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Abstract 

Servant leadership is a leadership model modernized by Robert Greenleaf (1970) that 

emphasizes the need to prioritize the highest order needs of others above self.  Although 

recent research suggests that the model is gaining popularity and is practiced by many 

successful leaders in a variety of occupational sectors, a gap in substitutive research 

exists in the field of public educational administration, notably at the primary and 

secondary levels.  More specifically, there is a lack of research into how teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influenced their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching positions.  The purpose of this 

phenomenological qualitative study, therefore, was to examine those perceptions and 

determine if they did, in fact, influence decisions of attrition and retention among public 

school teachers in Central Oregon. Data analysis followed a single-phase examination of 

twenty semi-structured interviews of primary and secondary public-school classroom 

teachers.  These one-on-one interviews provided a significant number of shared themes 

regarding how teachers perceive their principals’ servant leadership characteristics, and 

how that perception influences their desire to remain in their current teaching positions.  

This study represents an important contribution to the existing literature regarding servant 

leadership and education, as this study provides evidence produced by the interviewed 

teachers to inform school principals of Central Oregon public schools about the 

perceptions some teachers have regarding school leaders who practice servant leadership 

and how that influences decisions of retention among their staff.   

Keywords: servant, leader, empathy, humility, listening, integrity 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

In 2005, the Center for Education Policy Research (2005) released a report 

regarding the condition of education in Oregon, within which they advised that the state 

should prepare for “a significant number of new teachers each year,” in response to 

increasing teacher attrition rates among new educators (“Condition of k-12,” 2005, p. 4).  

Five years later, The Oregonian newspaper released a report that teacher attrition rates 

continued to climb and were costing the state nearly $45 million each year (Hovde, 

2010).  Nearly a decade after the initial landmark report, research (“Oregon equity plan” 

2015) indicated that this problem had not subsided, and continued to be a major obstacle 

for effective education.  The State of Oregon has made progress over the last several 

years, particularly in achievement scores of fourth and 8th-grade public school students 

(“Statewide report card,” 2016).  However, those gains, less 8th -grade reading 

achievement, still fall below the national average, as do high school graduation rates 

(“Called to account,” 2016).  These trends, combined with the growing divide between 

reading and math scores of poor and not-poor students (otherwise known as the poverty 

gap), means that Oregon’s condition of public education ranks in the lower third of states 

nationwide (“Called to account,” 2016).   

Recent research has also found a positive relationship between effective school 

leadership and student achievement (Miller, 2008; Sugg, 2013).  This research, 

juxtaposed with the aforementioned poor condition of K-12 public education in the State 

of Oregon, illustrates one specific need nested within a very complex problem: if the 

State of Oregon wants to improve the overall condition of the public education system, 
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prioritizing the retention of high-quality teachers through, in part, the development of 

effective school leadership may be a solution.  One leadership theory embraced by many 

school leadership models is servant leadership (Deal & Peterson, 2016; Poloncic, 2016).  

Following Robert K. Greenleaf’s seminal essay, The Servant as Leader (1970), research 

continues to be published on the positive influences of servant leadership in school 

settings (Cunningham, 2008; Kasun, 2009).  In fact, several cornerstone tenets of servant 

leadership, specifically humility, listening, empathy, and acting with integrity, may be 

important pieces of the solution to many of the reasons why some teachers decide to 

leave one school for another or depart the profession altogether (Kopkowski, 2008).  

Therefore, the potential exists that if teachers perceive their school principals as 

exemplifying characteristics of servant leadership, they may be less likely to transition to 

another school or leave the profession altogether.  This potential reduction in attrition 

rates among teachers, in turn, may potentially serve as a catalyst for an improvement in 

the condition of public education throughout the state.        

Statement of the Problem  

The attrition rate for educators in Oregon public schools has become a serious 

concern for the state.  According to a recent report from Oregon’s Department of 

Education, (2015) nearly half of all teachers leave the profession within their first three 

years and three out of four prospective teachers who are enrolled in an undergraduate 

teaching programs leave before they finish their first year in the classroom (“Oregon 

equity plan,” 2015).  Research indicates that one of the primary reasons for such high 

attrition rates is occupational apathy driven by the dissatisfaction of administrative 

leadership (Houston, 2009).  This dissatisfaction is fuel for a negative feedback loop – as 
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the number of apathetic teachers continues to grow, attrition may as well.  If the 

traditional path to becoming a school principal begins as a classroom teacher, the loss of 

quality teachers from the occupation may indirectly contribute to an eventual shortage in 

effective school principals.  This loss in potentially effective school principals, in turn, 

may mean that those who become principals are ill-equipped to address and reduce the 

rising apathy and attrition rates of quality teachers. 

Within the last two decades, there has been significant research on the influences 

of school administrators as servant leaders on both school climate and student 

achievement (Black, 2010; Cunningham, 2008; Wilson, 2013).  There has also been 

recent research into reasons for and perceptions of educator attrition (Boyd, Grossman, 

Lankford, Loeb, & Wychoff, 2009; Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 201).  Less research 

exists, however, regarding teachers’ perceptions of the servant leadership characteristics 

of their school principals and how those characteristics may or may not influence their 

desire to remain in their current teaching position (Cerit, 2009, 2010; Shaw & Newton, 

2014).  This study may contribute to the larger, ongoing discussion regarding effective 

strategies that both improve administrative leadership and reduce teacher attrition rates in 

the Oregon public school system. 

A similar research question has been explored by Shaw and Newton (2014), who 

using a quantitative electronic survey, found a strong correlation between perceived 

servant leadership levels of building principals, job satisfaction levels of teachers, and 

teacher retention rates.  This current study was conducted, in part, because the researcher 

was interested to determine if the use of different research methodology and a sample that 

shared some common characteristics would yield additional support for the conclusions 
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drawn by Shaw and Newton (2014).  However, several major differences between this 

research study and that of Shaw and Newton (2014) exist, most notably a shift from the 

collection and analysis of quantitative to qualitative data.  A deeper review of research by 

Shaw and Newton (2014) is provided in Chapter Two of this research study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The intent of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine how 

teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  

Research Question 

 One of the primary reasons why teachers leave the profession is a lack of trust or 

faith in their administrative team (“Irreplaceable: understanding the;” Kopkowski, 2008).  

If there was a philosophy of leadership that promoted trust and cultivated faith between 

teachers and principals, namely servant leadership, more teachers may consider 

remaining in their current teaching position.  Granted, the dynamics of occupational 

satisfaction are complicated, and the variables that influence that satisfaction are 

numerous.  In the State of Oregon, where public education is ranked in the lower-third of 

the nation (“Called to account,” 2016), any strategy that might improve the condition of 

education should be strongly considered.     

This phenomenological qualitative study examined the potential relationships of 

school principals as servant leaders and the desire for teachers to remain working for 

those principals in Central Oregon public schools.  Specifically, this study focused on the 

following tenets of servant leadership: humility, listening, empathy, and acting with 

integrity.  The study operated under the following research question: How do teachers’ 
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perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this research study was to inform school principals of Central Oregon 

public schools about the perceptions some teachers have regarding school leaders who 

practice servant leadership and how that influences decisions of retention among their 

staff.  Although the researcher did not presume that the only impeding cause for 

classroom teacher attrition rates is the relationship between the teacher and the principal, 

the presumption was if the teacher-principal relationship is strengthened, namely, through 

the principal’s servant leadership characteristics, retention rates among those teachers 

may rise. 

Methodology  

 This study employed a single-phase phenomenological qualitative method.  The 

goal of this methodology was to explain a specific phenomenon, which in the case of this 

study was how teachers’ perceptions of school principals’ servant leadership 

characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 

Central Oregon public schools.  The methodology is characterized by “…a design of 

inquiry coming from a philosophy and psychology in which the researcher describes the 

lived experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 188).  The population under study was classroom teachers who were 

employed during the 2016-2017 school year at public schools in Central Oregon, a 

geographic region defined by this researcher as the following four counties: Marion, 

Lane, Deschutes, and Linn.   
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Definition of Relevant Terms 

The following terms are used operationally in this study: 

Attrition: the gradual reduction of a workforce by employees leaving, rather than 

by being laid off (Attrition, 2017).  In the context of this study, attrition takes place when 

a teacher either leaves his or her current position for another at a different school or 

leaves the profession altogether.  This definition does not contain teachers who leave 

their position for a promoted position, such as teachers who are hired as school 

administrators in another school.  

Empathy: one of four servant leadership tenets of particular focus in this research 

study; defined as the action of understanding, being sensitive to, and being responsive to 

the feelings and experience of another (Spears, 2010). 

Humility: one of four servant leadership tenets of particular focus in this research 

study; defined as the quality of reflecting and expressing one’s self in a spirit of 

deference or submission, not arrogant or assertive (Graham, 1991). 

Integrity: one of four servant leadership tenets of particular focus in this research 

study; defined as the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles (Russel 

& Stone, 2002). 

K-12: grades kindergarten (K) through the last year of secondary school (12th 

year). 

Leadership: leadership refers to the process through which leaders and followers 

engage to produce change.  Leadership is an intentional change process through which 

leaders and followers, sharing a sense of purpose, engage in action to pursue and achieve 

that common vision (Laub, 2004). 
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Listening: one of four servant leadership tenets of particular focus in this research 

study; defined as the desire to seek and identify the will of a group and help clarify that 

will (Spears, 2010). 

School principal: one who is formally employed under the title ‘principal’ and 

primarily executes the managing of duties, responsibilities, and rules in a school system, 

as governed by policies established by local school districts and boards of education.   

Servant Leadership: broadly speaking, as both a philosophy and a theory, a single 

definition for the term ‘servant leadership’ cannot be universally applied.  Robert 

Greenleaf (1970) who modernized the timeless concept, described a servant leader in part 

describing someone who, “…makes sure that other people's highest priority needs are 

being served" (p. 1).  To that end, servant leadership characteristics discussed in this 

study will be broadly defined as the qualities described by Greenleaf and those identified 

by Winston and Fields (2015) in their Essential Servant Leadership Behavior (ESLB) 

measurement tool. 

Teacher: one who is employed by a school to instruct students.  In the context of 

this study, a teacher is currently employed, full or part-time, by a public school within the 

geographic boundary defined by the researcher as Central Oregon.  He/she is licensed and 

designated by the Oregon Department of Education’s Teacher Standards and Practices 

Commission.    

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

Limitations are weaknesses in a study that are outside of the control of the 

researcher (Simon & Goes, 2012).   Two limitations were identified in this study.  First, 

participation from classroom teachers was voluntary, and therefore limited to those who 
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desired to participate in the study. This was a limitation because the researcher could not 

control those who wished to participate and those who wished to abstain.  Second, some 

classroom teachers who wished to participate in the study may have lacked the resources 

to do so, as well as permission from their administrative team.  This restriction was also a 

limitation because the researcher could not control all resources necessary for 

participation, nor could the researcher override any decision made by an administrator to 

prevent data collection. 

Delimitations are elements that both define the boundaries and limit the scope of a 

study.  Unlike limitations, delimitations are within the control of the researcher (Simon, 

2011).  There were several delimitations in this study.  First, many schools define the 

term ‘administrator’ differently.  This study examined only those personnel who serve in 

a traditional principal role and did not consider any other member of a school’s 

administrative team.  Second, this study did not consider variables or factors relating to 

school climate other than the leadership style of school principals.  Not considering these 

variables or factors was a delimitation because potential reasons for teacher attrition may 

be for reasons other than perceptions of building principal leadership style.  Third, this 

research study focused on four specific servant leadership principles: humility, listening, 

empathy, and acting with integrity; this was a delimitation because there are other 

attributes of servant leadership which may influence teacher’s perceptions of their 

building principal leadership style.  Fourth, only licensed teachers who were employed 

during the 2016-2017 school year were requested to participate in the study.  Fifth, the 

geographic region described as Central Oregon only included schools located in Marion, 

Lane, Deschutes, and Linn counties; participants did not come from any other county in 
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the State of Oregon.  Finally, participating classroom teachers came from schools that 

were publicly funded; the study did not sample classroom teachers from private, charter, 

or virtual schools. 

Research bias is defined as any variable within the study that prevents objectivity 

and unprejudiced consideration in response.  As Creswell (2014) described bias in the 

context of prevention, “…in what ways has the researcher avoided making himself or 

herself more simply the voice of the subject” (p. 258).  For this study, the researcher’s 

bias should be recognized.  At the time of the study, the researcher was a classroom 

teacher in one of the counties from which participants were solicited and enrolled in an 

initial administrator license program.  Based on the researcher’s experiences and through 

conversations and interactions with other classroom teachers, the researcher’s bias was 

that there would be a positive relationship between teachers’ perceptions of their 

principals’ servant leadership characteristics and an increased desire to remain in their 

current teaching position in Central Oregon.  A discussion of bracketing techniques and 

data triangulation employed in this research study, as well as an explanation regarding 

how data saturation was obtained, is provided in Chapter 4 of this study.   

Assumptions are elements of a study that are not necessarily within or outside the 

control of the researcher, but in the absence of them, the study would be irrelevant 

(Simon, 2011).  There were two assumptions for this study.  First, the researcher would 

have access to research participants, and second, those participants would respond with 

honesty to the interview questions. 
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The Role of Leadership in this Study 

Modernized and popularized by Robert K. Greenleaf (Greenleaf, 1970), servant 

leadership has become a philosophy of leadership that has received significant attention 

for a high degree of effectiveness and an apparent contrast to traditional top-down and 

positional-power leadership models.  Seemingly counter-intuitive, a servant leader is a 

leader who is a servant first and who makes sure “…that the other people’s highest 

priority needs are being served” (Greenleaf, 1970, p. 15).  This study approached 

leadership from two important perspectives: school principals who served in formal 

leadership positions and from the perceptions of teachers who, at the time of the study, 

were not in formal leadership positions.  Finally, from these two perspectives, a larger, 

ongoing discussion may evolve regarding effective strategies to improve administrative 

leadership and reduce teacher attrition in Central Oregon public schools. 

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

 Recent research has concluded two critically important relationships concerning 

leadership in education.  First, classroom teachers are one of the largest influencing 

factors regarding student performance and achievement (Crabtree, 2014; Cunningham, 

2008; Stronge & Hindman, 2003).  Second, the largest influential factor on school 

climate, which includes the occupational satisfaction of classroom teachers, is the 

building principal (Black, 2007; Black, 2010; Clark, 2011).  Additionally, research has 

established a positive relationship between student achievement and school 

administrative leadership (Bass, 2000; Goldwyn, 2007; Rautiola, 2009).  A gap in 

research exists, however, in how teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant 
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leadership characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching 

position.  This study aimed to help fill that gap. 

 Given the below-average condition of public education in the State of Oregon, 

(“Called to account,” 2016; “Statewide report card,” 2016), there is a need for reform.  

Although a traditional education reform is typically approached from a top-down 

perspective, through federal programs and state mandates and policies, this study’s focus 

was on those leaders, namely school principals, most closely connected to student 

achievement, school climate, and the occupational satisfaction of classroom teachers.  

Leadership reform in education should start with and be heavily emphasized by school 

principals.  Research indicates that one of the primary reasons for high attrition rates of 

K-12 educators is occupational apathy fueled by the dissatisfaction of administrative 

leadership, particularly a lack of faith that school principals behave with the interest of 

their teachers (Houston, 2009).  Responding to this dissatisfaction, research from Bolman 

and Deal (2003) outlined a solution, finding that effective school leadership requires 

relationships built on influence, credibility, trust, vision, and service.  The philosophy of 

servant leadership, which emphasizes relationships built on the elements identified by 

Bolman and Deal (2003), may be the construct for that solution.  Although teachers did 

not need relationships with their building principals based on the elements identified by 

Bolman and Deal (2003) to qualify for participation in this research study, the researcher 

recognized a potential parallel between those elements and specific servant leadership 

characteristics identified in this study.    

 Additionally, this study aimed to provide a significant contribution to the research 

regarding best practice leadership among school leaders.  The practical implications of 
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how perceptions of school principals as servant leaders affect attrition rates among new 

classroom teachers may provide insight that could assist schools to improve 

administrative leadership, school climate, and occupational satisfaction among teachers.  

Summary 

Recent measurements indicate that the comparative condition of public education 

in Oregon is in the lower-third of states nationwide (“Called to account,” 2016).  One of 

the primary contributing factors to that condition is a high attrition rate among classroom 

teachers (“Oregon equity plan,” 2015).  The application of certain servant leadership 

characteristics may be a solution to occupational dissatisfaction among teachers and 

subsequently, reduce attrition rates among classroom teachers.  This phenomenological 

qualitative study examined the philosophy of servant leadership, and how teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction 

The purpose of the review of literature is to support a discussion and study of the 

research question: how do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 

characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 

Central Oregon public schools?  Given both the increased interest in the effectiveness of 

servant leadership (Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 2011) and the growing concern regarding 

teacher attrition rates in education (Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2013), educational 

leaders may need to closely observe the relationship between their approach to leadership 

and how that affects the occupational satisfaction of their employees. Therefore, to fully 

address the research question and provide a logical analysis and conclusion, this review is 

divided into three distinct sections: (1) an analysis of servant leadership, which includes a 

discussion of related measurement tools; (2) the evolution of a principal as a school 

leader; and (3) a review of attrition rates and causes, both generalized and specific to the 

State of Oregon. 

Servant Leadership 

Modernized by Robert Greenleaf, servant leadership is based on the belief of the 

servant as the leader (Greenleaf, 1970; Greenleaf, 1977).  The order of words Greenleaf 

used when defining the term is not arbitrary.  He did not say that servant leadership is 

when a leader is a servant; rather, he purposefully stated that a servant leader is a servant 

first, and a leader second, as placing the servant first is foundational to the entire 

philosophy.  That foundational importance is clearer when looking at the most commonly 
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cited definition of the term ‘servant leadership.’  When asked to describe a servant leader, 

Greenleaf (1977) responded:       

The servant-leader is a servant first… It begins with the natural feeling 

that one wants to serve first.  Then conscious choice brings one to aspire 

to lead.  That person is sharply different from one who is a leader first, 

perhaps because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to 

acquire material possessions.  For such it will be a later choice to serve 

after leadership is established.  The leader-first and the servant-first are 

two extreme types.  Between them are shadings and blends that are part of 

the infinite variety of human nature… The difference manifests itself in 

the care taken by the servant-first to make sure that other people’s highest 

priority needs are being served. (p. 13) 

This unique, dynamic relationship between servanthood and leadership is based on 

Greenleaf’s (1977) notion that the only legitimate authority possessed by the servant 

leader is authority given by those being led, and therefore the leader must place the 

interests of those being served before those of self.  Noting that the personal development 

and empowerment of followers is key, Greenleaf (1977) asked, "The best test (of a 

servant-leader) and difficult to administer, was: do those served grow as persons?  Do 

they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely 

themselves to become servants” (p. 27)?  The definitions of servant leadership and the 

measurement Greenleaf provides to identify the philosophy are both as exacting as they 

are arduous.   
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 Unlike the more traditionally established approaches to leadership (trait-based, 

behavior-based, transactional), servant leadership cannot be approached as if the model is 

a dinner jacket, to be put on and taken off depending on situational context (Laub, 2004).  

Instead, the foundation of servant leadership rests on and flows from the inherent 

character of a person (McFarland, Senn, & Childress, 1994), and is less a conditional 

leadership style and more a paradigm that guides every thought, word, and decision 

made.  Servant leadership is not an approach that places the object of immediate focus on 

the shoulders of the leader or the goals of the organization.  Rather, servant leadership is 

a guiding doctrine that shifts the focus to the highest-priority needs of the followers and 

demands that to accomplish such an untraditional shift, the leader must assume the role of 

a servant (Laub, 2004).  The model is also counterintuitive because leaders must 

prioritize the development of the followers over themselves, which is essential to, 

“…accomplishing tasks and goals for the common good” (Page & Wong, 2000, p. 2).  A 

subsequent section in this chapter will contrast several of those leadership styles with 

servant leadership. 

