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Executive Summary 

Background 
 

• This report documents the recorded experiences of principals and vice principals in 

the Greater Victoria School District, who voluntarily participated in the study of the 

first year of a new mandated approach to their professional development or 

“professional growth,” generative dialogue. A small sample participated in follow up 

interviews, two years later. 

 

• Generative dialogue is an approach to facilitating the professional growth of a 

specific group of leaders – school principals and vice principals – through a 

conversational approach which encourages and enables them to identify and work 

towards their own professional goals.  

 

• Generative dialogue was developed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

(MIT) in the early 2000s (Sharmer, n.d.), building on decades of previous work on 

dialogue (Gunnlaugson, 2006). Although a substantial theoretical foundation exists, 

literature to support the application of generative dialogue to educational leadership 

growth is limited (Adams, 2016). 

 

• The current study explores the application of generative dialogue within the Greater 

Victoria School District, led by Dr David Townsend and Dr Pamela Adams of the 

University of Lethbridge. The research team was contracted by the Greater Victoria 

School District to conduct this research independently, through the Centre for Health 

Leadership & Research at Royal Roads University. The project was reviewed and has 

clearance from the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board. The Greater 

Victoria School District has no access to the data reported. 

 

Methodology & Findings 
 

• All principals and vice principals from the 47 schools in the District engaged in 

generative dialogue as a professional growth process, and all were invited to 

participate anonymously in the study. A total of 37 sets of data were received, which 

included some submissions detailing subsequent interviews with the same 

participant. As the data were submitted anonymously, it was not possible to report 

the precise number of individuals who participated, but it is likely the number was 

20-30. All principals and vice principals were invited to participate in follow up 

interviews, and five participated. 

 

• Notes were transcribed and analyzed using in NVIVO 11 using grounded theory. In 

addition, consultation meetings informed interpretation and analysis of the findings. 

A Generative Dialogue Summit was held in Victoria in April 2018, during which the 

interim results were presented, and a draft report distributed to participants. Follow 

up interviews were transcribed and analyzed using NVIVO 12 using grounded theory. 
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• In Wave 1, there were two types of challenges to relationship building that emerged 

from the data. The first challenge concerned the complex aspects of relationships, 

including managing stress and conflict, and addressing mental health issues within 

the school community. The second type of challenge was related to the practicalities 

of leadership, reflecting the time constraints for principals and vice principals to 

spend on relationships, and lack of sufficient resources to follow through on their 

goals for the school. Supports for building and maintaining relationships included 

developing a positive school culture, which conversely, was undermined when the 

culture lacked warmth; professional development, which was seen as a need; and 

the development of trust, which the generative dialogue approach may help to 

develop. 

 

• The final model integrated the findings from Wave 1 and Wave 2. There were three 

final overarching themes: environment, relationships, and leadership. Flowing 

through processes of communication and self reflection, the environment created led 

to professional growth. Relationships involved processes of safety and honesty, and 

led to a positive school culture, while leadership was facilitated through supports and 

the supervisor role and led to accountability. 

 

 

Discussion 
 

• Comments about generative dialogue that were recorded were generally positive, and 

views expressed in consultation meetings were also positive, however, a limitation 

was that only those who were committed to generative dialogue participated, which 

may have influenced the results, and limited the scope of the recommendations. Due 

to a limited response rate in Wave 1 and Wave 2, it is not possible to determine the 

overall satisfaction with the approach among principals and vice-principals more 

generally.  

 

• An analysis of generative dialogue in relation to other approaches to professional 

growth (which directly address the issues faced by principals and vice principals) 

showed that, while helpful for the self-identification of goals, generative dialogue did 

not address the full scope of principals and vice principals’ professional development 

needs. 

 

Recommendations 
 

1. Improve opportunities for and knowledge about professional growth offerings. 

2. Identify specific needs of principals and vice-principals, and find appropriate 

mechanisms to offer the full scope of professional development required.  

3. Develop mental health literacy training opportunities. 

4. Find alternative means of assessing school improvement. 

5. Recognize the role of professional growth opportunities for managing stress. 
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Introduction 

What is Generative Dialogue? 
 

Generative dialogue is a type of conversation which is reached as conversational partners 

let go of taking or defending a position, and instead attend to the flow of conversation, 

which, with reflection on underlying causes, rules, and assumptions, leads to new ways of 

thinking about problems and their solutions (Isaacs, 1999; Petta et al, 2019). As figure 1 

illustrates, this is different from discussion, which arises from defending positions and 

viewpoints. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: How generative dialogue emerges from conversation (adapted from Isaacs, 1999 

with permission) 
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Generative dialogue is an approach to facilitating the professional growth of a specific group 

of leaders – school principals and vice principals. In the generative dialogue process, 

specifically-trained consultants with experience of school administration visited schools 

across the district and interviewed the current principals and/or vice principals. The intent 

was to provide a non-threatening, confidential, and reasonably independent means of 

enabling school leaders to share and reflect on key issues within their current practice. This 

is achieved through a conversational approach, which encourages and enables school 

leaders to identify and work towards their own professional goals.   

 

Generative dialogue provides a structure for doing this within the conversation, and a 

process for recording ideas, which allows school leaders to keep ownership of their ideas 

and how they plan to put them into practice. The generative dialogue structure used in the 

Greater Victoria School District loosely consists of the following elements: 

 

• The principal or vice principal is invited to identify their own professional growth goals 

for the following year; 

• They are encouraged to link the goal with school improvement; 

• They are supported to identify strategies to achieve their goal; 

• They are asked to identify what resources they will require to achieving their goal; 

• They are asked what evidence will help them to know that they have achieved their 

goal.  

 

Follow up generative dialogue sessions will revisit the goal, and progress that has been 

made towards achieving it. 

 

Generative dialogue was introduced to the Greater Victoria School District by the 

Superintendent of Schools, Piet Langstraat. Piet had successfully implemented the 

approach in the Calgary School District, and believed it would also be effective in Victoria. In 

2016, engagement with generative dialogue (or another professional growth process) was 

mandated for all principals and vice principals in the District.  

