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Abstract 

This action research inquiry, undertaken in partnership with the Independent Schools Association 

of British Columbia (ISABC), was guided by the question: How might the ISABC’s Team 

Leadership Program support the leadership development and thriving of emerging and middle 

leaders throughout and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic? Data were collected with a survey and 

two focus groups involving 52 participants from 16 independent schools. Arts-based approaches 

included photo elicitation and found poetry. Key findings indicated the pandemic has magnified 

the human side of educational leadership and thriving as being a middle leader requires 

communication, relationship building, and the prioritization of followers’ needs. 

Recommendations addressed strategies to (a) develop self-awareness, coaching, and 

interpersonal skills amongst emerging leaders; (b) capitalize on existing leadership networks to 

foster a stronger sense of belonging within the ISABC; and (c) offer leadership-focused 

professional development and resources accessible to the broader ISABC community. 

Keywords: arts-based research, found poetry, K–12, independent schools, leadership 

development, middle leaders, photo elicitation, thriving at work 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

The purpose of this practical action research project was to understand what lessons were 

learned through the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic that could influence 

professional development and support for middle leaders to thrive in independent schools within 

British Columbia (BC). I partnered with the Independent Schools Association of British 

Columbia (ISABC) for the project. In this report, middle leaders are those who straddle the role 

of teacher and administrator. They are the bridge between senior management and their area of 

responsibility within the school (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016; Kerry, 2003; Machovcová et al., 

2019; Shaked & Schechter, 2017). The findings from the initiative were used to make 

recommendations to enhance the ISABC’s 1-year Team Leadership Program (TLP). 

Ten years as a teacher have given me the rich opportunity to work with many 

administrators, each with their own style and strengths. I have been a middle leader for 8 years, 

acting as Director of Performing Arts (Prekindergarten through to Grade 12) at Mulgrave School, 

an ISABC school in West Vancouver. What began as leading a team of three has subsequently 

blossomed into a diverse team of 10 theatre and music teachers and staff, offering me some of 

the biggest lessons of my career thus far. I have seen middle leaders leave our school or the 

profession due to the stress they felt on the job. I have witnessed many take the system’s 

behaviour so personally that their mental or physical health has suffered. In these instances, the 

person is often blamed as not being the right fit for the job, with little consideration to how the 

system may be impacting their behaviour. The transition from teacher to leader in schools needs 

support and systemic understanding (Shaked & Schechter, 2020). Further, the pandemic has 

increased the stress levels of school leaders (Kelly, 2020a). The project is important to me as a 
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current TLP facilitator, a graduate of the TLP, and a middle leader who struggled with the 

complexity and ambiguity of middle leadership in the early years of my role.  

The following primary question guided this inquiry: How might the Independent Schools 

Association of BC’s (ISABC) Team Leadership Program (TLP) support the leadership 

development and thriving in emerging and middle leaders throughout and beyond the COVID-19 

pandemic? Four subquestions helped to shape this inquiry: 

1. What strategies have ISABC middle and senior leaders used to overcome challenges 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began? 

2. What might thriving leadership look like for middle leaders in ISABC schools? 

3. What suggestions do middle leaders at ISABC schools have that would create the 

conditions to support thriving? 

4. What professional development could the ISABC offer through the TLP that would 

support emerging and middle leaders to thrive? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

The COVID-19 pandemic has globally disrupted education, affecting 1.6 billion students 

(Azorín, 2020; Harris, 2020). Some have suggested that this global disruption should be used as 

an opportunity to “rethink education” (Zhao, 2020, p. 29) and educational leadership practices 

because thought patterns surrounding school systems and leadership have changed little over 

many decades (Harris, 2020, p. 321). Some have questioned whether COVID-19 has “triggered 

an education crisis or is a catalyst for change” (White & McCallum, 2021, p. 3), citing research 

on the acceleration of systemic inequalities like high-school drop-out rates in low-come 

communities as a result of the pandemic. It is still too early to tell whether the COVID-19 

pandemic will birth long-lasting education reform. However, there have already been some 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  15 

significant shifts in teaching and learning. For example, hybrid, synchronous (face-to-face 

online), asynchronous, and remote learning were very recently only viewed as exciting 

possibilities yet have quickly come to define current education practices (Harris, 2020, p. 323; 

White & McCallum, 2021, p. 1). 

School leaders are no exception to the pandemic’s disruption of traditional leadership 

practice because the unprecedented nature of COVID-19 has left school leaders with no 

previously trodden path to follow (Sampat & Oomen, 2020). In a recent study, only 41% of 

international school leaders felt prepared by their training to handle the challenges of the 

pandemic (Kelly, 2020b). The uncertainty of the ongoing pandemic has required school leaders 

to be agile and adapt swiftly to an ever-changing landscape of restrictions and guidelines. Harris 

(2020) argued school leadership is emerging through the pandemic to be “more distributed, 

collaborative and networked” (p. 325). Similarly, Diamond (n.d.) suggested the COVID-19 

period is the time to focus on “gluing the post-2010 [school] system back together again with a 

functioning middle tier for all schools” (para. 7). This notion aligns with the middle leadership 

focus in this inquiry. I believe the COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated gaps within the BC 

education system and its leadership structures, positioning us to make more significant changes 

than the system might have been ready for even 1 year ago. 

Shani and Coghlan (2019) suggested engaging people at all levels of an organization is 

“the most important factor to fuel innovation” (p. 16). Thus, stakeholders for this inquiry 

included people at all levels of leadership within ISABC schools: heads of school, deputy heads, 

principals, vice-principals, department heads, graduates of the TLP, and current TLP 

participants. I agree with Wilson (2008), who stated, “Everything needs to be seen within the 

context of the relationship it represents” (p. 43). Accordingly, each of these stakeholder groups 
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has a different level of engagement with middle leaders and all would benefit from a thriving 

middle leadership within the ISABC. Therefore, I included these groups in my inquiry to 

understand the context and system from as many perspectives as possible before cocreating with 

participants, a list of recommendations for the ISABC TLP. 

The potential for positive change within the ISABC from the inquiry is substantial. First, 

the leadership lessons from COVID-19 have informed recommendations to influence the ISABC 

TLP curriculum, impacting future middle leaders’ development and thriving. Second, the 

research has brought awareness to senior leadership across the organization about the supports 

and conversations that could help middle leaders’ thriving at an individual school level. Third, 

the research might help middle leader participants to understand their importance and potential 

for impact within our association of schools. 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis 

Organizational Context 

The partnering organization for this inquiry, the ISABC, is one of five umbrella 

organizations that represent 307 diverse independent schools in BC (Federation of Independent 

School Associations in British Columbia [FISABC], n.d.). According to the BC Ministry of 

Education, 12.4% of students in BC attend independent schools, which are run on a not-for-profit 

basis (Independent Schools Association of British Columbia [ISABC], n.d.-b). ISABC 

membership includes 26 independent schools,2 many of which are continuum schools, for 

students from Junior Kindergarten to Grade 12 (ISABC, n.d.-b). From Kelowna to the Lower 

Mainland to Vancouver Island, the schools have a mix of boarding and day programs, and coed, 

                                                 

2 In January 2021, the ISABC welcomed the 27th school to the association. The data collection had 

already begun. Thus, N = 26 for the inquiry. 
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girls only and boys only populations (FISABC, n.d.). Several ISABC schools offer the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) and Advanced Placement (AP) curricula, and all are inspected 

regularly to ensure they are meeting Ministry of Education standards for teaching the BC 

curriculum (ISABC, n.d.-b). Most ISABC schools are nondenominational, and several of the 

schools have a special curricular focus including language-based learning differences and Judaic 

studies (ISABC, n.d.-b). ISABC schools range in size from approximately 50 students to well 

over 1,000 (ISABC, n.d.-b). 

Middle leadership positions can include vice principal, head of department, pastoral head, 

or learning support coordinator (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016, p. 87). Some additional middle 

leadership positions within the ISABC include literacy, numeracy, and other curriculum 

coordinators. Ghamrawi (2010) suggested middle leaders are the true leaders in schools, with the 

potential to impact culture and foster positive relationships because they have the most contact 

time with teachers. However, scholars have noted that middle leadership and its importance are 

overlooked in the literature (Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006; Shaked & Schechter, 2017). 

The independent context and small scale of the ISABC allow it some freedom from the 

complexity and challenge inherent in BC public education. The ISABC emphasizes the pursuit of 

excellence and a willingness to evaluate and improve current practice. The ISABC’s (n.d.-c) 

vision, mission, and 2016–2020 strategic priorities align with the inquiry. For example, the 

ISABC’s mission is to “strengthen our community of schools through collaboration and 

connectedness” (ISABC, n.d.-c, Mission section, para. 1), which includes the sharing of 

“expertise, policies, and ideas” (Mission section, para. 2) amongst the member schools. 

Throughout my research, I capitalized on the existing engagement and dialogue across ISABC 

member schools with the goal to enhance the TLP and support for middle leaders to thrive. The 
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ISABC’s strategic priorities to “provide distinct and relevant professional development . . . [and] 

“leadership . . . a reputation for research and the promotion, sharing, and celebration of 

innovation and excellent practices” (ISABC, n.d.-c, Mission section, para. 12–17) are also in 

alignment with the project. By first seeking the wisdom of individual leaders across the system 

through the survey, and then through collective focus group dialogue, the inquiry required 

participants to reflect on their personal leadership development whilst identifying strategies that 

support the aforementioned mission and strategic priorities of the ISABC. 

As previously noted, the COVID-19 pandemic globally disrupted education and schools 

in the ISABC were no exception. In March of 2020, schools across British Columbia moved 

online, and gradually returned to in-person classes in June (Zussman, 2020). Whilst the 

provincial government dictated whether schools were open or closed, public school districts were 

left to decide what in-person school looked like for the 2020-21 academic year. As ISABC 

schools are each their own entity, every school in the association determined their specific return 

to school plans. However, all students in British Columbia, regardless of whether at a public or 

independent school, were doing at least some in-person learning throughout the 2020-21 school 

year. This was not the case across the world, or even between provinces. For example, students 

in Ontario missed the most amount of in-person class time in the country (Miller, 2021), and 

were learning remotely from mid-April to the end of June 2021 (Office of the Premier, 2021), 

when most other K-12 students in Canada was learning in person. In New York City, “the 

majority of the city’s roughly one million students – about 600,000 – stayed home for classes” in 

the 2020-21 academic year (Shapiro, 2021, para. 9).  

Students in British Columbia were placed in cohort-groupings for contract tracing 

purposes, and recess, breaktimes, and lunch, times when students would normally visit with 
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friends in other classes were calculated to ensure cohorts remained isolated. Cohorts were never 

allowed to mingle, meaning that students new to my current school, did not ever meet peers in 

the same grade but other cohorts. Most schools also experienced several COVID-19 exposures, 

which meant that all potentially affected students and staff were forced to isolate for two weeks. 

This meant that throughout the year, there was a perpetual hybrid learning model, where 

different students were at home, depending on their circumstance. Many schools also altered 

their timetables, limiting how many classes students had at a time, in an effort to minimize 

exposure to as many students at a given point in the year.  

My current school did not alter their timetable, and apart from mandatory masks, 

regimented sanitization and hand-washing procedures, and cohort restrictions, the school day 

was quite akin to other years. Co-curricular activities including athletics, bands, and choirs were 

among the programs hit hardest through the pandemic. More restrictions were placed on these 

events because of the increased risk of COVID-19 exposure from participating (Takeuchi, 2020). 

Further, these activities are often multigrade and were unable to be, due to the cohort system. I 

believe these activities also contribute greatly to students’ social and emotional wellbeing. Thus, 

though restricting participation kept students safe, it also left many students without their normal 

coping mechanisms for stress. I don’t believe one can dispute how integral in-person learning is 

for students’ social emotional learning. Yet, the reality of teaching and leading through the 

pandemic was one of immense uncertainty. School employees including teachers, leaders, and 

administrative staff in British Columbia were not initially prioritized for vaccination, and most 

staff in my current school were not vaccinated for the first time until April 2021. The amount of 

anxiety and stress experienced among students and colleagues since the pandemic began is 

unprecedented.   
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Systems Analysis 

A systems analysis is included in this thesis to contextualize the research and explain my 

view of the whole ISABC system. In simple terms, a system is a set of interconnected elements 

organized to achieve a function or purpose (Meadows, 2008, p. 11; Stroh, 2015, p. 16). Systems 

thinking is a tool to help people understand the interconnected nature of the elements and the 

system (Stroh, 2015) to “better align our thinking with how the real-world works” (Cabrera & 

Cabrera, 2015, p. 12). Systems thinking is helpful for leaders to consider because the clearer the 

picture of a system is, the more successful a change initiative is likely to be. More specifically, 

“systems thinking enables us to transform the parts of a more complex problem into a shared 

understanding of the larger issue, and to organize parts of a strategy into a clear direction and 

navigable road map” (Stroh, 2015, p. 209). For this reason, I have defined the system, its 

boundaries, and the leverage point for change through a systems analysis to ensure a shared 

understanding of the context for this inquiry. 