Historical Models of Servant Leadership 

 Greenleaf modernized the leadership philosophy and coined the phrase ‘servant 

leadership’ in the 1970s (Greenleaf, 1970; 1977).  Servant leadership, however, had 

existed in theory and concept for many thousands of years before Greenleaf, with diverse 

applications focused on strategies of war, politics, faith, and the condition of one’s 

existential soul.  An attempt to address all historical models of servant leadership is both 

impossible and outside the scope of this literature review.  Therefore, only a few critically 

important examples are discussed, as they establish servant leadership as a timeless 
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construct that serves as a contextual foundation for Greenleaf and his modernization of 

the leadership philosophy. 

 Lao-Tzu.  Best known as a brilliant war tactician, the ancient Chinese 

philosopher Laozi (or Lao-Tzu) was likely the first to record the need for humility and 

servanthood as key traits of successful leadership (Valeri, 2007).  Likely having lived 

around the 6th century B.C., Laozi is the reputed author of the Tao Te Ching, a classic 

Chinese text that has inspired a countless number of leaders for millennia.  The tenets of 

servant leadership are a primary thread woven throughout this seminal piece.  When 

speaking about the polarities of human nature, Laozi wrote, “…the wise leader does not 

push to make things happen, but allows processes to unfold on its own,” and “The leader 

teaches by example rather than by lecturing others on how they ought to be” (Warneka, 

Warneka, & Tzu, 2007, p. 3).  Speaking about equal treatment, he wrote, “One person is 

as worthy as the next… Knowing this, the leader does not pretend to be special” 

(Warneka et al., 2007, p. 11).  Perhaps in a treatise that aligns most closely with the 

nature of servant leadership, Laozi wrote, “The greatest leader forgets himself and attends 

to the development of others.  Good leaders support excellent workers.  Great leaders 

support the bottom 10 percent.  Great leaders know that the diamond in the rough is 

always found ‘in the rough’” (Warneka et al., 2007, p. 14).  The intersection between the 

works of Laozi and Greenleaf’s servant leadership modernized is clear: selflessness, 

humility, and servanthood are the dominant pursuits of great leaders. 

 Arthashastra.  A second historical example of servant leadership is found several 

hundred years after Laozi in the sacred Hindu text, the Arthashastra.  The source of the 

collected works found in this text has never been authenticated, but Chanakya, an ancient 
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Indian philosopher, is widely attributed with having primary authorship (Singh, 2009).  

The contribution that the Arthashastra made to servant leadership is two-fold.  First, 

Chanakya wrote, "the king [leader] shall consider as good, not what pleases himself but 

what pleases his subjects [followers],” and "the king [leader] is a paid servant and enjoys 

the resources of the state together with the people" (Kautilya, 1992, p. 10).  Much like the 

works of Laozi, the applicability is that the successful king must place the interests of his 

servants (those being served) before his self-interests.  Not every thought in the 

Arthashastra parallels the core tenets of servant leadership, which demonstrates the 

tension between the selfless humility of servant leadership and the selfish human nature 

that often drives traditional, leader-first styles, as all servant leaders experience this 

tension.  Therefore, in a less recognizable but no less important way, Chanakya 

influenced the foundation of servant leadership, which was laid nearly two thousand 

years later by Greenleaf (1970). 

Jesus Christ.  The third and final historical example of the servant leadership 

model was illustrated by the life and narrative of Jesus Christ.  Regardless of any 

opinions regarding the divine nature of Jesus Christ, his teachings are the catalyst for a 

faith that has arguably the largest impact on not just Western civilization, but all of 

humanity (Schmidt, 2001).  Several millennia before the formal writings of Greenleaf 

himself, Jesus Christ exemplified the nature of servant leadership in a response to His 

disciples, James and John, over questions of authority and ruler ship.  Jesus Christ said to 

them, “…whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would 

be first among you must be slave of all” (Mark 10:42-45, ESV).  Jesus Christ 

demonstrated servant leadership not just in word, but also in action.  For example, the 
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symbolic importance of washing the feet of others is lost with modern Western cultural 

norm, but in Biblical times, this was an act of hospitality often performed by house slaves 

(Hultgren, 1982).   

The influence of Jesus Christ as the servant can be witnessed in the lives of others 

long after His death on the cross.  His servant leader message inspired Florence 

Nightingale, who would become known as the founder of modern nursing (Hamilton, 

2015).  He inspired Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr., who fought for racial equality 

(Blum & Harvey, 2012).  He inspired Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela to end 

Apartheid in South Africa (Robertson, 2011).  In short, the narrative of Jesus Christ has 

inspired servant leadership theorists and practitioners alike and continues to serve as the 

standard upon which some judge the nature of servant leadership. 

Greenleaf’s Model of Servant Leadership  

Working as an executive at the American Telephone and Telegraph Company 

(AT&T) in the mid-1960s, Robert Greenleaf became uneasy with the increasing 

frequency of authoritarian leadership dominating major institutions around America.  In a 

1966 essay to his peers and as a consultant and visiting lecturer at both the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology and at Harvard Business School, Greenleaf used the term ‘servant 

leader’ for the first time (Farnsworth, 2007).  The catalyst for the letter, beyond his 

growing discontent for leadership in corporate America, was the metaphorical short story 

A Journey to the East (Hesse, 1956).  The story described religious pilgrims, who are on 

a journey filled with many struggles and tribulations.  Leo, their loyal servant, sustained 

them through these trials.  Leo eventually left, which created an unexpected uprising 

among the pilgrims as they jockeyed for leadership positions within the group.  The 
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journey eventually failed, as the pilgrims were unable to find the ultimate Truth they 

were seeking.  After the journey, one of the pilgrims reunited with Leo, only to discover 

that he was in-fact the president of the League and the leader of the group throughout the 

duration of the tale (Hesse, 1956).  Deeply inspired by this story, Greenleaf surmised that 

the core of a true leader’s very nature is the willingness to serve others, and in the heart 

of servanthood that great leadership can ultimately be found (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Greenleaf eventually left the corporate world and dedicated a full-time pursuit to 

understanding the nature of servant leadership.  He converted his essay to his seminal 

piece, The Servant as Leader (1970).  This essay, which established servant leadership as 

a legitimate construct in the larger discussion of leadership theory, was followed by 

several other important works: Servant Leadership (1977), Seeker and Servant (1996), 

On Becoming a Servant Leader (1996), The Power of Servant Leadership (1998), and 

The Servant Leader Within (2003).  Decades of research and analysis following 

Greenleaf’s original essay ultimately clarified the concept of servant leadership and 

grounded that concept in both philosophy and practice.  Expanding on Greenleaf’s initial 

description that a servant-leader is first a servant (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 13), a servant 

leader can be thought of as someone with an inborn desire to lead others by serving them, 

to bring together and unify collective beliefs and visions, and to fulfill the highest priority 

needs of others (Greenleaf, 1977; Russell & Stone, 2002; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002; 

Spears, 1995). 

Characteristics of Servant Leadership 

To define and describe the characteristics of servant leadership is not as simple as 

other leadership models; the construct is not conditional or situational.  Although 
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common themes are shared, the tenets flow from the inherent character of a person, 

making the approach unique to each individual leader.  The modernized servant 

leadership model has gained significant interest and credibility in leadership literature 

since the initial publications of Greenleaf (1970) and Burns (1978).  For some time, a 

substantial gap remained in research-based evidence that demonstrated “a commitment to 

an understanding of servant leadership” (Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, p. 1).  From 

Blanchard and Hodges (2003) to Hunter (2012), from Frick (2004) to Spears (2010), the 

initial fuel that drove dialogue about servant leadership in leadership theory primarily 

came from reading and personal interpretation of Greenleaf’s essays directly, and was not 

entrenched in empirical evidence acquired from valid and reliable research (Bass, 2000).  

In more recent years, empirical evidence has produced lists of various servant leadership 

characteristics.  Although some of the descriptive words are unique to each list, the core 

essence of the model remains constant.   

A strong example of a primary driver in servant leadership dialogue based in both 

research and textual analysis of Greenleaf’s personal work is Spears’ (1995; 2010) ten 

characteristics of servant leadership. Spears (1995; 2010) is widely considered a subject 

matter expert in on Robert Greenleaf and servant leadership. The ten characteristics of 

servant leadership (Spears,2010) are: listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, 

conceptualization, foresight, stewardship, commitment to the growth of people, and 

building community (pp. 27-29).  These characteristics were developed through years of 

research and contextual application of servant leadership, and tend to serve as a 

foundational context for many current discussions and attempts to identify and describe 

the nature of servant leadership (Spears, 2010; van Dierendonck, 2010).   
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Continued focus on servant leadership.  After completing a review of selected 

seminal texts and research studies from the previous three decades, primarily those from 

Greenleaf (1970; 1977), Barbuto and Wheeler (2002) developed an instrument that 

measured different dimensions of the servant leadership construct.  Additionally, Barbuto 

and Wheeler (2002) leaned heavily on servant leadership definitions and descriptions 

provided by Spears (1995).  To create this instrument, the researchers developed 56 

descriptive sample items drawn from Spears (1995).  Secondary analysis of the items was 

completed by a sample of elected community leaders from the Midwestern United States.  

Finally, statistical analysis of the data by Barbuto and Wheeler (2002) yielded a valid 

measurement instrument of those 11 characteristics that define servant leadership: having 

a calling, listening, empathy, healing, awareness, persuasion, conceptualizing, foresight, 

stewardship, growth, and building community.  The value of Barbuto and Wheeler’s 

(2002) measurement tool extends beyond being a valid option to test servant leadership 

traits in leadership development programs because of demonstrated consistency in the 

identification of servant leadership characteristics across three decades (Barbuto & 

Wheeler, 2002; Spears, 1995; Winston & Fields, 2015).   

 Need for specificity in servant leadership.  Winston and Fields (2015) were 

inspired to develop a valid measurement tool unique solely to servant leadership 

characteristics.  They generated a large list of leadership characteristics from previously 

validated measurement instruments that spanned several different approaches to servant 

leadership, which included Spears (1995), Page and Wong (2000), and Barbuto and 

Wheeler (2002).  With the assistance of a first-stage expert panel and a second-stage 

qualitative questionnaire, they reduced their original list 225 items down to 22 specific 
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behaviors that define servant leadership.  For example, two of the behaviors are 

“understanding that serving others is most important,” and “willing to make sacrifices to 

help others” (p. 422).  These two align with characteristics listed by Barbuto and Wheeler 

(2002), namely organizational stewardship, and those from Spears (1995), specifically 

the need to commit to serving the needs of others.  Other behaviors include leading by 

example, inspiring others to be servant leaders and to be honest always. 

Given the dynamic processes available to characterize servant leadership, 

Greenleaf’s original premise is the ultimate litmus test for any conversation regarding the 

characteristics of the construct.  Grounded in his understanding of both theory and 

practice, Greenleaf (1977) characterized a servant leader in four ways.  First, the leader is 

a servant first. There must be a natural feeling of wanting to serve first.  Second, the 

servant first makes sure that the highest priority needs of others are being met.  Third, 

success is obtained/measured when those who are served become healthier, freer, more 

autonomous, and wiser and thus become servants themselves.  Last, a servant can only 

become a leader if a leader remains a servant.  Given this litmus test, two things have 

become increasingly clear.  First, research done by Spears (1995; 1998), Bass (1999; 

2000), Barbuto & Wheeler (2002), Shaw and Newton (2014), Winston & Fields (2015), 

is aligned with Greenleaf’s initial vision.  This research is consistent, valid, and reliable.  

Second, additional research is needed to build upon the constructs for continued relevant 

purposes; this research study satisfies that need because of the specific educational 

perspective in a Northwest U.S. state.    

The uniqueness in lists occurs because the philosophy of servant leadership is not 

a linear, step-wise, ‘if this, then that’ approach to leadership.  Servant leadership is a 
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holistic approach to life and a way of leading from the heart (Blanchard & Hodges, 

2003), which is not easily described.  This is not to say that the leadership philosophy is 

not yet grounded; rather, because of the very nature, current and future research on 

servant leadership will serve to define and delineate, as well as better inform leadership 

practitioners of the philosophy’s congruous and dynamic characteristics.  The four 

servant leadership characteristics of focus in this study – humility, empathy, listening, 

and acting with integrity – were selected by the researcher because of those 

characteristics’ particular applicability to teacher-principal relationships in the context of 

education.  When examining how teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant 

leadership characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching 

positions, the researcher felt that focusing on the aforementioned servant leadership 

tenets would produce the clearest answer to the research question.  The researcher 

expected that principals’ humility, empathy, high integrity, and listening behaviors would 

be positively related to teachers’ desires to remain in their current teaching positions. 

Humility. The first of four tenets of servant leadership of particular focus in this 

study is humility, defined as the quality of reflecting and expressing one’s self in a spirit 

of deference or submission, not arrogant or assertive (Graham, 1991).  Supported by 

research (Graham, 1991; Owens & Heckman, 2015), humility manifests in leadership 

practices in multiple ways, from the sharing of authority to the support of followers; from 

celebrating diversity to being sensitive to the needs and desires of others.  A common 

thread throughout these different manifestations is that leaders who exhibit humility 

encourage their followers to aim for their highest potential, and then empower those 

followers to pursue progress toward that potential (Owens & Heckman, 2015).  Referring 
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to the aforementioned definition of humility (Graham, 1991), this is done through a 

leadership style that is neither assertive nor arrogant but submits to the highest priority 

needs of others (Greenleaf, 1970, 1977).  Samuelson, Church, Jarvinen, and Paulus 

(2015) observed that the intellectually humble respondents - participants who conceded 

that their opinions were not always right and would change their views, if necessary - 

have a persistent desire to learn and improve.  Argandona (2014) found humble leaders 

prioritize the organization’s success ahead of their own.  Finally, Lee and Ashton (2012) 

found that leaders who are identified as humble are more tolerant, sensitive, helpful, and 

accepting of differences in others.   

Listening. The second of four tenets of servant leadership of particular focus in 

this study is listening, defined as the desire to seek and identify the will of a group and 

help clarify that will (Spears, 2010).  In the context of leadership, listening is different 

from the act of hearing.  Merriam-Webster defines the action of hearing as the process, 

function, or power of perceiving sound (Hearing, 2017), whereas the same source defines 

the action of listening as to “give one’s attention to a sound” (“Listening,” 2017).  The 

definition for hearing indicates a passive process, whereas the definition for listening 

indicates an active process on the part of the listener, who chooses to give attention to the 

source of the sound.  Listening is an intentional act that requires the willful submission of 

attention (McHugh, 2015). 

Coetzer (2017) found that listening and compassion (a characteristic that is related 

to the tenet of empathy), empower servant leaders to build trusting relationships with 

their followers.  A servant leader who actively listens, builds trusting relations that, in-

turn, create working climates and cultures that cultivates individual aptitude (Coetzer, 
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2017).  Carollo (2011) spoke to how active listening cultivates care and compassion 

within a relationship, and that when active listening is coupled with servant leadership 

processes, unity is established.  

Active listening is most effective when it occurs empathetically (Riordan, 2014; 

Sullivan, 2011).  Empathetic actively listening aligns with two prominent servant 

leadership characteristics: listening and empathy (Spears, 2010).  Active listening also 

seeks to understand the perspective of others (Gearhart & Bodie, 2011; Drollinger, 

Comer, and Warrington, 2005), and aligns with the servant leadership characteristic of 

awareness (Spears, 2010).  Finally, when executed with an empathetic intent, active 

listening seeks to build relationships and empower others, which aligns with the servant 

leadership traits of committing to the growth of people and the building of communities 

(Spears, 2010).  

Empathy. The third of four tenets of servant leadership of particular focus in this 

study is empathy, which is recognizing and responding to the emotions and experience of 

others (Spears, 2010).  Being empathic is of critical importance to modern-day effective 

leadership practices as this responsiveness allows leaders to serve diverse populations 

more effectively.  Wilson III (2015) reports that empathetic leadership is potentially the 

most important leadership trait for several reasons.  First, the days of monolithic 

customer bases with one-way communication channels are gone, having been replaced by 

active customers who leverage two-way communication channels.  Second, from an 

intra-system perspective, empathy is indispensable when attempting to understand the 

desires of an increasing diversity among customer groups.  Third, from an inter-system 

perspective, successful companies like Facebook and Amazon (Wilson III, 2015) are 
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abandoning formal, top-down hierarchies, replacing them with collaborative processes 

that stress effective teamwork over positional power. 

Ekinci (2015) found that empathy is an essential tenet of servant leadership 

because places a high value on the unique characteristics and personalities of individual 

followers.  Exhibiting empathy from the perspective of the servant leader, therefore, is a 

mechanism that empowers followers with the confidence that their feelings are 

understood and their needs are considered (Ekinci, 2015).  Similarly, Gentry, Weber, and 

Sadri (2016) report that leaders need to express empathy as a way to increase awareness 

of followers and demonstrate that the needs of followers are a priority.  Furthermore, the 

authors state that empathy allows leaders to be more person-focused and to have more 

effective communication with others, which ultimately has a positive relationship with 

job performance.  Boyatzis and McKee (2005) argue that exhibiting empathy has a 

positive effect on both individual physiological responses (i.e. neurological functioning), 

as well as intrapersonal dynamics, such as building and strengthening relationships.  

Mendes (2003) argues that being an empathetic leader builds relationships with others 

because empathy allows leaders to understand the strengths and limitations of followers, 

which in-turn allows leaders to connect with followers in more meaningful ways. 

A common thread woven throughout the research is that exhibiting empathy helps 

leaders build deeper and more impactful relationships with followers rich in diversity.  

This outcome of exhibiting empathy aligns closely with several tenets of servant 

leadership, such as healing (seeking to repair fractured relationships with others), 

awareness, stewardship, and building relationships and communities (Spears, 2010).  
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Servant leaders, therefore, demonstrate empathy in their leadership practices by building 

relationships with others. 

Integrity. The fourth focus of servant leadership in this study is integrity, which 

is defined as the quality of being honest and having strong moral principles (Russell & 

Stone, 2002).  Synonymous with the term integrity can be the term virtuous, or having a 

strong moral or ethical code.  The spirit of integrity being illustrated through several 

terms is evident as various servant leadership practitioners have spoken of integrity, or 

integrity-like attributes, from discussions of character (Sipe & Frick, 2015), to trust 

(Russell & Stone, 2002; Spears, 2010), to having a moral role in society (Barbuto & 

Wheeler, 2006).  However, with a varied number of ways in which integrity or integrity-

like attributes can be described, it is important, particularly in the context of this research 

study, to recognize why integrity is important as a leadership trait, and how it manifests 

in the behavior of servant leaders. 

Liden, Wayne, Zhao, and Henderson (2008) for example, found that the personal 

integrity of a servant leader promotes the development of meaningful and lasting 

relationships with followers.  Gentry, Cullen, and Altman (2016) found that leaders with 

integrity tend to act with honesty and authenticity; they speak the truth; they present 

themselves to their followers with a sense of sincerity, and they tend to take 

responsibility for their actions.  By acting with integrity, according to the researchers, 

these leaders are better able cultivate trust from their followers, which is critical when 

leaders attempt to build relationships with their followers.  Moorman and Grover (2009) 

found similar results when researching their premise that integrity, as a leadership trait, is 

important because it reduces the risk that followers face when deciding whether to 
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commit to the efforts of a leader.  According to Moorman and Grover (2009), followers 

will experience an increased sense of trust, loyalty, and commitment to a leader who 

demonstrates integrity, which in-turn has a positive influence on organizational 

outcomes. 

 The consistency in the response from followers that integrity in leadership is 

critically important is evident.  In The Leadership Challenge, Kouzes and Posner (2007) 

globally surveyed over 75,000 people, asking what they, as followers, most admire and 

seek out in a leader.  More than any other leadership characteristic, honesty was selected 

the most often, which is notable because the trait of honesty aligns closely, if not 

synonymously, with that of integrity.  Research from Clarkson (2009) found similar 

results, identifying strong relationships between the effective leadership practices and 

followers’ perceptions of leader integrity.  For a servant leader, acting with integrity is 

foundational and is directly connected to other servant leadership tenets, because without 

being honest and having strong moral principles, it is unreasonable to expect any leader 

could truly “…make sure that other people's highest priority needs are being served" 

(Greenleaf, 1970, p. 1). 