 

The facilitation of the generative dialogue approach in Victoria was led by Dr David 

Townsend and Dr Pamela Adams, of the University of Lethbridge.  The process of 

implementing the approach and engaging with researchers was led by James Hansen, 

District Principal of Leadership and Learning. The research team was contracted by the 

Greater Victoria School District to conduct this research as an independent project through 

the Centre for Health Leadership & Research at Royal Roads University. The project was 

reviewed and has clearance from the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Board. The 

Greater Victoria School District has no access to the data reported. 
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Research Support for Generative Dialogue 
 

Generative dialogue was developed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 

the early 2000s (Sharmer, n.d.), building on decades of previous work on dialogue (Isaacs, 

1999; Gunnlaugson, 2006). Although a substantial theoretical foundation exists, literature 

to support the application of  generative dialogue to educational leadership growth is limited 

(Adams, 2016).The current study explores the application of generative dialogue within the 

Greater Victoria School District, led by Dr David Townsend and Dr Pamela Adams of the 

University of Lethbridge. 

 

The generative dialogue approach enables school leaders to share their perspectives, 

experiences, and reflections in a collegial and supportive environment with their peers. 

Generative dialogue is a form of peer-supported, in-situ, professional learning where school 

leaders can actively reflect on their practice with the assistance of other colleagues and 

develop meaningful goals for continued growth. Generative dialogue has similarities to 

several other recent approaches to school leadership growth, which have a more 

substantive evidence base in their application to educational leadership. These include 

coaching and mentoring (Salter & Gannon, 2015), instructional rounds (Allen, Roegman, & 

Hatch, 2015), collaborative inquiry (Byrne-Jimenez & Orr, 2007; Adams & Townsend, 2014), 

and walk-throughs (Skretta, 2007). 

 

Emerging research has indicated generative dialogue has potential as a promising approach 

to school administrator development (Adams, 2016), but there is no current established 

evidence base for the approach, and in particular, no literature produced by impartial 

researchers. In addition, due to the lack of BC specific data, it is unclear whether this 

approach is the “right fit” for BC schools. This research project was implemented to put in 

place a mechanism to determine the level of effectiveness of generative dialogue to 

addressing the concerns of principals and vice-principals; this can only be ascertained by 

analysing data gathered during and after the initiation of the generative process in the 

Greater Victoria School District. Effectiveness includes both the satisfaction of participants 

with the generative dialogue process, and indications of the approach leading to school 

improvement.  
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Organizational Context 

The Greater Victoria School District is located in the capital city of British Columbia, and 

serves students from Victoria, Esquimalt, View Royal, Oak Bay, parts of Saanich and the 

Highlands, the City of Victoria, and the Esquimalt and Songhees Nations. Schools draw from 

urban, semi-urban and suburban areas. Students come from diverse socio-economic 

backgrounds, with 21 schools qualifying for CommunityLINK (Learning Includes Nutrition 

and Knowledge) funding. 17.43% of the families living in the District are considered low 

income (Greater Victoria School District, 2018).  

At the inception of the project, the District provided publicly funded education for 

approximately 20,000 students in 27 elementary schools (Kindergarten to Grade Five), 10 

middle schools (grades six to eight), and seven secondary schools (grades nine to 12). More 

than 1,000 international students attend schools in the District, and each year, over 650 

adult students register in the Continuing Education Program. The District also offered a 

variety of Programs of Choice and three Elementary Schools of Choice. In total, there were 

47 schools in the District (Greater Victoria School District, 2018). 

 

The District, like other public school districts in British Columbia, has faced numerous 

challenges over the previous years, which impacted school principals and vice principals. In 

2014, the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation was involved in an acrimonious dispute 

with the provincial government, involving a lengthy strike, which was eventually resolved in 

court. Although ultimately successful, this experience was deeply stressful to the entire 

education system, including principals and vice principals. 

 

In addition, BC principals and vice principals are leading unparalleled change within the K-

12 education system. Many of these changes are positive, including a redesigned 

curriculum, increased financial support for school upgrades, the introduction of teaching 

coding and the trades in the classroom, and other innovations. Furthermore, there is an 

imperative to provide better supports for children with special needs, refugees, and 

Indigenous students. An influx of funding, along with an aging workforce has led to 

considerable recruitment of new teachers, support staff, and vice principals and principals. 

Yet even positive change is stressful, and principals and vice principals are faced with 

integrating support of the whole school community in implementing these significant 

adjustments, into an already hefty workload. 

 

Many of the contextual aspects of principals’ and vice principals’ functions are reflected in 

the Greater Victoria School District’s vision, mission, and strategic plan. The generative 

dialogue process was intended to support implementation of the strategic plan. At the time 

of writing, the global response to the COVID-19 pandemic was underway, resulting in school 

closures, efforts to provide home-based education online, and unprecedented stress for the 

district, principals and vice principals, teachers, support staff, students, and parents. The 

ability of the district to implement the recommendations of this report in the coming years 

should be understood in this context. 
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Greater Victoria School District Mission, Vision, Values, and Strategic Direction 

 
The following details of the Greater Victoria School District mission, vision, values, and 

strategic direction are reprinted with permission from the District website (Greater Victoria 

School District, 2018). 

 

Mission 
 

We nurture each student’s learning and well-being in a safe, responsive, and inclusive 

learning community.  

 

 

Vision 
 

Each student within our world-class learning community has the opportunity to fulfil their 

potential and pursue their aspirations.  

 

 

Goals and Strategies 

 
Goal #1: Provide meaningful and purposeful educational opportunities for students with 

diverse learning needs while considering the physical, social-emotional and academic 

domains.  

 

Strategies:  

 

1.1 Refine our service delivery model to include district and school-based educators.  

• Continue to work on a coordinated service delivery model.  

• Refine our referral process for schools.   

• Create a new referral form that encompasses all services provided at the 

school and district levels. 

 

1.2 Further develop and support teams of professionals in schools so that they may co-

plan and co-deliver instruction in inclusive ways.  

• Continue to provide professional learning opportunities for school teams to 

meet the diverse learning needs of all students.  

