attempts to generate maximum agreement to finalize decisions), and 

cooperative (the good of the whole group is encouraged over individual preferences). The 

CODM model can provide better decisions to address all potential concerns, better 

implementation as more people have agreed to those decisions, and better relationships 

within groups and between groups fostered by a cooperative and collaborative 

atmosphere (Block, 2011; Hartnett, 2011, Schwarz et al., 2005).  

Proposals brought up are tested for consensus, may be accepted with 

modifications, or vetoed altogether because of serious concerns. The leader can eliminate 

the arbitrary restrictions of “yes” and “no” options by adapting Kaner’s (2014) Gradients 
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of Agreement Scale (e.g., from one—awesome, to eight—it stinks) enabling members to 

express approval in degrees along a continuum showing many possible nuances of 

meaning.  The change leader decides whether the proposal is worthy of being pursued, 

whether it needs more discussion, or whether it needs to be dropped altogether (Kaner, 

2014, pp. 336 & 353).  

The change agent encourages her teachers to take a systemic and holistic view of 

the school; she orients them towards a positive perspective, to make “positive imagery 

and hence helio-tropic movement” (Martinetz, 2002, p. 36) a way of their thinking, 

behavior, and interactions. The leader and her multiple champions plan strong and 

sustained efforts to develop the group’s positive potential and to sustain a culture of 

appreciation (Cooperrider & Whitney, 1999).  

Dealing with resistance. A positive environment does not neglect resistance or 

dissenting voices. Resistance can be met with a listening ear, respect for the complainant, 

and the opportunity to improve. Dissenting voices of outliers (those who think differently 

from the main group) are important in the growth process. Sometimes such dissenting 

voices, appropriately channelized, are like savanna prairie fires that push the system to 

the brink of uncertainty and chaos. In the process, such prairie fires “unfreeze” and 

regenerate the savanna. Stubborn or resisting voices, therefore, will help the school leader 

to become aware of the limitations of the FFTEM. The school can choose to learn and 

change by transcending such limitations by “acting [their] way into a new way of 

thinking” (Pascale et al., 2000, p. 211), i.e., a change in behavior leads to a corresponding 

change in values and attitudes.  
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The dispute resolution system design, therefore, is based on the organization’s 

strengths rather than on its weaknesses. Such a design focuses on the good within the 

organization (as individuals and as groups), and makes best use of these gifts to 

strengthen the organization by preventing unnecessary destructive conflict situations. The 

emphasis here is on discovery and dialogue (which builds healthy strong relationships) 

instead of diagnosis and prescription. Such discovery and dialogue becomes a whole-

system approach that engages many more stakeholders/representatives, committing them 

to take shared responsibility in creating and implementing recommendations. This design, 

therefore, is future-oriented; it focuses on possibilities rather than problems, builds trust, 

and leads to a desirable planned change process (Block, 2011). 

Additional considerations for implementation and assessment. The change 

leader charged with the mission of implementing and evaluating the FFTEM would do 

well to employ a “walk in” or “open door” policy because: (a) “Context colors everything 

that it illuminates” (Pascale et al., 2000, p. 198). Acquiring first-hand information from 

students, teachers, staff, or parents helps the change agent to understand and appreciate 

the individual or group context of emerging issues. (b) Key stakeholders feel valued as 

they have direct access to the leader and time is scheduled to clarify their doubts; hence, 

there is less gossip in the school. (c) These stakeholders can find their voice and speak up 

when they feel they are being unjustly treated. (d) Confidentiality is maintained. (e) The 

change agent can take immediate action by addressing the sources of such issues 

(operationally, behaviorally, and psychologically) before they escalate. Hence, the 

change leader becomes more attuned to the internal and external factors that affect 

teacher engagement (Lipsky, Seeber, & Fincher, 2003; Robinson et al., 2005). 
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Without the “walk-in” or “open door” policy, the school leaders may not be able 

to harmonize the complex system that a school is, comprising independent and interactive 

parts. Such a school system would tend to fall into “the extremes of complete order…[or] 

total randomness” (Robinson et al., 2005, p. 5). The potential to trigger and sustain 

organizational change by managing or transforming school conversations would be lost. 