Measurements of Servant Leadership 

The spark that informed Greenleaf’s original premise was the tension between the 

effective merging of servanthood and leadership.  To that end, much attention has been 

paid by both scholars and practitioners to better understand both the nature and 

practicality of servant leadership (Bass, 1999; Cheppell, 2000; Hayden, 2011; Russell, 

2001; Spears, 1995).  Within the last several notable measurement instruments 

developed, each offering a viable, reliable way to quantitatively measure servant 
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leadership.  Those instruments came, in part, from Laub (1999), Page & Wong (2000), 

Sendjaya & Sarros (2002), Dennis & Bocarnea (2005), Barbuto & Wheeler (2006), Hale 

& Fields (2007), Linden, Wayne, Zhao, & Henderson (2008), Van Dierendonck & 

Nuijten (2010), and Winston and Fields (2015).  

Essential servant leadership behavior tool.  Motivated to explain how the 

unique nature of servant leadership is operationalized within an organization, Winston 

and Fields (2015) developed the Essential Servant Leadership Behavior (ESLB) 

measurement tool.  Recognizing the repeated equivocalness in measurement by way of 

previous instruments (Van Dierendonck, 2011), Winston and Fields (2015) engaged in a 

multi-stage research process which resulted in the identification and validation of 22 

leader characteristics that are essential to servant leadership. 

 During the first stage of their research, Winston and Fields (2015) identified 225 

leadership characteristics and behaviors that were identified in previously published 

research instruments.  After removing duplicate items, a list of 116 items remained.  To 

further reduce and refine the list, Winston and Fields (2015) asked 23 researchers 

attending a servant leadership conference to rate all items on a one-to-four Likert scale, 

with one equating to not being useful in describing servant leaders, and four equating to 

contributing greatly to describing servant leaders.  Winston and Fields (2015) retained all 

items with a rating of 3.5 or higher, which equated to 22 items total.  Of the items 

retained, 16 were rated a 4 by the research panel members, and all had within rater 

agreement (rwg) of at least 0.70 (Winston & Fields, 2015).   

During the second stage, the researchers developed a questionnaire that included 

the 22 items specific to servant leadership, as well as additional items that measured 
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transformational and transactional leadership behaviors, developed by Ehrhart and Klein 

(2001).  The researchers then provided the questionnaire, by way of an internet-based 

survey tool, to both faculty and students at a private mid-Atlantic university.  The survey 

was also provided to university alumni and colleagues in a variety of organizations across 

multiple professions (Winston & Field, 2015).  

 In total, 443 usable responses were obtained.  The average age of the respondents 

was 45 years; 47 percent were male, 77 percent were white, and 93 percent lived in the 

United States (Winston and Field, 2015).  The instrument asked participants to identify a 

leader they currently work for or had worked for in the past.  Participants responded they 

had worked for the leader they described for an average of four years, and 50 percent of 

respondents currently worked for the leader they described.  This large, diverse sample 

group of experienced professionals who evaluated their experiences with servant 

leadership across various contexts is a major strength of this research study (Winston & 

Fields, 2015).  Previous studies measuring attributes of servant leadership have been 

criticized for being too context-specific or having a narrow scope on spiritually-oriented 

organizations (Andersen, 2009; Hale and Fields, 2007).  Winston and Fields (2015), 

however, found that in their research, there was no statistically significant difference 

“…in the levels of servant leader behaviors and the levels of leader effectiveness reported 

by respondents” across the six occupational categories surveyed: commercial, 

government, education, religious, non-profit, and healthcare (p. 428).  

 Through a thorough and detailed process, Winston and Field’s (2015) research 

yielded a 22-item measurement tool that identifies and validates behaviors that are 

essential to servant leadership.  Beyond the strong uniformity in responses provided by 
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the large panel of experts, the tool was further legitimized by the researchers attempting 

to further reduce the measurement tool items due to their interest in arriving at the 

smallest number of factors needed to account for the difference in variables.  However, 

factor analysis revealed that all 22 items fell onto the same scale.  The Winston and Field 

(2015) Essential Servant Leadership Behavior (ESLB) measurement tool is relevant to 

this study because the 22 servant leadership traits were highly influential in the 

development of the qualitative interview questions used to measure the servant leadership 

characteristics of building principals.   

Servant Leadership Contrasted 

As previously stated, the very nature of servant leadership can be counterintuitive 

to more traditional leadership styles, as the focus of the leader is neither on the leadership 

position nor on the organization, but on the best interest and well-being of followers.  In 

this literature review, four of the prominent leadership models are contrasted with servant 

leadership: trait leadership, behavior-based leadership, transactional leadership, and 

transformational leadership.   

Trait leadership.  The first of four prominent leadership models that, at their 

most fundamental level diverge from the core tenets of servant leadership are trait 

leadership theories.  Generated from the recognition that associating leadership attributes 

to effective historical leaders (Great Man Theory) was a flawed process, researchers 

removed associations with specific individuals (“Person X” was a great leader, so imitate 

“person X”) and generalized key attributes with an ideal list of traits (Borgotta, Rouch, & 

Bales, 1954).  Believing that this attribution process would help improve leadership 

performance, trait theories identified the traits of effective leaders and proposed that 
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rather than emulating ‘leader x’ who has characteristics ‘x, y, and z,’ modern leaders 

must use the traits they were inherently born with as tools for effective leadership.  

Original trait theorist Gordon Allport believed that the full nature leadership cannot be 

expressed by compartmentalizing different leaders into an incomplete list of 

characteristics (i.e. great leaders are extroverts, so act like an extrovert); rather, Allport 

believed in a more holistic approach that assessed the complete spectrum of an individual 

leader (Allport, 1968). The trait leadership model diverges from the doctrine of servant 

leadership for one fundamentally important reason: servant leadership’s foundational 

focus.  Whereas servant leadership’s outward focus is cast primarily on followers, trait 

leadership casts a vision and focus inwardly on the leader.  Servant leadership asks the 

question, “What is the highest priority needed of those being served?”  Trait leadership 

asks the question, “What are the inherent traits of the leader?”  These opposing 

viewpoints represent a primary contradictory divide between the two models. 

Behavior-based leadership.   The second prominent leadership model that 

deviates, in spirit and practice, from the servant leadership model is behavior-based 

models, most notably the Blake and Mouton (1964) model.  Generally speaking, 

behavior-based leadership focuses on the specific behaviors exhibited by successful 

leaders, and uses those behaviors as a criterion for other leaders.  Blake and Mouton’s 

(1964) behavior-based leadership model, which uses a 9x9 grid that separates different 

behavior-based leadership approaches into different quadrants, aims to identify not the 

traits of good leaders but their common behaviors.  Use of the grid can help establish 

relationships between those behaviors and their effectiveness as leaders (Yukl, 2013).  

Behavior-based models separate themselves from the earlier trait-based models because 
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the focus is not on the inherent characteristics of the leader, but how the leader behaves in 

relation to organizational goals and subordinates.  Behavior-based models are not 

exclusively leader-focused, like their predecessor models.  Behavior-oriented models do 

emphasize, to a degree, the need for cultivating a relationship between leaders and 

subordinates and seek to address how that relationship serves as a catalyst for goal 

achievement.  Regarding behavior-based leadership, Likert (1961) suggested that leaders 

should support subordinates in ways that increase their self-worth and sense of 

importance.  However, behavior-based leadership still strongly contrasts with servant 

leadership for the same reason that trait models do, as their primary focus still rests on the 

leader, not the follower.  In other words, if the focus of any leadership model exists on a 

spectrum, and the opposing ends are ‘leader’ and ‘follower,’ behavior and trait-based 

models exist on the ‘leader’ side of the spectrum, whereas servant leadership exists on the 

‘follower’ side. 

Transactional leadership.  The third group of prominent leadership models that 

diverge from the core tenets of servant leadership is transactional leadership theories, 

specifically Path-Goal theory (Evans, 1970) and the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) 

theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).  Generally speaking, transactional leadership theories 

focus on the performance of an organization, and how the effectiveness of followers can 

be influenced by leaders through a rewards and punishments relationship.  Path-Goal 

theory is, in-part, contingency-based because for leaders, not every path, roadblock, and 

pitfall is the same; therefore, the leader must use different situational leadership processes 

(House, 1971).  Viewing Path-Goal through this lens, democratic leadership cannot 

always be a top priority because the leader/manager must retain ultimate control over 
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which paths must be traversed and by what processes goals are accomplished.  The LMX 

theory, on the other hand, emphasizes the relational elements of leadership, particularly 

the dyadic (two-way) relationship between leaders and subordinates (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 

1995).  In the context of education, leaders (building principals) may seek to create high-

quality relationships with their followers (teachers) through the process of a mutually 

beneficial exchange.  For example, principals may give certain teachers more authority 

within a department or program, and in turn, that teacher works harder to improve that 

department or program, which eventually reflects positively on that principal.  In other 

words, the LMX theory maintains that to exert and maintain authority, leaders must 

cooperatively work with subordinates and other stakeholders to accomplish 

organizational goals.   

Both Path-Goal and LMX are categorized as transactional because unlike trait and 

behavior-based models, a greater emphasis is placed on the interaction or exchange 

between leaders and followers.  Although the power dynamic of leader-subordinate 

remains unchanged from the trait and behavior-based models, a transactional leader 

chooses to close the perceived gap between the leader and the follower and aims to foster 

a cooperative relationship.  Therefore, transactional leadership does lean on the 

assumption that both leaders and subordinates tend to seek experiences that maximize 

their pleasure and happiness (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995), and in that context, the model 

places a higher emphasis on the leader-subordinate relationship than trait and behavior-

based models.  However, transactional leadership still diverges from the core tenets of 

servant leadership for two primary reasons.  First, the focus of transactional leadership 

tends to be on organizational goals and objectives and not on the priority needs of the 
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subordinates within the organization.  Second, transactional leadership still has a partially 

inward focus, in that the desires of the leader still share at least half of a transactional 

relationship; in servant leadership, the desires of the leader are always second to those of 

the follower (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Sheer, 2014). 

Transformational leadership.  The fourth group of prominent leadership models 

that diverge from the foundational elements of servant leadership is one of the most 

recent models in the evolution of leadership theory: transformational leadership.  There 

are three characteristics of transformational leadership, identified by Burns (1978) and 

Bass (1985), that mark both a separation and improvement from trait, behavior-based and 

transactional leadership theories).  First, transformational leadership focuses on intrinsic, 

motivation of both leaders and subordinates.  Second, transformational leaders are 

encouraged to be radical in their thought-processes and decision-making.  This means 

being creative, innovative, and receptive to new ideas brought forth from any level of the 

chain of command.  Finally, transformational leaders must be proactive in their thinking 

and interpersonal relationships, rather than reactive.  Tichy and Ulrich (1984), as well as 

Yukl (1989), found that transformational leadership not only produces passionate 

organizational commitment, but is critical for processes that would benefit from creating 

shared visions and roadmaps relating to effective change. 

Of the models discussed, transformational leadership aligns most closely with 

servant leadership, in theory and in practice.  If subordinates have admiration, respect, 

and trust for their leader, their loyalty will increase, resulting in more effective work than 

if those same subordinates were working for self-gain alone.  The charisma of the leader 

motivates and inspires followers, which in turn transforms the self-perception and sense 
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of identity of those followers.  The culmination of the transactional-transformational 

relationship is a unified leader-follower pair working towards a shared vision.  Similar to 

transactional leadership, transformational leadership still diverges from the core tenets of 

servant leadership for the primary reason that the focus of transformational leadership 

tends to be on a shared vision for the collective (leaders, subordinates, and the 

organization), and not on the priority needs of the subordinates themselves (Burns, 1998; 

Yukl, 1998). 

Servant Leadership in Education 

The necessity for servant-like leadership among school leaders today is 

imperative.  This need is articulated by Hays (2008), who contrasted the traditional 

lecture-style format of a higher education classroom with one that embodied servant 

teaching (led by a ‘servant teacher’).  Hays argued that if educators: 

continued to teach in ways that replicate command and control, hierarchy, 

and power disparities, that promote dependence, compliance, and passivity 

rather, than autonomy, [they] are antithetical and counterproductive at a 

time when flexibility, initiative, responsibility, ownership, self-direction, 

creativity, empowerment, and teamwork and collaboration are more 

essential than ever. (p. 113) 

The classroom solution, according to Brumley (2012), is servant leadership.  In his book, 

Leadership Standards in Action: The School Principal as Servant-Leader, Brumley 

envisions a school principal who leads with a code of care and concern, and who 

surrounds and supports students with the services of all stakeholders.  This principal 

democratically involves all stakeholders in the decision-making processes, rather than 
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making unilateral choices.  Brumley (2012) wrote, “…principals as servant-leaders help 

create and improve schools.  In turn, these schools function as healthy organizations 

consisting of, and for, the students, faculty, and community” (p. 20).  Application of 

servant leadership-based research to education has the potential to be the spark that fuels 

Hays (2008) and Brumley’s (2012) vision of transitioning education leadership into a 

model that is successful for Twenty-first-century students.  

Servant leadership and job satisfaction.  One of the most recent and thorough 

research studies on servant leadership and job satisfaction came from Shaw and Newton 

(2014).  Having established that little quantitative research has been conducted on the 

influence of the servant leader on teacher satisfaction and retention, Shaw and Newton 

(2014) conducted a quantitative study that examined the relationship between teacher 

retention and job satisfaction and perceived servant leadership characteristics of high 

school principals.  Their aim was to determine whether the job satisfaction and desire to 

remain employed under their current principal increased if that principal exhibited 

servant leader characteristics.  Shaw and Newton (2014) gathered their data using an 

electronic survey that measured the “teacher’s perception of the principal as a servant 

leader,” the teacher’s job satisfaction, and the “teacher’s intentions regarding retention in 

the profession and at their schools” (p. 103).  To gauge teachers’ perceptions of servant 

leadership characteristics of their principals, Shaw and Newton (2014) used the Servant 

Leadership Assessment Instrument (SLAI) created by Dennis and Bocarnea (2005).  To 

gauge teacher job satisfaction, they used selected questions from Laub’s (1999) 

Organizational Leadership Assessment (OLA).  The survey’s final questions were created 

by the researchers themselves and were intended to ascertain whether the participants 
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planned on staying in the profession and whether they intended to remain in their current 

schools.  

Using a series of correlations, Shaw and Newton (2014) arrived at three 

conclusions.  First, they found a significant positive correlation between teachers’ job 

satisfaction and their perception of their principals’ level of servant leadership.  Second, 

they found a significant positive correlation between teachers’ perception of their 

principals’ level of servant leadership and their intended occupation retention, as well as 

their intended retention at their current school.  Finally, they found that their study 

supports a strong correlation between perceived servant leadership levels, job satisfaction 

levels, and teacher retention rates. 

Shaw and Newton (2014) also note that additional research is needed to further 

confirm and expand their findings.  This study is being conducted, in part, because the 

researcher is interested in determining if similar conclusions can be drawn using different 

research methodology and a sample that shares some common characteristics.  Unlike 

Shaw and Newton (2014), this research study will employ a phenomenological 

qualitative research process with heterogeneous purposive sampling, as opposed to a 

quantitative methodology.  Also unlike Shaw and Newton (2014), who surveyed only 

high school teachers in an undisclosed location (specific state not named in the study), 

this researcher intends to survey K-12 teachers in Central Oregon.   

Servant leadership and school climate.  Regarding servant leadership and 

school climate, Lambert (2004) authored a relational study that revealed a significant 

relationship between servant leadership and positive school climate.  Similar studies were 

conducted by Black (2010), Clark (2011), and Wuch (2013), also conclude there is a 
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strong, positive, statistically significant relationship between servant leadership and 

school climate.  Although one known research study (Cunningham, 2008) reported no 

relationship between the variables of servant-leadership behavior and school climate, the 

overwhelming majority of empirical research into the relationship between servant 

leadership and school climate yields the conclusion, “…that when servant leadership is 

perceived to be present, the perceptions of the school climate are positive” (Black, 2010, 

p. 460).   

 Lambert (2004) also examined the relationship between school climate and 

servant leadership and how that relationship influences the academic success of a school.  

The study revealed a significant positive relationship between the two factors, as well as 

the school leader’s influence as a key factor in improving student achievement and 

examination scores (Lambert, 2004).  Results from this study were supported by similar 

findings by Wunch (2013), who also found a significant relationship between school 

climate, school leadership, and student achievement. 

Servant leadership and student achievement.  Defining the term ‘student 

achievement’ is not an easy task, despite the fact that measuring student achievement is 

of utmost importance to school leaders nationwide (Hitt & Tucker, 2015).  Several recent 

research studies addressed the relationship between servant leadership and school 

achievement.  Crabtree (2014) conducted a correlational study to determine if a 

relationship exists between the servant leadership characteristics of school principals to 

student achievement.  Using a quantitative research method that evaluated responses from 

self-assessment surveys and statewide student achievement data, Crabtree (2014) found a 

significant positive correlation the servant leadership characteristics of building 
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principals and some metrics used to measure student achievement.  Rhoden (2012), using 

a research question similar to Crabtree (2014), surveyed nearly sixty secondary school 

principals from largest school districts in South Florida through three different survey 

instruments.  Albeit statistically weaker than results from by Crabtree 92014), Rhoden 

(2012) found positive correlations between leadership and student achievement. 

The Principal’s Role as School Leader 

As the demands of an ever-evolving twenty-first century world continue to 

redefine the traditional classroom, establishing effective administrative leadership in 

schools is a pressing need.  Fullan (2001) highlights the need for effective leadership, as 

he wrote, “For better or for worse, change arouses emotions, and when emotions 

intensify, leadership is key” (p. 1).  As a result, school leadership, namely building 

principals, are learning that their primary duties and responsibilities have quickly shifted 

from those of a manager of resources (a traditional view of that role) to those of a 

dynamic and inventive leader of people, both students and staff (Roekel, 2008).   

The Twenty-First-Century Principal 

 Historically, the roles and responsibilities of the building principal focused 

primarily on managing school resources such as personnel, facilities, and funding. This 

role has rapidly shifted towards modern leadership practices that focus on building 

curriculum, improving instruction, and the acquisition of Twenty-first-century learning 

competencies for all students.  Twenty-first-century learning competencies is an approach 

to education that emphasizes student development in intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 

cognitive domains, and focuses on the acquisition of modern aptitudes, such as creativity, 

collaboration, critical thinking, and communication (“Framework for 21st,” n.d).  
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Primary drivers for Twenty-first-century learning competencies are a framework for 

modern education include the modernization of the work force that is technology-

dependent and globally interconnected and a more informed perspective on optimal 

learning strategies for young learners (Ondrashek, 2017; Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012).   

Even in a Twenty-first-century environment, the fundamental role of the principal 

remains unchanged, which is to support the needs of students.  As the needs of students 

change (Bellanca, 2016), so must the focus of the Twenty-first-century principal.  As 

school systems shift away from an industrialized model to more modern, complex 

models, this principal must be willing to empower others built on a foundation of trust 

and confidence.  Although principals ultimately are responsible for providing the 

leadership necessary to initiate Twenty-first-century improvements, doing so by 

delegating work and empowering followers demonstrates the modern aptitudes of 

collaboration and communication that students are expected to acquire (Fairman, 2015). 

The focus of the Twenty-first-century principal must paradoxically not focus 

inwardly on the principal position, but outwardly on everyone that serves with and under 

the position (Culver, 2009; Nsiah & Walker, 2013).  Maximizing the success of all 

stakeholders, which includes students, teachers, parents, and the community at-large, 

cannot be done with an inward, selfish focus.  The posture and orientation needed is, 

unsurprisingly, aligned closely with the principles, tenets, and characteristics of the 

servant leadership theory, particularly listening, awareness, foresight, and stewardship 

(“Principal, keystone of,” 2000; Spears, 2010).  A principal must be able to go beyond 

the management of school systems and build support systems that focus on instructional 

support, professional development (Salameh, 2011), and the establishment of a school 



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  42 
 

 

culture that emphasizes positive, omnidirectional collaboration (Goldwyn, 2007).  As 

Twenty-first-century education continues to evolve, building effective schools require 

leadership to evolve in kind.  This evolution, in part, includes the understanding and 

application of social and emotional learning competencies. 