• Continue to provide support to School Based Teams.  

• Continue to provide teachers with support in classrooms utilizing district 

specialized staff.  

• Share evidence based promising practices with all staff and provide support 

for the staff to implement.  
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1.3 Create spaces in every school that ensure the safety and dignity of all learners.  

• Complete an Inclusion for Learning Strategy  

• Specify the space requirements for flexible use rooms.  

• Identify Itinerant Staff space needs including accessibility and function.  

• Ensure that each flexible use space is age appropriately equipped.   

 

1.4 Involve students and parents in planning meaningful learning opportunities.  

• Provide time for students and parents to collaborate and share dreams, 

successes, and challenges.  

 

 

Goal #2: Support the mental health needs and well-being of all students within an inclusive 

learning model.  

 

Strategies:  

 

2.1  Provide equitable counseling supports in all schools.  

• Review current support structure  

• Examine Base + model for elementary schools  

 

2.2  Provide social emotional learning opportunities for staff, students and parents. 

• Establish Social Emotional Wellness Advocates in every school   

• Review Counselling supports available for students  

• Provide high quality professional learning opportunities in the social emotional 

domain including mindfulness courses  

• Provide non-violent crisis intervention training for staff which focuses on 

common language in understanding challenging behavior  

• Provide a collaborative and proactive support structure for staff working with 

students with challenging behavior 

 

2.3  Establish Sexual Orientation & Gender Identity (SOGI) Leads in all schools and 

provide training so that they may act as a resource to support transgender and 

gender nonconforming students in our schools.   

• Provide Ambit Gender Diversity Consulting to all schools for in-service and 

professional development opportunities  

• Provide SOGI Lead training  

• Provide information sessions to parents and community members on supports 

for transgender and gender non-conforming staff, students and families  

 

2.4  Continue to build relationships with our community partners such as at Child and 

Youth Mental Health, Ministry of Children & Family Development, Surrounded by 

Cedar, and Island Health.  

• Coordinate district staff including Youth & Family Counsellor, District 

Counsellor, Speech and Language Pathologists, Occupational & Physical 

Therapists and School Psychologists in a multi-disciplinary approach to 

providing services.  
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Goal #3: Continue to develop an understanding for diversity and a respect for learning 

differences.  

 

Strategies  

 

3.1  Create a definition of what inclusion is within the Greater Victoria School District.  

• Collaborate with our educational community to determine the best definition 

of inclusion for our district based on our work to support all learners in the 

social-emotional, physical and academic domains 

 

3.2  Continue to adopt practices that reflect high values with respect to both diversity and 

inclusiveness utilizing multidisciplinary teams.   

• Provide ongoing professional learning opportunities to staff  

• Ensure every school building is accessible   

• Continue collaboration with school based teams and multi-disciplinary teams 

 

3.3  Provide support and educational opportunities to teachers and staff who work with 

vulnerable learners.  

• Establish criteria for identifying vulnerable learners  

• Engage community supports for vulnerable learners and their families as 

needed  

• Provide in-service for staff that outlines referral processes, access to 

resources and key contacts for vulnerable students in their classrooms. 

 

3.4  Empower school staff through equitable access to teaching and learning 

opportunities.  

• Supporting Response-to-Instruction 1 (RTI) and Universal Design for Learning 

(UDL), Level A/B Assessment toolkits, intervention planning and other 

research based experiences.  

• Provide equitable access to technology that is thoughtfully aligned with the 

specific needs of the student and the new BC curriculum  
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 Aims & Objectives 

 

Aims 
 

This research project aimed to develop an understanding of principals’ and vice principals’ 

perspectives on generative dialogue. It was intended to reveal some of the main concerns 

that principals and vice-principals wished to address in their workplaces, when given the 

space to identify their own goals for professional growth, through the generative dialogue 

process.  

 

The project aimed to clarify whether the generative dialogue approach was the right fit for 

supporting the professional development of principals and vice principals within the Greater 

Victoria School District, over the long term. This would be accomplished by analysis of the 

data documented during the first wave of generative dialogue conversations, which were 

voluntarily and anonymously submitted by participants directly to the external research 

team. A second wave of was intended to be analyzed in 2018-2019; this was modified to 

allow individual confidential interviews to be conducted, and was extended to 2020 by 

mutual agreement. Perspectives shared by participants in consultative meetings would also 

be integrated into the analysis. In recognition that generative dialogue is an approach which 

was developed and has been implemented in several other jurisdictions, this project aimed 

to evaluate whether it would be appropriate for the BC culture. Finally, by reviewing data at 

different points in time, the project aimed to discover whether generative dialogue was 

effective in supporting school improvement in the Greater Victoria School District. 

 

 

Objectives 
 

• Production of relevant, timely, objective data on the generative dialogue process, and 

its appropriateness for continuation in the Greater Victoria School District.  

• Longitudinal data on effectiveness of generative dialogue on school improvement 

(available in wave 2).  

• In-depth data on the satisfaction of principals and vice principals with the generative 

dialogue approach to facilitating their professional growth.  

• Comparison and contrast analysis of generative dialogue in the context of other 

evidence-based approaches in the field. 

 

 

Research Question 
 

How does the generative dialogue process with school principals and vice principals 

facilitate school improvement? 
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Methodology 

The methodology used for this project was grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The 

grounded theory approach involves developing a model to increase understanding of the 

topic of research, which is based primarily in the expressed views of the research 

participants, rather than the presuppositions of the researchers. For this reason, the data 

were initially analyzed prior to reviewing the literature, and exploring the organizational 

context. 

 

 

Ethical Issues 
 

This project was reviewed and received clearance from the Royal Roads University Research 

Ethics Board. 

 

 

Participants 
 

During the first year of the project, all school principals and vice principals in the Greater 

Victoria School District were mandated to engage in a generative dialogue process (or an 

alternative professional growth process) to facilitate professional development. This 

decision was made at the District level to engage in this process, prior to, and independently 

of the research. In addition, district principals participated in the research process. At the 

follow-up phase, two years later, the option of executive coaching had been offered as an 

alternative.  