Relationships between school members are likely to get strained or remain superficial. 

There is a potential for increased resistance to change because the administration does not 

have the capacity or preparedness to deal with it. Teachers in schools with no outlet for 

their dissent may agree with the change agent on a new initiative and refrain from 

engaging in constructive conflict for fear of retaliation but continue to do what they have 

always done, i.e., “the kiss of ‘yes’” (Michael Hammer, cited in Pascale et al., 2000, p. 

200). 

Global / External Implications for the Organization. The participants of this 

research project were conscious of the difference that they were making in the lives of 

their students. They offered a better customer value package—tangible or intangible, 

direct or indirect—to meet the needs and satisfy the priorities of their students. When 

teachers are highly engaged and committed to the teaching-learning experience, then they 

not only offer students (and their parents) quality service, but “the [students] really buy 

value from [the school]” (Wells, 2011, p. 88).  

Besides the impact that high teacher engagement made at their own school, in 

small yet concrete ways, this impact extended beyond the school campus. Neighboring 

schools were welcome to visit and learn from the Cristo Rey model. There is, therefore, 

the facilitation of wide-system reform where public and private schools can collaborate 
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and learn from each other. Knowledge and resources flow both ways. Hence, the Cristo 

Rey schools need not compete with others; rather they can be collaborators who share 

their knowledge for the betterment of education and society. 

 Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The FFTEM can be implemented and assessed in a phased and flexible manner 

according to a school’s context, the number of faculty, and the needs of their students. 

Here is a suggestion for the five innovation-diffusion stages (explained earlier under 

change theory) spread over six semesters or three academic years (see Table 3). First, 

pre-test the teachers for engagement levels using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 

(UWES), which is free to use for non-commercial purposes (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). 

The UWES measures engagement of three aspects, i.e., vigor, dedication, and absorption. 

This is helpful for the change leader to learn where they stand as a school on engagement.  

Table 3.  

Timeline for implementation and assessment. 

Semester Purpose Facilitative tools Evaluation 
   Pre-test (UWES) 
1 Stage 1: Knowledge  

Stage 2: Conversion 
Stage 3: Training  

Faculty/Staff 
meetings, newsletters, 
and notice boards. 

Oral feedback from 
stakeholders 

2 Understand identity and 
mission. Set on fire with 
the mission. 

Retreats, and monthly 
seminars. Multiple 
champions and mentor 
teachers. 

Group discussions 

3-6 Stage 4: Implementation 
of the other four factors 
of teacher engagement 
Stage 5: Reinforcement 

CODM with the help 
of multiple 
champions. 
Acknowledgements 
and celebrations.  

Written feedback at 
the end of every 
semester 

 
 
 

   Post-test (UWES) 
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In the first semester, as given in Table 3, consider adopting the first three stages. 

The knowledge stage and the conversion stage (the first two stages) can begin 

simultaneously and continue for a couple of months. The change agent can keep an ear to 

the ground to get a feel for the school community and understand how they accept the 

innovation. When she feels that they are ready, she can begin the third stage, training 

suitable faculty and staff to be multiple champions of the process.  

During the second semester, the change agent and the other trained champions of 

the process help all the administrators, faculty, and staff to ponder their identity and 

mission. At this stage, they ask themselves as a school: “Why are we here? What is the 

reason for the existence of this school? What would happen if this school did not exist?” 

This could take place outside the school campus at a retreat, or could take place once 

each month with the help of a facilitator.  