The interconnected elements of a system can be named parts or whole (Cabrera & 

Cabrera, 2015, p. 48). Schools are living systems, which means that leaders must consider 

change differently from how they would fix a machine, in which fixing one broken part enables 

the whole system to function properly (Wheatley, 1999a, p. 9). Instead, “a living system 

continually recreates itself . . . but how this occurs . . . depends on both our individual and 

collective level of awareness” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 9). Therefore, if a thriving middle 

leadership is to emerge in the ISABC, individual middle leaders and the collective system will all 

need to understand what that looks like. Senge et al. (2004) explained schools can be seen as 

wholes unto themselves yet also as part of a bigger institution, just as individual leaders can be 

seen as wholes or parts (p. 9). In living systems, wholes and parts cannot exist without the other 
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because “the whole exists through continually manifesting the parts, and the parts exist as 

embodiments of the whole” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 6). Parts and wholes are relevant because 

different meanings and ideas can be ascertained depending on the configuration of parts and 

wholes one views (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015, p. 48). Oshry (2007) argued, “Seeing our part in 

the context of the whole . . . enable[s] us to avoid misunderstandings and to interact more 

productively across organizational lines” (p. xxi). The understanding of living systems as 

embodied parts of a whole had significant implications on my research design. 

To create meaningful recommendations for the ISABC toward the TLP and thriving 

middle leadership, I could not only look at one part of the system. I had to bring the whole 

system into the inquiry. I acknowledge that to another, each ISABC school could also be viewed 

as its own system because every system can also be seen as a part of a larger system (Cabrera & 

Cabrera, 2015, p. 48). However, I embraced Wheatley’s (1999a) view that “we live in an 

interconnected world, embedded in a fabric of relationships that requires us to pay attention to 

the dynamics of systems, not isolated individuals, buildings, or events” (para. 12). Thus, the 

ISABC was considered a whole system for this inquiry, with each member school and 

stakeholder group considered parts within it. 

Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) stated defining the boundaries of a system is an essential step 

toward understanding it (p. 47). When leaders draw a line around a system, they make 

distinctions about what is inside or outside the “whole” in question (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015, 

p. 47). These distinctions introduce scope about what is inside or outside the realm of discussion 

(Cabrera & Cabrera, 2015, p. 47). Therefore, an essential step to understanding the system for 

this research was to define its boundaries. Although the ISABC is influenced by the Canadian 

Association of Independent Schools (CAIS), the BC Ministry of Education, the FISABC, and the 
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ISABC Board of Directors, among other groups, the boundary for this inquiry extended only to 

the head of school for each ISABC member school. To deeply understand the middle and 

emerging leader experience, I only engaged with emerging and middle leaders, or those who 

directly supervised middle leaders, as defined by this inquiry. Thus, the boundary for research 

participants did not include support staff, teachers, parents, board members, or students. Further, 

Wheatley (1999b) suggested that people will only buy-in to ideas and change initiatives that they 

have contributed to. By inviting all relevant stakeholders, I attempted to have the stakeholders 

own the conversation and, thus, be engaged enough to take subsequent action. Figure 1 is an 

Inquiry Boundary Diagram, demonstrating the inquiry stakeholders in the context of the larger 

system. 

Figure 1  

Inquiry Boundary Diagram 

 

Note. The figure shows the boundary of the inquiry within each ISABC school, in the context of 

the larger BC independent education system. 
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Another consideration in systems thinking is perspective. Burns (2015) noted, in order to 

understand system dynamics, one first has to understand the perspectives of key players in that 

system. Cabrera and Cabrera (2015) suggested perspectives can be discussed through the lenses 

of “a point from which we are viewing . . . [and] the things that are in view” (p. 50). Thus, I 

sought to understand middle leadership (i.e., the thing in view) through the eyes (i.e., points) of 

academic heads, deputy heads, principals, vice principals, and middle leaders from different 

ISABC schools. I did not solely focus my inquiry on engaging former TLP participants because 

that would limit the view of the system to one point. This approach was supported by Wheatley’s 

(1999a), who stated, “The solution is always to bring the system together so that it can learn 

more about itself from itself. Somewhere in the system there are people who have already 

figured out how to resolve this problem. They are already practicing what others think is 

impossible” (para. 33). I invited middle and senior leaders from each school (i.e., part) within the 

whole system to participate, including those schools who do not normally send participants to the 

TLP, with the hope that this broad lens would shed light on both the individual and collective 

needs of the system. 

A final consideration in systems analysis is how the outcomes of the inquiry will act as a 

leverage for change within the organization. Meadows (2008) noted, “Leverage points are points 

of power” (p. 145). The inquiry aimed to support middle leaders within the ISABC to view 

themselves as leverage points of power. By working to change the mental models of and about 

middle leaders in the ISABC system and bring awareness to how middle leaders’ development 

and thriving can impact the whole system, this inquiry targeted a “high-leverage intervention” 

(Stroh, 2015, p. 148). Stroh (2015) reported, instead of depending on others to change, people 

must first understand that “the greatest leverage they have in a system begins with changing 
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themselves” (p. 56). By bringing together middle leaders from different schools, this inquiry 

aimed to strengthen relationships and understanding amongst middle leaders from across the 

ISABC system, who are traditionally siloed in their own schools. (Appendix A is a leverage 

point diagram for the inquiry.) 

Overview of the Thesis 

In this first chapter of the thesis, I discussed the context and significance of the inquiry, 

alongside the primary inquiry question and subquestions that helped to shape the study. I also 

explained the inquiry from a systems perspective. In Chapter 2, I evaluate relevant literature that 

pertains to the inquiry. Chapter 3 is an overview of the research design including the 

methodology and methods used in the inquiry, and how I worked to ensure validity through data 

analysis. In Chapter 4, I present seven findings based on the data collected. I include the arts-

based methods found poetry and photo elicitation in the presentation of findings. Then I discuss 

six conclusions alongside evidence from the literature and discuss the scope and limitations of 

the inquiry. In Chapter 5, I put forward four recommendations in response to the findings and the 

inquiry questions. I also discuss the implications for the organization in implementing the 

recommendations. I conclude with an examination of implications for future inquiry. Having 

provided the focus and framing of the inquiry in Chapter 1, I now turn to a review of key 

concepts in the literature. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In this chapter, I present three areas for my literature review: emerging and middle 

leadership, thriving at work, and servant leadership. First, I reviewed the literature on emerging 

and middle leadership literature. I focused on the professional development of emerging leaders, 

and highlighted coaching and mentoring for leaders’ development. Next, I reviewed literature 

discussing thriving at work, addressing both individual and collective thriving. Thriving relates 

to the inquiry concepts of leadership development and success beyond the COVID-19 pandemic, 

both focus areas for the project. Finally, I reviewed servant leadership literature, which emerged 

as salient through my data analysis cycles. I explored literature on the behaviours of servant 

leaders; servant leaders’ impacts on individuals, teams, and organizations; and the relationship 

between servant leadership and thriving at work. 

Emerging and Middle Leadership 

There is little dispute that middle leadership is complex (Ghamrawi, 2010; Irvine & 

Brundrett, 2019; Oshry, 2007). Whether viewed as sandwiched between two ends or between the 

needs of the tops and bottoms in their system (Oshry, 2007), middle leaders are often pulled in 

many directions. I first review literature that explored the transition from teacher to emerging 

educational leader. Next, I discuss literature that speaks of the role that middle leaders play in a 

Kindergarten to Grade 12 (K–12) education context. Finally, I present literature highlighting the 

role that coaching and mentoring can play in teacher and leader development. 

Emerging Leaders: Transitioning from Teacher To Teacher-Leader 

For the purposes of the inquiry, emerging leaders are those within the first 2 years of a 

new leadership role. Emerging leaders are often promoted because they are experienced and 

excellent teachers (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016, p. 75; Stone-Johnson, 2014, p. 607). However, 
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many scholars have suggested that success in the classroom does not necessarily indicate 

preparation for or easy transition to middle leadership because of the different skillsets required 

(Irvine & Brundrett, 2019, p. 75; Jaca, 2018; Shaked & Schechter, 2017). For example, 

Armstrong (2012) reported novice leaders are exposed to “new responsibilities, the norms and 

expectations of a different reference group, and higher levels of scrutiny and accountability” 

(p. 399). Further, Armstrong identified internal and moral tensions can emerge when emerging 

leaders’ primary socialization as a teacher is met with external new socialization demands as a 

leader (p. 399). I believe the increased scrutiny and demands on emerging leaders is a big 

learning curve. Stone-Johnson (2014) claimed there is growing reluctance among experienced 

teachers to move into a leadership role because the pressure and pay do not outweigh the 

additional stress or decrease in student interaction that come along with the role (p. 607). 

Moreover, though many teachers continue to study educational leadership, fewer applicants for 

leadership positions are being reported (Stone-Johnson, 2014, p. 608). This signals the 

importance of supporting the transition from teacher to emerging leader. 

Others have suggested that managing adults was among emerging leaders’ greatest 

challenges. For example, Irvine and Brundrett (2016, 2019) suggested the skills required to 

manage teacher–teacher relationships are very different from those developed in the classroom 

managing student–teacher relationships. Similarly, Thorpe and Bennett-Powell (2014) described 

the transition from teacher–peer to leader–coach during classroom observations as a major 

challenge for emerging leaders (p. 53). Finally, Machovcová et al. (2019) posited aligning and 

unifying colleagues’ different “ideologies, values, and identities” (p. 714) into a shared vision is 

especially difficult for middle leaders. Despite these challenges, when emerging leaders can 
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model fairness, respect, trust, and honesty they will build a positive team culture that values the 

learning of students and teachers (Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006; Ghamrawi, 2010). 

Some researchers have suggested that little has been written about how to support 

professional development of teachers before they become middle leaders (Armstrong, 2012; 

Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006). Other scholars reported the professional development of emerging 

leaders should differ from the training given to experienced leaders because of the different 

needs of each group (Armstrong, 2012, p. 400; Irvine & Brundrett, 2016). More specifically, 

Jaca (2018) suggested emerging leaders could receive instruction on crisis and resource 

management, curriculum leadership, and interpersonal skills before beginning in their roles 

(p. 32). Jaca’s suggestion is of particular interest, given the ongoing global pandemic that 

influenced the context of the inquiry. I have contributed to the aforementioned gap in the 

literature by inquiring into the transition from teacher to emerging leader. 

The Role of Middle Leadership in Education 

In addition to their primary teaching roles, middle leaders are tasked with leading the 

teaching and learning within their respective departments (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016; Kerry, 

2003; Machovcová et al., 2019; Shaked & Schechter, 2017). Much research has focused on the 

development of principals in schools (Armstrong, 2012; Irvine & Brundrett, 2019; Shaked & 

Schechter, 2020; Thorpe & Bennett-Powell, 2014). However, less attention has been given to 

middle leadership, without viewing it as an intermediate step to senior leadership (Irvine & 

Brundrett, 2019; Thorpe & Bennett-Powell, 2014, p. 52). Shaked and Schechter (2017) 

suggested middle leadership is often “seen as an initial stage of a school principalship career” (p. 

714), which then influences the types of guidance and professional development given to them. 

Based on my analysis of this literature, middle leadership is often viewed as a step towards 
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senior positions, which results in a systemic minimization of the important and specific skills 

required for the role. Steppingstone or not, Shaked and Schechter (2017) noted middle leaders 

“play a critical role in leading teams of teachers to ensure that curricula are developed, delivered, 

and assessed, programs are evaluated, and teachers are appraised” (p. 700). This understanding 

of the importance of middle leadership aligned with the focus of the inquiry on understanding 

what might support the development and thriving of middle leaders. 

As Ghamrawi (2010) and Irvine and Brundrett (2019) identified, the depth and breadth of 

tasks included in the job make a simple definition of the middle leadership role incomplete. 

Ghamrawi went on to identify 15 different aspects of middle leader roles to include “pedagogical 

expert, staff developer, action researcher, change agent, proficient raconteur, managed leader, 

policymaker, cultural developer, resource manager, curriculum developer, strategic planner, 

quality controller, liaison, problem solver and data manager” (p. 307). Kerry (2003) and Irvine 

and Brundrett (2019) also argued middle leaders regularly navigate ambiguous role boundaries 

between leadership and followership as part of their position. It is not surprising then, given the 

complexity noted in the literature, that new leaders often begin their position without proper 

preparation or understanding of what the role might entail (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016, p. 89; 

Irvine & Brundrett, 2019, p. 84). As mentioned, one goal of this inquiry was to draft 

recommendations for the ISABC’s TLP, a program aimed at supporting middle leaders with the 

transition from teacher to leader. 

Coaching and Mentoring as Professional Development in Education 

One area frequently mentioned in education literature is the role of coaching and 

mentoring in teacher and leader development. To this effect, the English National Framework for 

Mentoring and Coaching suggested successful coaching and mentoring included “setting 
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challenging and personal goals, developing a thoughtful relationship, and participating in 

learning conversations” (Killion, 2012, p. 275). Although I agree coaching and mentoring share 

similarities, I disagree with Pask and Joy (2007) who argued the two processes are so 

“inexplicably linked” (p. 1) they should be viewed as one “mentoring-coaching” (p. 1) process. 

Instead, I concur with the many scholars who argued coaching and mentoring are separate 

processes (Fletcher, 2012; Gornall & Burn, 2013; Mullen, 2012) both rooted in trust (Rhodes, 

2012, p. 245). Based on my review of the literature, I believe mentoring is the direct passing 

down of one’s knowledge or opinions to another, whereas coaching is a questioning, deep 

listening, and curiosity practice to help another come to their own knowledge and understanding. 

On the one hand, mentoring is part of “induction and career transition” (Fletcher, 2012, p. 

12); it is “a personal, long-term professional relationship that deepens over time . . . an 

investment in the younger generation” (Mullen, 2012, p. 7). Mentors are experts in their field, 

able to guide or advise their mentees based on years of experience (Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 12). 