 

All principals and vice principals working in the Greater Victoria School District, and district 

principals who engaged in the generative dialogue process, executive coaching, or other 

alternative professional development approaches, were invited to participate in the research 

project. A verbal invitation was extended at a principals’ and vice principals’ retreat focused 

on generative dialogue, held by the British Columbia Principals' and Vice-Principals' 

Association in February 2017, which was attended by the principal investigator, and later, 

via an information letter, which was provided to each participant during their routine 

generative dialogue interviews. An invitation was also sent out by a Royal Roads University 

student, who conducted the follow-up interviews, to participate in a confidential, telephone 

one-on-one, in depth interview. 

 

Within the 47 schools in the District, there were 97 in-school principals and vice principals, 

as well as 12 principals and vice principals in other roles, such as district principal. At the 

time the generative dialogue process began in Greater Victoria schools, there was a total of 

108 principals and vice principals in position. There have been some small fluctuations 

since then, for example, if a vice principal was promoted or left part way through the year, 

they were not replaced, occasionally resulting in a temporary reduction in the overall number 

of in-school principals and vice principals.  
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For Wave 1, from this overall population, a self-selected sample of 37 responses was 

received. A response rate could not be calculated, as some individual participants engaged 

in more than one generative dialogue interview, and sent in more than one set of notes, 

although the overall number of participants is estimated to be between 20 and 30. Overall, 

the response rate was low, and the majority of potential participants chose not to submit 

their notes to the research team during Wave I. For Wave 2, the response rate was even 

lower, with only five participants volunteering; this resulted in a response rate of 

approximately 1 in 22, or a 4% response rate. 

 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 
 

The routine generative dialogue interview process was facilitated by a team of consultants 

engaged by the School District, who were trained in the generative dialogue approach. One-

on-one, confidential interviews were conducted with individual principals and vice principals 

by teams of two to three consultants. The teams are comprised of retired school principals 

and district principals, as well as current district principals (in a peer, non-supervisory 

relationship with participants) and, in a few instances, included the Superintendent of 

schools.  As the process unfolded, school principal participants were recruited and trained to 

join the generative dialogue team, with the intention that it would eventually become a peer-

led process. 

 

None of the research team members were directly involved in conducting the Wave 1 

generative dialogue interviews. However, Dr Elizabeth Hartney, the principal investigator, 

attended several generative dialogue training sessions, and a two-day Generative Dialogue 

Retreat, alongside the principals and vice principals in the Greater Victoria School District, 

as well as a consultation meeting after the first wave of interviews had been completed. 

These meetings informed the analysis and interpretation of the data and the preliminary 

report (Hartney et al, 2017). 

 

During the generative dialogue interviews, one consultant took the role of leader, and 

another member of the team took detailed hand-written notes. The note-taking followed a 

protocol included in the training, which consisted of identifying the Principal’s or Vice 

Principal’s personally identified professional development goals for the following year, to 

identify how this linked with school improvement, identifying their strategies, and resources 

required for achieving the goal, and evidence that they had achieved the goal. 

 

The principals and vice principals generated all of the content in the session; the role of the 

generative dialogue interviewers, including the Superintendent (when present) was to ask 

questions to facilitate the participant to generate their own goals and strategies. At the end 

of the session, participants were asked about their views on the experience, and how it 

compares to previous professional development they have received as Principals or Vice 

Principals. The Superintendent was not present during these questions.  

 

The notes taken during each interview were left with the participants, along with the 

information letter, and a stamped envelope marked confidential and addressed to Dr 

Elizabeth Hartney, the principal investigator at Royal Roads University, with a return address 
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of James Hansen, District Principal, Greater Victoria School District Head Office. If principals 

and vice principals chose to participate in the project, they photocopied their notes, and sent 

the copy to the research team via a stamped envelope provided. Sending in their notes 

constituted consent. No identifiers, including the names of individuals involved in, or 

referred to in the interview, or school names, were included in the notes.  

 

All data were transcribed verbatim, and analysed using NVIVO Version 11 software. Any 

identifiers inadvertently included in the notes were blacked out in the raw data and redacted 

during the transcription process. The data were then coded and analyzed in NVIVO 11 

software, using grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This approach was chosen 

because it minimizes the preconceptions of the researcher, and instead focuses on 

developing a conceptual model emerging from the main concerns of the participants. 

 

Notes were not submitted for Wave 2. The final follow-up interviews were conducted by a 

graduate student (Keith Borkowsky), over the phone, with volunteers. The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and analyzed using NVIVO Version 12 software. A rigorous process of 

triangulation was conducted by two researchers (Elizabeth Hartney and Jo Axe) who 

independently conducted open coding, then collaboratively developed axial codes and 

produced the final model.   
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Results 
 

Wave 1 
 

The first wave of analysis resulted in the key themes of The Centrality of Relationships; 

Challenges to Relationships; and Supports to Relationships. These key themes and sub-

themes are presented as a grounded theory model, in figure 2, and described in more detail 

below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Grounded theory model showing the centrality of relationships for principals’ and 

vice principals’ professional growth 
 

 

The Centrality of Relationships 

Relationships were the focus of many generative dialogue interviews. Sub-themes within the 

overall theme of relationships were: relationships between administration, staff, students, 

and parents. The building, fostering, and maintaining of these relationships was of 

paramount concern to participants. They particularly felt that the management of 

expectations was important, in the development and maintenance of relationships between 

administration, staff, students, and parents. The development and maintenance of these 

relationships was impacted by Challenges to Relationships and Supports to Relationships. 
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Challenges to Relationships 

There were two types of challenges to relationship building that emerged from the 

interviews.  

 

The first type of challenge to relationships concerned the complex aspects of relationships. 

This included managing stress; as one participant, whose priorities included eating and 

sleeping, described it as being in “survival mode. Work-life balance and working a lot and 

not getting anywhere” (T022).  