The third, fourth, fifth, and sixth semesters are for the implementation of the 

remaining four leadership strategies. The research findings revealed that these five factors 

are interdependent and take place simultaneously. For the sake of conscious and 

deliberate strategizing, the change agent could help the faculty and staff take up just one 

factor every semester. They could, therefore, use the Consensus-Oriented Discussion 

Model (CODM) (Hartnett, 2011) to ask: (a) How can we soak in our values and 

spirituality? (b) What steps must we take as a school to foster a culture of success? (c) 

How do we cultivate collaborative relationships, build trust, and communicate 

effectively? And (d) What does “shared leadership” mean for us so that we own the 

mission?  
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The reinforcement stage of the innovation-diffusion model (Rogers, 2003) will 

take place in a deliberate manner from the third through the sixth semesters. The change 

leader can assess teacher engagement at the end of each semester and request feedback. 

They can then, as participant P22 succinctly stated, “celebrate their successes and mourn 

their failures together.”   

Implications 

Practical Implications 

Any school leader who is sincerely dedicated to the mission of her school would 

be delighted to have highly engaged teachers. This research revealed that with such 

teachers, it is so much easier to communicate the mission, to plan for the academic year, 

and to build up relationships. Contemporary research indicates that unhappy teachers and 

actively disengaged teachers can work against their school’s administration and belittle 

the work of their colleagues (Anderson et al., 2015; Ingersoll, 2011). 

Many Catholic schools in the U.S. suffer due to high faculty attrition rates. In 

contrast, most of the participants of this study were those who helped begin and shape the 

CRHS or began teaching within the first few years of the school. As pointed out in the 

findings (Chapter four), faculty and staff may have joined the school as a stepping stone 

in their careers, but they fell in love and stayed on. Hence, attrition rates are lower among 

highly engaged faculty.  

 The CRHS school participants were aware that by enrolling students from under-

resourced families, they had made a preferential option for the poor. By looking after the 

educational needs of this population, the neighborhood improves. Higher teacher 

engagement results in fewer students dropping out of school. According to The Condition 
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of Education 2016 (NCES, 2016), the employment to population ratios of 20- to 24-year-

olds is 51% for less than high school education, 67% for those who complete high school, 

and 89% for those attain a bachelor’s or higher degree. The impact of better education on 

the nation’s socio-economic sphere is huge; it leads to more jobs, better employment, and 

fewer people entering gangs or prison (ACLU, 2017; NCES, 2016).  

Implications for Future Research 

 This case-study research on the relationship between leadership behaviors and 

teacher engagement at CRHS has implications for future research: 

Stress and burnout. Participants cited examples of administrators or teachers (or 

themselves) as feeling overwhelmed or stressed by the “sense of urgency” that was 

present in the school. Participant P22 mentioned that such stress had led to burnout in 

other Cristo Rey schools in the U.S. Many participants were concerned about the 

transitions that had taken place at their leadership level. This researcher is of the opinion 

that it is worth making an in-depth study of this issue so that schools retain more of their 

dedicated leaders and teachers. 

Teacher engagement related to inspirational teachers. Participant P13 noted, 

“I’ve been more inspired by the teachers here… and so, can they (teachers) set the tone 

for the community or does leadership have to set the tone? I would love to run a study on 

that.” She laughed and concluded, “That can be your next Ph.D.” This statement has 

implications for any school, whether public or private. To some extent, the research 

findings indicated that highly engaged teachers at this CRHS continued to labor 

committedly even when they had tough transitions in leadership. It would add to the body 
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of knowledge to learn how individual teachers cope or lead when their school leader fails 

to inspire. 

Replication of this research. This research was done at a single Cristo Rey 

school. The researcher did not set out to generalize the findings. The Five-Factor Teacher 

Engagement Model emerged from the data. It would be interesting and pertinent to 

compare and contrast the findings with similar research conducted at: (a) other Jesuit 

Cristo Rey schools; (b) Cristo Rey schools run by non-Jesuit religious organizations; (c) 

Catholic schools that have not adopted the corporate work-study program; and (d) public 

schools that may have something other than the “spirituality” component of faith-based 

schools.  