Social and emotional learning.  Social and emotional learning (SEL) is a broad 

concept that describes various systems and processes that help people of all ages 

recognize and navigate intrapersonal and interpersonal issues, such as managing 

emotions and feeling empathy for others.  These systems and processes are accomplished 

through the acquisition and application of both knowledge and skills (Ford & Smith, 

2017).  The application of social and emotional learning strategies should be of particular 

interest to those who desire to be effective leaders, because of the strong relationship 

between social and emotional learning strategies and desirable leadership attributes, such 

as the ability to build and maintain relationships and the aptitude to motivate others.  

Fortunately for those leaders who see value in social and emotional competencies, 

research indicates that social and emotional competencies, or the lack thereof, are not 

‘hard-wired’ into a brain, but can be learned and acquired over time.  Goleman (1998), a 

lead researcher in the fields of emotional and social intelligence, leveraged emerging data 

from neurological research to conclude that the human brain is designed to seek out and 

establish relationships with others and that the skills needed for successful, positive social 

interactions can be cultivated and nurtured throughout life. 

 The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is a 

network of research-based collaborators with a particular focus on the application of 

social and emotional learning strategies in the preschool through high school 
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environment.  The foundation of much of CASEL’s research rests on five social and 

emotional core competencies, which are self-awareness, self-management, responsible 

decision-making, relationship skills, and social awareness (“Core SEL competencies,” 

2017).  The application of these five competencies is diverse and is often applied from a 

principal to teacher perspective to increase understanding and support of school mission 

and vision statements, to increase the effectiveness of school-wide curriculum and 

instruction, and to establish meaningful relationships (“School-level SEL,” 2017). 

 The parallels between social and emotional competencies and servant leadership 

are strong.  Some of the underlying principles of social and emotional intelligence are the 

recognition of the unique perspective and contribution that each individual within a 

system can contribute, and that positive, effective relationships require proactive effort 

with an empathetic posture towards others (Goleman, 2006).  Servant leadership, in 

concert, demands that the highest-priority needs of others must come first and that actions 

taken by the servant leader facilitate the growth and well-being of his or her followers 

(Greenleaf, 1970).  Tenets shared by both servant leadership and social and emotional 

learning competencies include listening and empathy, both of which are tenets of specific 

focus in this research study.  Additionally, through the social and emotional core strategy 

of self-management, the act of humility is emphasized, which is another servant 

leadership tenet of specific focus in this research study. 

Recent research supports the parallel between social and emotional learning and 

servant leadership.  Vidic, Burton, South, Pickerting, and Start (2016), for example, 

found that through emotional competencies, a moderate to strong relationship exists 

between servant leadership processes and the ability to cultivate motivation from and 
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within others.  Clercq, Bouckenooghe, Raja, and Matsyborska (2014) found that servant 

leadership practices not only increase work engagement but positive social interaction 

and organizational unity.  Therefore, the building principal who seeks to incorporate 

social and emotional competencies, both for themselves and for their teaching staff, are at 

the same time seeking many core servant leadership characteristics as well.  

The Impact of Attrition in Education 

Teacher attrition rates in America are epidemically high.  A generation of 

research (Boe, Cook, & Sutherland, 2008; Billingsley, 2003; Darling-Hammond & Sclan, 

1996; Grissmer & Kirby, 1991; Sawchuk, 2015) has thoroughly documented this problem 

that plagues schools and compromises student achievement nationwide.  For example, the 

Department of Education’s Institute for Education Sciences conducted a five-year 

longitudinal study (2007-2012) that assessed factors that contribute to teacher attrition, 

retention, and mobility.  After five years, the study found that approximately 30 percent 

of the original cohort (classroom teachers, n = 1,990) either moved schools, left and 

returned to the profession, or exited the professional altogether (Gray et al., 2015).   

The Cost of Teacher Attrition 

Three significant issues constitute the substance of research concerning increasing 

teacher attrition rates in America.  The first issue is the financial burden.  According to a 

report from the Alliance for Excellent Education, the attrition of nearly half a million 

U.S. teachers each year costs the United States nearly $2.2 billion dollars (“Teacher 

attrition costs,” 2014.  Another 2014 report that calculated teacher attrition costs across 

various states and found that the State of Oregon may lose as much as $19 million per 

year due to teacher attrition costs (Haynes, 2014). 
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Those lost funds accrue because of separation costs (such as exit interviews and 

reports or adjusting for changes in insurance policies and payrolls), hiring costs (such as 

recruiting and hiring new teachers or signing bonuses), and various training and support 

costs (i.e. teacher mentorship programs).  In a national public education system where 

many schools operate on thin budgets and are still being asked to cut funding (Leachman, 

Albares, Masterson, & Wallace, 2017), losing such a value-laden amount of money on 

teacher attrition may present additional obstacles as educators continue the goal of 

educating America’s youth. 

Teacher Attrition and Disproportionality 

 The second significant issue addresses how attrition rates disproportionately 

affect low-income, high-poverty schools which, “…seriously compromises the nation’s 

capacity to ensure that all students have access to skilled teaching” (“Teacher attrition 

and,” 2014, para. 1).  Recent studies demonstrate that teacher retention and attrition rates 

vary by a number of different characteristics.  For example, Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, 

Ronfeldt, and Wyckoff (2010) conducted a quantitative review of data that came from the 

New York City Department of Education Transfer Request System that modeled the 

number of applicants each school received for each teaching positions, that analyzed the 

relationship between a teacher’s decision to apply for transfer to another school and 

certain neighborhood characteristics, and that estimated where teachers would apply.  

They found that fewer teachers requested a transfer to low socioeconomic status schools 

and more teachers required transfer out of those schools, as compared to their peers from 

higher socioeconomic status schools.  Ultimately, they concluded that neighborhood 
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characteristics influence teachers’ choices, particularly when those characteristics involve 

a disparity in socioeconomic conditions (Boyd et al., 2010). 

In a broad paper from just a year prior, the same researchers analyzed attrition 

patterns among teachers in New York City public elementary and middle schools.  They 

explored teachers who transferred among schools or left the profession entirely and their 

effectiveness as compared to their peers who remained in their current teaching positions.  

Within the data, Boyd et al. (2009) concluded that teachers are more likely to leave 

schools that have lower student achievement, and teachers, particularly those who 

identified as Caucasian, are more likely to leave schools with lower proportions of 

Caucasian students.  Furthermore, Boyd et al. (2009) found that “a large number of 

teachers leave their initial school placements by the end of their first two years, especially 

in schools having relatively more low-performing students” (Boyd et al., 2009, p. 20).  

Research data consistently concludes that teachers who leave high-poverty, low-

achieving schools serving large proportions of minority students tend to either leave the 

profession altogether or relocate to higher-achieving schools that have higher proportions 

of socioeconomically stable white students (Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011).  

The same research indicates that although the factor of increased pay cannot be 

discounted, the perception of school culture, climate, and leadership is equally, if not 

more, important to teachers when addressing issues of retention or attrition (Johnson, 

Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Ladd, 2011). 

During the 2012-2013 school year, the National Center for Education Statistics 

reported that 20% of all new public-school years (one-to-three years of experience) either 

left their original school for another of left the profession altogether (“Teacher attrition 
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and,” 2014).  These teachers left for the same reasons Ingersoll and Smith (2003) found a 

decade earlier – the reduction of work manageability and the pursuit of better working 

conditions.  Ultimately, these two reasons - dissatisfaction with current job and the 

pursuit of another - are approximately two-thirds of the reasons why beginning teachers 

leave their current teaching position. 

 With research having established that student demographic and school 

socioeconomic conditions play in attrition decisions of teachers, additional research has 

sought to understand some of the reasons and motivations behind these decisions.  

Potential inferences may center on teachers desiring to escape the stresses of 

overcrowded classrooms or classrooms filled with a larger number of high-need students 

(Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005).  Although these inferences do likely play a 

role in the phenomenon, recent research suggests something different as a predominant 

factor for high teacher attrition rates.  Rather than focusing on the characteristics of the 

students they teach, teachers are leaving dysfunctional school environments, often in 

search of greater stability, improved working conditions, and stronger, more effective 

administrative leadership (Boyd, Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb, & Wychoff., 2011).  

Following their quantitative research study of students and teachers in Massachusetts, 

Johnson, Kraft, and Papay (2012) wrote: 

We found that measures of the school environment explain away much of 

the apparent relationship between teacher satisfaction and student 

demographic characteristics. The conditions in which teachers work 

matter a great deal to them and, ultimately, to their students. Teachers are 

more satisfied and plan to stay longer in schools that have a positive work 
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context, independent of the school’s student demographic characteristics. 

(p. 1) 

Other studies (Ladd, 2011; Layton, 2014; Hanna & Pennington, 2015) have found similar 

results.  In a quantitative study that examined the relationship between teachers’ 

perceptions of various working conditions – leadership, facilities and resources, teacher 

empowerment, professional development, and time – and their intended and actual 

departures from schools, Ladd (2011) found that working conditions are highly predictive 

of teachers’ intended movement away from their schools.  Teacher attrition in America 

can be thought of as a scenario where the advantaged schools are benefited and the 

disadvantaged schools are not.  Schools in poor socioeconomic communities get caught 

in a dangerous positive feedback loop: lack of school resources leads to reductions in 

student achievement, which in turn results in fewer resources through sources that tie 

money to achievement scores (Layton, 2014).  Teachers are more likely to leave if their 

schools do not offer resources like mentorship programs and are unable to offer 

competitive salaries (Hanna & Pennington, 2015).   

These issues, coupled with potentially poor workplace climates, mean that the 

highest performing teachers are more likely to consider leaving their schools (Boyd et al., 

2010; Hanusek, Kain, & Rivkin, 1999; Ingersoll & May, 2011).  High-performing 

teachers likely present themselves as more desirable applicants than their lower-

performing peers to be hired at other schools.  Therefore, lower-performing schools are 

left with a disproportionately higher number of lower performing teachers, and the 

higher-performing schools with a steady supply of great educators (teachers and 

administrators).  Much like the loss of amounts of money on teacher attrition, the 
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disproportionality of teacher attrition between low- and high-performing schools does not 

positively contribute to the goal of equally educating all of America’s youth. 

Teacher Attrition and Student Achievement 

 The third significant issue regarding teacher attrition rates in education is how 

rates of attrition affect student achievement.  From the loss of institutional memory to the 

diversion of often much-needed resources towards recruitment and hiring processes to 

classroom instability, a growing body of evidence-based research confirms this analysis 

(Boyd, et al., 2009; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2006).  For example, research indicates 

that in high-turnover schools, students may be more likely to have inexperienced teachers 

who are less effective on average (Rivkin, Hanushek, & Kane, 2005), which in-turn 

negatively affects student achievement.  The effect on student achievement, however, 

extends beyond just the quality of the classroom teacher.  Ronfeldt, Loeb, and Wychoff 

(2013) conducted a study of nearly one million elementary-aged students over an eight-

year period to estimate the effects of teacher turnover. The researchers found that 

students, who were only exposed to incidences of high teacher turnover, and not 

necessarily taught exclusively by less-effective educators, scored lower in both 

mathematics and English language arts.  More specifically, this seminal research study 

found that after excluding possible effects of other variables (i.e. teacher effectiveness 

and changes in school administration and policy), students exposed to incidences of high 

teacher turnover scored, “…7.4 percent to 9.6 percent of a standard deviation lower in 

math and 6.0 percent to 8.3 percent of a standard deviation lower in English language 

arts” (p.4).  Alternatively, the study also found that by reducing teacher turnover from 40 
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percent to zero percent, student achievement increased by 2 to 4 percent of a standard 

deviation (p.4). 

 A number of other studies have made supporting conclusions (Adnot, Dee, Katz, 

& Wychoff, 2016; Guin, 2004).  For example, Guin (2004) found that schools with high 

teacher turnover face several organizational obstacles, which includes challenges with 

planning and executing an effective curriculum, which in turn negatively impact student 

achievement.  Guin (2004) concluded that students in schools with high teacher attrition 

rates are likely to perform worse on standardized tests than their peers who attend schools 

with more stability.  Crabtree (2014) studied the relationship between servant leadership 

characteristics of school principals and student achievement in Southwest Virginia 

schools.  Specifically, the researcher weighed the primary independent variable, 

principals’ servant leadership characteristics as derived from a self-assessment survey 

against the dependent variable, student scores on a statewide standardized exam.  Using 

SPEARMAN’S rho to analyze the monotonic data, Crabtree (2014) found a significant 

positive correlation between principal servant leadership characteristics and reading 

achievement scores, but no other significant findings among the variables tested.  

Although there are some different variables that influence student achievement, 

established research is clear that teacher attrition is one of those factors. 

Teacher Attrition in the State of Oregon 

Much of the data gathered over the last decade consistently reports that the 

condition of public education in the State of Oregon is very poor.  According to 

Education Week’s most recent report grading states on the performance of the public 

education system, Oregon earned a C- and ranked 41st in the nation (“Quality counts 
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2016,” 2016).  Potentially more alarming, according to the same report, Oregon ranks 

46th nationally for early childhood education.  Withholding from subjectively assessing 

the politics often associated with the public education system the report ranked states on 

objective, statistical metrics such as student achievement and school funding (Hammond, 

2015). 

While the reason for such poor performance is complex, a lack of funding is 

likely a major contributing factor.  From 2008 through approximately 2013, the State of 

Oregon experienced a significant economic downturn, which resulted in a decrease in 

funding for the state public education system.  Beginning before the U.S. recession of 

2008 and continuing throughout, state education budgets were slashed.  According to a 

report from Oregon’s Confederation of School Administrators, the amount of the state 

budget allocated for public education has declined by nearly ten percent from 2003 to 

2011 (“Education’s share of,” 2011).  Even more alarming is that reduction in 

educational funding had been occurring for over three decades.  Additionally, the 

American Council of Education reported that Oregon reduced state higher education 

investments by 61.5 percent from 1980 to 2011 (Mortenson, 2012).   

 Accessing both data and metadata on teacher attrition is not easy, as there is not a 

consistent and reliable mechanism where that data moves from individual school districts 

to a central source (i.e. Oregon Department of Education), who then packages and 

disseminates the data back out as an easily digestible consumer product.  One source that 

provided some historical data is the Oregon Equity Plan (2012), which was produced by 

the state education department as a plan for the equitable distribution of teachers in high 

poverty, high minority, and low performing schools.  That report stated that although the 
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attrition rate for new inexperienced teachers in Oregon schools varies from year to year, 

it is seen as an increasingly severe problem in state school staffing (“Oregon equity 

plan,” 2012).  Ankeny and Zanville (2002) sought an answer to why inexperienced 

teachers left Oregon schools and found that one of the primary factors for new teacher 

attrition was a lack of support by school administrators. 

  Nearly a decade and a half later, the Learning Policy Institute (2016) released a 

report that indicated the State of Oregon is the most attractive state for currently licensed 

educators (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, Carver-Thomas, 2016).  States were compared 

based on several variables, including working conditions, teacher qualifications, teacher 

attrition, and compensation.  However, holding true to Ankeny and Zanville’s earlier 

research, Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, and Carver-Thomas (2016) found that in every 

state, administrative support was most commonly associated with decisions of attrition 

and retention for public school teachers.  As expected, the researchers found that those 

teachers who felt unsupported by their administrators were more than twice as likely to 

leave their current teaching position as those teachers who felt supported.  

An Alliance for Excellent Education’s (2014) report outlined the problem of 

teacher attrition with alarming clarity, warning that if high attrition rates continue to go 

unaddressed, particularly in high-need schools, students graduating without career or 

college readiness skills will be the norm and not the exception (Haynes, 2014, pp. 1-3).  

One of the biggest concerns detailed in this report is not the issue of teacher attrition 

itself, but that the report continued to echo the same problem that has been outlined in 

many previous reports.  For example, the National Commission on Teaching and 

America’s Future, more than a full decade earlier, sounded the same alarm, stating that 
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“Teacher retention has become a national crisis” and that “no teacher supply strategy will 

ever keep our schools staffed with quality teachers unless we reverse debilitating turnover 

rates” (Hunt & Carroll, 2003, pp. 8-10). 

  Although the State of Oregon has a new teacher mentorship program 

(“Informational brief,” 2016), increasing the availability of the program throughout the 

state, particularly in rural districts would strengthen its overall effectiveness.  Research 

also strongly indicates that stronger administrative leadership and support is key.  

Buchanan, Prescott, Schuck, Aubusson, Burke, and Louviere (2013) found that for 

teachers to “thrive in the profession,” which would reduce attrition rates, school leaders 

must do a better job providing recognition and affirmation (p. 112).  Ewing and Manuel 

(2005) found that school administrators do not provide adequate support for high-quality 

teachers (p. 4).  Research from Oke, Ajagbe, Ogbari, and Adeyeye (2016) found that 

“disrespect from school administrators is most often cited as reasons for teacher attrition” 

(p. 371).  Regardless of how the relationship is framed, there is a strong relationship 

between school leadership and teacher attrition.  If the State of Oregon truly desires to 

move away from the negative costs of teacher attrition, school leaders at all levels must 

recognize and act on the fact that improving school leadership is key to solving this 

dramatic problem. 

Conclusion 

This review of literature sought to support this study’s research question through a 

thorough presentation and analysis of: (1) servant leadership, which included a discussion 

of related measurement tools; (2) the evolution of a principal as a school leader; and (3) a 

review of attrition rates and causes, both generalized and specific to the State of Oregon.  



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  54 
 

 

Interest in the effectiveness of servant leadership (Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 2011) has 

increased alongside a growing concern regarding teacher attrition rates in education 

(Ronfeldt, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2012).  Finally, the aim of this literature review was to 

establish a credible foundation upon which a logical analysis and conclusion of data 

collected for this research study can rest.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This single-phase, phenomenological qualitative study examined the philosophy 

of servant leadership and how teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 

characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 

Central Oregon public schools.  Specifically, this study focused on the following tenets of 

servant leadership: humility, listening, empathy, and acting with integrity.  During the 

qualitative research process, interview questions addressed how teachers perceive the 

servant leadership characteristics of their principals, and how that perception influenced 

their desire to stay or leave their current teaching position.  The qualitative interviews 

explored aspects of the central phenomenon with school teachers at schools in Central 

Oregon.  This chapter details the methodology that was used in this study.  The formal 

design of the study is described, along with the population and sampling techniques. Also 

provided is a description of the data collection instruments, along with an explanation of 

the validity and reliability of the instruments. 

Research Question 

How do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 

characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 

Central Oregon public schools? 

Research Design 

This study employed a single-phase, phenomenological qualitative research 

design.  Qualitative research is a research method used to understand the experiences 

others have in a specific context (“Merriam,” 1998).  The intent of qualitative research is 
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not to make an ‘if-than’ prediction about what may happen in the future; rather, the 

research is a present-moment analysis that seeks to explain and understand the 

circumstances of a specific context and time.  To describe the phenomenon of how 

perceptions of the servant leadership characteristics of building principal influence 

decisions of retention by classroom teachers, a phenomenological qualitative approach 

was used, which yielded extensive description and explanation from the unique 

perspective of the classroom teachers interviewed in this study. 

Phenomenology is a philosophic methodology used in this research study to 

describe the phenomena of teachers’ perceptions of the servant leadership characteristics 

of their principals (Creswell, 2014).  The connection to individual experiences, however, 

presents a limitation in phenomenological research: some findings may not be 

generalized to a larger population as the true nature of a shared experience can never be 

fully understood.  The research, by design, is representative of the specific, time-bounded 

perspectives of the researcher, who was only able conclude from teachers whose 

perspectives on the phenomenon were unique and time-bound (Moustakas, 1994).  

Specific to this research study, the satisfaction of classroom teachers, from a wide-view 

occupational perspective to a narrower view of their current employment position is 

influenced by a variety of sources.  Research indicates (Houston, 2009) that one of those 

sources is teachers’ perceptions of the leadership effectiveness of their building 

principals.  Ultimately, phenomenology aims to understand the truth of the experiences of 

classroom teachers of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics through the 

perceptions of those being studied – the classroom teachers themselves.  
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Participants, Data Sources, and Recruitment 

There are 298 public schools in the researcher-defined geographic region 

described as Central Oregon: Marion, Lane, Deschutes, and Linn counties (“School 

directory,” 2017).  A drafted email described the purpose and aim of the study, as well as 

data collection tools and procedures.  Using school district web pages, the email was sent 

to district superintendents, asking for permission to conduct research within their 

districts.  If a response to the email was not received within one week, the researcher sent 

a second email to district superintendents.  Through that email process, the researcher 

received an affirmative reply to conduct research in eight unique districts, a negative 

reply denying research in 14 unique districts, and no reply from all remaining districts.  