 

A key source of stress was managing conflict with others, such as having difficult, but 

necessary conversations with colleagues or staff. For example: 
 

[There are] varying levels of skill in our staff [and the] pre-assumptions staff have about 

behavior. [Some] teachers [are] making blaming statements. [Even with] support staff with 

[an understanding of the] nuance of things assessing the moment, being flexible, [using 

appropriate] communication/body language. [The] personality of some gets in the way of a 

meaningful relationship with students/parents… quit trying to fix people around you. Look at 

your own self. What you can change. [This was a] tough conversation with [a] teacher, [we 

had] a meeting of parents. [The] teacher heard it, but [was] not taking it in. [It] was not a 

conversation, [because the teacher] felt she was in trouble with [the] principal. (T025) 

 

A key stressor that emerged from the data was addressing mental health issues within the 

school community, which was challenging for principals and vice principals who did not have 

training in mental health literacy.  A lack of training in mental health makes it difficult for 

principals and vice principals to determine the mental health support needs of staff and 

students, in supporting a healthy workplace with adequately supported students. As one 

participant put it, “[You] can’t get to the learning until you stabilize mental health” (T027).  

 

A range of issues related to student mental health were identified, including anxiety 

requiring support. In addition, connecting vulnerable learners with supports, and the need 

for trauma-informed approaches, and creating safety for students at school were identified. 

Although small in number, some specific challenging social situations for participants which 

occurred in schools included interactions with students, social services, and police, as well 

as discipline issues.  

 

The second type of challenge was related to the practicalities of leadership, reflecting the 

time constraints for principals and vice principals to spend on relationships.  This is 

illustrated in the following quotation: 

 
[The] reduction in admin time for next year will be very difficult. [There is] not enough time. 

[This] makes it harder to foster change, e.g.: less time to team teach, harder to come 

through for staff. I want them to be able to count on me. I need to keep the Grade 9 piece 

going. [There is] more slipping back to old practice where I have less time to support, fewer 

conversations with teachers. Even keeping track of support just became another task to do. 

[There is] less time to discuss with [my] partner administrator. (T001) 
 

Several participants felt limited by the time constraints of managing the duties and 
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responsibilities they already have while requiring time to develop relationships.  There was 

recognition of the need to take a step back to see the overall picture, but many found this 

challenging, due to time constraints. While recognizing a need to focus on short term issues, 

because of immediate priorities, the question was raised of how the focus could be placed 

on longer-term priorities, which may improve short-term issues. 

 

Similarly, the challenge of whether resources were adequate to meet the needs of schools 

to support principals and vice principals in achieving their goals towards school 

improvement. For example, they may hope to address technology use, but without the 

technology and teachers to do so, meeting this goal is impossible. 

 

Supports to Relationships 

The school culture mattered to principals and vice principals. If there was a friendly 

environment, change management practices were more likely be supported. However, when 

the culture was not as friendly, and relationships were cooler, those who might help 

administrators to champion change were less likely to engage. As one participant described: 
 

School reflects my values. Parents [and] staff [are] on board. If you build a good culture, a 

culture maintains itself. [A] sustainable culture – [that is] not just about me… [the] challenge 

at this school [is] maintaining the momentum, so it is not reliant on an individual or certain 

individuals. (T021) 

 

The relationship between principals and vice principals and the School District leadership 

was also an area identified as crucial to developing a positive culture. One participant 

described: 
 

A closed group of people - keeping head down, eyes on shoes. Not a welcoming group of 

principals and vice principals as colleagues in supportive ways ... Schools react as “the 

District” is telling us what to do -  I want to move more to our schools claim as “us.” We are 

the district… How do we provide a way to have common values? …They have a better 

relationship with their school than district support. Us [means] our school, our silo. Them 

[means an] overarching, controlling organization… [there is] a pattern of disconnection… 

“Here is the direction of the District” – principals and vice principals don’t have ownership 

over [the] direction. More educational assistants provide other options to the teachers 

[suggesting] “Have you looked at collaborative teacher models, self-regulation?” Educating 

the principal to make it work... We are part of a team. The District. Schools are not an 

isolated building. (T008) 
 

The process of introducing generative dialogue may be important to the District’s vision to 

build relationships across the silos of schools and the District. 

 

Another aspect of culture that was perceived as important in supporting relationships was 

the desire to make the school stand out, and to recognize the importance of aesthetics in 

school environment, to convey the message of caring. This included goals like painting the 

library, and buying new furniture.  This is illustrated in the following quotation: 
 

This school is vibrant, attractive, cutting edge. “That’s one neat school.” [We have the] 
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opportunity to do some neat things and interesting things with kids. Kids are ready to learn. 

Parents want tradition. With trust they could be more open to new ways, i.e.: tech, 

maximizing. [We have a] new, neat aesthetically pleasing school. Parents need to see that 

are receiving a good education. [The] school has been through a lot of change. Last year 

was a tough transition. (T0003) 
 

The discussions of culture, ranging from styles of communication to the importance of 

appearances, demonstrates the high level of awareness that principals and vice principals 

have about the importance of school culture in engaging the internal and external 

community.  

 

Professional Development 

Participants expressed a need for more professional development. Some participants who 

had moved into administration and were no longer in the classroom felt professional 

development had become more challenging. Those in new principal/vice principal roles 

wanted further professional development as they transition into new roles. Some did not feel 

they were adequately prepared for the transition to their new role, as the following quotation 

illustrates: 
 

Question: Is there anything the District can do? My 5 burning questions [are that I] 

would appreciate new sessions for new [principals] - Cohorts like new [vice 

principals]. Invest more in leaders in schools. Maximize dollars to support [leaders] in 

school. Look for opportunities to talk and grow” (T005). 
 

Trust and communication played critical roles in relationship development, but so did time, 

which was in short supply. 

 

Generative Dialogue  

Although generative dialogue was intended to be the focus of the interviews, and it was part 

of the protocols to specifically ask about participants’ views of the process, commentary was 

absent in many of the transcripts. At this stage, it is unclear why this occurred.  

While those who did comment on generative dialogue were positive about the process, there 

was a lack of understanding of what generative dialogue is, and its purpose in the District. 