Humility. This researcher did not set out to research humility in the school 

leaders or teachers; he did find, however, that participants mentioned that they were 

inspired by exemplary humility among certain individuals. While they took pride in their 

students, in their mission, and in their working as a team, the researcher did not find 

anyone obnoxiously proud of their own achievements. Future researchers may be inclined 

to research how humility (whether from leadership or from colleagues) affects teacher 

engagement.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 The research findings and the EBM that emerged from the findings provide 

important implications for Catholic school leadership theory and practice. A few are 

given below. 

Leaders are entrepreneurs of identity. As “entrepreneurs of identity,” they 

work hard to create and promote a particular version of social identity (Haslam et al., 
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2011, p. 146). They remind their faculty and staff that all are interconnected beings who 

live in an imperfect, unequal world with massive disparity between the rich and the poor 

and, often, scant regard for the disadvantaged and downtrodden. The root and ultimate 

meaning of the preferential option for the poor is to be moved by the Spirit and to walk in 

the footsteps of Jesus, who commanded his disciples, “I give you a new commandment: 

love one another.  As I have loved you, so you also should love one another” (New 

American Bible, John 13:34). This love is a universal love for all humanity, and at the 

same time, a special concern for the “poor,” i.e., the last, the lost, and the least (Gutiérrez, 

Lassalle-Klein, Nickoloff, & Sullivan, 2009, p. 319).  

Such leaders think of the organization before themselves and provide an example 

for teachers to do likewise. They shift the focus from “I” to “We.”  Sharing a concrete 

identity provides a meaningful social force to realize shared goals (Haslam et al., 2011, p. 

143). Thus, they motivate teachers not to run away from the world but rather to choose 

the “more difficult job” (participant P22) and to face the world with courage and 

enthusiasm as they make a difference (Rahner, 1966, p. 271). Striving to be 

contemplatives in action drives them to work towards the magis (the better) and to 

improve the lives of those they serve (Lowney, 2003, p. 179). When the group members 

feel that the leader gives them a sense of identity and purpose, and champions their 

causes and their group, then they believe that she has “done it for us” (Haslam et al., 

2011, pp. 128-130). 

Leaders lead with love, not fear. The FFTEM promotes a process where 

horizontal (flat organization) and vertical relationships are respected and obeyed. In this 

process, school leaders lead by example as they inspire their team members to work with 
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zeal. They make faculty and staff part of the decision-making process, inviting teachers 

to be leaders, even though they may not have titles ascribed to them. Everyone in the 

school is called to lead in various capacities.  

Such leaders personally care for each of their faculty and staff. They treat their 

team members with respect and compassion, along with firmness. They give credit when 

and where it is due and are ready to accept responsibility when things go wrong. They 

invest time in knowing their team as individual persons who have families and personal 

problems.  When these teachers feel that are truly cared for, they become engaged 

members who want to work, not ones who are made to work (Lowney, 2003, p. 181).   

Leaders discern the common good. They believe in “integrative thinking” 

(Martin, 2009, pp. 9), where opposing ideas are treated with respect, as they seek to build 

on the advantages of individual ideas and to propose a “synthesis” that is superior to 

either opposing idea. This serves to bring out new and creative ideas when people find 

their opinions are respected, knowing that every innovative idea may not necessarily be 

accepted at a given time. To create this sense of equanimity, they foster the practice of 

Ignatian “indifference” so that they free themselves of undue attachments and choose 

what is best for their school. Every teacher and staff member is a link in the chain that 

moves the school toward its mission. Together with their faculty and staff, such leaders 

discern the collective good as they become aware of their hidden biases and attempt to be 

free of them (Lowney, 2003, p. 119). 