Some researchers noted novice teachers benefit greatly from having a more experienced teacher–

mentor (Sorensen, 2012, p. 202) to support them with lesson planning, student engagement, and 

assessment (Ko et al., 2012, p. 309). Ko et al. (2012) reported mentoring benefits both the 

mentor and mentee (p. 309), especially when both the mentor and mentee consider themselves to 

be learners (p. 313). Ultimately, when mentors and mentee grow together, students will benefit 

(Ko et al., 2012, p. 316). When done together, group mentoring can enhance the benefits of one-

to-one mentoring (Ko et al., 2012, p. 312). The current TLP model could be considered a blend 

of group and one-to-one mentoring, as the cohort learns about topics together from an expert and 

then discusses their learning with a one-to-one mentor. 
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Coaching results in transformational learning of the coachee through reflection and 

problem solving based on their own experiences (Fletcher, 2012, p. 25; Gornall & Burn, 2013, 

p. 16). “Coaching helps people thrive” (Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 1) by increasing self-

confidence and self-awareness. Stanier (2016) explained coaching can be formal or informal, yet 

still support others to reach their potential (p. 7). Other scholars have suggested there is a need in 

schools for both informal peer coaching and formal specialist coaching provided by a trained 

coach (Cordingley & Buckler, 2012, p. 222; Killion, 2012, p. 276). Some of the skills required to 

effectively coach are deep listening (Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 44), great questioning (Adam, 

2015; Fletcher, 2012, p. 31; Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 44), curiosity (Stanier, 2016; Gornall & 

Burn, 2013, p. 43), and an openness to possibility (Adams, 2016; Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 43; 

Stanier, 2016). Similar to mentoring, Killion (2012) noted coaches also benefit from the 

exchange because they increase their reflectivity, problem-solving skills, wellbeing, and 

knowledge through coaching (p. 281). Fletcher (2012) noted, because coaching supports 

experimentation of new practice for teachers and leaders, the coach should not be the line 

manager of the coachee (p. 25). Accordingly, Coyle (2018) noted coaching is most successful 

when treated as separate from “high-risk, inevitably judgmental” (p. 167) performance review 

conversations. I believe separating these conversations might support trust-building and risk-

taking among coachees. Further, Killion (2012) named two types of coaching: light coaching, 

which provides emotional support and encouragement, and heavy coaching, which is aimed at 

“improving practice and producing results” (p. 274). Thus, I believe each of these three 

progressively more direct forms of feedback should be taught and reinforced in emerging 

leaders. Similarly, Sorensen (2012) suggested, “Many mentors and coaches have limited 
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opportunities to consider and develop their roles” (p. 211). The ISABC TLP is poised to support 

this development. 

Thriving at Work 

I first review literature that introduces and contextualizes the concept of thriving at work. 

Next, I discuss the thriving at work model, including antecedents and outcomes, and individual 

strategies to promote thriving at work. Then, I present literature that explores thriving teams and 

organizations. Finally, I discuss leader impact on thriving. 

In the psychological literature, thriving has been considered a “dynamic process of 

adaptation to physical, psychological, or social adversity, leading to positive outcomes such as 

personal growth and enhanced functioning” (Kleine et al., 2019, p. 973). Thriving at work, a 

more specific area of positive organizational behaviour and management research, was first 

defined as “the psychological state in which individuals experience both a sense of vitality and a 

sense of learning at work” (Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 538). This definition is commonly accepted 

by scholars (Boyd, 2015, p. 795; Kleine et al., 2019, p. 973; Paterson et al., 2014, p. 434; Shahid 

et al., 2020, p. 78; Walumbwa et al., 2018, p. 249). Kleine et al. (2019) elaborated that vitality 

refers to one’s sense of energy and aliveness, whereas learning referred to one coming to great 

understanding and knowledge (p. 973). Thriving can be seen as flexible, given that one can be 

more thriving or less thriving at any point and from day to day; it is not a dichotomous state 

(Niessen et al., 2012, p. 482; Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 76). Further, Porath et al. (2012) 

rationalized the thriving at work construct by noting that thriving at work does not necessarily 

equate to the same level of thriving outside of work (p. 271). Boyd (2015) suggested thriving 

workers are “living in organizations rather than merely existing . . . engaging in ways that fulfill 

critical life goals, while helping an organization achieve theirs” (p. 795). Thriving at work is 
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based in positive psychology (Boyd, 2015, p. 795), yet has been differentiated from related 

constructs such as flourishing, resilience, subjective well-being, and flow because thriving 

demands that one experiences both learning and vitality simultaneously (Spreitzer et al., 2005, 

pp. 538–539). 

A thriving person demonstrates vitality through their contagious passion, energy, and 

excitement about work (Boyd, 2015, p. 796; Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 155). A thriving person 

who is learning is determined to continually grow and actively seeking out new knowledge and 

growth opportunities (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 155). Spreitzer et al. (2012) cautioned burnout is 

often caused by someone who is learning but lacking vitality and noted people feel stagnant if 

they have energy but are not given opportunities to learn and grow (p. 155). This suggests 

thriving may be more sustainable when one experiences similar levels of learning and vitality 

(Boyd, 2015, p. 796). To this effect, one’s state of thriving can act as an internal thermometer for 

individuals to gauge how to take action or change their context to support their development and 

functioning at work (Spreitzer et al., 2005, pp. 537–538; Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 155). 

Therefore, regularly self-reflecting to become aware of one’s learning and vitality states can be a 

helpful tool to self-regulate thriving (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 157). 

 Spreitzer et al. (2005) created what they called a “socially embedded model” (p. 539) of 

thriving based on notions that self-development and learning at work can only happen through 

interactions with others. Their model highlighted how certain work unit context features 

(i.e., decision-making discretion, information sharing regarding strategic vision and direction, 

and a climate of trust and respect) and resources produced through the work (e.g., knowledge, 

positive meaning) influenced an individual’s agentic work behaviours, which ultimately led to 

vitality, learning, and then thriving (Kleine et al., 2019, pp. 973–974; Prem et al., 2016, p. 110; 
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Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 538). The agentic work behaviours emphasized were task focus 

(i.e., satisfactorily meeting assigned responsibilities), exploration (i.e., innovation, discovery, 

risk taking, and experimentation), and heedful relating (i.e., understanding the interdependence 

of one’s job with others’ while being supportive to those relationships in order to meet the goals 

of the system; Spreitzer et al., 2005, pp. 541–544). The word agentic is overlooked by many 

scholars, but Keister (2014) emphasized its importance in understanding this model but it implies 

that an individual has to make the choice (exercise agency) to employ a behaviour that 

contributes to thriving (p. 302). 

Antecedents and/or Outcomes 

Opinions differ on whether the listed behaviours of the thriving model are antecedents, 

outcomes, or both, of individual thriving (Keister, 2014, p. 302). For example, studies have 

attempted to expand Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) initial model to identify additional antecedents to 

thriving at work. The antecedents studied have included political skill (Cullen et al., 2018) and 

collaboration (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 156). Another antecedent to thriving that paralleled 

findings from this inquiry is meaningfulness, which is believing that one’s job is “significant and 

fulfills and important purpose” (Guan & Frenkel, 2020, p. 938). Additionally, Walinga and Rowe 

(2013) posited systems thinking, open communication, and the implementation of problem-

solving strategies were leverage points that affect an individual’s likeliness to thrive amidst 

stress and achieve lasting organizational outcomes (p. 79). 

On the other hand, researchers have suggested positive outcomes to thriving at work 

include increased job performance, job satisfaction, job commitment, personal development, 

resilience, physical health, creativity, innovation, higher quality relationships with colleagues, 

and less burnout (Boyd, 2015, p. 796; Kleine et al., 2019; Paterson et al., 2014; Shahid et al., 
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2020, p. 78; Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 156). Further to this, Paterson et al. (2014) expanded 

Spreitzer et al.’s (2005) model to include psychological capital and supervisor support (p. 444). 

Kleine et al. (2019) also found that both psychological capital and supervisor support positively 

correlated with thriving (p. 990). In addition, they suggested simplifying the model to either 

individual or relational characteristics (Kleine et al., 2019, p. 975). Many of the individual and 

relational characteristics are important to consider in the context of this inquiry.  

Individual Strategies for Thriving at Work 

Spreitzer et al. (2012) suggested periods of intense learning such as those found when 

embarking on a new job or project, or working in a new country, are particularly prone to lower 

levels of vitality, affecting one’s ability to thrive (p. 157). Scholars warned decreasing stress 

does not automatically affect thriving (Kleine et al., 2019, p. 974; Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 539). 

Others have suggested “the capacity to thrive under stress hinges partially on the capacity to 

transform one’s perception of a stressor from debilitative to facilitative” (Walinga & Rowe, 

2013, p. 77). Spreitzer et al. (2012) suggested three strategies that individuals can employ that 

positively relate to thriving (pp. 157–158). First, even during times of heavy learning, people are 

more likely to thrive if they eat healthily, including drinking enough water; exercise regularly, 

including both strength and cardiovascular training; maintain a sleep routine; and take frequent 

breaks (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 157). Second, people are more likely to thrive when they tackle 

passion-projects, help others at work, or volunteer in the community, because intrinsic 

motivation and helping others both contribute to energy regulation (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 

157). Third, people are more likely to thrive at work when they find ways to grow a capability or 

learn a new skill, even if this learning takes place outside of the organization (Spreitzer et al., 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  35 

2012, p. 158). I believe that increasing leaders’ awareness of thriving could increase their 

thriving. 

Thriving Teams and Organizations  

Though Spreitzer et al. (2005) initially suggested mainly individual behaviours that could 

influence thriving (p. 539), they later clarified that organizations can also greatly influence 

employees’ ability to thrive in their work (Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 156). Other scholars have 

noted empirical research is limited on organizational strategies and practices that promote 

thriving (Guan & Frenkel, 2020, p. 936; Walumbwa et al., 2018, p. 259). 

Thriving can also occur amongst teams, organizations, and communities (Boyd, 2015, 

p. 795). Keister (2014) completed the first empirical study into what constituted a thriving team. 

She suggested a team’s state of thriving is different from team climate because collective 

thriving is a shared, socially embedded, emotional, and psychological state of a group, whereas 

team climate is an individual perception of environmental attributes (Keister, 2014, p. 305). 

Keister defined a thriving team as one that “exhibits change agility and behaviors of cooperation, 

exploration, and focus due to the generative, interdependent, and emotionally contagious context 

of a thriving team” (p. 305). Keister’s study found high thriving teams were able to evaluate their 

state of thriving and self-regulate it through attunement cues (i.e., the results of our work, the 

way we work, the feeling of working together, and the way we think; pp. 317–318). 

Similar to Keister (2014), Guan and Frenkel (2020) suggested organizations could 

influence thriving by supporting professional development initiatives aimed at increasing 

emotional intelligence and relational capacities in employees because this learning would likely 

result in both individual and team thriving (p. 947). On another hand, Spreitzer et al. (2012) 

suggested organizations could influence employees’ potential thriving by promoting diversity, 
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performance feedback, information sharing about the organization and its direction, and 

decision-making discretion (p. 158). 

Thriving organizations can be viewed through a living systems lens, in which the focus is 

on the organization as a relational entity, not an economic one (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007, 

p. 82). A group or organization is thought to thrive “when the collective is both learning and 

energized” (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 81). Spreitzer and Sutcliffe (2007) hypothesized a 

thriving organization’s performance would be more sustainable, adaptable, resilient, and healthy 

(pp. 81–82). In fact, thriving organizations is a current research theme at Royal Roads 

University. My research aligned with the university’s focus “on the spectrum of development in 

organizations, systems and sectors, and how these adapt, innovate and lead with a vision for the 

future” (Royal Roads University, n.d.-b, para. 5). Scholars agreed further research is needed to 

understand collective thriving in teams and organizations (Keister, 2014, p. 328; Kleine et al., 

2019, p. 992; Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 81). 

Leader Impact on Thriving 

Researchers have investigated how various types of leadership behaviour influence 

followers’ thriving, including authentic leadership (Mortier et al., 2016), servant leadership 

(Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017; Usman et al., 2020; Walumbwa et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2019; Xu & 

Wang, 2020), supervisor support (Zhai et al., 2017), and supervisor supportive climate (Paterson 

et al., 2014). Based on my critical review of these authors, I argue there is no common 

understanding of what type of leadership might best support thriving. However, there is 

agreement that leaders can greatly influence their followers’ ability to thrive (Jaiswal & Dhar, 

2017; Paterson et al., 2014; Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 282). For example, Spreitzer et al. (2012) 

claimed, “The subordinates of thriving leaders describe them as role models of how work can be 
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done, who seek opportunities to take initiative, and who enable others to act” (p. 156). 

Additionally, Paterson et al. (2014) found supervisors who supported the development and 

wellbeing of their followers contributed to a work context that a follower needed to thrive (p. 

444). Others have encouraged further research to evaluate how a leader’s personality and state of 

thriving can influence their followers’ ability to thrive (Shahid et al., 2020, p. 97). As previously 

mentioned, servant leader behaviour emerged through my data analysis. In the next section, I 

discuss servant leadership and conclude by reviewing literature that connects servant leadership 

and thriving. 

Servant Leadership and Thriving. The organizational outcomes that thriving at work 

scholars struggled to identify have also been elusive in the literature on servant leadership. 