The researcher then followed the same process with 52 unique school principals within 

those eight districts who provided an affirmative response, requesting permission to 

contact their staff.  Of those 52 unique schools, permission was given by 27 building 

principals to conduct research with their staff.  Once given permission, an email was then 

sent to all staff within those respective schools, describing the purpose and aim of the 

study, the data collection tools and procedures, and a request for participation (Appendix 

B).  Regarding the staff email, 21 principals forwarded the request for participation email 

to their staff, and in all cases, carbon-copied the researcher on that email to confirm the 

email was sent. In six cases, the researcher generated a distribution list of staff email 

addresses using the school’s directory information located on school web pages.  This 

step was necessary because after granting permission to conduct research within a school, 

six building principals did not provide confirmation they would forward the request for 

participation email on behalf of the researcher.     
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Ultimately, the researcher did not delimit to a pre-determined sample size and 

interviewed until information saturation was reached.  The researcher also did not delimit 

the sample based on variables such as gender, race, ethnicity, grade levels or specific 

academic discipline taught, or number of years of teaching experience.  Participants were 

identified as those who contacted the researcher first and interview protocols (date, time, 

and location) could be established.  Participants came from 14 unique schools.   

Participant Demographics 

For this study, 23 classroom teachers contacted the researcher, and researcher 

interviewed 20 participants.  The three classroom teachers who initially contacted the 

researcher and indicated interest were not interviewed because they did not provide 

follow-up communication.  At the time of the study, all participants were employed as 

licensed public-school classroom teachers in Central Oregon.  For this research study, the 

sample included 13 females and 7 males; the significant age range for participants was 

between 30 and 49, with a mean age of 45 years old; and the significant range of 

experience was between 10 and 14 years, and the mean teaching experience was 11 years.  

Additionally, 12 of the participants taught grades kindergarten through sixth grade, five 

participants taught grades seven or eight, and three participants taught grades nine 

through twelve.  Finally, to preserve the confidentiality of the participants, pseudonyms 

were used in this study.   

Data Collection Tools 

This study collected data from semi-structured interviews.  To increase credibility 

and reliability, interview data was collected through handwritten notes and a standard 

voice recorder.  The interviews took place in locations that minimized distractions and 
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ensured high-quality voice recording; 13 interviews took place in the teacher’s classroom, 

and seven took place a designated school conference room.  The researcher traveled to 

meet those interviewed, and each interview took place outside of regular school hours.   

Research in servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970; Greenleaf, 1977; Winston & 

Fields, 2015) was used to help develop the interview questions.  Questions on servant 

leadership characteristics focused specifically on the following tenets: empathy, humility, 

integrity, and listening.  The researcher chose these four characteristics because of his 

belief that they were likely to be core, relational components between two individuals (a 

principal and a single teacher), rather than components between a principal and a larger 

group of people.  The research question focuses on perceptions of individuals, rather than 

collective perceptions of an organization.  The nine research questions were separated 

into three distinct sections.  The first two questions asked participants to reflect on 

current or past experiences with building principals.  The second section, questions three 

through six, asked participants to reflect on the four specific servant leadership 

characteristics identified in this research study and how those characteristics may or may 

not have manifested in the leadership styles of their building principals.  Finally, the third 

section, questions seven through nine, sought to have participants use their answers from 

the previous questions to reflect on responses that address the larger research question of 

this study.  The full list of questions is listed in Appendix A.   

Data Collection Procedures 

 Qualitative data collection consisted of open-ended phenomenological qualitative 

questions, delivered through a semi-structured interview.  The intent of the questions in 

this research study was to expose and reflect upon the meanings of life experiences in the 
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specific context of the occupational teacher-principal relationship   Specifically, the 

researcher attempted to gain an understanding of likelihood the participants were to 

remain in a teacher’s current teaching position based on perceptions of their principals’ 

servant leadership characteristics (Creswell, 2013; Gadamer, 1997; van Manen, 1998). 

 Each interview lasted approximately thirty-five minutes, and all interviews were 

conducted over a period of four weeks.  At the start of each interview, participants were 

given the interview questions and no more than five minutes to review the questions in 

advance.  Participants were also asked if they were comfortable with the interviews being 

recorded; all participants indicated in the affirmative.  Interview data was collected with 

both handwritten notes and a voice recorder.  Regarding the type of data collected using 

handwritten notes, the researcher focused on words or phrases that appeared central to an 

interviewee’s responses, as well as reoccurring words, phrases, and/or themes that may 

be shared between responses provided between two or more participants.  The voice 

recordings were transferred to the researcher’s personal laptop, stored on the hard drive, 

and backed up to an external hard drive, both of which were password protected.  The 

voice recordings were also electronically transcribed by the researcher and stored in the 

same fashion.  The handwritten notes were electronically scanned and stored on both the 

researcher’s personal laptop hard drive and external hard drive, both of which were 

password-protected.  Original copies of the handwritten notes were stored in a locked file 

cabinet, labeled accordingly, in the researcher’s home study.  Original copies of all 

materials were de-identified so that participant’s names do not appear anywhere on the 

stored documents.   Hardcopy data was destroyed using a standard paper shredder, and 

electronic data permanently deleted, following the successful defense of this research 
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study.   Following the transcription of each interview, participants were provided copies 

their interview to check for accuracy; no substantive changes were returned to the 

researcher.  Finally, all costs related to research were covered by the researcher.  

Bracketing 

Despite the goal of phenomenological research, which is to develop a dynamic 

understanding of the phenomenon investigated, any attempt to do so is always provisory, 

contextual, and incomplete (van Manen, 1998).  For this study, the researcher noted two 

personal biases.  First, the researcher was a classroom teacher enrolled in an initial 

administrator license program to become a future school administrator.  Second, the 

researcher believed there would be a positive relationship between teachers’ perceptions 

of their school principals’ servant leadership characteristics and their desire to remain in 

their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  To reduce the potential 

devaluing of data due to the researcher’s bias, the researcher employed several bracketing 

techniques.  Bracketing, according to Carpenter and Streubert (2007), is a set of devices 

that a researcher uses to purposely set aside prior knowledge about the subject and then 

hold that prior knowledge in abeyance throughout the study.  Bracketing does not intend 

to presume that prior knowledge and bias does not exist; rather, the intent, through the 

devices, is to establish a divide between the researcher and the bias, thus freeing the 

researcher from such suppositions (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013).  Bracketing in this study 

began with an ongoing dialogue with the researcher’s dissertation chair, dissertation 

committee member, and other research professionals.  During this dialogue process, the 

researcher journaled those elements that represented personal bias, experiences, and pre-

existing knowledge.  This journal also served to bracket information during other steps of 
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the study, including but not limited to: data collection, data analysis, and drafting of the 

final dissertation.  These processes together kept the researcher aware of bracketed items, 

so the researcher could keep those items (such as biases and prior knowledge) separate 

from the research process.   

Saturation and Triangulation 

Data saturation is the point during the research process where no new themes 

from within the data can be generated, and as a result, no new data is collected (Fusch & 

Ness, 2015).  Identifying the point of saturation is not always revealed in an immediate or 

obvious fashion because the point of saturation in a phenomenological qualitative study is 

not necessarily reached when the researcher has exhausted a pre-determined number of 

interview participants (Burmeister & Aitken, 2012).  Following each of the 20 interviews, 

recordings and handwritten notes were transcribed by the researcher.  Following the third 

interview, and each subsequent interview thereafter, the researcher coded the data using 

first cycle coding processes to identify common themes that emerged.  Following 

interview number 18, the researcher concluded that many themes were reoccurring in the 

data and no new themes were emerging.  At this point, data saturation may have been 

reached.  However, interview numbers 19 and 20 had already been scheduled when the 

researcher had arrived at this conclusion; to both honor the desired participation of 

interviewees numbers 19 and 20, and to provide support that no new data was being 

collected, the researcher conducted these two additional interviews.  During them, no 

new themes were generated, supporting the initial conclusion that data saturation had 

been reached.  In total, the researcher transcribed 432 pages of interviews. 
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  The researcher used a data triangulation process to enhance the dependability of 

conclusions drawn from the data (Stavros & Westberg, 2009).  Data triangulation is a 

method used to explore different viewpoints of the same phenomenon (Fusch & Ness, 

2015) or the analysis of multiple sources of data.  Operating under the principle that data 

triangulation confirms data saturation (Denzin, 2009), the researcher treated each 

transcribed interview as an isolated source and not a partial element of a larger whole.  

Then, each data set was independently compared to every other data set to determine if 

emerged themes were shared between two sets.  If emerged themes were shared, 

triangulation was confirmed.  The researcher concluded that in all cases, at least one 

emerged theme was shared within all compared sets, thus confirming data triangulation 

throughout and across the entire data set.  Again, operating under the principle that data 

triangulation confirms data saturation, and an initial conclusion of data saturation had 

been reached before the data triangulation process when no new data or themes were 

collected following interview number 18, the researcher concluded that data saturation 

was met in this research study.  

Ethical Considerations 

The researcher first obtained authorization to conduct the study from the Human 

Subjects IRB at Creighton University.  Additionally, permission was granted by all 

district officers through email or phone conversations before participation from their 

employees.  The teachers participating in the interview process received an informed 

consent letter (Appendix C).  This consent letter contained details about the study, as well 

as information pertinent to ethical issues and confidentiality. Finally, all participants were 

given full assurance that measures to ensure confidentiality would be maintained.  
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Additionally, as previously stated, one of the eight unique districts within which research 

was conducted was the employing district of the researcher.  To avoid any ethical 

conflicts, the researcher did not interview teachers who were employed at the same 

school or any teacher within the district that had a working professional or social 

relationship with the researcher.  Having conducted research within his school district of 

employment, however, the researcher had previously met four participants prior to their 

interviews, although these relationships were cursory and did not influence the fidelity of 

the data collected.  All participants, including those employed in the same district as the 

researcher, were assured prior to and after each interview that their answers would not 

impact their relationship with the researcher.     

Data Analysis Procedures     

Qualitative interview data was analyzed following the completion of all semi-

structured interviews.  Once the data was collected, the researcher used a hand-coding 

process to organize and analyze the data.  A code is “…most often a word or short phrase 

that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldana, 2016, p. 3).  The 

researcher systematically worked through the interview transcripts, looking for and 

marking any perceived patterns using both first cycle and second cycle coding processes.   

For first cycle coding, the researcher used three different coding methods: 

descriptive, emotional, and values coding.  Descriptive coding uses words or short 

phrases to summarize basic topics (Saldana, 2016).  Emotional coding is the 

identification of reoccurring emotions throughout the data, either directly from the 

participants or inferred by the researcher (Saldana, 2016).  Values coding is the 
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assignment of code words that reflect the “values, attitudes, and beliefs” of the 

participants (Saldana, 2016).  The use of several different first cycle coding techniques 

can be thought of as viewing the data through multiple lenses, with each lens adding 

clarity to the research process.           

Once the first cycle coding process was complete, the researcher then engaged 

second cycle coding techniques.  Second cycle coding examines the codes identified 

during the first cycle and reconfigures them, with the goal of moving the multiple themes, 

categories, and concepts initially identified into larger theories and narratives (Saldana, 

2016).  Through this two-stage coding process, the researcher assessed and analyzed 

themes and patterns, using the characteristics of servant leadership being measured as a 

guide to generate common macro-themes found in the data. 

For this study, the researcher read through the transcribed data three separate 

times, each time coding the data using one of the three listed processes.  Through the lens 

of descriptive coding, the researcher looked for reoccurring short phrases to help 

condense lengthy answers into succinct and explicit points.  First cycle descriptive coding 

yielded 185 short phrases across all 20 interviews.  Through the lens of emotional coding, 

the researcher looked for words or phrases that suggested emotion.  Phrases were 

typically coded if sentences began with words like, “I feel…,” “I want…,” or “I need…,” 

because to feel, want, or need, in the context of these participants in this study, most 

likely originated from an emotional desire.  The researcher also looked for specific words 

that were tied to the emotional responses of the participants, such as faith, hope, 

advocate, support, compassion, and sympathy.  These emotionally-driven words and 

phrases were coded 211 times throughout the data, indicating that the responses provided 
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by the participants were expressly connected to their emotions regarding their perceptions 

of their building principals’ servant leadership characteristics.  Finally, through the lens 

of values coding, the researcher identified words or phrases, such as, “I believe…” or “I 

believe that…”  Discernment and caution were exercised during this first cycle coding 

technique because the researcher did not attribute values, attitudes, or beliefs unless 

communication was clear that a response did, in fact, represent them on behalf of a 

participant.  To that end, values coding yielded 113 coded words or phrases.   

When all 509 first cycle coded words/phrases were identified, the researcher 

placed each coded word or phrase on a unique note card, so second cycle coding 

techniques could be employed.  Here, the researcher analyzed the 590 first cycle coded 

words or phrases and organized them with the intent of identifying major macro themes 

that emerge from this process.  At the conclusion of the second cycle coding process, the 

researcher determined three broad themes: the desire for leaders to building relationships; 

the desire for leaders to be empathetically supportive of others; and the desire for 

principals to lead by example. 

Summary 

The aim of this research study was to determine how teachers’ perceptions of the 

servant leadership characteristics of their principals influence their likelihood to remain 

in the current position in Central Oregon public schools.  This study accomplished 

through a single-phase, phenomenological qualitative research design, which was 

intended to describe the phenomena of teachers’ perceptions of the servant leadership 

characteristics of their principals (Creswell, 2014).  Of the 298 public schools in the 

researcher-defined geographic region described as Central Oregon: Marion, Lane, 
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Deschutes, and Linn counties (“School directory,” 2017).  Ultimately, 20 participants 

were interviewed across eight unique districts and 14 unique schools.  Semi-structured 

interviews consisting of open-ended phenomenological qualitative questions were 

delivered through a semi-structured interview.  Following all interviews, interviews were 

transcribed and analyzed using first, second cycle coding techniques.  An awareness of 

ethical considerations and the use of bracketing techniques were employed throughout 

the process to reduce bias and ensure data fidelity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine how 

teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  

During the semi-structured interviews, participants described their perceptions and 

experiences with building principals with whom they have worked throughout their 

careers, and how those perceptions have informed their occupational satisfaction, which 

in turn influenced decisions regarding retention and attrition.  The research findings in 

this chapter are based on analysis of these semi-structured interviews. 

Presentation of the Findings 

The overarching research question for this study was, “How do teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools?”  

The nine interview questions to guide the study, provided in Appendix A, which solicited 

reflections from each participant during the course of each interview, yielded three broad 

themes.  The first broad theme was the desire to building relationships, which was 

accomplished through four sub-themes: (1) by listening to others, (2) by being team-

oriented, (3) with trust, and (4) with humility.  The second broad theme was a desire for 

leaders to be empathetically supportive of others.  And the third broad theme was a desire 

for principals to lead by example, which was accomplished through one sub-theme of 

demonstrating that example through a high degree of integrity.  These three themes, 
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related sub-themes, and any related commonality and connections among them are 

presented in the findings section of this chapter and in Chapter 5. 

Building Relationships 

When the researcher sought an answer to the research question by asking a series 

of nine interview questions (Appendix A), the first major theme to emerge was the 

participants’ desire for their principals to build trusting relationships.  More specifically, 

data collected from the interviews indicated a positive relationship between principals 

who build and maintained a trusted rapport with their teachers and teachers who desired 

to remain in their current teaching positions.  How principals built trust with their 

followers, however, was not one-dimensional, as the data yielded four ways in which 

participants sought this process: (1) by listening to others, (2) by being team-oriented, (3) 

with trust, and (4) with humility.      

Building relationships: Listening.  Listening was one of four servant leadership 

tenets of particular focus in this research study and is defined as the desire to seek and 

identify the will of a group and help clarify that will (Spears, 2010).  Listening is a 

critical component to building relationships because it validates the thoughts and 

emotions of whoever is actively communicating (Zenger & Folkman, 2016).  Some 

participants expressed their desire for their principal to validate them, personally and 

professionally, because it helped close the perceived hierarchical gap between a building 

principal and his/her staff.  As Mary associated listening to feeling connected to her 

principal:    

I want [my principal] to listen to me and then say to me you know, you're 

doing so much at school, and I appreciate you. That is when I know they 
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are listening. If I share my concerns and all they say there is nothing they 

can do about it, I do not feel like I have been heard.  If I know [my 

principal] listens to me, I am far more likely to want to work for him or 

her.  

Ruth echoed a similar sentiment, connecting her value of listening to the building of 

relationships: 

Listening is huge.  With a previous building principal, I worked for 

someone that had not listened, had not seen, had not heard the reality of 

what's happening at our school, and therefore, I did not trust in him. My 

current principal, he is a phenomenal listener.  Not just when you're sitting 

face to face, but even when you're just having a conversation in passing.  I 

want to go and talk with him about my job and my life.  

Naomi believed that listening begat trust, which in turn begat a desire to work with each 

other.  “At the end of the end of the day,” Naomi said, “for me to respect the person I 

work for, I have to trust them.  And for me to trust them, I have to know that they care 

about me as a person and as a professional.”  When asked how a principal can 

demonstrate that they care about their followers, Naomi was quick to answer, saying “A 

principal can easily demonstrate that they care about me by just trying to get to know me.  

They get to know me by listening to me.”  Some of the interviewees shared experiences 

of working with principals who they perceived as being poor listeners.  These principals, 

according to these participants, expected professional relationships to be built when 

communication only traveled in one direction, from principal to teacher, which made 

these participants feel as if their thoughts and emotions were of no concern to the 
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principal.  The devaluing of their personhood, both personally and professionally, eroded 

relationships between themselves, as followers, and their principals, as leaders.   

Conversely, participants who believed that their principals did actively listen to them felt 

as if their personhood was validated, which in-turn yielded stronger, more effective 

relationships. 

Building relationships: Being team-oriented.  Some interviewees reflected on 

the importance of having a principal who did not distance him or herself from the staff, 

but rather integrated him or herself as a member of the team.  This is not to say that the 

participants desired a sense of positional equality; in fact, many teachers recognized the 

need for the principal to be the leader and school figurehead.  However, most participants 

discussed their desire that their principals do not use that positional inequality to create a 

‘we vs. them’ environment, but rather a culture and climate where the value of the team 

trumps that of any individual.  For example, Isaac noted, “Being on a team is to respect 

our humanity.  I respect the principal who does not enter a room saying, ‘You're going to 

do this and that.’  Rather, I want to do my job for the good of the team.”  Similarly, 

Deborah said, “I always have thought that there are principals and there are teachers, and 

my experience has been that even though we're not equals, necessarily, we are all part of 

a team. And there is trust and a respect that's there.” 

The importance of being team-oriented presented in several ways throughout the 

interviews.  Some felt as though a principal demonstrated membership in the team by 

defending teachers in times of need.  Here, John shared, “This is a team, and having a 

principal who has your back is extremely important. When it comes to talking to parents, 

when it comes to working with colleagues you don't necessarily agree with, it's huge.”  
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Others saw a team-oriented principal as one who sought to develop a sense of 

camaraderie throughout the school community.  Joseph explained: 

Our principal and the teaching staff, we are a team, and we're constantly 

working together. We're constantly bouncing ideas off each other.  It's not 

like, "My way or the highway," which is an experience I had with a 

previous principal.  That principal thought she knew what was best and it 

didn't matter if you spent day after day with the kids, she thought she 

knew what was best.  No one wanted to work with her. 

Associating collaborative teamwork as a foundation for relationships, Isaac 

shared: 

Collaboration with our principal is very important.  Everybody has a job to 

do, but it's not like a principal comes sashaying in like Mr. Important or 

anything.  We're all a team and we're all educators and we can have 

conversations where I'm not better than your kind of thing. It works really 

well for us. 

Other interviewees saw a team-first principal as one who was present in the lives of their 

teachers and students.  Here, Martha explained: 

The continual presence in the classroom, I think, is really important, even 

more so than the formal conversations, because when I sit down with my 

principal and meet about my goals, it's valid because he knows me so well.  