Summary of the Study 

The glory of God is the human person fully alive, said St. Irenaeus. When the 

school teacher is fully alive, she inspires the students in her class. She makes a difference 
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in her school. Unfortunately, surveys by Gallup in 2015, MetLife in 2014, and related 

research (Anderson et al., 2016; Ingersoll, 2011) reported high levels of teacher 

disengagement in the U.S. There were, however, a significant number of engaged 

teachers. This researcher decided to study the positive, i.e., the engaged teachers. 

This research project was conducted to get an in-depth understanding of the 

relationship between leadership behavior and teacher engagement at a single Cristo Rey 

high school. Preliminary investigation revealed that this school had highly engaged 

teachers. To comprehend values, attitudes, behavior, and relationships, the researcher 

employed the case study methodology as prescribed by Creswell (2013) and Yin (2009). 

The primary source of data came from interviews with fifteen participants and this data 

was analyzed using NVivo 11, a qualitative data analysis computer software. To add 

thick description, the researcher also collected data from three other sources, i.e., 

documents, observations, and photographs. 

From the data emerged five main themes: (a) Mission-Driven; (b) Jesuit Identity, 

Values, and Spirituality; (c) A Culture of Professionalism; (d) Collaborative 

Relationships, Trust, and Communication; and (e) Shared Leadership. Participants spoke 

of the mission of CRHS (with the student at the center of the mission) as a factor that 

helped them to work with dedication and enthusiasm. Teachers were marinated in the 

Jesuit identity, values, and spirituality, practicing self-awareness and personal care for 

each other as they sought excellence in all their activities. The school fostered a culture of 

success and professionalism such that teachers could experience feelings of satisfaction 

and passion due to mastery over their tasks. Collaborative relationships between the 

school leaders and the teachers served to build an atmosphere of trust and to 
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communicate effectively. Finally, teachers tended to own the mission because of the 

school’s flat structure with the freedom of autonomy and the challenge of accountability. 

These findings were crystallized into a Five-Factor Teacher Engagement Model 

(FFTEM) that is proposed as a means to help teachers attain and sustain high levels of 

engagement especially when serving under-resourced students. The model is supported 

by contemporary research. Although it is primarily targeted at Cristo Rey schools, the 

model may be profitably adapted to other Catholic schools as well. The five stages of the 

Innovation-Diffusion model (Rogers, 2003) are proposed to ensure effective 

implementation and assessment over six academic semesters. The school’s change agent 

may adapt Hartnett’s (2011) Consensus-Oriented Decision-Making Model to make key 

stakeholders part of the change process.  

This study concluded with implications for research and for leadership theory and 

practice. It is hoped that this research will help leaders to become “entrepreneurs of 

identity” (Haslam et al., 2011, p. 146) who inflame their teachers with passion for their 

mission, i.e., to help their students to succeed academically and in life too. With the help 

of the FFTEM, it is desired that leaders will lead with love not fear, and discover the 

leader in every teacher. Finally, this research will enable school leaders and teachers to 

reach out with greater zeal to the last, the lost, and the least of society.  
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Appendix A 

Gatekeeper Permission Letter 

September 26, 2016 
Mr. Jeb Myers 
President  
Cristo Rey High School – Twin Cities 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

Subject: Permission to conduct a research study 

Dear Mr. Myers, 

I am Roland Coelho, a student about to commence a research project for my 

interdisciplinary doctorate in educational leadership at Creighton University, Omaha.  

The purpose of this study is to achieve an in-depth understanding of the relationship 

between leadership behaviors and teacher engagement at this Cristo Rey high school and 

to develop an evidence-based model that will provide a framework for school leaders to 

build the intrinsic motivational capacity of their teachers. My previous interactions with 

leaders, teachers, and former students of Cristo Rey institutions indicates a high level of 

teacher engagement at these schools.   

After obtaining permission from Creighton’s Institutional Review Board, I wish 

to collect data primarily from four sources: interviews, observations, documents, and 

photographs. Only those documents and photographs submitted by the school authorities 

or participants will be included in this study.  