However, there is a growing body of literature from the last 5 years that connects servant 

leadership to thriving (Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017; Usman et al., 2020; Walumbwa et al., 2018; Wang 

et al., 2019; Xu & Wang, 2020). Some scholars have suggested when individuals thrive, so do 

their teams and organizations (Spreitzer et al., 2012; Walumbwa et al., 2018, p. 250; Xu & 

Wang, 2020, p. 282). For instance, Walumbwa et al. (2018) posited servant leadership supports 

collective thriving because servant leaders focus on employees’ needs and development, which 

then related positively to collective attitude and overall team or organization performance 

(p. 257). Xu and Wang (2020) elaborated on this idea, suggesting collective thriving is facilitated 

by servant leaders because they “cultivate open, trustful, and respectful relationships among team 

members” (p. 283). Ultimately, Xu and Wang explained collective thriving happens when a safe 

political climate allows for close connections within a team to form (p. 283). 

Scholars have also offered practical suggestions for leadership development. First, given 

that servant leadership enabled collective thriving, organizations should train their leaders to be 
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servants by encouraging them to prioritize the needs and growth of others over themselves (Xu 

& Wang, 2020, p. 284). Second, organizations should encourage leaders to practise and develop 

servant leadership behaviours such as empathy, listening, and self-awareness because they will 

enable leaders to foster thriving (Usman et al., 2020, p. 15). Third, organizations should offer 

frequent opportunities for team-building activities (Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 284). Finally, leaders 

need to encourage self- and team-reflexivity because both will affect individuals’ and teams’ 

abilities to thrive (Wang et al., 2019, p. 512). 

Servant Leadership 

Servant leadership is a “follower-centric” (Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 39) positive 

leadership approach in which leaders prioritize their followers’ and organization’s growth, 

interest, and needs over their own (Greenleaf, 2008; Hoch et al., 2018, p. 507; Langhof & 

Güldenberg, 2020, p. 32; Liao et al., 2020, p. 6). Greenleaf (2008) devised his servant-leader 

concept in a 1970 essay entitled The Servant as Leader after gaining inspiration from Herman 

Hesse’s Journey to the East (as cited in Greenleaf, 2008, pp. 30–31). Greenleaf (2008) 

explained, 

The servant-leader is a servant first. It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to 

serve. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. 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. The best test is: do those served grow as persons; do they, while 

being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to 

become servants? And what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they 

benefit, or at least, not be further deprived? (pp. 5–6) 
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Fifty years after its conception, reverence for Greenleaf’s philosophy is evident by how 

frequently quoted it is. The quote above from Greenleaf’s philosophy was found in nearly every 

article cited for this literature review (Crippen, 2012, p. 12; Eva et al., 2019, p. 114; Hoch et al., 

2018, p. 507; Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 33; Spears, 2005, p. 29; van Dierendonck, 2011, 

p. 1230; Wheatley, 1999a, p. 3; Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 276). 

Notwithstanding the inherent respect for Greenleaf’s (2008) philosophy, scholars 

unanimously agreed servant leadership lacks a commonly accepted definition (Block, 2006, 

p. 55; Eva et al., 2019, p. 111; Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017, p. 2; Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 37; 

Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 145; van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1229), which has impeded its 

theoretical development (Eva et al., 2019, p. 111). Laub (2005) suggested a values-based 

definition of servant leadership: 

Servant leadership is an understanding and practice of leadership that places the good of 

those led over the self-interest of the leader. Servant leadership promotes the valuing and 

development of people, the building of community, the practice of authenticity, the 

providing of leadership for the good of those led, and the sharing of power and status for 

the common good of each individual, the total organization, and those served by the 

organization. (p. 160) 

However, Eva et al. (2019) proposed a new definition better suited for empirical research. 

They described servant leadership as “(1) other-oriented approach to leadership (2) manifested 

through one-on-one prioritizing of follower individual needs and interests, (3) and outward 

reorienting of their concern for self towards concern for others within the organization and the 

larger community” (Eva et al., 2019, p. 114). They further explained, “Servant leadership is 

about (1) someone or something other than the leader, (2) one-on-one interactions between 
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leaders and followers, and (3) an overarching concern towards the wellbeing of the wider 

organizational stakeholders and the larger community” (Eva et al., 2019, p. 114). The “motive-

mode-mindset” (Eva et al., 2019, p. 114) of servant leaders thus requires maturity and a strong 

sense of self. 

Scholars agreed empirical research on servant leadership has been limited (Eva et al., 

2019, p. 111; Hoch et al., 2018, p. 514; Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 34; Russell & Stone, 

2002, p. 145; van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1229). This has led some to suggest servant leadership 

is early in its theoretical development with potential for future research (Liden et al., 2014, 

p. 1449). On the contrary, others have suggested servant leadership has already moved beyond 

the initial conceptual development phases and the secondary model development measurement 

phase into an empirical research phase (Irving, 2011, p. 119), with a goal to understand the 

“antecedents, mediating mechanisms, and boundary conditions of servant leadership” (Eva et al., 

2019, p. 112). I believe the servant leadership literature will continue to evolve to include further 

critique of the cross-cultural contextual applicability, race, and gender. 

Critical Perspectives of Servant Leadership 

One recurring question in the literature is how servant leadership may be applied across 

different cultural contexts (Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 285). For example, Langhof and Güldenberg 

(2020) questioned notions that servant leadership is universally applicable because of its 

conception in the United States and roots in Judeo-Christianity (p. 52). They concluded, 

however, that servant leader behaviour would likely look different from culture to culture 

(Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 53). Eva et al. (2019) reported, “There is an assumption that it 

[servant leadership] is better suited to countries where the power distance between leaders and 

employees is low” (p. 125). Irving (2011) completed a thorough crosscultural review and found 
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(a) servant leadership is challenging and can be seen as weak in contexts with high-power 

distance relationships and (b) the words servant and service are entrenched in the language and 

history of slavery posing cultural-linguistic challenges in some contexts (p. 128). Irving (2011) 

wrote about language related to slavery in an African context. However, Marina and Fonteneau 

(2012) argued servant leadership is aligned with the values of building and strengthening 

community found “in African contexts and women leaders of African ascent” (p. 72). While 

culture likely plays a factor in how one embodies servant leadership, it is my belief that 

embodiment also varies from person to person within the same culture. This aligns with Liao et 

al.’s (2020) notion of “between-leader style difference” (p. 3). Regardless, there is agreement 

that further research into the cross-cultural applicability of servant leadership is required (Irving, 

2011, p. 129; Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 53; Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 284). 

The word servant has also proved problematic to other scholars. Eaton (2020) posited, “I 

consider servant leadership as romanticized [sic] approach that fails to consider the aspects of 

servitude such as the subjugation of those who serve because they have no other choice” (p. 15). 

Indeed, Eaton makes an excellent point. Not everyone has a choice to lead or serve. Eicher-Catt 

(2005) supported the notion of servant subjugation and added that servant and leader are 

paradoxical terms, which leads to further ambiguity (p. 17). 

Another critique of servant leadership is related to race. Several scholars have 

emphasized that Greenleaf was a white Christian American man (Eaton, 2020; Liu, 2019; 

McLellan, 2008). On the other hand, some scholars have argued the concept of servant 

leadership is not properly attributed because the term servant-leader was “historically 

proliferated throughout the African American church paradigm, with roots dating back to 

slavery, and further to Africa” (Marina & Fonteneau, 2012, p. 73). This is furthered evidenced by 
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Dr. Martin Luther King, who is quoted as saying, “Anyone can be great because anyone can be a 

servant” (Eaton, 2020, p. 19; Marina & Fonteneau, 2012, p. 71). This suggests that Greenleaf 

misattributed servant leadership and it is not Eurocentric in origin (Eaton, 2020, p. 19). 

The final critique of servant leadership I will discuss is related to gender. There are 

varying opinions in the literature. On the one hand, the self-proclaimed feminist-critic Eicher-

Catt (2005) suggested servant leadership “upholds androcentric patriarchal norms” (p. 17). 

Further, they suggested that servant leadership might support “leaders positioned higher on the 

organizational chain of command [to] enact ‘leadership’ roles while encouraging lower 

management staff to exhibit more "servant" characteristics” (Eicher-Catt, 2005, p. 19). Taking 

this a step further, one can assume Eicher-Catt was acknowledging that in many organizations, 

upper management roles are often filled by men, and the lower management roles by women, 

further supporting the notion of the patriarchal leadership norms. On another hand, Liu (2019) 

claimed servant leadership is not as successful when embodied by a non-white, yet otherwise cis-

male (p. 1099). Liu (2019) described resistance to the servant-leadership of an Asian servant-

leader in an otherwise white-male-dominated workplace. Yet, Liu’s study only took place over a 

1-month period, examining the experiences of one man. I believe further studies are needed 

before any conclusions can be made, especially when I consider Marina and Fonteneau’s (2012) 

numerous and encouraging examples of servant leadership embodied by African American 

female leaders. Similarly, Reynolds (2014) noted, “Servant-leadership has potential as a 

feminism-informed, care-oriented, and gender-integrative approach to organizational leadership” 

(p. 35). I agree with Reynolds (2014) that further exploration of servant leadership from a 

feminist and gender-based perspective is overdue.  
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Despite the aforementioned critiques, Eaton (2020) reported servant leadership is deeply 

entrenched in education and leadership (p. 18). This echoes my experience, as serving others and 

meeting the needs of followers and students are ubiquitous with teaching and leading. 

Nevertheless, it leads me to question whether the characteristics of servant leadership would be 

criticized in the same way as servant leadership it they were listed under a different moniker. 

Reynolds (2011) posited servant leadership could be seen as gender-integrative and could 

support “the equal valuation of complementary dualities and qualities, activities, and behaviors 

typically associated with femininity or masculinity (p. 166). Further, Reynolds (2014) reported 

that servant-leadership could support a paradigm shift towards “a more holistic, value-driven, 

follower-oriented and participative models [of leadership]” (p. 57). In sum, I believe further 

research is required to better understand servant leadership through intersectional lenses 

including cross-cultural applicability, race, and gender.  

Attributes of Servant Leaders 

In addition to defining servant leadership, many have subsequently attempted to define 

the characteristics of servant leaders (Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 145; Spears, 2005, p. 32; van 

Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1229). For example, Spears (2005) reviewed Greenleaf’s (2008) writing 

and compiled 10 characteristics of servant leaders: (a) listening, (b) empathy, (c) healing, 

(d) awareness, (e) commitment to the growth of people, (f) stewardship, (g) persuasion, 

(h) conceptualization, (i) foresight, and (j) building community (pp. 33–36). However, van 

Dierendonck (2011) argued Spears (2005) did not operationalize these characteristics or 

differentiate between outcomes and elements, which hindered them from being useful for 

empirical research (p. 1232). Thus, van Dierendonck (2011) proposed his own six behaviours of 

servant leaders to include (a) the empowerment and development of people, (b) humility, 
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(c) authenticity, (d) interpersonal acceptance, (e) providing direction, and (f) stewardship 

(p. 1232). I believe there are many similarities between van Dierendonck’s (2011) list and 

Spears’s (2005) characteristics. I appreciate van Dierendonck’s (2011) additions of authenticity 

and interpersonal acceptance; thus, I chose to consider both Spears’s (2005) and van 

Dierendonck’s (2011) characteristics in this inquiry. I also acknowledge these traits may be 

outdated, given the aforementioned critiques of servant leadership theory. 

Authentic Leadership. Even authentic leadership scholars noted all positive leadership 

approaches (including servant and transformational leaderships) are rooted in authentic 

leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 316). This connection means that authentic leadership is 

frequently compared with servant leadership in the literature (Eva et al., 2019, p. 113; Hoch et 

al., 2018, p. 505; van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1235). Avolio and Gardner (2005) explained, 

“Through increased self-awareness, self-regulation, and positive modeling, authentic leaders 

foster the development of authenticity in followers” (p. 317). Some scholars have gone so far as 

to suggest authentic leadership is an antecedent to servant leadership (Hoch et al., 2018, p. 505) 

and thus could be embedded within the theory (van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1236). Sendjaya 

(2016, as cited in Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020) suggested an authentic leader’s ethics may be 

subjective, whereas servant leadership is seen to be more objective (p. 39). Therefore, scholars 

stated servant leadership “showed more promise as a standalone leadership approach that is 

capable of helping leadership researchers better explain a wide range of outcomes” (Hoch et al., 

2018, p. 502), especially when compared with authentic and ethical leadership. 

While many of the academic comparisons I found between authentic and servant 

leadership pitted one against the other, Kiersch and Peters (2017) suggested authentic and 

servant leadership should be integrated and seen as “complementary” (p. 152) frameworks to 
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benefit leadership development. They agreed with those who have suggested the concepts of 

authentic and servant leadership overlap (Kiersch & Peters, 2017, p. 150). Further, they 

explained, “Both theories follow the path of developing leadership ‘inward and outward’ by 

combining competencies that are internally focused [who one is and what one values] with 

competencies that are externally focused [relationships with others and behaviours that impact 

others]” (Kiersch & Peters, 2017, p. 150). Others too have spoken about “learning from the 

inside out” (Short, 1998, p. 27) as a model for personal development. Russell and Stone (2002) 

stated becoming servant leaders means engaging in internal self-change and external behavioural 

change (p. 154). This inward and outward connecting framework of authentic and servant 

leaderships guided the inquiry. 