He gets what my classroom is all about.  He believes that he’s as much a 

part of the team as the teachers, so he spends time with us as much as 

possible. 
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Conversely, Ruth initially spoke of a principal who she never saw when the students were 

in the building.  This principal was never at student musical concerts, sporting events, or 

other extracurricular activities.  In her words, that principal was never where the students 

were.  Ruth even claimed that some students did not even know who their principal was, 

unless they got in trouble and had to go to her office.  That principal, according to Ruth, 

did not want to be a part of “the team.”  She then switched gears, speaking of her current 

principal:   

I see my principal with my students all the time.  Acting like a team goes 

with the whole idea of respecting each other.  It makes a huge difference, 

having them be visible, in every respect. You feel like you're in it together, 

then. You feel like you're a team.  

Paul, who assigned significant value to the principal who prioritized classroom contact, 

explained: 

There are so many different developmental changes in the elementary 

environment.  If you are all going to be a part of the same team, and you 

want to be able to support each other, you need to know what the strengths 

and challenges are of each classroom teacher. The only way you are really 

going to know that is if you can get in there and you gain all that 

experience. 

In other words, Paul believed that building meaningful relationships through teamwork 

was an organic, active process, and could not be manufactured just because two people 

are employed at the same school.  Participants had significant diversity in their 

experiences with principals and whether or not those principals behaved in ways that 
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exemplified cooperation and teamwork, or in ways that demonstrated a lack of care for a 

cooperative, team-like environment.  Contrasting the two positions, data collected from 

the interviews indicated a positive relationship between principals who fostered team-like 

environments with their teachers and teachers who desired to remain in their current 

teaching positions. 

 Building relationships: Trust.  According to some participants, the expression of 

trust was an important component when building relationships between principals and 

staff.  This association between trust and relationships is supported by research.  For 

example, Luchies et al. (2013) found that people with trusting personalities experience 

more fulfilling relationships, and that people who are highly trusting tend to recall past 

transgressions in ways that benefit future relationships.  Trust in relationships was 

important to Martha, who felt it was very important for her principal to see her not just 

through an occupational lens, but more from a holistic perspective.  In Martha’s words, “I 

need to talk about something in my life, I need to trust him. I want him to trust me that I 

can handle my issues, and I want to trust that he will be there to help me.” 

Building relationships: Humility.  Humility is one of four servant leadership 

tenets of particular focus in this research study, and is defined as the quality of reflecting 

and expressing one’s self in a spirit of deference or submission, not arrogant or assertive 

(Graham, 1991).  Research supports the foundational influence acts of humility have in 

the establishment of meaningful relationships.  Dwiwardani et al. (2017) found that 

people feel more satisfied and committed to their relationships when they identify their 

partner as a humble person.  Applicable to this study, participants indicated that when 
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building principals behave with a sense of humility, those interviewees are more likely to 

seek meaningful relationships in return.  For example, Isaac said: 

When faced with a difficult decision, one of my principal’s favorite quotes 

to us is, “I trust you.”  That right there is showing humility because she is 

showing that she doesn’t have all the answers. She is not the ultimate end-

all to everything just because she is above us.  When she is humble 

enough to trust me, I trust her in return. 

Rebecca echoed the value of building camaraderie supported by a collective sense of 

humility when she said: 

My principal’s ability to make mistakes and be okay with it; being human 

makes it easier for me to take chances. I know that she's going to be 

accepting of me and the approach that she takes with me is going to be the 

same approach that she takes with herself. Like it's "we're all learning, 

we're all getting better." It's not like "I'm your administrator, and you 

should be doing this, or you should know how to do it." It feels like she is 

building a relationship based on trust and humility. 

Participants often spoke of trust and humility in the same breath, making it occasionally 

difficult for the researcher to discern trust from humility.  This may indicate that the two 

tenets of trust and humility are highly relatable to the research participants when speaking 

in the greater context of servant leadership characteristics. 

Some participants expressed the desire to work for a principal who takes the time 

to request input and participation from others.  This, according to the interviewees, 

accomplishes two things.  First, it empowers followers by demonstrating that their 
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opinions are valued.  Second, it establishes a posture of humility from the perspective of 

the principal.  Both of these resultants, according to these participants, helped develop 

and nurture meaningful relationships.  

Connecting the building relationships third sub-theme of trust to the fourth sub-

theme of humility, Abraham commented:  

I think humility is very important, because it establishes trust. When you 

can establish trust with your principal, you get a lot more done.  If I trust 

that person, I'm more apt to follow a decision that I don't see the full 

reasoning behind it, or maybe I don't agree with it, but I will follow it if I 

trust that person. Humility definitely leads to that, because humility 

recognizes humanity. So, when somebody has that quality, it connects you 

to people, because everybody can share that quality of humanity, they 

think that they go hand in hand.  

Abraham continued with his thought, commenting that connecting to people on a 

level of recognized humanity, regardless of an occupational position 

(administrator or teacher), trust is built, which makes collaborative processes 

more effective.  Here, Abraham’s comments illustrated a common theme 

expressed by some participants, in that trust was a foundational bridge that 

connected one person to another.  In the case of this research study, this bridge 

connected principals to staff, and staff to principals, and is foundational to the 

relationships built between the two groups.  

Conclusion.  Throughout the interviews, participants continued to remark that 

effective principals must seek to build relationships among all school and community 
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stakeholders.  According to some participants, the best building principals they have 

worked for deliberately spent a concerted amount of time investing in the development of 

relationships with their staff.  Through this effort, participants felt as if the building of 

relationships generated a positive feedback loop: as the building of relationships 

increased, whether it was through active listening, being team-oriented, extending and 

exhibiting trust, or through a posture of humility, so too did the teachers’ satisfaction with 

their current teaching position. 

Being Empathetically Supportive 

The second major theme to emerge was the desire for principals to being 

empathetically supportive of their followers.  Merriam-Webster defines the action of 

being supportive as “to promote the interests or causes of others” (“Support,” n.d.).  

Empathy, as defined by this research study, is the action of understanding, being sensitive 

to, and being responsive to the feelings and experience of another (Spears, 2010).  In 

other words, to be empathetically supportive means that a leader (principal) promotes the 

interests or causes of his or her followers (teachers) by being aware and sensitive to their 

feelings and concerns.  More specifically, participants in this research study indicated the 

desire for building principals to be empathetically supportive of them from both personal 

and professional perspectives.  Data collected from the interviews indicated a positive 

relationship between principals who build empathetically support their teachers and 

teachers who desired to remain in their current teaching positions.   

Some participants reflected on how the need to feel supported was directly 

connected to their perception that their principal actively cared about their lives, not just 

as educators but from a holistic perspective.  Feeling at-times overwhelmed with the 
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responsibilities of being a classroom educator, these participants articulated that having 

their thoughts and feelings validated was how a principal could support them best.  For 

example, speaking about the need to feel supported, Levi shared:  

I really want my principal to support the kids and do what needs to get 

done, but at the same time, find a way to support me. Because I've seen a 

number of times where principals see them as diametrically opposed 

options, like if you're going to support one, you can't support the other, 

where I don't think that's true at all. 

Other teachers associated an empathetically supportive principal as one who actively 

works with them in difficult or challenging situations.  In nearly all cases, participants 

desired a principal to support them in the midst of a conflict.  For example, Isaac said: 

It is important that I have a principal who really has my back and 

completely supports me.  I think the principals that are really good at 

transcending personal conflicts and so they support you while, at the same 

time, supporting parents who may be upset. These principals understand 

both sides of the issue, and try to figure out how we're all seeing the issue. 

Jacob, who appreciates his principal’s proactive support, had similar thoughts: 

My principal is always checking in on me, asking what she can do to help 

me. I feel supported by her. When I have parents that either does not care 

for a decision I've made, I always know that she's on my side, and that 

together, we're looking out for what's good for the student. 

For some participants, having a principal who takes the time to understand issues from all 

perspectives, and not just the perspectives of disgruntled parents or district office 
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administrators, was exceptionally important.  For Rebecca, having a principal who 

supports her makes her feel safe, as she said, “I don't feel like I have to avoid her because 

I know she cares about me. She always wants to know how you're doing, personally and 

professionally, which is nice.” 

From an alternate perspective, several interviewees provided a perspective on 

how they felt when their building principal did not provide support through the building 

of relationships. Here, Sarah said:  

Last year, with a previous principal, I did not feel supported. This year, we 

have a new principal, and I'm having a completely different year because I 

feel there's more staff support.  I want a principal that says, “Do what you 

can do and I'll support you." 

Also reflecting on a negative experience where she lacked support from her principal, 

Naomi said: 

I had a really negative experience with a previous principal and it really 

made my experience working for her a much harder one.  I didn't have the 

support I needed. I didn't have the encouragement I needed. I didn't get the 

feedback I needed. She never made an attempt to see things from my 

perspective, to feel what I was feeling. 

Elizabeth shared a similar example; following mandates and directions from district 

offices, she shared that her principal would never ask her to do something that he 

wouldn't or couldn't do himself.  Elizabeth said that, “One of the things that he does that I 

appreciate is when something comes down from the district that we have to do, we sit 

down and we all do it together.”  To her, this demonstrated that as a team, her principal 
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and the teaching staff will support each other to whatever extent they can.  To Elizabeth 

and other participants who share similar thoughts, having an empathic principal was 

invaluable.  

Leading by Example 

The third major theme to emerge was the desire for principals to lead by example.  

To lead by example, according to the interviewees, means that principals are not 

hypocritical and that their behavior aligns with, and not contradicts, what principals 

communicate to their followers.  Within the larger theme of leading by example, the data 

yielded one specific way in which participants’ desired building principals to do just that, 

which is through a high degree of integrity.  By acting with a high degree of integrity, 

principals were perceived as more trustworthy, which in-turn increased participants’ 

desires to remain in their current teaching positions.   

Mary, when speaking to the need for her principal to lead by example, said “For 

me, it’s huge that the principal establishes and maintains the culture of the school. If they 

do not set the direction, and they’re always twisting the rules to fit what they think is 

okay, that's not right.”  Mary went on to question the value of having vision or purpose 

for the school if the principal is not serving as the model, and what is paramount is that 

the principal is the example for all others to follow.  Rachel felt equally as strong about 

the need for a principal who leads by example.  When asked to reflect on those principals 

who have had profound impacts on her career, she said, “The principals that have 

impacted me the most throughout my career are those that lead by example, have good, 

strong ethics, know what they want for kids, and then, try to make it happen.”   
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The value in being the example through actions and not just rhetoric was the other 

common theme embedded within the feeling and stories shared about principals setting 

the example for others to follow.  For example, Rachel shared a story of a principal she 

worked for who, if there was garbage on the playground, would stop to pick it up and say 

to the students, "Come on. I'm picking up too."  This type of principal, as Rachel and 

others described, would only ask their staff to do something if they were ready and 

willing to do it first.  Sharing an applicable example, Rebecca stated: 

Having a principal who takes the lead on all things makes me more willing 

to do anything.  I mean I know she doesn't ask me to do anything that she 

wouldn't be willing to do herself. And that you know kind of like if I see 

her cleaning up the staff room or something, it just ... yeah ... it just makes 

me feel like oh yeah, we're all here to work together. 

Regarding the idea of setting an example for others to follow, some interviewees 

discussed having experiences with principals that led by example, and principals who did 

not lead by example.   Eighteen participants directly noted that it was not only important 

for principals to set the example for others, but that their trust declined when they felt like 

their principals were being hypocritical.  In other words, participants voiced their need to 

have a principal who is honest in what they are doing and saying, honest in front of them, 

and honest behind their backs.  Although research indicates a negative response towards 

hypocrisy in leadership is not specific to any single context (Brown & Mitchell, 2010; 

Cha & Edmondson; 2006), data from this study illustrate specific applicability in 

education (Coleman, 2012; Ozan, Ozdemir, & Yirci, 2017).  In several cases, participants 
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made specific reference to the fact that if principals are going to say that they care about 

their school, students, staff, participants need to see that care and concern in action.  

Some participants, including Naomi, spoke of negative experiences regarding 

hypocrisy and their principals.  For example, four participants spoke specifically of 

principals who would tell their staff not to gossip, but get caught talking behind another 

person’s back.   As the four interviewees described, these principals told their teachers to 

take ownership of their own problems, and then would regularly blame their mistakes on 

others.  These principals are in direct contrast to those who were spoken of favorably – 

those set the standard, hold that standard, and expect others to rise to it, rather than 

holding them to a different one.  A poignant example of a principal who “walked his 

talk” and led by example was shared by Eve, who said:  

This past summer, when we were getting ready for the school year, our 

new principal came in to do some work.  When he saw how the past 

principal had left the campus, he said, "This is not presentable. I don't feel 

comfortable here.  The next day, he was at school with his kids and a leaf 

blower cleaning up the grounds.  I've never seen a principal do that, but he 

came and simply said, “I’m cleaning this up so it looks nice for everyone.”  

He didn’t make us do the cleaning; he took the lead, did it himself, and 

invited anyone that wanted to help. 

When speaking of such a principal, Sarah described: 

Obviously being the standard bearer and setting the example is going to 

make me more apt to want to stay in a building with that principal. I think 

when it comes to doing specific types of things, like after-school meetings 
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or training, when the principal's in there doing it with you... Just things 

like that, when they're working side by side in different situations, it 

definitely has a big impact, and just makes those principals more credible. 

Some interviewees described similar situations, of either their current principal, or 

the principal they want to have.  They described principals who enthusiastically 

attended after-school activities. They spoke of principals who are one of the last 

out the door because they are sweeping the floors or moving tables with staff. 

Some spoke of principals who encouraged staff to attend extracurricular events by 

attending them him/herself.  Regardless of the specific instance given, the 

researcher found that a positive relationship existed between principals who led 

by example and teachers who desired to remain in their current teaching positions.  

Leading by Example: Integrity.  As previously stated, within the larger 

theme of leading by example, the data yielded one specific way in which 

participants’ desired building principals to do just that, which is through a high 

degree of integrity.  More specifically, the importance of leading by example was 

often qualified by interviewees, who believed that principals should act with a 

high degree of integrity.  Acting with integrity is one of four servant leadership 

tenets of particular focus in this research study, with integrity being defined as the 

quality of being honest and having strong moral principles (Russell & Stone, 

2002). 

Emphasizing the need for a principal to act with integrity, Cadence said, 

“Principals need to have a sense of right and wrong because they need to set the example. 
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You are the leader of the school. You need to set the example.”  Mary, who shared 

similar thoughts through experiential knowledge, said: 

Having been through principals that have been on one extreme or the 

other, I feel it's very important for them to have an ethical code. I find that 

a lot of my trust goes out the door when I feel like that's not being 

followed.  This is because you have to be able to trust somebody… I want 

to make sure that he not only knows what everything is, that I would trust 

what he would say and that he says he’s going to do something and he 

does it. 

Deborah echoed this sentiment, saying that she needs to trust her principal.  In her words, 

“That trust is built up when I know my principal is honest and upright.  It is important 

that I [and other teachers] perceive our principal as an ethical person, because you need to 

be able to trust your leader.”  Integrity, therefore, was articulated by some participants as 

not just a primary way in which leaders should lead by example, but a non-negotiable 

characteristic of their leadership process.   

Perceptions and Influence of Principals as Servant Leaders 

The final question of qualitative interviews was: In what ways do you believe you 

are or would be more committed to your school if your principal was a servant leader?  

This culminating question was, in part, intended to elicit a direct answer to the research 

question: How do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 

characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 

Central Oregon public schools?  Of the 20 interviews conducted, participants answered 

this question in one of two ways: 16 participants provided answers that illustrated ways 
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they are or would be more committed to their school if their principal was a servant 

leader, and four participants answered that their commitment to their school is 

independent of their principal as a servant leader.   

Representing the former group of teachers whose commitment is influenced by 

the servant leadership characteristics of their principals, Eve shared: 

I have always had a vision for [my school], of what I would like to see it 

become and its potential, and I don't think the vision is possible without 

that selfless, committed leader.  Other interviewees shared similar 

sentiments that they would remain in a teaching position if their principal 

exhibited servant leadership characteristics.   

Finally, Cadence spoke of how her commitment to her principal does hinge on the 

exemplification of servant leadership characteristics.  In her words:   

Do I want my principal to be as committed to this school as I am, and will 

that make my life more enjoyable if they are? Absolutely. Now, my 

commitment to them as a leader will vary widely depending on whether I 

perceive them to be the things that we've talked about (servant leadership 

characteristics). They're going to see the best from me if I feel like they're 

serving me from a position of leadership. 

Regarding the four participants who answered that their commitment to their 

school is independent of their principal as a servant leader, all answered from a 

perspective of indifference.  For example, Jacob and Martha expressed that because they 

have seen so many principals come and go, they have learned to not attach their sense of 

occupational satisfaction to any particular leader.  As Jacob stated, “Principals are a 
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revolving door.  If you just wait a year or two, you’ll get a new one.”  Throughout the 

totality of answers provided by both Jacob and Martha, it was clear to the researcher that 

they did in fact desire a principal who was a servant leader.  However, given the mostly 

negative principal-teacher relationships they experienced throughout their teaching 

careers, neither Jacob or Martha felt as if their desire to remain in their teaching position 

was dependent on their principal.  Levi and Sarah were indifferent from a different 

perspective, citing that they both entered the teaching profession for the sake of their 

students, and have never thought of their principals as reasons to remain in their current 

position.  Although both Levi and Sarah provided positive anecdotes about principals 

who had at least one of the four servant leadership tenets of focus in this study, both 

participants looked to whether they can influence their students as the primary reason for 

decisions regarding attrition or retention in their current positions.  Although four 

participants did respond that their commitment to their schools is independent of their 

principal as a servant leader, no significant alternative themes were identified throughout 

the research process that did not support the research question.  

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

This study operated under the following research question: How do teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools?  

This study focused specifically on the following tenets of servant leadership: humility, 

listening, empathy, and acting with integrity.  After conducting 20 phenomenological 

qualitative interviews, and conducting first and second cycle coding of the interview 

transcripts, the researcher drew four conclusions.  The first conclusion is that teachers in 



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  87 
 

 

this study desired two servant leadership tenets – listening and humility – in principals 

who sought to build meaningful relationships with their faculty.  The second conclusion 

is that teachers desired one servant leadership tenet –empathy – in principals who 

proactively sought to support their faculty.  The third conclusion is that teachers saw one 

servant leadership tenet – integrity – in principals whom they desired to lead by example.  

The fourth conclusion is that the likelihood of teachers to remain in their current teaching 

position in Central Oregon public schools has a positive relationship with their 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics.  

Conclusion One 

The first conclusion is that fourteen interviewees desired both the tenets of 

listening and humility in the behavior of their principals because of the influence those 

tenets have on building meaningful principal-teacher relationships.  Desiring these two 

characteristics was evident when Abraham connected a principal’s humility to the level 

of trust he extends to that principal, and when Isaac shared the anecdote of how his 

principal consistently says, “I trust you” to her staff.  Desiring listening and humility was 

demonstrated when Ruth talked about how the listening skills of her current principal 

helped establish a bond between the two.  Desiring listening and humility was shown 

when Martha described how important it is to her that her principal is able to connect, 

and not disconnect, the personal and professional lives of his teaching staff; recognizing 

and respecting the human element helps establish meaningful relationships.  These 

findings suggest that teacher perceptions of their school principals as servant leaders, 

specifically through building relationships by listening and being humble, has a positive 

influence on their desire to remain in their current teaching position.   
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Conclusion Two 

The second conclusion is that the research participants desired one servant 

leadership tenet – empathy – in principals who proactively sought to support their faculty.  

Desiring an empathetic principal was evidenced when Mary and Levi made the 

connection that being heard made them feel validated, a powerful manifestation of 

support from their principals.  Desiring an empathetic principal was illustrated when 

Jacob and Ruth shared stories of how their principals empathized with difficult situations, 

such as dealing with difficult parents, and how those principals stepped in to support 

those teachers.  The researcher concluded that when teachers feel valued and supported, 

particularly because their principal has an empathic nature to his or her leadership 

processes, they are more likely to remain in their current teaching position. 