Trust may need to be developed in order for principals and vice principals to fully engage in 

the generative dialogue process, specifically because it is a new concept in K-12 leadership. 

It is also possible that, having experienced the first wave of generative dialogue 

conversations, and read this report, that participants will develop greater trust in the 

process. 

 

The second wave of analysis resulted in the key themes of Environment; Relationships; and 

Leadership. These key themes and sub-themes are presented as a grounded theory model, 

in figure 3, and described in more detail below.  
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Wave 2 
 

Environment  
 

The overarching theme of environment included a great deal of comments regarding the way 

in which the professional growth process was facilitated through more intentional and 

thoughtful communication, as well as through the process of self reflection, which is integral 

to generative dialogue and coaching. One participant noted, “I've tried to be more diligent in 

my communication, I believe that people are much better informed about the day to day 

operation” (Participant Int #5). 

This went beyond the generative dialogue process, and impacted communication, leading to 

thinking more creatively and assertively within the school. One participant explained, “It 

helps us not to fall within a pattern of group think or of just taking and status quo or staying 

always in the same direction, but challenging that at times” (Participant Int #2). 

Self reflection was described as a new activity, for example, as one participant stated, “You 

are deeply thinking about all the underlying reasons why you're doing what you're doing and 

how it's shaping, you know, that your habits” (Participant Int #4). Deeper self reflection was 

also observed in others who had participated in the process, for example, “I have a very 

skilled vice principal in this. So when I witness her using reflective questioning, I am aware 

of it. And so she has high impact in our staff” (Participant Int #3). 

This environment of improved communication and self reflection as the basis for 

professional growth was described as an important shift in the way that principals and vice 

principals connected: “Very rarely, in my experience as a principal until we got together with, 

until we started using generative dialogue more commonly in our district, would you actually 

sit down with another principal or another administrator and talk about what you are 

personally working on or what your personal professional development would be about?” 

(Participant Int #5). As another participant described, “It's been one of the most effective 

and authentic professional growth experiences in my career” (Participant Int #1). 

 

Relationships 
 

Safety was an important aspect of what made the professional growth conversations 

successful, as illustrated by the following comment:  

 

It's been very good from the professional sense that it's it's been very open and honest 

because it's a safe conversation. I'm not being evaluated. I'm not being judged. It 

doesn't have an impact on my career growth or development or reaching another level 

or how I perform, to my superintendent …  “It's also very safe because it's into my 

environment. I'm not going into somebody else's environment (Participant Int #1). 

 

However, it should be noted that, given the very low response rate of participants, this 

perception of safely was not universal. It is possible that only those participants who 
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responded to the invitation for an interview actually felt this level of safety. 

 

As indicated in the sub-theme of safety, the professional growth process elicited honesty 

among participants: 

 

I've had to be honest with myself. I've also had to be accountable to myself. And 

that's been very demanding. One of my key words is honesty. And if I am honest 

about my intent with my goal of generative dialogue, then I've had to really stop and 

think about what I'm doing, why I'm doing it, how I've done that. Have I done that 

adequately? Is there more that I could learn? More I could do? And I found that it's 

made me accountable to myself and helped me keep the standard that I've set for 

myself (Participant Int #1). 

 

The outcome of positive school culture was reflected in the interviews. However, there were 

few specifics offered in terms of what this constituted. One participant offered that having the 

process in place helped to address issues within the school, for example, “Dealing with staff 

and talking with staff in the process of school improvement, I guess, to provide the 

conversational framework or a conversational approach to help with school improvement” 

(Participant Int #5). 

 
 

Leadership 
 

Unsurprisingly, Leadership was a central theme, and participants felt the professional 

growth process supported their visioning and direction in leading the school overall:  

I am both a generative dialogue facilitator for lack of a better word. I never really 

know what word to use, but facilitator and a recipient of the use of generative 

dialogue to guide my direction as a leader, and I found it to be both and extremely 

powerful. Because it's a platform to, you know, to address the actual direction and 

leadership visioning that otherwise we don't sit down and actually do … For me and 

my principal, because we're both involved in it together. We work on the same goals 

and same directions.  It has been very directly, positively impacted. So we set our 

course. We set our North Star so to speak and set the course of how we're getting 

there. And so we're actually very closely sticking to it, so very much positively 

influenced the direction and growth of the school (Participant Int #4). 

 

The support experienced in the professional growth process was reflected in all interviews. 

Participants described both receiving support directly, for example, “having people, 

committed people dedicated to supporting me through that process” (Participant Int #4), 

and the process helping them to support others, for example, “How I deal with staff of the 

process of generative dialogue has assisted me in how I actually talk to staff and provide 

support for their own professional development” (Participant Int #5). One participant 

identified the contrast with past, less effective and more punitive approaches to 

“evaluation”: 
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We didn't really have any sort of format of professional growth. And because this a 

confidential conversation, the form of evaluation was it was actually illegal. It was 

unprofessional, it was detrimental. It was unbelievably painful and hurtful for many, 

many people. And it really didn't lead you into growth. It was more punishment 

oriented than, you know, you're doing this really well. But have you thought about 

that? There wasn't that approach. It looks like everybody got to take pot shots at you. 

And by the end of the process, you felt like. So exactly why did you do that? I thought I 

was going to make things better for a kid. So this is a far more professional 

approach” (Participant Int #1) 

 

It is impossible to decipher whether the distressing experience of evaluation was shared by 

other participants, or other school leaders who chose not to come forward, as it was only 

disclosed by one participant. However, given the high stakes of the project, and the potential 

risk, it is possible that this viewpoint at least partially explains the low response rate. Yet there 

was certainly not a tone of shirking responsibility for being accountable, which was a 

significant theme, described below. Furthermore, the role of the supervisor was spoken to 

directly, as a desirable aspect of the professional growth process: 
  

There still needs to be in an organization an explicit understanding that you will have 

direct conversations with your supervisor about professional development and about 

professional development/performance development. And if I could anonymously say 

that - and I'll reinforce that anonymous part there - it is convenient from a 

supervisor's point of view to assume that everybody is off professionally developing 

themselves. So I have checked that box. There still needs to be dialogue between 

levels of the organization, between supervisor's supervisor and supervised, that 

support both developed professional development and performance development to 

a certain degree… Just because everybody's off having a professional development 

dialogue doesn't mean that your supervisor shouldn't be involved. My supervisor 

should know what I'm talking about. My supervisor should be curious about what I'm, 

I'm working on. My supervisor should have feedback for me as well” (Participant Int 

#5). 