Multilevel Outcomes of Servant Leadership. Servant leadership has been found to have 

positive outcomes at individual, group, and organizational levels (Jaiswal & Dhar, 2017, p. 2; 

Langhof & Güldenberg, 2020, p. 55; van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1243). However, some have 

noted empirical studies have primarily focused on “individual leaders affecting individual 

followers” (Giambatista et al., 2020, p. 2). To this effect, Eva et al. (2019) reviewed 100 studies 

on servant leadership and found the majority (80 studies) focused on individual outcomes, 

specifically how leaders influence outcomes of followers and the mechanisms used to explain 

them (p. 119). Additionally, 18 studies focused on group outcomes, and only two studies on 

organizational outcomes (Eva et al., 2019, p. 119). Next, I discuss servant leader outcomes at the 

personal, interpersonal, and organizational levels. 

Situating Servant Leaders 

There is evidence of servant leadership benefiting followers, teams, and organizations, 

but little research on how it might affect the leaders themselves (Liao et al., 2020, p. 1186). This 
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might seem unimportant, due to the other-focused nature of servant leadership, but there is a 

significant consideration here for leadership development. Liao et al. (2020) proposed a dynamic 

approach to servant leadership in which it is seen as a set of behaviours that leaders can engage 

with rather than a “between-leader style difference” (p. 1187), because leaders engage in 

different types of tasks throughout any given day. Liao et al. (2020) further explained, 

“Experience in perspective taking is therefore a key individual difference that determines 

whether enacting servant leadership behavior is beneficial or detrimental for leaders” (p. 1185).  

Finally, they suggested emerging leaders might find servant leadership more emotionally 

depleting than those with more experience because of the perspective taking and self-regulatory 

resources required (Liao et al., 2020, p. 1188).  

Servant Leaders and Individual Followers. The primary focus of research on servant 

leader outcomes have been relational, regarding how servant leaders influence their followers. 

The belief in the value of each follower and the benefit of supporting others through caring one-

to-one relationships is at the heart of Greenleaf’s (2008) original philosophy. Greenleaf believed 

these followers would “grow taller . . . healthier, stronger, more autonomous, and more disposed 

to serve” (p. 36), which in turn would benefit teams and society. Greenleaf’s philosophy has 

been supported by recent research findings that servant leadership generates positive outcomes 

among followers including trust, high quality relationships, collaboration, helping behaviour, 

proactivity, and organizational commitment (Eva et al., 2019, pp. 118–121). This has led some to 

suggest servant leadership should be incorporated into leadership development programs 

(Kiersch & Peters, 2017, p. 163; Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 284). 

Servant leadership has also been found to have positive effects in the K–12 school 

context. For example, servant leadership behaviours of principals were found to have a positive 
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and significant impact on teachers’ job satisfaction (Cerit, 2009, p. 613; von Fischer & De Jong, 

2017, p. 76). Thus, some scholars have suggested servant leadership needs to be incorporated 

into all educational leadership courses because serving is at the heart of education (Crippen, 

2012, p. 16; Crippen & Willows, 2019, p. 177). In addition, many researchers suggested school 

leaders’ ongoing professional development should include training on servant leadership (Cerit, 

2009, p. 617; von Fischer & De Jong, 2017, p. 79; Zhang et al., 2012, p. 379). Furthermore, von 

Fischer and De Jong (2017) argued that demonstrated ability of servant leader behaviour should 

be required during the hiring process for all school leaders (p. 79). 

Servant Leaders, Teams, and Organizations. Not only do servant leaders provide one-

to-one emotional support and enhance team spirit but they also create community (Xu & Wang, 

2020, p. 275) and enhance team effectiveness (Eva et al., 2019, p. 121; van Dierendonck, 2011, 

p. 1249). Proponents of servant leadership posited organizational goals are achieved through 

facilitating the wellbeing and development of followers (Hoch et al., 2018, p. 507; Langhof & 

Güldenberg, 2020, p. 33). Researchers have also suggested servant leadership affects 

organizational outcomes because it enhances organizational learning (Choudhary et al., 2013, 

p. 439). To this effect, Russell and Stone (2002) suggested servant leadership inspires personal 

and organizational “metamorphoses” (p. 154) at organizational and societal levels. Finally, 

Spears (2005) wrote servant leadership has the potential to create positive change in society, but 

cautioned it should not be considered a “quick-fix” (p. 32), nor can it be implemented overnight 

because it is a “long-term, transformational approach to life and work” (p. 32). There is clearly 

room for further research into the organization-level outcomes of servant leadership. 

Community and Belonging. Xu and Wang (2020) suggested servant leadership creates 

strong community connections, which supports collective thriving (p. 275). Similarly, Shpancer 
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(as cited in Agrawal, 2018) reported, “Human beings, fundamentally, are distinctly, spectacularly 

social. Lonely and isolated, we cannot survive, let alone thrive” (p. 14). I strongly agree 

collective thriving cannot occur without individual followers feeling connected and that they 

belong in the community. There are several notions of how to foster strong community. Coyle 

(2018) reported belonging is fostered through frequent belonging cues, including “proximity, eye 

contact, energy, turn taking, attention, body language” (pp. 10–11), which trigger psychological 

safety and connection within a group. Some researchers have argued belonging is among the 

most basic of human needs; “social connection that supports interdependence [comes] before 

even food, water, and shelter” (Lieberman, 2013, as cited in Birdsong, 2020, p. 45). I agree with 

the notion that belonging is a basic human need, which further highlights the importance of 

community in relation to thriving. 

Coyle (2018) argued, “A sense of belonging is easy to destroy and hard to build” (p. 12). 

On the contrary, powell (as cited by Birdsong, 2020) suggested the notion of building connection 

is inaccurate “because we are fundamentally connected” (p. 227). This notion of inherent 

interdependence between individuals is supported by others, including Block (2018, p. 4) and 

Wheatley (1999b, p. 6; Wheatley, 2009). For example, Wheatley (2009) stated, “We’re all in this 

together . . . makes visible what, until lately, has been invisible: community, the web of our 

interconnections” (p. 1). Finally, I love Birdsong’s (2020) reflection “that means our work is to 

become more aware of what’s already there and peel back the delusion of separateness to reveal 

our interdependence” (p. 227). I believe this means the real work for leaders is to illuminate for 

followers the interconnected and interdependent nature of teams and organizations. 

Block (2018) and Wheatley (1999b) also wrote about the need to connect small groups of 

people from a larger system to promote transformation. For example, Block (2018) wrote small 
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groups of three to 12 allow intimacy and are “the bridge between our own individual existence 

and the larger community” (p. 99). Similarly, Wheatley (1999b) wrote, “The solution is always 

to bring the system together so that it can learn more about itself from itself” (p. 6). The ISABC 

TLP can be seen as a small group poised to promote transformation of the larger system. Block 

(2018) concluded, “The key to creating or transforming community, then, is to see the power of 

the small but important elements of being with others . . . [and] needs to be embodied in every 

invitation we make, each relationship we encounter, and each meeting we attend” (p. 10). This 

call to serve our communities was at the heart of this project. 

Conclusion 

The notion that individual interactions have the power to spur change within an 

organization is written about extensively in the broader organizational change literature (Block, 

2018; Senge, 2006, p. 131). Perhaps Short (1998) explained this best when he stated, 

Your organization is made up of your relationships and the very specific interactions you 

have with specific individuals, over specific issues. You and those with whom you 

interact define what your organization is – and the limits of what you can do and become. 

. . . Any effort to change your organization has to begin with you and your specific 

interactions with specific individuals. (p. 17) 

Given my thorough review of the emerging and middle leader development, thriving at 

work and servant leadership literatures, I conclude servant leadership behaviour among middle 

leaders can support the thriving of individuals and teams, which will ultimately foster 

community and collective thriving amongst followers and the broader organization. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

In this chapter, I provide my rationale for the methodology and data collection methods 

employed in this action-oriented research. Next, I present the criteria used to determine 

participants for this project and report on how the study was conducted. Then I explain the data 

analysis and validity process and the project’s ethical implications. I conclude by describing the 

outputs of the project and contributions to the organization and broader field of study. 

Methodology 

The roots of this research are constructivist, a common paradigm in qualitative research 

(Hesse-Biber, 2017; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Through a constructivist lens, reality is 

subjective because narrative and meaning are coconstructed or communally produced through 

social interaction (Barrett, 2015; Hesse-Biber et al., 2015, p. 3). Creswell (2013) noted 

constructivist researchers “look for the complexity of views” (p. 24), which aligned with my aim 

to understand the many narratives and realities of middle leadership across the ISABC schools. 

Furthermore, Barrett (2015) asserted, “From a social constructionist view, changing a system is a 

matter of changing a conversation” (“Implications for the Field,” para. 1). The constructive 

notion of conversation as action underpinned this inquiry. 

Methodology links the researcher’s philosophical paradigm with a strategy for the design 

and enactment of the research (Hesse-Biber, 2017, p. 8). I explain in the “Data Collection 

Methods” section how a multimethod approach utilizing a survey and sequential focus groups 

was a fit for the ISABC and this inquiry’s methodology.  

First, I explain my rationale in identifying practical action research (Kemmis, 2009; 

Leitch & Day, 2000) as the methodological approach for this inquiry. The origins of action 

research come from Kurt Lewin’s (as cited in Efron & Ravid, 2020) notion of a cyclical 
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methodology for “democratic social change” (p. 6). Action research engages participants at one 

or more stages of the research process because, as Lewin (as cited in Efron & Ravid, 2020) 

noted, people are more motivated at work when they are involved in decision making for their 

organization (Hersted et al., 2019, p. 5). In addition, the relationship between participants and the 

researcher in action research are “non-exploitive and enhance the social and emotional lives of 

all people who participate” (Stringer, 2007, p. 27). These characteristics of action research 

aligned with my goal to “solve a problem in practice” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. xii) in that 

they strengthen the TLP curriculum and “make something happen in the research itself” (p. xii) 

as they also strengthen relationships and understanding amongst middle leaders from across the 

ISABC. 

This inquiry employed a practical action research methodology because it is focused on 

“organizational change . . . on behalf of a particular subgroup” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 55). 

In addition, reciprocal researcher–participant relationships, the importance of both process and 

end-product, and self-reflexivity are three characteristics of practical action research that are 

inherent in this research design (Eilks, 2007; Kemmis, 2009; Leitch & Day, 2000). 

Practical action research typologies originated with Grundy (1982, 1988, as cited in 

Eilks, 2007, p. 2) who extended Habermas’s (1972, 1974, as cited in Eilks, 2007, p. 2) notions of 

speech acts (see also Kemmis, 2009, p. 469; Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 183). In practical action 

research, the researchers and participants have equal, yet different, roles in the “co-design of 

innovation” (Eilks, 2007, p. 2). I collaborated with focus group participants and my organization 

partner to develop recommendations for leadership development that can support the TLP and 

leader development across the system. Each person’s voice had equal importance in the 

conversation and design of future recommendations for action. Participants supported the process 
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by bringing their experience and perspectives, and I offered my knowledge of research methods 

and relevant leadership research. Kemmis (2009) called this researcher–participant relationship 

practical action research “transitive” (p. 470) and “reciprocal” (p. 470). 

Leitch and Day (2000) suggested practical action research models are “as concerned with 

process as the end product of inquiry” (p. 183). This was true of this thesis project because I 

believe that the reflexive questions and generative discourse throughout the inquiry were as 

valuable to the organization as the final recommendations that emerged. 

My aim in choosing practical action research was “to improve the quality of the action 

within a situation” (Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 184), which also aligned with this inquiry. Productive 

action is already happening in the ISABC, yet I sought to understand how organizational 

leadership development could be further enhanced and engaged with stakeholders to envision 

ways forward. 

Lewin’s (1997, as cited in Coghlan, 2019) action research cycle includes three steps: 

planning, action, and fact-finding (p. 8). Each cycle of planning, acting, and fact-finding leads to 

the beginning of another cycle, represented like a spiral, in which each subsequent action is 

informed by evaluating the prior cycles (Coghlan, 2019, p. 9). In Elliott’s (1991, as cited in 

Leitch & Day, 2000) revision of Lewin’s work, he presented the steps “observe-reflect-plan-act-

evaluate” (p. 184) in an action research cycle that emphasized reconnaissance over fact-finding. 

Elliott (1991, as cited in Leitch & Day, 2000) explained reconnaissance as evidence-gathering 

through analysis and reflection and demonstrates “the value to learning and change of more 

introspective, self-reflexive kinds of analysis” (p. 184). This notion of reconnaissance through 

observation and reflexivity greatly influenced the questions I asked in the data collection 

methods. 
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I complemented the practical action research methodology by using an appreciative 

stance in my data collection methods inspired by appreciative inquiry. Lewis, Passmore and 

Cantore (2016) asserted that appreciative inquiry “stands in contrast to the belief in the power of 

criticism to produce change” and instead believes in the value of appreciation to produce change 

(p. 26).  Stavros and Torres (2018) stated depreciative conversations can smother engagement, 

creativity, and productivity, while appreciative conversations enhance relationships, expand 

networks, increase knowledge and move groups towards their greatest potential (pp. 45–46). In 

other words, appreciative inquiry is based on a foundation that emphasizes positive emotions and 

generative questions because of the belief that “…organizations move in the direction of what 

they study” (Ludema, Cooperrider & Barrett, 2001, p. 192). The appreciative stance benefited 

this inquiry by (a) generating positivity and innovation, (b) valuing all stakeholders, and 

(c) building on successes toward greater system potential (Boyd & Bright, 2007; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). Furthermore, appreciative inquiry lends itself well to an action-oriented research 

approach because both can be seen as constructivist, cyclical, practical, situational, and 

participatory in nature (Efron & Ravid, 2020, p. 7). While traditional action researchers work to 

find a solution to a problem, appreciative inquiry researchers work to see what innovation and 

ideas emerge when conversations are opportunity centric (Boyd & Bright, 2007; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). To be clear, I used an appreciative stance in the framing of questions for this 

inquiry that employed a practical action research methodology. 