I wish to interview selected faculty and staff (between eight and fifteen) whose 

participation is voluntary. (I am attaching a copy of the informed consent form that each 

participant will need to sign before participating in this project.) I would be grateful if 

you can provide a convenient room with two chairs where interviewees may feel free to 

speak. Each interview is scheduled to take between 30 and 45 minutes and will be 
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conducted at a convenient date and time that will avoid undue disruption of your school 

working day.  

To add validity and depth to the interviews, I wish to access three other sources of 

data. My observations will be discrete and will not disturb or distract anyone. With your 

permission, I would like to access school documents (minutes of faculty/staff meetings 

and annual performance evaluation reports). I will lend a digital camera to each 

participant to photograph any one aspect of the school that inspires or symbolizes 

engagement. 

There are no known risks or anxieties associated with this study. By participating, 

however, you will be part of a research study, your school will get further insights into 

one of its strengths, and you are contributing to the body of knowledge in the field of 

education. If this study is published, I will add a by-line signifying the participation of 

administrators, faculty, and staff of this school in this research. 

I will make every effort to maintain high ethical standards. All interview 

responses (audio recorded) will be kept strictly confidential and shared only with my 

dissertation committee. On completion of this research project, I will destroy all audio 

recordings. The results will be reported (with pseudonyms) in a research paper available 

to all those who participated in this study. 

I will be glad to answer any questions. Alternatively, you may wish to contact my 

dissertation chair, Dr. Mark Nuss (email: MarkNuss@creighton.edu and contact number: 

620-357-1732) or my academic advisor, Dr. Barbara Brock (email: 

BarbaraBrock@creighton.edu and contact number: 402-280-2551).  
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Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to working with you during 

this project.  

Sincerely, 

 

Roland Coelho 

Creighton University, Omaha  

rolandcoelho@creighton.edu 

402-280-3157 or 402-769-8473 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:rolandcoelho@creighton.edu
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol: Leadership Behavior and Teacher Engagement 

Date:     Time:    Place: 

Interviewee code name: 

Status/position of the interviewee: 

Preliminary instructions:  

Hi! I am Roland Coelho, a doctoral student studying the relationship between 

school leadership behaviors and teacher engagement in this school. Let me begin by 

thanking you for agreeing to be part of this study and for making time to be interviewed. I 

am grateful.  

I want you to know that your responses will be kept anonymous and confidential. 

When you speak about a certain teacher or principal, I will code them as T1 or P1 and so 

on respectively.  

The purpose of this study is to achieve an in-depth understanding of the 

relationship between leadership behaviors and teacher engagement at this Cristo Rey high 

school and to develop an evidence-based model that will provide a framework for school 

leaders to build the intrinsic motivational capacity of their teachers. 

With your permission, I will take down notes and digitally record this 

conversation. Feel free to pause the recording at any time or to ask for any clarifications. 

Questions: (The rationale for each main question is given in parentheses to 

provide an explanation to the interviewee if required; potential follow-up questions 

are provided in bullet points.) 

1. (Understanding leadership and engagement in the context of Cristo Rey high schools. 

These questions seek to understand how these school leaders or teachers perceive 
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their individually assigned roles and how they perceive themselves as leaders in the 

school. The questions put the participants at ease as they reflect on their own selves.) 

a. How do you understand your role in the school? 

• What excites you about this role? 

b. How do you see yourself as a teacher and as a leader in the school? 

• What specific behaviors do you think other teachers or students 

appreciate in your leadership? 

• Tell me more about why the student/teacher liked this specific 

behavior. 

2. (The relationship between school administrators and teachers. Here the questions 

move the focus from themselves to probe more deeply into their relationship with 

others in the school.) 

a. What kind of relationship do you have with your school leaders?  

• Is there an incident that exemplifies this relationship?  

b. How do you think the school administrators fulfill the school’s goals and 

further its mission? Is there a specific leadership behavior you find useful 

here? 