 

Accountability was the outcome of this process, which was independently identified as 

important by all participants, without prompting. One participant described how “I found that 

it's made me accountable to myself and helped me keep the standard that I've set for 

myself” (Participant Int #1). As well as accountability to oneself, accountability to the school 

and the district was considered important. As another participant commented, “Knowing 

that those conversations are coming up and it starts entering into my head more and 

thinking of what I'm doing, whether I've been following through with the short term and long-

term goals between meetings and to have that another part of that accountability” 

(Participant Int #2). 

 

The key themes, process, and outcomes are reflected in the model displayed in figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Grounded theory model showing the outcomes of professional growth, positive school culture, and  
accountability  in relation to the key themes of environment, relationships, and leadership 
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Discussion 
 

Evaluation of the Generative Dialogue Process 

 
In this section, we will explore the available data on evaluation of the generative dialogue 

process, and interpret the data from an evidence-based perspective, by comparing and 

contrasting what we know about generative dialogue with the literature on professional 

development for principals and vice principals. 

Although there were few statements evaluating the generative dialogue process in the data, 

those that were there were positive. In addition, discussion in the consultation meetings 

reflected a positive attitude towards the generative dialogue process, particularly in giving 

participants space to explore issues that were important to them with an active listener. 

However, more data is needed to evaluate whether or not the generative dialogue approach 

is the right fit for supporting the professional development of principals and vice principals 

within the District, and whether it is a satisfactory approach to facilitating the professional 

growth of principals and vice principals. This is particularly important, given that it was a 

mandated activity within the District; without the knowledge that it is beneficial to those 

involved, it has the potential for negative consequences if it is not appreciated by those who 

did not participate in the study.  

It is also unclear whether generative dialogue is supporting school improvement. Although 

this was a goal for the Wave 2 analysis, the role of generative dialogue in supporting school 

improvement was undetermined after analyzing the data, given the limited number of 

respondents.   

Although extensive current literature on generative dialogue is not available, a helpful model 

for understanding the approach is Salter and Gannon’s (2015) analysis of coaching and 

mentoring through six disciplines. There is significant overlap between coaching and 

mentoring, with one or other approach often being related to the specific discipline in which 

it is applied. The model categorizes coaching and mentoring approaches across two 

dimensions: the first dimension is directive versus non-directive, while the second 

dimension is deficit versus developmental.  A directive approach focuses on instruction as 

the means of professional development, while a non-directive approach focuses on 

facilitation. A deficit approach is not focusing on a weakness on the part of the person being 

coached or mentored; rather, professional development occurs through the mentor or coach 

sharing their greater past knowledge or experience to guide the coachee or mentee, who 

has less knowledge or experience. In contrast, a developmental approach assumes the 

professional skills required already exist within the coachee or mentee, so the approach is 

more mutual. 

If Salter and Gannon’s (2015) model is applied to generative dialogue, it clearly fits within 

the non-directive, developmental quadrant. Other approaches with a similar profile are 

executive coaching and coaching psychologists. In order to evaluate whether generative 

dialogue, as a non-directive, developmental approach, is adequate for the professional 

development of principals and vice principals, it is helpful to explore the challenges they are 

facing, as reflected in the data, and to consider approaches with different profiles, and how 
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they might meet the needs of coaches and mentees. This is particularly important, given the 

changing role of school leaders (Humada-LudekeCarlos, 2013). 

 

Improving Supports to Relationships for Principals and Vice Principals 
 

In both waves of the study, the overarching theme that emerged from the data was that 

principals and vice principals value relationships, and need support in addressing 

challenges to their day to day relationships with staff, students, and parents. In this section, 

we will explore what the generative dialogue approach has to offer in terms of support to 

relationships, and compare and contrast with approaches to the professional growth of 

principals and vice principals that are in the current literature. 

Support in Managing Stress/Conflict 

The management of stress and conflict for teachers was explored in depth in previous work 

(Hartney, 2008; 2016). Stressors for teachers are multi-faceted, and there are numerous 

evidence-based approaches that have been developed and demonstrated as effective in the 

literature, which have recently consolidated into a stress management framework for 

teachers (Hartney, 2016). For each type of stressor (individual or focused on the person, 

student-related, team-related, or task-related, there are both individual strategies that can 

be implemented by one person, and whole school strategies that can be implemented by the 

Principal or Vice Principal, with the cooperation of their staff. 

For example, individual strategies to address disruptive students include learning classroom 

management skills (Dicke et al, 2015; Jackson et al, 2013), while those to manage violent 

students include non-violent crisis intervention (Torem, 2000), both of which would require a 

directive, deficit-based approach to professional development. Whole school strategies to 

address disruptive and violent students include pre-referral intervention teams (Lhospital & 

Gregory, 2009), which would require a non-directive, deficit-based approach, and school-

wide positive behaviour support (Ross & Horner, 2007), which would require a non-directive, 

deficit-based approach.  

Identifying the most appropriate strategy for each individual principals or vice-principals’ 

situation, whether it involves providing an individualized professional development strategy 

for specific teachers working with challenging students, or a whole school approach, would 

be an ideal discussion for coaching or mentoring. It could also fit within the generative 

dialogue structure, as a goal, with a strategy, identified resources, and evidence for 

effectiveness post-intervention. However, if order for this to be effective within a coaching, 

mentoring, or generative dialogue discussion, the mentor, coach, or generative dialogue 

leader would need to be equipped with the required information to convey to the principal or 

vice principal, which would shift the focus to a directive, deficit approach, rather than an 

non-directive, inconsistent with what we know about generative dialogue. Alternatively, the 

District could develop a mechanism for addressing these concerns, perhaps developing and 

offering professional development training on these individual and/or whole school 

approaches, and communicating these opportunities to all principals and vice principals. 