Data Collection Methods 

I elected to use a qualitatively driven sequential multimethod design in this research (see 

Figure 1; Hesse-Biber et al., 2015). The three data collection methods used were a survey 

followed by two focus groups. The focus groups had an action focus and included a third 
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method, photo elicitation, as an introductory activity. A qualitatively driven approach to multiple 

methods appealed to my interest in examining the subjectivity of middle leadership while also 

being able to examine differences in perspectives between the stakeholder groups and/or schools 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 44). The literature review unearthed studies that used surveys to 

identify volunteers for subsequent methods and inspired this design (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016; 

Thorpe & Bennett-Powell, 2014). In addition, this design of methods allowed me to “cast a wider 

net” (Hesse-Biber, Rodriguez & Frost, 2015, p. 7) for participants and enabled me to identify 

suitable and eager participants for the focus groups (i.e., purposive sampling) who might have 

been hard to locate in another fashion. 

Figure 2  

Qualitatively Driven Multiple-Methods Research Design 

 

 

 

 

Note. Adapted for this inquiry from “A Qualitatively Driven Approach to Multimethod and 

Mixed Methods Research” by S. Hesse-Biber, D. Rodriguez and N. A. Frost, 2015, The Oxford 

Handbook of Multimethod and Mixed Methods Research Inquiry, p. 10. 

Online Survey 

Through conversation with my partnering organization, the survey emerged as the first 

data collection method (E. Moore, personal communication3, June 22, 2020). The online survey 

was designed and hosted on the platform SurveyMonkey (n.d.). This method was the only 

method not altered due to the COVID-19 pandemic. It allowed me to reach a large group of 

                                                 

3 Personal communication is included with permission. 

This figure has been removed due to copyright restrictions. 

 

The adapted figure depicted the qualitatively driven multiple-methods research design 

described above. 
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people while offering respondents time flexibility and the choice of anonymity. Moreover, the 

survey helped me to elicit subjective data that could be hard to garner through other methods 

(Glasgow, 2005, p. 1-1; Phillips et al., 2013). I acted upon Dillman et al.’s (2014) advice that 

researchers understand the importance of having a positive tone and aesthetic on the welcome 

slide of the survey, as ambivalent participants will either commit to completing the survey or 

decide against it after opening the instrument (p. 315).  

I took note of the literature surrounding survey design. For example, Phillips et al. (2013) 

cautioned surveys are most effective when the researcher is clear about what information they 

are seeking. One limitation of a survey is the inability to clarify responses leaving the researcher 

to accept the data as they come (Phillips et al., 2013). Hillerns (2018) warned survey questions 

should be peer reviewed, tested and examined to avoid both leading and double-barreled 

questions. The participant should be very clear about what information the question is asking of 

them. If a survey question is unclear to the participant, they will either not respond or respond 

based on limited understanding (Phillips et al., 2013). This could potentially weaken the 

trustworthiness of the data. 

I included a combination of closed- and open-ended questions (Appendix B) in the 

survey. Driscoll et al.’s (2007) research supported this decision, as they reported embedding 

qualitative responses into a survey can help the researcher explain contradictory or complex 

responses (p. 24). Although open-ended questions can be considered more difficult to analyze, 

their inclusion allowed respondents to explore ideas of middle leadership that might not 

otherwise come to light (Glasgow, 2005, p. 2–7). 
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Virtual Focus Group 

I hosted two synchronous, recorded virtual focus groups carried out in the social space of 

the Google Meet conferencing platform. Virtual focus groups fit with the constructivist 

epistemology of this project because the data were literally constructed socially. Saldaña and 

Omasta (2017) suggested focus groups can range in size from two to 12 participants and can 

generate more holistic data on the topic in question than in a semistructured interview with one 

person (p. 94). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) described ideal participants in focus groups as 

strangers (p. 114). Though my participants were not all complete strangers, I took this advice and 

ensured there was only one participant per ISABC school in each focus group. Saldaña and 

Omasta (2017) warned researchers must consider power and group dynamics prior to creating 

focus groups and pay attention to the interactions of participants throughout to mitigate these 

risks (p. 94). I helped to mitigate these risks by moderating for the focus groups, asking 

questions, clarifying responses, and ensuring each participant was given time and space to speak 

freely. I also took note of challenges discussed in the literature when planning for the virtual 

focus groups. For example, Greenbaum (2008, as cited in Tuttas, 2015) noted moderating or 

attempting to capture nonverbal reactions and group dynamics can be challenging in a virtual 

focus group on the Google Meet platform (p. 122). Thus, I was explicit in my attempt to capture 

the nonverbal data during the virtual focus groups and share it in my findings. In addition, Tuttas 

(2015) had a 50% attrition of confirmed participants within the 24 hours preceding the focus 

group and warned online participants may not be as committed when compared with in-person 

groups (p. 129). Fortunately, I did not have the attrition that Tuttas (2015) experienced. I had one 

participant withdraw after confirming their attendance. Finally, a virtual moderator should also 

facilitate the virtual platform by troubleshooting technology challenges, monitoring the chat box, 
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and reminding participants to mute their mics when they are not speaking (Tuttas, 2015). On the 

other hand, one advantage of a virtual focus group is the inclusion of participants who might 

otherwise be precluded by geography or time (Tuttas, 2015, p. 122). 

Focus Group 1 (Appendix C) was designed to engage with stakeholders surrounding 

themes from the survey results and to align ideas of what or who could contribute to thriving for 

middle leaders. Focus Group 2 (Appendix D) was designed to engage stakeholders to plan next 

steps and form recommendations based on the themes from the survey and Focus Group 1. 

Photo Elicitation 

Photo elicitation (Harper, 2002) was embedded as an arts-based introductory activity 

during the focus groups. These images were not created by participants, as in the PhotoVoice 

method; rather, the photos were researcher generated (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 174). 

Participants chose an image in response to a prompt about their experience as a middle leader 

throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the images acted as elicitation devices for verbal 

data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 170). I chose photo elicitation because I wanted to understand 

leaders’ experiences on a visceral level. Bailey and Van Harken (2014, as cited in Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015) supported this idea when they argued people “make meaning in new and even 

deeper ways when asked to express something through symbol, photography . . . metaphor . . . or 

other forms of creative expression” (p. 65). Similarly, Harper (2002) suggested photo elicitation 

evokes different information from a deeper realm of human consciousness than words alone (pp. 

13, 23). Harper (2003, as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) noted, in photo elicitation research, 

“the image loses its claim to objectivity . . . the power of the photo lies in its ability to unlock the 

subjectivity of those who see the image differently from the researcher” (p. 171).  
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None of my research into photo elicitation reflected the forced virtual nature of the focus 

groups in my study, due to the pandemic. It was one area of the data collection that felt like a 

leap of faith. I attempted to replicate the experience of in-person photo elicitation virtually, by 

scanning the images into a slide deck. I placed one image on each slide, so that participants 

would scroll through them one by one, like they would whilst walking around a table where 

cards were displayed for choosing. One way that virtual photo elicitation differed from in-

person, was the possibility of more than one participant choosing the same image for each 

prompt. In person, participants would be invited to take the card off the table, eliminating the 

chance of more than one person selecting the same image. This ended up being fruitful, however, 

because when participants chose the same image, the dialogue became even deeper and more 

nuanced about each person’s interpretation. The only thing I could not do virtually, was make the 

order of images random for each participant, like in an in-person session where everyone starts 

looking from a different place around a table. I randomly pulled images from the larger deck, and 

shuffled the physical cards before scanning them, to eliminate any bias of the images and their 

presentation order. Photo elicitation allowed the focus groups to delve into metaphoric and 

meaningful dialogue from the beginning of the conversation and enabled rich data collection. 

Project Participants 

The inclusion criterion for participation in this study was a leadership role at an ISABC 

school (i.e., academic heads, deputy heads, principals, vice principals, and middle leaders). Thus, 

the survey employed purposive sampling because I aimed to understand a demographic of 

interest (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017, p. 178), middle leadership within the ISABC. Potential 

participants numbered in the hundreds, so I created boundaries on participant numbers and time 

via survey completion window to limit the project’s scope of inquiry (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017, 
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p. 97). Although my organizational partner could not participate in the study, she was integral in 

helping me to identify and contact relevant stakeholder groups. Email addresses for these groups 

were also accessed with support from my organizational partner. I emailed the research invitation 

letter to all 26 ISABC schools and potential participants with the goal of having representation 

from each school in the system (Appendix E). In total, 104 responses were chosen as the 

maximum for the survey based on the aim of receiving four responses from each of the 26 

ISABC member schools. 

Focus group selection was purposive and multicased, based on the participants being 

current middle leaders from a variety of schools across the system with an ability to give insight 

into the characteristics of a thriving middle leadership. The maximum participant number for 

each of the two focus groups was 10 and the minimum number required was four participants per 

focus group. I sought to represent as many ISABC schools as possible within each group to 

analyze whether findings held true across the system or only at particular sites (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2017, p. 96). The first inclusion criterion for focus group participation was a minimum 

of 1 year’s experience in middle leadership because brand new leaders may not yet know what 

they do not know (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016). The second inclusion criterion was that no more 

than two people from the same school would be able to participate in each focus group 

(Appendix F). I chose to work with two different focus groups to avoid power-over relationships. 

I was able to assign participants to focus groups in which there were no power-over dynamics. 

My inquiry team initially included three neutral teacher colleagues and three Master of 

Arts in Leadership cohort peers. Two of these people became less involved after the data 

collection began, due to unforeseen personal circumstances. I was able to ask for advice and 

support throughout the journey, as none of these people had power-over relationships with me or 
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potential conflicts of interest. I chose the three colleagues because they each have experience as a 

middle leader in the ISABC and were not project participants. The three peers were chosen 

because of their intimate understanding of the academic framework this inquiry followed. None 

of the aforementioned people were involved in collecting or analyzing raw data. All inquiry team 

members signed an agreement prior to taking part in the research (Appendix G). 

This team supported me in building momentum for change in three ways. First, members 

of my inquiry team piloted my methods and helped me to ensure the data I collected were 

relevant and produced “useful and actionable knowledge” (Barge, 2015, “Consulting as 

Collaborative,” para. 3) to support productive change within the ISABC. Through piloting my 

survey, they helped me with the time estimation, the question clarity, and alignment between the 

data collected and my inquiry questions. Second, the inquiry team supported me in secondary 

data analysis after the survey and Focus Group 1 to ensure that I included themes from each 

stage of the process as I moved forward. They also reviewed the draft recommendations created 

at the end of Focus Group 2 and offered insight into themes that might have been lost in the 

drafting process. Finally, the three teachers on the inquiry team were able to take the ideas and 

knowledge that was cocreated through our conversations with them into their own leadership 

contexts, potentially creating small ripples within their individual ISABC schools. 

My organizational partner is the ISABC’s Executive Director, Dr. Elizabeth Moore. Dr. 

Moore is a key stakeholder within the ISABC, able to implement the recommendations as a 

result of the project. An academic herself, she was in support of the academic process and rigour 

required for the thesis. Finally, this was a process of coinquiry, as Dr. Moore was consulted at 

each stage of the inquiry, including in the secondary data analysis, recommendation, and 

implementation stages of the project. 
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Study Conduct 

Once the Royal Roads University ethics review was approved, I emailed the invitation 

letter (Appendix D) to all designated stakeholders using anonymized mailing lists provided by 

my partner. The organizational partner did not require a separate ISABC ethics review 

(E. Moore, personal communication, June 22, 2020).4 My organizational partner sent out a brief 

email introducing me and the project to the broader ISABC community. I chose to attach the 

research information letter (Appendix F) to the invitation email, along with a link to the survey, 

to allow interested people to proceed right away. The invitation and information letter invited 

potential participants to contact me directly with questions. Consent for the survey was received 

through completing the survey, as outlined in the survey preamble (Appendix H). One week after 

the invitation was sent, I resent the research information letter and survey link (Appendices E 

and F).  

The COVID-19 pandemic meant that all data collection took place virtually. Thus, I used 

the platform SurveyMonkey for the online survey. Although SurveyMonkey is not free, I chose it 

because of its many customizable question options and analysis tools than the other programs I 

considered. SurveyMonkey responses were anonymous and allowed me to restrict access to the 

raw data so that I was the only one to receive it following the session. My inquiry team and 

several colleagues who were ineligible to participate in the actual research pilot tested the survey 

(Appendix B). I asked for feedback on survey completion time, and on the clarity and 

sequencing of the questions and adjusted the instrument based on their feedback. 

                                                 

4 Personal communication is included with permission. 
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I kept the survey open for 2 weeks after the invitation letter was sent because I never 

reached the maximum number of 104 responses. At the end of the 2-week window, 52 people 

had responded. Both the final survey message and the information letter invited participants to 

contact me if they were interested in participating in the focus groups. In total, 29 people 

expressed an interest to participate in a focus group.  