3. (Engaged teachers and challenges to engagement. These questions aim to get a feel 

for the obstacles school personnel face and how they affect engagement. Participants 

will explain how they become resourceful in meeting such challenges.) 

a. What are some of the main challenges that you or other teachers experience in 

this school? How do you cope when such challenges arise? 
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b. What are some of the characteristics of highly motivated teachers in this 

school?  

• How are these characteristics visible in the school?  

4. (The Ignatian charisms and effective school leaders. This part of the conversation 

will seek to find out how the Ignatian charisms affect the subjects’ attitudes and 

behavior.) 

a. How do you experience the Ignatian magis (the “more” or the “better”) as a 

call to excellence in your work and relationships? 

b. How is the Ignatian cura personalis (“personal care”) practiced in your 

school? Could you share one incident when you reached out to a particular 

student?   

5. (Leading from the middle and system-wide reform. This final section looks at shared 

leadership and holistic reform.) 

a. What are the ways your school promotes leading from the middle?  

• How do you experience shared leadership? 

b. How does your school take a systemic approach to mission, school 

development, and reform? Would you like to share an example of holistic 

reform in your school? 

Conclusion:  

Thank you for helping me with my research. Would you like to recommend 

someone from your school who embodies engagement and leadership? Thank you.  

I will be happy to share with you the findings of this study if you would like to 

read them. 
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Appendix C 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Permission Letter 

Please note that Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral has taken the following 

action on IRBNet: 

 

Project Title: [965614-1] The Relationship Between Leadership Behavior and Teacher 

Engagement at Cristo Rey Jesuit High School - Twin Cities 

Principal Investigator: Roland Coelho, M.A., B.Ed. 

 

Submission Type: New Project 

Date Submitted: October 7, 2016 

 

Action: APPROVED 

Effective Date: October 17, 2016 

Review Type: Exempt Review 

 

Should you have any questions you may contact Brooke Fitzpatrick at 

bfitzpatrick@creighton.edu. 

 

Thank you, 

The IRBNet Support Team 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent and Bill of Rights 

(Adapted from Creswell, 2013, p. 152). 

Title: Leadership Behavior and Teacher Engagement 

Date: October 14, 2016 

Dear Participant, 

 I am providing you with this informed consent letter to invite you to participate 

voluntarily in this qualitative research study. You are free to participate (or not) and to 

withdraw at any time you desire without suffering any consequences either from this 

researcher or from your school authorities. 

 The purpose of this study is to achieve an in-depth understanding of the 

relationship between leadership behaviors and teacher engagement at this Cristo Rey high 

school and to develop an evidence-based model that will provide a framework for school 

leaders to build the intrinsic motivational capacity of their teachers. 

 Data will be collected primarily from four sources: interviews, observations, 

documents, and photographs. (a) The interviews will be conducted on your school 

campus in a room provided by the school authorities for this purpose. With your 

permission, I will take down notes and digitally audio-record this conversation. Feel free 

to pause the recording at any time or to ask for any clarifications. I will store the 

interview voice recordings and all data on my personal password-protected laptop. I will 

destroy all voice recordings once I have transcribed the data. (b) During the interview, I 

will write down a few simple observations pertaining to the research topic; e.g., “The 

participant was visibly excited when speaking about the school function.” Outside of the 
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interview room, I will only observe a faculty/staff meeting without disturbing the 

proceedings. (c) I will ask you to submit one photograph of something related to your 

school that symbolizes engagement. Kindly do not submit photographs of people. And 

(d) only those documents and photographs submitted by the school authorities or 

participants will be included in this study. 

 I will maintain the confidentiality of the information you share with me and I will 

use pseudonyms in my report so that in no way is your name associated with the research 

findings. Feel free to ask me questions before or during the interview. When the research 

is done, I would like to share the findings with you.  

 There are no known risks or anxieties related to this study.  