Conclusion Three 

The third conclusion is that the research participants saw one servant leadership 

tenet –integrity – in principals who they desired to lead by example.  Throughout the 

interviews, the questions that elicited the most passionate responses were those about 

principals who led by example and about principals who act with integrity.  In fact, even 

though those two questions were not asked in subsequent order of each other, many 

participants paralleled the two.  In other words, without prompt from the researcher, 

many participants felt strongly that when a principal leads by example, that principal is 

acting with integrity as a foundation for their behavior.   Sarah desired a principal who is 

the standard-bearer for her school.  Cadence, Rebecca, or Deborah gave examples of how 

a principal engaged with students in a manner they expected their teachers to engage.   
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Finally, both Mary and Cadence discussed the value of a principal who acts with 

integrity.  These participants spoke highly of their desire for a principal to establish and 

model the moral and ethical standard for the school, and how their desire to work for 

principals throughout their careers has been tied directly to how well their principals 

model moral and ethical standard.  Although ‘leading by example’ was desired in a 

variety of different manifestations and contexts, the researcher concluded that teachers 

desire principals who develop a school-wide vision and code of ethics, who models that 

vision and code, and who works actively to promote buy-in throughout the school 

community. 

Conclusion Four 

The fourth conclusion is that 16 out of 20 research participants indicated a 

positive relationship with the likelihood that they would remain in their current teaching 

positions if their principal exhibited servant leadership characteristics.  In other words, as 

the research participants’ perceptions their principals’ servant leadership characteristics 

increased, it is more likely than not that so too did their desire to continue to work for that 

principal at that school.  However, because 20% of all participants said that their 

commitment to their school was not influenced by the specific servant leadership 

characteristics of their principal, the researcher recognizes that the evidence for this 

conclusion, as collected in this research study, is not compelling.  Additional data is 

needed from a larger sample group to better determine the merit of this research study’s 

fourth conclusion.   
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Summary 

The intent of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine how 

teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  

After conducting twenty semi-structured interviews, the researcher collected data on 

participants’ thoughts and experiences specific to their perceptions of their principals’ 

servant leadership characteristics.  Analysis of this data led the researcher to four 

conclusions.  First, fourteen interviewees desired the tenets of listening and humility in 

the behavior of their principals because of the influence those tenets have on building 

meaningful principal-teacher relationships.  Second, the research participants desired one 

servant leadership tenet, empathy, in principals who proactively sought to support their 

faculty.  Third, the research participants saw one servant leadership tenet, integrity, in 

principals whom they desired to lead by example.  Finally, the perceptions of this study’s 

research participants of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics may have a 

positive relationship with the likelihood that the participants will remain in their current 

teaching positions.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

Although significant improvement has been made over the last two years (Ziegler, 

2017), for more than a decade previous, the state of Oregon has lagged behind national 

averages in nearly every metric that measures public school student achievement 

(“Condition of k-12,” 2005; “Oregon equity plan,” 2015).  One factor that negatively 

influences student achievement is high teacher attrition rates, which may cost the state 

many tens of millions of dollars each year (Hovde, 2010).  Although some recent 

progress has taken place, particularly in achievement scores of 4th and 8th -grade public 

school students (“Statewide report card,” 2016), the condition of public education in the 

state continues to rank in the lower third nationwide (“Called to account,” 2016).   

This research study sought to address the issue of high teacher attrition rates, 

which has a negative influence on effective education (“Oregon equity plan,” 2015) and 

leveraged research that indicated a positive relationship between effective school 

leadership and student achievement (Miller, 2008; Sugg, 2013). This study recognized 

research on the positive influences of servant leadership in school settings (Cunningham, 

2008; Kasun, 2009), as well as research that building principals who exhibit empathy, 

humility, listening, and integrity may influence a reduction in attrition rates among their 

teaching staff (Kopkowski, 2008).  This reduction in teaching staff attrition, in turn, may 

potentially serve as a stimulus for an improvement in public education effectiveness 

throughout the state of Oregon.       

This chapter provides a synopsis of the resultant data collected from 20 semi-

structured interviews with teachers in Central Oregon public schools. In this chapter, two 
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solutions are presented, both of which were influenced by the themes that emerged 

throughout the data along with recommendations for future research. The researcher 

concludes the chapter with a final summary of the study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The intent of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine how 

teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this research study was to inform school principals of Central Oregon 

public schools about the perceptions some teachers have regarding school leaders who 

practice servant leadership and how that influences decisions of retention among their 

staff.  Although the researcher did not presume that the only impeding cause for 

classroom teacher attrition rates is the relationship between the teacher and the principal, 

the presumption was if the teacher-principal relationship was strengthened, namely 

through the principal’s servant leadership characteristics, retention rates among those 

teachers may rise. 

Proposed Solution 

Melchar and Bosco (2010) claimed that servant leadership serves as an 

encouraging alternative to other leadership models because it incorporates not just 

effective leadership practices, but also encompasses behaviors that provide an emotional, 

altruistic, and supportive atmosphere.  This research study provided practical conclusions 

regarding the application of servant leadership tenets – specifically humility, listening, 

empathy, and acting with integrity – by building principals.  The 20 interviews conducted 



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  93 
 

 

by the researcher generated three themes regarding how the perception of principals’ 

servant leadership characteristics influenced classroom teacher’s decisions to remain in 

their current teaching position.  The interview data also demonstrated that all study 

participants desired a building principal who exhibited servant leadership tenets, and that 

16 study participants desired to stay in their current job because of the servant leadership 

nature of their building principals. 

The intent of the proposed solution is to fulfill the aim of the study, which is 

directed specifically at the professional development of building principals.  All 

participants in this study shared similar stories and common themes regarding the 

perceived benefits of working for a building principal who exhibited specific servant 

leadership tenets.  The stories, practical examples, and conclusions of this study - 

particularly the desire that four out of five participants desired their principals to exhibit 

the servant leadership tenets of humility, listening, empathy, and acting with integrity - 

can be modeled and employed by building principals throughout Central Oregon.    

Servant Leadership-Based Professional Development 

 In the context of education, the concept of professional development describes a 

variety of learning opportunities designed to assist educators improve their professional 

knowledge and effectiveness.  The acquisition of professional development for 

administrators in Oregon is not a foreign concept nor an optional process.  According to 

the Oregon Department of Education (2017), to renew a professional administrator 

license, one must complete 125 professional development units (PDU), which are 

quantifiable credits used to track ongoing professional development.  Although the 

potential options in which PDUs can be earned are extensive, those options must fall in 
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one of seven different domains: learning communities, leadership, resources, data, 

learning designs, implementation, and outcomes (“Professional development program,” 

2017).  The researcher recommends that building principals in Central Oregon public 

schools consider two different professional development opportunities: district-supported 

professional development that falls within the leadership domain that includes a focus on 

the four servant leadership tenets discussed in this study; and administrative acquisition 

of Twenty-first-century learning competencies (“Framework for 21st,” n.d.) and Social 

Emotional Learning (SEL) programs (“Core SEL competencies,” 2017). 

District-supported professional development.  The nurturing and strengthening 

of leadership development, particularly the four servant leadership characteristics 

highlighted in this study, could be seen as an ongoing learning process.  Based on best 

practices within school districts (Prothero, 2015), leadership training and development 

may be a positive opportunity for building principals in Central Oregon public schools. 

Through regular dialog with the Confederation of Oregon Administrators (COSA), the 

representative state-wide organization for school administrators (“Confederation of 

Oregon,” 2017), these training and development opportunities could be tailored to 

address specific and timely needs of administrators. For example, these trainings could 

include topics such as how to help self-reflect on strengths, weaknesses, and capabilities; 

how to effectively motivate and support staff; how to improve communication; and how 

to empathetically navigate work-life dynamics.   

Given that the acquisition of leadership development opportunities is an 

unstandardized process in Central Oregon public schools, school districts have the 

latitude to adapt this process to meet their individual needs.  Training could be provided, 
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either within district or partnered with a neighboring district, for administrators and select 

leadership teams to refresh and improve their skills, which could include a discussion on 

servant leadership characteristics, and inform them of recent research-based solutions and 

pedagogical based-practices.  COSA could provide leadership-based leadership-domain 

training through regularly scheduled conferences and off training summits.  Districts can 

also seek out industry experts and local higher education personnel who specialize in 

leadership development or the growth of emotional intelligence components specific to 

self-awareness, empathy, and relationship-development skills.  Within those larger 

training and development opportunities, the researcher recommends the four servant 

leadership characteristics detailed in this study be a point-of-focus because the researcher 

found that principals who exhibit these characteristics had positive perceptions among the 

majority of the study participants.  Finally, a cost-effective solution is for administrators 

to develop peer-mentoring partnerships with other administrators who seek to improve 

their leadership practices, which may include the acquisition of servant leadership tenets, 

such as humility, listening, empathy, and acting with integrity.  COSA would be an ideal 

platform to find a peer-mentoring partnership, and the organization would establish the 

process at little-to-no cost.   

Twenty-first-century learning and SEL professional development.  As 

previously stated, the nurturing and strengthening of leadership development, particularly 

the four servant leadership characteristics discussed in this research study, should be seen 

as an ongoing learning process.  Leadership development for administrators should also 

be creative and timely, targeted specifically at building knowledge and skills that will 

have the greatest impact on student achievement.  According to Hattie (2012), one of the 
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greatest influencing factors in student achievement is quality teaching instruction 

(specifically teacher expectations and collective teacher efficacy).  Therefore, the 

researcher of this study recommends that building principals seek professional 

development opportunities for themselves that enable them to equip teachers to provide 

the greatest quality instruction possible.  There are a number of professional development 

opportunities that satisfy this recommendation, which includes training on Twenty-first-

century learning strategies (“Framework for 21st,” n.d.) and SEL processes (“Core SEL 

competencies,” 2017).  The researcher of this study believes that in nearly all 

circumstances, both building principals and teachers may benefit from professional 

development that builds Twenty-first-century competencies.  If the desire is for students 

to become critical thinkers, problem solvers, expert communicators, and positive 

collaborators, the researcher of this study contends that this desired behavior must be 

modeled by principals and teachers.  Therefore, principals should consider including 

professional development that builds Twenty-first-century competencies into already 

existing training opportunities, such as those offered by both national associations and 

training provided by COSA. 

Considering professional development training for both Twenty-first-century 

learning skills and SEL competencies does more than just build those valuable skills and 

competencies from an administrative perspective.  SEL competencies and Twenty-first-

century learning skills also align closely with many servant leadership tenets, including 

those of particular focus in this research study: humility, empathy, listening and acting 

with integrity.  For example, to be humble and empathic, one must be both self- and 

socially aware.  To be an effective listener, one must have relationship skills.  To act with 
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integrity, one must have both self-awareness and self-management skills.  Given that the 

data gained from this study concludes that the acquisition of those four servant leadership 

tenets may positively influence the likelihood that classroom teachers remain in their 

current teaching positions, principals could consider supplementing their current personal 

and staff-wide professional development opportunities with SEL and Twenty-first-

century learning skills.   

Building principals could therefore also consider professional development 

training specific to SEL skills.  The five social and emotional core competencies are self-

awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making, relationship skills, and social 

awareness (“Core SEL competencies,” 2017).  Building principals should consider 

acquiring these competencies because they are closely aligned with the four servant 

leadership tenets of focus in this study: to be humble, to be empathetic, to be an effective 

listener, and to act with integrity all require, in varying degrees, the use of the five 

aforementioned SLE core competencies.  Professional development specific to SEL skills 

can be found in a variety of formats.  The Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development (“ASCD professional development,” 2017) provides educators with social-

emotional learning and character education professional development by connecting 

those educators with SEL books, videos, online courses, and access to training experts.  

Other organizations, such as the Institute for Social and Emotional Learning (“Institute 

for social,” 2017) and The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 

network (“Collaborative for academic,” 2017), provide opportunities such as summer 

workshops and access to guides and tools to assess and build SEL competencies. 



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  98 
 

 

The researcher of this study recommends the supplemental SEL and Twenty-first-

century training not because they are separate from leadership training that emphasizes 

servant leadership characteristics; to the contrary and as previously discussed, SEL and 

Twenty-first-century training both reinforce and amplify the characteristics of a servant 

leader.  Ultimately, students will benefit from this recommendation because their learning 

environment will be influenced by staff and administration who will be sensitive to SEL 

and Twenty-first-century learning competencies. 

Support for the Solution 

 The intent of this section is to illustrate how the study’s findings inform the 

proposed solution.  Research supports the need for improved professional development 

opportunities to strengthen the leadership characteristics of school administrators 

(Krasnoff, 2015; Rowland, 2017; “Strengthening professional development,” n.d.).  The 

researcher of this study believes that the constant improvement and learning for 

principals is imperative and should not be overlooked.  Rowland (2017) stated that for 

principals to become more effective leaders, they need to regularly access quality 

professional development and that state lawmakers and district administrators should 

emphasize professional development opportunities for building principals that are aligned 

to the leadership challenges they encounter every day.  The National Association for 

Elementary School Principals concurred (“Strengthening professional development,” 

n.d.)., stating that principals who participate in training and mentoring programs aimed at 

improving their leadership skills tend to be more successful in establishing and promoting 

a shared mission for school improvement and student achievement.  



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  99 
 

 

The resources available for building principals to improve their leadership skills 

are abundant.  If principals are to be effective in leading their staff and improving student 

achievement, they need consistent hands-on and differentiated training that focuses on 

research-based leadership best-practices (Krasnoff, 2015).  Ultimately, 16 of the 20 

research participants concluded that the adoption of the four servant leadership tenets by 

the building principal, namely humility, empathy, listening, and acting with a high degree 

of integrity, would increase the likelihood that they would remain in their current 

teaching positions.  Therefore, the researcher of this study contends that professional 

development programs specific to SEL and Twenty-first-century learning competencies, 

along with programs targeting the four servant leadership tenets of particular focus in this 

study, may help satisfy the aforementioned suggested conclusion.  However, the 

researcher also recognizes that the generalizability of this study is limited, and that the 

sixteen participants of this study who voiced the increased likelihood that they would 

remain in their current teaching positions to a principal who exhibited the four servant 

leadership characteristics of this study may not represent most teachers in Central Oregon 

public schools.  Therefore, caution should be exercised by anyone seeking to design or 

modify existing professional development plans based on the findings of this study.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

Stakeholders include training and support organizations like COSA, and district 

administrative staff that oversee and approve professional development training requests 

of building principals.  Although the onus of the proposed solution rests with the building 

principal to desire and seek out professional development opportunities, those 

opportunities ultimately need to be both provided and approved by external sources.  
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Consequently, for the proposed solution of this research study to be effective, building 

principals, district administrative staff, and professional development training and 

support organizations must work in concert to ensure professional development training 

is applicable, available, and accessible.     

Implications 

The findings and proposed solution from this research study support various 

levels of implication, from practical to future research to leadership theory and practice. 

These are outlined in the following section. 

Practical Implication 

This research study’s findings have a limited practical implication for public 

school administrators.  In nearly all interviews conducted, participants valued principals 

who exhibited servant leadership characteristics, specifically humility, listening, 

empathy, and acting with integrity.  This finding, therefore, presents three initial 

conditions school principals could employ, which may increase occupational satisfaction 

and retention among their staff: (1) build relationships by listening to others, being team-

oriented, extending trust, and acting with humility; (2) empathetically support others; and 

(3) lead by example, particularly with a high degree of integrity.  It is the hope of this 

researcher that this study contributes to the ongoing conversation among building 

principals in Central Oregon public schools about the value of effective leadership 

practices, which may include the adoption of servant leadership tenets.   

Implications for Future Research 

In Chapter Two, a quantitative study that examined the relationship between 

teacher retention and job satisfaction and perceived servant leadership characteristics of 
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high school principals (Shaw & Newton, 2014) was detailed and analyzed.  That research 

arrived at three conclusions: a significant positive correlation between teachers’ job 

satisfaction and their perception of their principals’ level of servant leadership; a 

significant positive correlation between teachers’ perception of their principals’ level of 

servant leadership and intended occupation retention, and a strong correlation between 

perceived servant leadership levels, job satisfaction levels, and teacher retention rates 

(Shaw & Newton, 2014).  In their research, Shaw and Newton (2014) noted that 

additional research was needed to confirm and expand their findings.   

The researcher of this study believes to a limited degree, the conclusions of Shaw 

and Newton (2014) were partially mirrored.  Shaw and Newton (2014) found, in part, a 

significant positive correlation between teachers’ perception of their principals’ level of 

servant leadership and intended occupation retention, whereas this research study found a 

somewhat positive relationship between the two entities (principals and teachers) among 

twenty interview participants.  This research study did not, however, arrive at conclusions 

regarding job satisfaction, which further limited this study’s applicability to the 

conclusions drawn by Shaw and Newton (2014).  As individual perceptions are 

subjective and can change over time, additional research aimed and evaluating teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics and how those 

perceptions influence various decisions (such as occupational satisfaction, retention, and 

attrition) would be needed and appropriate.   

Further, only four servant leadership tenets – humility, empathy, listening, and 

acting with integrity – were of particular focus in this research study.  Future research 

operating under a similar research question could focus on other servant leadership tenets 
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that may be associated with effective building principalship, such as awareness or 

foresight (Spears, 2010).  Research focusing on other tenets may provide increased clarity 

as to how teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics 

influence their desires to remain in their current teaching positions.  Future research using 

the same research question and processes, but a participant group of mostly novice 

teachers, as opposed to a highly experienced sample used in this research study, may 

yield different findings.  This projected outcome may be realized as new teachers may be 

influenced differently by the presence of servant leadership characteristics of their 

building principals than veteran teachers.  Additionally, further research that expands 

sample participant sizes could increase the transferability of the study’s findings.  Finally, 

future research could expand both the geographic borders of this study and assess public 

school teachers outside of the region defined as Central Oregon, as well as expanding on 

the artificial borders to include educational institutions other than public schools, as well 

as school leaders other than building principals only.  This is because the positive 

influence of principals and other school leaders who exhibit servant leadership 

characteristics may extend beyond issues of teacher retention and into other components 

of the school leader – teacher relationship.  

Reflections on the Study Methodology 

At the conclusion of the research process, the researcher of this study felt it 

necessary to reflect upon how personal biases, anticipated and unanticipated, influenced 

the data collection process. The researcher of this study believes that some of the 

interview questions did not effectively address or help answer the research question.  This 

does not mean that the study itself was flawed; rather, in retrospect, it was clear to the 



HOW TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS  103 
 

 

researcher that built into the research questions themselves were a series of 

presuppositions which unintentionally guided the research process.  These 

presuppositions were built upon the researcher’s two known biases.  The first bias is at 

the time of the study, the researcher was a classroom teacher was enrolled in an initial 

administrator license program with a desire to become a building administrator.  The 

second bias was based on the researcher’s experiences and through conversations and 

interactions with other classroom teachers, that there would be a positive relationship 

between teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics and 

an increased desire to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon. 

 The first way in which the researcher believes his personal biases influenced the 

data collection process was the assumption that based off of a very brief definition of 

servant leadership, as defined by Greenleaf (1970) and provided at the onset of the 

interview, that all interview participants would fully understand the nature of servant 

leadership.  In reality, the very action of serving another is a complex, subjective 

understanding based in-part on experiential knowledge.  It is potentially unreasonable, 

therefore, to assume that the researcher and the participant both thought of servant 

leadership in similar ways, given the researcher’s strong personal interest in the theory 

and a participant who may have only a nominal or cursory understanding of the theory.  It 

is highly possible that the researcher assumed that the participant was answering 

questions from a common understanding of servant leadership, when in fact the 

participant was using the term ‘servant leadership’ to describe an altogether different 

leadership theory.  This incongruity could have resulted in the collection of data that 

would not effectively answer the research question.  
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 The second way in which the researcher believes his personal biases influenced 

the data collection process was that the questions may have led the interview participants 

in the direction of the researcher’s second bias.  Questions three through eight, 

specifically, were written and asked in a manner that the interviewees saw a binary 

choice laid before them.  Would most educators prefer to work for a building 

administrator who was humble or arrogant?  The personal opinion of the researcher, and 

the belief that the researcher holds for most all other educators is the former option.  The 

same can be said if educators would prefer to work for a principal who listens, as 

opposed to does not listen; a principal who is empathic, as opposed to one that apathetic; 

and a principal who has a strong ethical code, as opposed to a weak or non-existent one.  