I sent a Doodle poll to the 29 potential focus group participants. The Doodle poll 

protected privacy, allowing me and no one else, to view the participant’s name and availability. I 

had 21 responses to my scheduling Doodle poll. I offered 10 meeting times over 2 weeks for the 

focus groups. Of these, I was able to invite 13 participants from 11 different ISABC schools to 

participate during two meetings and selected my focus group dates and times accordingly. After 

confirming participants for the focus groups, I emailed the information letter and informed 

consent forms (Appendices F and H) prior to the sessions so that participants could read the 

documents at their convenience. In addition, I sent participants a Google Calendar invite and 

Google Meet link to ensure that the date, time, and virtual location was not lost in transit. Due to 

COVID-19 restrictions, all data collection needed to take place online, so I used the Google Meet 

platform for the virtual focus groups. I selected Google Meet because it is free and required 

limited technical competency for participants. Google Meet allowed for participants to see the 

real-time video and audio of all participants. Finally, it allowed me to record the session while 

restricting access to the recording so that I was the only one who received it following the 

session. 

In preparation for the focus groups, I began to analyze the survey data and created a 

summary of responses to send to participants (Appendix J). First, I sent the drafted summary to 

my inquiry team for feedback. My inquiry team provided invaluable advice during this stage of 
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the process as I worked to present my data in a simple and concise format. Next, I had a meeting 

with my organizational partner to share the initial survey summary with her for comments, 

questions, and feedback in advance of the focus groups. Finally, I sent the survey summary to all 

focus group participants in advance of our meetings. 

In preparation for the photo elicitation activity, I randomly selected 30 cards from the 

Visual Explorer Facilitator Deck, designed for leadership reflection (Center for Creative 

Leadership, 2014). The images were taken around the world and depicted nature, urban, 

mechanical, and human scenes (Center for Creative Leadership, 2014). I scanned the randomly 

selected cards and placed them into a shareable Google Slides deck to be shared via hyperlink in 

the Google Meet chat box. I set the sharing permissions to not allow the decks to be copied or 

downloaded and the sharing link to expire at midnight after each focus group to ensure that 

copyright was not infringed. Though I have facilitated with these cards in person for various 

events, I had never conducted formal research with them or used them virtually. Therefore, I felt 

strongly about gathering feedback in advance of the focus group. 

I received every participant’s signed consent form before both focus groups began. I 

signed on to the Google Meet fifteen minutes before the start time to ensure that I was prepared, 

and the technology was working. 

The action goals for Focus Group 1 were to (a) deepen understandings of the survey 

results, (b) discuss and prioritize emergent themes, and (c) brainstorm leadership development 

ideas based on the survey data. As a result, the focus group questions (Appendices C and D) 

were not finalized until the initial analysis of survey data was completed. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2015) suggested in action research “data collection and analysis should be a simultaneous 

process” (p. 195). This very much reflects my own experience during the inquiry. During and 
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immediately following Focus Group 1, I made initial responses and comments in my research 

journal. I began to transcribe the recording that evening, as the Doodle poll schedule preferences 

meant there were only 2 days between Focus Group 1 and Focus Group 2. 

The experience of immediately transcribing and initially analyzing Focus Group 1 was 

intense. I created a draft summary from Focus Group 1 to present for Focus Group 2, and 

included participant recommendations and ideas as well as direct anonymized quotes to support 

them. The themes and anonymized transcript from Focus Group 1 were also shared with the 

teacher portion of my inquiry team for secondary data analysis. The results from the secondary 

data analysis conversation and themes from both the survey and Focus Group 1 set the stage for 

Focus Group 2 discussions.  

The action goal for Focus Group 2 was to expand upon the themes from Focus Group 1 

that would again be further expanded through secondary data analysis into formal 

recommendations. The draft recommendations from Focus Group 2 were shared with my inquiry 

team for further discussion. After Focus Group 2 and data analysis, I asked my partner to 

participate in a secondary data analysis conversation. We reviewed the recommendations on 

behalf of stakeholders, formalized the recommendations, and action-planned the next steps. I 

believe this was crucial in maintaining organizational buy-in. Several of the recommendations 

were strengthened and expanded through our conversation. This conversation also was an effort 

to avoid any big surprises at the conclusion of the study as I endeavoured to satisfy both my own 

and the organization’s interests better than we could do alone.  

Data Analysis and Validity  

In this section I discuss data analysis and working toward validity. First, I explain my 

process of data analysis, including the methods employed. Then, I explain how the data were 
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presented in various stages throughout the inquiry. I conclude by explaining how transparency, 

member checking, crystallization, and reflexivity contributed to the validity of the inquiry. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of making meaning from the data, in which the researcher 

works to answer their research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, pp. 202–203). Saldaña’s 

(2016) suggestion that coding is cyclical and rarely attempted perfectly in the first cycle (p. 9) 

resonated with my own experience of data analysis. My initial attempt at data analysis included 

deductive coding, pawing, and cutting and sorting methods (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 94). The 

cycle of data analysis was never completed. After further research, I employed an inductive 

analysis process on my survey data that included (a) pre-coding, (b) in vivo and process coding, 

(c) found poetry, and (d) code landscaping and tabletop categories. Inductive coding meant that 

my codes and themes were emergent, created from the data, and done from the “ground up” 

(Efron & Ravid, 2020, p. 173). At each cycle of collection, I immersed myself in the data by 

reading and re-reading the data before attempting to code or make judgements about its meaning 

(Efron & Ravid, 2020, p. 171). 

For my survey data, I created and printed an anonymized Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

version of the survey responses. I printed out a large copy of the spreadsheet to touch and 

manually code the data, eventually copying my codes and notes onto the Microsoft Excel file. To 

precode the data, I highlighted, underlined, and circled words and phrases that initially caught 

my attention (Boyatzis, 1998, as cited in Saldaña, 2016, p. 20; Layder, 1998, as cited in Saldaña, 

2016, p. 20). Along with precoding, I began making “preliminary jottings” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 21) 

in the margins of the data and in my research journal to keep reflexivity and transparency at the 

heart of my process, further mentioned in the validity section below. 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  66 

To complete the first cycle of data analysis, I used in vivo coding followed by process 

coding. In vivo coding involves labelling the data with words or phrases that come directly from 

the participants (Saldaña, 2016, p. 114). When working with multiple participants’ data, Saldaña 

(2016) suggested, “It may help to code one participant’s data first, then progress to the second 

participant’s data” (p. 23). I found this advice to be helpful and true. As I worked through the 52 

survey respondents’ data I created my own code list, primarily based on in vivo quotes. I could 

be considered a “lumper” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 24) or “holistic coder” (Bernard, 2011, p. 379) 

during my in vivo analysis, as I tended to want to get the gist of the data first. Saldaña (2016) 

warned that if researchers only acted as lumpers, they might not end up with the same 

trustworthiness in their analysis. Thus, I found myself moving to more nuanced coding during 

the latter cycles of analysis. After completing in vivo coding for all survey responses, I went 

back and analyzed the data through process coding. Process coding can also be called action 

coding because the researcher labels action in the data with gerunds (i.e., words ending in –ing, 

such as reading; Saldaña, 2016, p. 111). Saldaña (2016) encouraged physically embodying the 

process codes in an arts-based heuristic, and I took up the challenge. I found moving through 

these codes both enlightening and freeing from the monotony of reading response after response. 

I had 50 codes listed at the end of my first cycle of data analysis.  

My second analysis method, found poetry, was not a planned part of my analysis process. 

It began when I pasted one particularly intriguing survey response into my research journal for 

further reflection. I ended up playing with spacing and layout and omitting words to make sense 

of it, and it was so exciting! As Saldaña (2016) said, “Sometimes a poem says it best” (p. 3). 

Many of my initial precoded words became in vivo quotes or passages used in the found poetry 

in this second cycle of data analysis. 
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That first poem sparked a 2-week flurry of found poetry from the survey response data. In 

found poetry the researcher takes words directly from the data and creates poetry for use as either 

a reflective tool or presentation of themes (Butler-Kisber, 2017). This reflected my experience. It 

was as if I began to understand participants’ words on a deeper level through the poems. The 

poetry, as with all art forms used in arts-based research, is meant to bring a new perspective to 

the research question (Barone & Eisner, 2006, p. 96). To this effect, Dewey (1934) suggested 

that art is less about the final masterpiece and more about the process and experience (body, 

mind, and soul) of the artist while creating. Several of these poems are included in Chapter 4 as 

representational tools.  

The third method I used during analysis for the survey was code landscaping, meaning 

that I presented the words or phrases with visibly larger or smaller text based on their frequency 

in the data (Saldaña, 2016). Although SurveyMonkey can autogenerate word clouds, I found that 

they included insignificant words that muddled the message (e.g., and, that, or). Therefore, I 

manually counted the occurrence of each code and inputted their frequency into 

www.wordart.com to create each code landscape.  

Next, I created a document that summarized initial findings, code landscapes, and several 

found poems to present initial findings from the survey to my organization partner, inquiry team, 

and Focus Group 1. This course of action is supported by the literature. Action researchers 

typically “code the data and present initial themes from the beginning of study . . . and present 

themes of findings at various stages of the study to show how the process unfolded” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015, p. 235). Once I had created the transcript following Focus Group 1, I again 

precoded and used in vivo and process coding as I did with survey data. I kept analytic memos 

and often referred to my research questions and code list to guide this process. There were only a 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  68 

few days between Focus Groups 1 and 2, so I added a list of draft recommendations from Focus 

Group 1 (see Appendix K) to discuss alongside the survey findings document. I sent this to 

Focus Group 2 participants to allow those interested the chance to skim the ideas in advance of 

the meeting and give them time to percolate. Focus Group 2 followed the same analysis process 

as Focus Group 1, precoding, in vivo coding, and process coding.  

The transition between coding methods individually and looking at the entire data set was 

a big leap. I wrote each of my codes on an index card and moved them around in an effort to 

make categories and final themes. Saldaña (2016) called this “tabletop categories” (p. 230). The 

physicality of moving the codes into different piles, hierarchies, and configurations really helped 

me to solidify my findings and conclusions. My goal was to reduce the 50 codes into six themes, 

as per Creswell’s (2013) suggestion (as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 214 and Saldaña, 

2016, p. 25). Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) criterion for creating categories and themes was the 

template I used to discern if my categories were robust. They said that categories and themes 

must answer the research questions, and: (a) “be exhaustive”, (b) “be mutually exclusive”, (c) 

“be as sensitive to the data as possible”, and (d) “be conceptually congruent” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015, p. 213). After finalizing a draft set of categories and themes, I created a Draft 

Findings and Conclusions document. I shared this with my inquiry team, thesis supervisor, and 

organizational partner for further discussion.  

Validity 

Sincerity is marked by honesty and transparency about the researcher’s biases, goals, and 

foibles as well as about how these played a role in the methods, joys, and mistakes of the 

research. (Tracy, 2010, p. 841) 
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When considering the design of this inquiry’s validity, I kept returning to Tracy’s (2010) 

notion of sincerity as a guidepost because it resonated with my desire to embark in a transparent 

and reflexive inquiry. I ensured validity through my research design by including transparency, 

member checking, crystallization, and reflexivity. 

Transparency is akin to notions of dependability, where the “research process is logical, 

traceable, and clearly documented” (Nowell et al., 2017). Seale (1999) named this 

documentation process auditing, as the research gives a “methodologically self-critical account 

of how the research was done” (Seale, 1999, p. 468). I have intentionally included transparent 

reflections about my learning through the inquiry process, including my mistakes, joys, and 

challenges (Tracy, 2010) throughout my reporting of study conduct, data analysis, and 

representation as a step towards credibility. The following excerpt from my incomplete initial 

coding demonstrates this: 

I have had trouble knowing where to begin with my coding. . . . So far, I have cut and 

pawed the data, and attempted to code all answers to several open-ended questions, 

based on categories from my literature review on thriving and the leadership 

competencies within my survey. This doesn’t feel like I am getting to the objectivity or 

depth I would like. Plus, having hundreds of slips of paper is proving to be slightly 

overwhelming. (January 17, 2021) 

Crystallization encourages researchers to “open up a more complex, in-depth” (Tracy, 

2010, p. 844) understanding of an issue as opposed to confirming a single truth; this is 

accomplished by gathering multiple types of data through various methods. My process of 

crystallization included representing a variety of voices and opinions beyond my own in the 

presentation of data. For example, I sent an anonymized transcript to each focus group 
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participant to confirm that the themes from each focus group method were accurately 

represented. In addition to member checking (Birt et al., 2016), I created space for Tracy’s 

(2010) notion of member reflecting as “an opportunity for collaboration and reflexive 

elaboration” (p. 844) by inviting participants to both confirm my summaries and include any 

further reflections in an effort towards data crystallization. Several participants responded with 

elaborations on their ideas or concepts that they had been reflecting on since our conversation, 

which confirmed that the themes were relevant, and the conversations had already begun to shift 

how participants viewed middle leaders’ development and thriving. 