That way, the strategy could be self-identified by the Principal and Vice-Principal within the 
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generative dialogue discussion, without requiring direction from the generative dialogue 

leader, and preserving the integrity of the generative dialogue approach as non-directive, 

and developmental. 

 

Supporting Mental Health in the School Setting 

Mental health issues were a key concern for some principals and vice principals, and 

affected their relationships with both staff and students. It was clear in a consultation 

meeting in which this was discussed, that this is a knowledge gap that causes 

considerable stress for principals and vice principals, particularly when they have a 

concern about the mental health of staff. Again, addressing this professional 

development need is out of the scope of generative dialogue, and requires some 

directive, deficit-based mental health literacy training (Kutcher et al, 2013) to raise 

the principal’s or vice-principal’s level of comfort addressing mental health issues 

within the school, in both students and staff.  

 

Time Management Skills 

 

A key theme that emerged from the data concerned the time constraints that 

principals and vice principals are limited by, which impede their ability to develop 

relationships, and to simultaneously initiate and manage broad changes to the 

curriculum and other aspects of school life. While creative solutions to address the 

issue of relationship building within the time constraints of the school day could be 

helpful, principals and vice principals might also benefit from access to time 

management training; this is a directive, deficit-based type of professional 

development, which could provide principals and vice principals with a skills set they 

have not previously developed within the structured school day as a classroom 

teacher.  

 

Resources 

 

As with time management, although creative ideas could be developed to access or 

redistribute available resources within the generative dialogue relationship, for 

principals and vice principals to take on the leadership role of advocate or fundraiser, 

some directive, deficit type training could be helpful.  
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Communication 

 

Communication emerged as an important theme for principals and vice-principals, 

and clearly, for schools to function effectively, communication is needed at all levels. 

Some professional development approaches can help with this, for example, by 

setting out expectations and protocols regarding involvement of different team 

members, as well as effective communication with students and parents. Given the 

importance of this need for the principal and vice principal roles, it should not be 

assumed that either the skills or the processes to facilitate effective communication 

at all levels are already in place. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, given the scope of generative dialogue as a non-directive, 

developmental approach, it has the potential to meet some, but not all of the 

professional growth needs expressed by principals and vice principals in the 

interviews. Specifically, there are several directive, deficit based training 

opportunities that would address the needs of principals and vice principals, 

particularly those who are new to administrative roles. 

 

A dimensional analysis of how generative dialogue, and other approaches which are 

relevant, fit within the directive-non-directive and developmental-deficit based 

dimensions, is included in figure 4. Several evidence-based approaches to 

addressing various aspects of stress management for teachers, extracted from 

previous work by Hartney (2016), are included. 
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Figure 4: Dimensional analysis of generative dialogue and other relevant approaches to 

professional growth  
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Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations to the Greater Victoria School District are based on the 

integrated analysis from both wave 1 and wave 2.  

 

 

Recommendation 1: Improve opportunities for and knowledge about 

professional growth offerings 

 
It is recommended that the Greater Victoria School District provides a variety of professional 

growth experiences, which school principals and vice principals can access to develop their 

leadership capacity. Clarification on the purpose and process of these opportunities is 

important, and should include both the development of necessary skills, and accountability 

for leading in a rapidly changing environment. In order for this to be a safe and supportive 

process, the focus should remain on professional growth and should not be confused with 

evaluation of the principal/vice-principal. Building trust with the teaching community is an 

important aspect of moving beyond past ineffective processes, which may still be hampering 

engagement. 

 

  

Recommendation 2: Identify specific needs of principals and vice-principals 

and find appropriate mechanisms to offer the full scope of professional 

development required 

 
As was identified in Wave 1, generative dialogue, and similarly coaching, provide one kind of 

professional growth opportunity. While this kind of professional growth may be beneficial to 

many, or even all, principals and school principals, the specific outcomes are confined to 

growth needs and solutions identified by the individual. We recommend that the Greater 

Victoria School District identifies specific professional development needs of principals and 

vice-principals, and find appropriate mechanisms to offer professional development, 

addressing all four quadrants identified in Figure 4. Currently, the opportunities of 

generative dialogue and coaching only fit in one quadrant. Given the stress and work-life 

balance challenges reflected in Wave 1, resourcing of professional development will need to 

include back-fill to enable principals and vice-principals to participate. 

 

 

Recommendation 3: Develop mental health literacy training opportunities 
 

Content knowledge and skills training on basic mental health issues are priorities  

identified by principals and vice principals. Whole school approaches would be 

beneficial in some instances, particularly where behavioural issues or trauma 

concerns significantly affect the school community and culture. This is not intended 

to replace existing services provided to students by school counsellors or school 
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based therapy teams, but would enable principals and vice principals to lead more 

effectively. 

 

 

Recommendation 4: Find alternative means of assessing school improvement  
 

The intent of this study was primarily to demonstrate the potential for generative 

dialogue to promote school improvement. Very few specific examples were offered by 

participants at the follow up interviews, and those that were given were too vague to 

provide any insight into the mechanism of effectiveness. This is not to suggest that 

the professional growth of principals and vice principals does not contribute to school 

improvement, but rather, that indicators need to be identified which are separate 

from the professional growth support of principals and vice principals. Identification 

of these indicators is beyond the scope of this report; however, many possible 

processes are reflected in the educational and leadership literature. 

 

 

Recommendation 5: Recognize the role of professional growth opportunities 

for managing stress 
 

Stress and burnout in teachers is well-recognized as an international phenomenon, 

and principals and vice principals have additional stress loads. Stress management 

is a learned set of skills that are important for coping and being successful in leading 

school improvement, particularly with the ambitious agenda currently underway in 

the Greater Victoria School District mission, vision, values, and strategic direction. 

Stress management for school leaders has the potential to have a ripple effect 

throughout the school community, reducing stress for the staff as a whole, and the 

students. It is recommended that stress management training for school leaders is 

prioritized as an area of professional growth. 
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