In all given options, the research believes that most educators would prefer the first of the 

two binary choices.  The same can be said about reflecting on a principal who led by or 

did not lead by example.  In both cases, the researcher believed that most educators, 

himself included, would prefer a principal who led by example, as opposed to one who 

presented a hypocritical nature.  All of these potential binary choices culminated in the 

final question, which asked participants, “In what ways do you believe you are (or would 

be) more committed to your school if your principal was a servant leader?”  In retrospect, 

if the researcher had been unintentionally leading participants down this path of 

highlighting the positive nature of servant leadership by also negatively framing the 

alternative, their answers may not be reflective of their true feelings and therefore not 

effectively, or at least directly, answering the research question.   

In retrospect, the researcher believes that spending more time developing both the 

research and the interview questions may have reduced the influence his biases would 
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have had in the data collection process. Additionally, the researcher believes that had he 

been more effective in bracketing and journaling his biases, the influence of his biases in 

the process would have been reduced.  Had either or both of these desires been satisfied, 

the researcher believes that the interview questions would have more effectively 

addressed the research question. 

Throughout the study, the researcher learned several important, positive things.  

For example, the researcher learned a great deal about the preferences of the teachers 

surveyed, with respect to their relationships with building principals.  The researcher also 

learned that the majority of teachers surveyed placed a high value on the four servant 

leadership tenets of focus in the study – these teachers were not indifferent about their 

work environment being influenced by leaders who are empathetic and humble and who 

both listen and act with integrity, but rather they strongly desired such an environment.  

Ultimately, the researcher saw value in these things, even if they did not directly answer 

the original research question because knowing them may assist some building principals 

in developing positive relationships with their teaching staff. 

Summary of the Study 

The study operated under the following research question: How do teachers’ 

perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their 

likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools?  

The study focused on four specific tenets of servant leadership: humility, listening, 

empathy, and acting with integrity.  Using a single-phase phenomenological qualitative 

method, the researcher conducted twenty semi-structured interviews of primary and 

secondary public-school classroom teachers in Central Oregon.   
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After conducting the interviews and thoroughly analyzing the data, the researcher 

drew four conclusions.  The first conclusion is that interviewees desired two servant 

leadership tenets, listening and humility, in principals who sought to build meaningful 

relationships with their faculty.  The second conclusion is that teachers desired one 

servant leadership tenet, empathy, in principals who proactively sought to support their 

faculty.  The third conclusion is that teachers saw one servant leadership tenet, integrity, 

in principals whom they desired to lead by example.  The fourth conclusion is that the 

likelihood of teachers to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon 

public schools may have a positive relationship with their perceptions of their principals’ 

servant leadership characteristics.   

 From these four conclusions, the researcher proposed a single solution, which is 

that building principals in Central Oregon public schools consider two different 

professional development opportunities. First, building principals consider pursuing 

district-supported professional development that falls within the leadership domain and 

accentuates the four servant leadership tenets discussed in this study.  Second, building 

principals seek to supplement their professional development opportunities with Twenty-

first-century learning competencies and SEL programs.  Further, this study identified 

certain servant leadership characteristics that teachers observed in their principals - 

humility, listening, empathy, and acting with integrity – and how those perceptions may 

influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in Central Oregon 

public schools.  Ultimately, the researcher hopes that this phenomenological study 

contributes to a greater understanding of the perceptions that define principal-teacher 
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relationships on behalf of the participants, and how those perceptions impact decisions of 

occupational stability and career satisfaction.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Protocol 

Interview Protocol: How do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 
characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 
Central Oregon public schools? 
 
Time of Interview: To be determined with individual participants (after school hours and 
not to conflict with current contract obligations). 
 
Date: To be determined with individual participants 
 
Place: In a public space to be determined with individual participants. 
 
Interviewer: Creighton Carl Helms 
 
Interviewee: To be determined 
 
Step 1 - Position of Interviewee: “Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this 
research project on how teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 
characteristics may or may not influence their likelihood to remain in their current 
teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  I want to remind you that your 
comments will remain confidential and anonymous, and that in any report that may be 
published, I will not include any information that will make it possible to identify you, 
your school, or your school district.  Research records will be stored securely and only I 
will have access to any identifiable information. 
 
Before we begin, I would like you to review this letter of informed consent, which 
provides details about the project and how I will ensure that your responses remain 
confidential.  Please take a moment and read over the letter.  If you are in agreeance, 
please sign at the bottom of the second page and we will begin.  If you are not in 
agreeance, with anything noted in the letter, please do not hesitate to raise that concern.  
If you choose to not sign the letter, we will not continue with this interview.” 
 
[Provide enough time for the participant to read the letter.  If they sign, move on to the 
following text.  If they do not, end the interview and thank them for their time.] 
 
“Thank you.  Please know they you take a break at any time and that, at any point, you 
may ask me any questions, should you have them.  Are you ready to begin?” 
 
[If they are ready to begin, move on to the following text.  If they are not, address their 
questions/concerns as they are asked/raised.] 
 
Step 2 – Demographic Data: Gather demographic information, such as gender, age, 
number of years taught, specific grades taught, and specific disciplines taught.  Be sure to 
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remind each participant that any identifiable data will be kept confidential, and the 
demographic data gathered is for my notes only. 
 
Step 3 – Initial Access to Interview Questions: Provide each participant with a list of 
the interview questions, and let them know they may have up to but no more than five 
minutes to think about how they would like to answer the questions.  However, if they 
need not use all five minutes to review the questions, they may indicate when they are 
ready to begin. 
 
Step 4 – Description of Servant Leadership: To provide context and a common 
framework from which to build upon, the researcher will provide a brief description of 
servant leadership.  “Some people consider Servant Leadership to be a practice that 
involves caring for the highest priority needs of the person being supervised; sometimes 
in a way that is unexpected, but always in a way that the supervisee feels supported and 
valued by the interaction.” 
 
Step 5 – Interview Questions: 

1. Please describe anyone in your life, past or present, personal or professional, that 
you would describe as a servant leader (participant will have idea about servant 
leadership based on Greenleaf’s (1970) description of the philosophy, provided at 
the onset of the interview).  

2. Think of a building principal in your career, past or present, and please describe 
an event/experience with that principal that had a profound, personal impact on 
you. 

3. Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the term humility as the freedom from pride 
or arrogance.  Tell me about a building principal in your life who was remarkably 
humble, in general or from a specific experience. 

a.  (Ask this question only if they could describe a person in the previous 
question).  How did that principal’s humility impact your desire to work 
with and/or for that person?  

b. (Ask this question only if they could not describe a person in the previous 
question).  Can you describe how you have seen humility evidenced in a 
specific leader in education (assistant principal, department head, teacher-
leader, etc.)? 

4. What ideas do you have about the value of listening? (If participant asks for 
clarification, the researcher will generalize question and use examples).  

a. Can you provide an example of when your building principal’s listening 
skills had a positive/negative impact on you (or someone you know)?  

5. Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the term empathy as the action of 
understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and experiencing the feelings, 
thoughts, and experience of another… without having the feelings…oneself.  Can 
you talk about your ideas and experiences regarding a school principal’s 
sensitivity to the personal needs of his/her staff? 

a. Please talk about the need and/or desire (or lack thereof) regarding 
principal-teacher relationship in times of personal difficulty. 

b. How did that principal’s ability to empathize with you impact your desire 
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to work for him/her? 
6. What does it mean to you to have a strong ethical code (if needed, define ethics as 

principles that govern a person's behavior or the conducting of an activity)? 
a. Can you talk about whether or not it is important to you for your building 

principal to have a strong ethical code?  
7. What leadership characteristics would you like your supervisor to have and 

execute that would make you consider working for them, even if other 
occupational factors (pay, location) were not desirable for you? 

a. Why are these characteristics important to you?  
8. How has your building principal led by example/not led by example?  

a. How has that impacted your interest in continuing to work for that 
principal (in your current or past position)?  

9. In what ways do you believe you are (or would be) more committed to your 
school if your principal was a servant leader? 

 
Additional questions/prompts for depth and breadth to the above questions: 

1. Would you expound on that? 
2. Tell me more. 
3. How would you describe that in a different way? 
4. I would like to hear more about that. 
5. Would you clarify that for me? 
6. What was your reaction to that behavior? 
7. Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

 
Field Notes 

 
Interview Start Time: __________ 
Interview Finish Time: :________ 
Interview, Total Time: :________ 

 
Description Reflective Notes 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Additional Notes: Map of Room: 
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Appendix B 

Text for participant solicitation emails 
 
Dear __________, 
Superintendent, _________ School District 
 
Hello.  My name is Creighton Helms and I am both a science teacher at a high school in 
Oregon, as well as a doctoral candidate in Creighton University’s EdD program in 
Interdisciplinary Leadership.  My dissertation will examine how teachers’ perceptions of 
their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in 
their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  I am respectfully 
requesting your permission to contact the building principals in your district, and ask 
them for permission to request participation from their teaching staff. 
  
Research Procedures:  I am looking for 15-18 certified classroom teachers who are 
willing will complete a semi-structured qualitative interview consisting of approximately 
8-10 questions.  I will travel to meet with those being interviewed, and each interview 
will take place outside of regular school day hours. 
 
Confidentiality: The findings are collected as part of my dissertation research and will be 
reported in that academic document.  However, the records of this research study will be 
kept private. In any report that may be published, I will not include any information that 
will make it possible to identify a participant, a specific school, or a specific school 
district.  Research records will be stored securely and only I will have access to any 
identifiable information   
 
Voluntary Participation:  Participation in this study will be completely voluntary. A 
teacher’s decision whether or not to participate will not affect his or her current or future 
relations with their school, their school district, Creighton University, or myself (the 
researcher).  
 
Again, I am respectfully requesting your permission to contact the building principals in 
your district regarding this research project.  Also, I am happy to answer any questions 
about the study or procedure, should you have them.  Thank you for your time and I hope 
to hear from you soon. 
 
Sincerely,  
Creighton C. Helms 
Ed.D. candidate, Creighton University 
PreAL Program, University of Oregon 
Science Instructor and Administrative Intern, Silverton High School 
Silverton, OR  97381 
Creighton.Helms@gmail.com 
(541) 941-9998 
 

mailto:Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
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Dear __________, 
Principal, _________ School  
_________ School District 
 
Hello.  My name is Creighton Helms and I am both a science teacher at a high school in 
Oregon, as well as a doctoral candidate in Creighton University’s EdD program in 
Interdisciplinary Leadership.  My dissertation will examine how teachers’ perceptions of 
their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in 
their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  I have received 
permission from your district superintendent to contact you, and I am respectfully 
requesting your permission to solicit participation from your staff. 
  
Research Procedures:  I am looking for 15-18 certified classroom teachers who are 
willing will complete a semi-structured qualitative interview consisting of approximately 
8-10 questions.  I will travel to meet with those being interviewed, and each interview 
will take place outside of regular school day hours. 
 
Confidentiality: The findings are collected as part of my dissertation research and will be 
reported in that academic document.  However, the records of this research study will be 
kept private. In any report that may be published, I will not include any information that 
will make it possible to identify a participant, a specific school, or a specific school 
district.  Research records will be stored securely and only I will have access to any 
identifiable information   
 
Voluntary Participation:  Participation in this study will be completely voluntary. A 
teacher’s decision whether or not to participate will not affect his or her current or future 
relations with their school, their school district, Creighton University, or myself (the 
researcher).  
  
Again, I am respectfully requesting your permission to solicit participation from your 
staff.  Also, I am happy to answer any questions about the study or procedure, should you 
have them.  Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon. 
 
Sincerely,  
Creighton C. Helms 
Ed.D. candidate, Creighton University 
PreAL Program, University of Oregon 
Science Instructor and Administrative Intern, Silverton High School 
Silverton, OR  97381 
Creighton.Helms@gmail.com 
(541) 941-9998 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
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Dear __________, 
Principal, _________ School  
 
Thank you very much for your willingness to solicit research participation from your 
staff!  If you’re willing, would you please forward this email to your staff, and Cc: me on 
that email for my records. 
 
Hello.  My name is Creighton Helms and I am both a science teacher at a high school in 
Oregon, as well as a doctoral candidate in Creighton University’s EdD program in 
Interdisciplinary Leadership.  My dissertation will examine how teachers’ perceptions of 
their principals’ servant leadership characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in 
their current teaching position in Central Oregon public schools.  I have received 
permission from your building principal to solicit your participation in my research study. 
  
Research Procedures:  I am looking for 15-18 certified classroom teachers who are 
willing will complete a semi-structured qualitative interview consisting of approximately 
8-10 questions.  I anticipate the interview will last no longer than one hour.  I will travel 
to meet with you, and the interview will take place outside of regular school day hours. 
 
Confidentiality: The findings are collected as part of my dissertation research and will be 
reported in that academic document.  However, the records of this research study will be 
kept private. In any report that may be published, I will not include any information that 
will make it possible to identify you, your specific school, or your specific school district.  
Research records will be stored securely and only I will have access to any identifiable 
information   
 
Voluntary Participation:  Participation in this study will be completely voluntary. Your 
decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with 
your school, your school district, Creighton University, or myself (the researcher).  
 
Again, I am respectfully requesting your participation in this study.  It would mean a 
great deal to me if you’re willing to take an hour out of your already busy schedule to 
assist.  Thank you for your time and I hope to hear from you soon.  If you are willing to 
participate, please contact me via email or phone call/text (information is below). 
 
Sincerely,  
Creighton C. Helms 
Ed.D. candidate, Creighton University 
PreAL Program, University of Oregon 
Science Instructor and Administrative Intern, Silverton High School 
Silverton, OR  97381 
Creighton.Helms@gmail.com 
(541) 941-9998 
 
 

mailto:Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
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Appendix C 

Letter of Informed Consent 

Title of Study: How do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 
characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 
Central Oregon public schools? 
 
Principal Investigator 
Creighton Car Helms, Ed.D. (candidate) 
Creighton University 
5941 Towne Dr. NE Silverton, OR 97381  
(541) 941-9998 
Creighton.Helms@gmail.com 
 
Purpose of Study: You are being asked to take part in a research study. Before you 
decide to participate in this study, it is important that you understand why the research is 
being done and what it will involve. Please read the following information carefully. 
Please ask the researcher if there is anything that is not clear or if you need more 
information. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine the potential relationships of school principals as 
servant leaders and the desire for teachers to remain in their current teaching position in 
Central Oregon public schools.  The study will operate under the following research 
question: How do teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ servant leadership 
characteristics influence their likelihood to remain in their current teaching position in 
Central Oregon public schools?  The aim of this research study was to inform school 
principals of Central Oregon public schools about the perceptions some teachers have 
regarding school leaders who practice servant leadership and how that influences 
decisions of retention among their staff.   
 
Study Procedures: Data will be collected through open-ended qualitative questions, 
delivered through a semi-structured interview, that are phenomenological (the study of a 
phenomenon or experience) in nature.  The researcher will interview approximately 15 
licensed classroom teachers who are willing will complete a semi-structured qualitative 
interview consisting of approximately 8-10 questions.  The researcher expects each 
interview to last roughly one hour.  The researcher will travel to meet with those being 
interviewed, and each interview will take place outside of regular school day hours.  The 
researcher will take handwritten notes during the interview, as well as record the 
interview using a standard voice recording device. 
 
Risks: Given the measures to ensure confidentiality (listed below) in this study, the 
researcher is not aware of any risks to you, as a potential participant.  However, you may 
decline to answer any or all questions and you may terminate your involvement at any 
time if you choose. 
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Benefits:  There will be no known immediate and direct benefit to you for your 
participation in this study. However, the researcher hope that the information obtained 
from this study may be used to design a series of administrative protocols for the leaders 
of schools in Central Oregon public schools, with the goal of increasing retention rates 
among classroom teachers in these schools. 
 
Confidentiality: For the purposes of this research study, your comments will not be 
anonymous. Every effort will be made by the researcher to preserve your confidentiality 
including the following:  

• Assigning code names/numbers for participants that will be used on all research 
notes and documents 

• Keeping notes, interview transcriptions, and any other identifying participant 
information in a locked file cabinet in the personal possession of the researcher. 

• Once the dissertation is defended and the degree conferred, all participant 
information will be destroyed; the researcher anticipates this will take place no 
later than September 2017. 

 
Participant data will be kept confidential except in cases where the researcher is legally 
obligated to report specific incidents. These incidents include, but may not be limited to, 
incidents of abuse and suicide risk. 
 
Contact Information: If you have questions at any time about this study, or you 
experience adverse effects as the result of participating in this study, you may contact the 
researcher whose contact information is provided on the first page. If you have questions 
regarding your rights as a research participant, or if problems arise which you do not feel 
you can discuss with the Primary Investigator, please contact Creighton University 
Institutional Review Board at (402) 280-2126.  
 
Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary. It is up to you to 
decide whether or not to take part in this study. If you decide to take part in this study, 
you will be asked to sign this consent form. After you sign the consent form, you are still 
free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. Withdrawing from this study 
will not affect the relationship you have, if any, with the researcher. If you withdraw from 
the study before data collection is completed, your data will be returned to you or 
destroyed.  
 
 
Consent: I have read and I understand the provided information and have had the 
opportunity to ask questions. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am 
free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason and without cost. I understand that I 
will be given a copy of this consent form. I voluntarily agree to take part in this study.  
 
Participant's signature ______________________________ Date __________  
 
Investigator's signature _____________________________ Date __________  
 


	DISSERTATION APPROVED BY
	Karen Cook, Ed.D.
	Jennifer Moss Breen, Ph.D., Program Chair
	Gail M. Jensen, Ph.D., Dean
	A DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE
	Submitted to the faculty of the Graduate School of Creighton University in Partial
	Omaha, NE
	Copyright 2017, Creighton Carl Helms
	Abstract
	Dedication
	Acknowledgements
	Table of Contents
	CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
	Introduction and Background
	Statement of the Problem
	Purpose of the Study
	Research Question
	Aim of the Study
	Methodology
	Definition of Relevant Terms
	Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases
	The Role of Leadership in this Study
	Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study
	Summary
	CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
	Introduction
	Servant Leadership
	Historical Models of Servant Leadership
	Greenleaf’s Model of Servant Leadership
	Characteristics of Servant Leadership

	Measurements of Servant Leadership
	Servant Leadership Contrasted
	Servant Leadership in Education

	The Principal’s Role as School Leader
	The Twenty-First-Century Principal

	The Impact of Attrition in Education
	The Cost of Teacher Attrition
	Teacher Attrition and Disproportionality

	Teacher Attrition and Student Achievement
	Teacher Attrition in the State of Oregon

	Conclusion
	CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
	Introduction
	Research Question
	Research Design
	Participants, Data Sources, and Recruitment
	Participant Demographics

	Data Collection Tools
	Data Collection Procedures
	Bracketing
	Saturation and Triangulation
	Ethical Considerations
	Data Analysis Procedures
	Summary
	CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
	Introduction
	Presentation of the Findings
	Building Relationships
	Being Empathetically Supportive
	Leading by Example
	Perceptions and Influence of Principals as Servant Leaders

	Analysis and Synthesis of Findings
	Conclusion One
	Conclusion Two
	Conclusion Three
	Conclusion Four

	Summary
	CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	Introduction
	Purpose of the Study
	Aim of the Study
	Proposed Solution
	Servant Leadership-Based Professional Development
	Support for the Solution
	Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution

	Implications
	Practical Implication
	Implications for Future Research

	Reflections on the Study Methodology
	Summary of the Study
	References
	Bolman, L. G., & Deal, T. E. (2003). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice and
	Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. New York, NY: Harper & Row
	Hattie, J. (2012). Visible learning for teachers. New York, NY: Routledge
	Educational Leadership, 60(8), 30-33.
	Ziegler, B. (2017). Education rankings: Measuring how well states are educating their students. U.S. News and World Reports. Retrieved from https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/rankings/education
	Appendix A
	Field Notes
	Interview Start Time: __________
	Appendix B
	Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
	Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
	Creighton.Helms@gmail.com
	Appendix C
	Principal Investigator