You will not be compensated for participating in this research. By participating, 

however, you will be part of a research study, your school will get further insights into 

one of its strengths, and you will be contributing to the body of knowledge in the field of 

education.  

I will be glad to answer any questions. Alternatively, you may wish to contact my 

dissertation chair, Dr. Mark Nuss (email: MarkNuss@creighton.edu and contact number: 

620-357-1732) or my academic advisor, Dr. Barbara Brock (email: 

BarbaraBrock@creighton.edu and contact number: 402-280-2551). . If you have 

questions about research subjects’ rights, you may contact Creighton’s Institutional 

Review Board at 402-280-2126. 

Thank you for considering my request. I look forward to working with you during 

this project.  

Sincerely, 
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Roland Coelho, sj 

Creighton University, Omaha - 68178 

Email: rolandcoelho@creighton.edu 

Cell: 402-769-8473 

  

mailto:rolandcoelho@creighton.edu
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Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 

make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 

research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 

begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 

you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 

whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 

confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-

related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 

injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix E 

Cristo Rey High School (CRHS) Document List 

1. CRHS Annual report (2014-15) 

2. CRHS Gloriam award winner citation 

3. CRHS Graduate Support 

4. CRHS Corporate work study partners 

5. CRHS Corporate work study program (CWSP) 

6. CRHS Sponsor-a-student-program 

7. CRHS Strategic plan (May 2015) 

8. Daily prayer (Kiva) 

9. Destination: College graduation and funding model 

10. Gravissimum Educationis (1965) 

11. Ignatian identity review – Visiting team report (2014)  

12. Instrumentum laboris (2014) 

13. Our way of proceeding: Standards and benchmarks for Jesuit schools in the 21st 

century (2015) 

14. The characteristics of Jesuit Education (1986) 

15. The Jesuit Ratio Studiorum: 400th anniversary perspectives (2000) 
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Appendix F 

List of Photographs 

A. Submitted by participant 

1. Mass of the Holy Spirit 

2. First day at school for 

freshmen 

3. Coat ceremony of former 

student 

B. Researcher’s photographs (of 

school artifacts and not of persons) 

1. Banner: AMDG 

2. Banner: Finding God in all 

things 

3. Banner: Cura personalis 

4. Banner: Diversity 

5. Banner: Living the magis 

6. Banner: Service to others 

7. Banner: Student art 

8. Campus ministry notice 

board 

9. Change: Mixed media (front 

lobby) 

10. Change – mixed media 

11. Change - explanation 

12. Change – art themes and 

forms 

13. Change – pond, limestone 

boulders, and values 

14. Chaplain’s office door 

15. Contemplatives in action 

poster 

16. Contemplatives in action 

notice board 

17. Crucifix in conference room 

18. CWSP jobs 

19. Conference room setup 

20. Conference room table 

21. East conference room: 

AMDG 

22. East conference room: Take, 

O Lord, and receive 

23. Grad on grad near stairwell 

24. Grad on grad – student 

commons 
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25. Faith formation 

26. Cura personalis 

27. Integration of faith, culture, 

and life. 

28. The magis 

29. Education as holistic 

development 

30. Assessment and 

effectiveness 

31. Mediocrity has no place in 

this CRHS 

32. Jesuit pedagogy – the 

Ignatian pedagogical 

paradigm 

33. Magis permeates all Jesuit 

characteristics 

34. Service of others for the 

promotion of justice 

35. Collaboration at the heart of 

mission 

36. Jesuit way of proceeding as 

holy boldness 

37. To labor with and for others 

in building a more just 

world 

38. Service of the mission 

39. Cura personalis – care of the 

body, mind, and soul 

40. Welcome and face 

challenges 

41. Faith and social justice 

42. School’s mission on hallway 

wall 

43. Poster: Vote, your voice 

matters 

44. School mission on hallway 

wall 

45. St. Ignatius painting 

46. Student mock election 

poster 

47. Student notice board 

 

 