Many scholars have written about the merits of reflexivity in qualitative research (Nowell 

et al., 2017; Saldaña & Omasta, 2017; Shaked & Schecter, 2017; Tracy, 2010; Wagamese, 

2016). I agree with Wagamese (2016), who said, “I want to question deeply enough that I am 

made more not by the answers so much as my desire to continue asking questions” (p. 23). I 

wrote field notes, preliminary jottings, and personal reflections in my research journal 

throughout this inquiry to help me, a qualitative researcher, understand my bias by unearthing 

my feelings and opinions (Shaked & Schecter, 2017). Saldaña and Omasta (2017) discussed 

“reflecting is analyzing” (p. 50) and noted researchers should reflexively examine their own 

relationship with the data, the participants, the study, and themselves in an effort to holistically 

understand the inquiry. Thus, I wrote my research questions, the purpose of each method, and 

bias-checking reflexive questions (Saldaña, 2016, pp. 46–52) on vibrantly coloured paper and 

physically posted them on the wall in my workspace. I wanted to have them, physically and 

literally, front of mind at all times. These reflections were paramount to my process, giving me 

new insight and illuminating my reactions, opinions, and bias throughout the data collection and 

analysis cycles. 
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Ethical Implications  

The Tri-Council of Canada created principles for respect of persons, concern for welfare, 

and justice (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). Each of these three principles 

was considered in this inquiry. Respect for persons was acknowledged by ensuring that 

participants understood the extent of their consent prior to participating. Participants were 

informed of their right to withdraw in the email invitation (Appendix E), information letter 

(Appendix F), the consent forms (Appendices H and I), and the preamble before each focus 

group. 

I did not identify any power-over influence between potential ISABC participants and me 

in relation to employment security or potential intimidation with participants. To remove any 

perceived power-over influence of my partner, the Executive Director for the ISABC, Dr. Moore 

did not take part in the data collection or analysis of raw data. She is not aware of who 

participated in the study, as I removed all identifiers in the written report and data analysis 

summaries. For example, in statements from Focus Group 1 Participant 1 was identified as 

FG1.1, Focus Group 2 Participant 1 as FG2.1, and survey responses were labelled SR along with 

the response number (e.g., SR1, SR2, etc.). I elected to email the invitation instead of requesting 

that the partner send it on my behalf, as the risk of coercion from myself was low. I was not in a 

power-over position of any potential participants. In addition, most of the people included on the 

email list were people with whom I have no relationship. Through correspondence with my 

partner and thesis supervisor, member checking with focus group participants, and regular use of 

my research journal, I worked to uncover and reduce researcher bias throughout the inquiry. Due 

to the anonymous nature of the study, I am unaware of who participated in the online survey and 

thus, my relationship with any participants. Further, only three of the focus groups participants 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  72 

were previously known to me. All were or had been employees at my current school, but none of 

them were close colleagues or friends. None of them worked in the same department or division 

of the school as me. Additionally, no current TLP participants were participants. Therefore, no 

further implications were noted. 

If at any time throughout the research process focus group participants wished to 

withdraw from the study, they were instructed to let me know by email or in person. Survey 

participants were able to withdraw during the survey up to the final “submit” button was pressed 

by simply closing their browser to withdraw from the anonymous survey (Appendix E). Focus 

group participants wishing to withdraw during the focus group session were asked to send me a 

private note in the chat box of Google Meet indicating they were withdrawing, so I knew they 

were not having technical challenges (Appendix F). Survey participants’ responses to questions 

were anonymous because no personally identifiable information was collected; thus, there was 

no way to trace the responses back to the research participant. Therefore, participants were 

notified that if they wished to withdraw after participating in the survey it was impossible to 

identify their individual responses and remove their contributions (Appendices E and F). Focus 

group participants were able to withdraw at any time but were notified that any comments made 

prior to withdrawing would remain part of the anonymous data as their comment would have 

influenced the direction of the dialogue (Appendix F).  

In an effort to ensure concern for welfare (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 

2018), I worked to balance potential benefits and risks for participants in the focus group and to 

inform them of these in the information letter and consent form (Appendices F and I). This was a 

minimal risk project. There was no risk to participants’ health or welfare as a result of 

participation beyond what each participant endures in their normal workday. Survey responses 
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were anonymous, with no personally identifiable information gathered and no way to trace the 

responses back to the research participant. However, given the group method nature of the focus 

group, there was a risk in confidentiality. Rules of engagement were discussed at the beginning 

of each focus group. This included emphasis on respecting each participant’s responses as 

equally valuable for the purpose of this research and not weighing according to perceived power 

that may be affiliated with the individual’s title. Strategies to maintain confidentiality included 

asking participants to avoid disclosure of specific responses from specific participants and 

instead share overall concepts with others. Participants were also asked to protect the 

confidentiality of teachers, students, or their families by not divulging identifiable information 

when describing experiences. I worked to protect participant’s privacy throughout this study. No 

personal information such as a participant’s name or personally identifiable information was 

used to attribute comments to someone. Participants agreed to the confidentiality terms discussed 

when they signed the focus group consent form (Appendix I).  

Three minimal risks were also identified. First, although one benefit of this research 

study was to engage in dialogue with others, this came with the potential for feeling vulnerable 

when sharing one’s stories and viewpoints. Another possible risk was that every idea shared may 

not be adopted by the ISABC. Finally, the survey data were hosted by SurveyMonkey, which 

stores information in the USA. The Google Meet session was recorded, and the data were stored 

in the USA. Participants were advised verbally and in print that data stored on servers in the 

USA may be subject to examination by the USA government (Appendices E, F, and I).  

Justice was ensured by recruiting participants through an anonymous process. In addition, 

all stakeholders had a fair and equal opportunity to participate. Focus group meetings were 

scheduled via Doodle poll, which ensured participant names were anonymous for everyone but 
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me. I scheduled the meetings at mutually agreed upon times that worked for the majority of 

participants.  

Proposed Outputs 

In this section, I discuss the proposed outputs of the project, including two related 

knowledge products, and one knowledge mobilization strategy. In addition to the thesis written 

for publication through the Thesis Canada Portal of Library and the Royal Roads University D-

Space, one output of this project is the recommendations for the TLP curriculum enhancement in 

support of emerging and middle leaders’ development and thriving. Another output is a list of 

descriptions and found resources that aligned with the identified leadership areas to be explored 

during the 7 day-long workshops of the ISABC TLP. These recommendations and resources 

were emailed to my partner at the end of this inquiry in a formal document, 1 week prior to a 

hand-over meeting, where we celebrated the process, discussed the findings, and identified ways 

to further mobilize the research. Research findings were also shared with each of the focus group 

participants and via hyperlink through the ISABC monthly newsletter emailed to the entire 

ISABC network.  

Contribution and Application 

The ISABC benefitted from having master’s level research conducted to help form 

collective understanding, recommendations, and action on supporting middle leaders to thrive in 

their roles. The organization also received a scholarly report of findings, including the 

recommendations developed through ongoing engagement with members of the organization. 

Participants involved with the research have benefitted from sharing their stories in a respectful 

environment with colleagues from other schools, as they related to leadership development and 

thriving. 
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Some individual participants have already commented to me about how they benefited 

from participating in the focus groups, and how the shared dialogue has helped to shift their 

perception of the needs and importance of middle leadership development. For example, at the 

end of Focus Group 2, FG2.2 and FG2.4 commented that they are excited to continue this 

conversation with the broader ISABC principals’ group that they are a part of because this is a 

conversation that they have not had as a group before. Conversations like these will ripple 

throughout the ISABC and help to disseminate the research and further the awareness of middle 

leaders’ development. In addition, future TLP participants and their followers will benefit from 

an enhanced program aimed at supporting each middle leader to thrive amidst the challenge and 

complexity of middle leadership. 

The research will also benefit academia in relation to the generation and dissemination of 

knowledge. Scholars have noted the gap in research specific to middle leadership in education 

(Irvine & Brundrett, 2016, 2019; Shaked & Schechter, 2017; Thorpe & Bennett-Powell, 2014). 

Similarly, research on leadership in independent schools is so minimal that some have suggested 

it is “under-researched almost to the point of invisibility” (Harvey, 2007, as cited in Irvine & 

Brundrett, 2016, p. 87; see also Irvine & Brundrett, 2019). The inquiry contributed new 

knowledge to these two bodies of research (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I present the study findings and conclusions that emerged through my 

data analysis. In the “Study Findings” section, I explore themes and subthemes through sharing 

participants’ perspectives. I include found poetry created from survey respondents’ words and 

participant-selected images from the photo elicitation activity, which help to embody the themes 

for the reader. In the “Study Conclusions” section, I include participants’ voices alongside my 

own as the researcher with further examples from the literature. I end the chapter with a 

discussion of the scope and limitations of the inquiry, and the subsequent implications for the 

aforementioned findings and conclusions.  

To refresh the reader’s memory, the primary question that guided this inquiry was: How 

might the Independent Schools Association of BC’s Team Leadership Program support the 

leadership development and thriving in emerging and middle leaders throughout and beyond the 

COVID-19 pandemic? The following subquestions helped to shape this inquiry: 

1. What strategies have ISABC middle and senior leaders used to overcome challenges 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began?  

2. What might thriving leadership look like for middle leaders in ISABC schools?  

3. What suggestions do middle leaders at ISABC schools have that would create the 

conditions to support thriving?  

4. What professional development could the ISABC offer through the TLP that would 

support emerging and middle leaders to thrive?  

Study Findings 

The survey data included 52 respondents from 16 ISABC schools (see Appendix B). I 

received similar levels of input from four significant segments of leadership for the survey, 
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including head of school, deputy head, or principal (25%); vice principal or director (25%); head 

of department or grade lead (33%); and other (17%). Of survey participants, 75% had been 

teaching for 15 years or more. This percentage was not a surprise because my inquiry sought 

participants who held a leadership position at an ISABC, usually requiring several years of 

teaching experience. Focus group participants were identified from the original group of 52 

participants, with 29 people (56% of survey respondents) volunteering to take part in the group 

sessions. In the end, 11 participants attended the focus groups representing nine ISABC schools 

(i.e., Brockton School, Collingwood School, Crofton House School, Meadowridge School, 

Mulgrave School, Southridge School, St. John’s School, Stratford Hall, and West Point Grey 

Academy). Focus Group 1 had five participants and Focus Group 2 had six.  

Described fully in Chapter 3, my data analysis included precoding, in vivo and process 

coding, found poetry, and tabletop categorization. In an effort to honour participants’ voices as 

much as possible, participants’ words in Chapters 4 and 5 are written in italics. Survey 

respondents are labelled by response number (e.g., SR6), and focus group participants by focus 

group and participant number (e.g., FG1.4 for Focus Group 1 participant 4). When summarizing 

or amalgamating viewpoints of several participants, I have identified the number of participants 

whose voices are represented in brackets (e.g., n = 1).  

I have discussed the following findings in detail: 

1. Participants noted the COVID-19 pandemic has magnified the importance of the 

human side of middle leadership including communication skills, listening, and 

authentic connection. 

2. Participants noted the COVID-19 pandemic forced collaboration and strengthened 

relationships amongst teams. 
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3. Participants identified self-awareness and self-reflection as important for middle 

leaders’ development.  

4. Participants claimed that coaching and mentoring can support developing self-

awareness and, ultimately, leadership. 

5. Participants stated middle leaders’ thriving included collaboration, supporting others 

to thrive, enjoying their job, balancing work and life, and feeling valued. 

6. Participants asserted a thriving middle leadership would feel a deep connection to the 

broader ISABC community. 

7. Participants wanted leadership development opportunities that are accessible to the 

entire ISABC community. 

Finding 1: Participants Noted the Pandemic Magnified the Importance of the Human Side of 

Middle Leadership Including Communication Skills, Listening, and Authentic Connection 

“The human side of everything that we do has become that much more magnified during 

the pandemic” (FG2.4).5 First, this finding is explored on a macro level with support from all 

phases of data collection. Then, two subfindings from the focus groups are explored. 

Survey participants identified the three most important competencies since the COVID-

19 pandemic began as communication skills, flexibility, and emotional intelligence (Table 1). 

                                                 

5 I acknowledge that using italics for participant quotations is not fully compliant with APA 7. I have 

elected to do this to visually emphasize participants’ voices as separate from my own. 
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Table 1  

Top Five Competencies for Leaders Since the COVID-19 Pandemic Began 

Leadership Competencies 

Responses 

(n = 52) 

% of 

respondents 

Communication Skills 36 69 

Flexibility 34 65 

Emotional Intelligence  29 56 

Change Management  24 46 

Growth Mindset/Optimism 24 46 

Note. Survey Question 5 asked participants which of the following competencies have become 

the most important for them since the COVID-19 pandemic began? (Choose up to 5). 

In their responses to Survey Question 7, participants indicated an increased importance 

for middle leaders’ relational skills throughout the pandemic (Appendix B). Respondents were 

asked to describe a situation during the pandemic that challenged their leadership. Survey 

respondents spoke about situations that required similar competencies to those from Table 1. The 

themes from Question 7 are listed in Table 2.  

Table 2  

Top Five Situations During the Pandemic that Challenged Participants’ Leadership 

Leadership Situation 

Responses 

(n = 52) 

% of 

respondents 

Managing COVID-19 stress and anxiety amongst staff and 

community 

23 44 

Appreciating others’ experience and/or perspective (particularly 

surrounding COVID-19) 

11 21 

Managing change 9 17 

Holding teachers accountable 7 13 

Managing day-to-day and big picture 7 13 

Note. Survey Question 7 asked participants to briefly describe a situation during the COVID-19 

pandemic that challenged their leadership (Choose up to 5). 
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There is an other-oriented theme in these situations. In addition to this, several 

respondents specified that leaders must be aware of the relational aspects when implementing 

systems change. This relational approach to systems is further illuminated in the found poems in 

Figures 3 and 4. 

Figure 3  

Found Poem 1 – Connection 

  

middle leaders 

to be authentic. 

 

Too many leaders 

become systems-oriented 

and lose 

 

Schools are human systems, 

people need to connect 

on a human level. 

 

I need 

 

 

 

 

 

connection. 

 

 

with you 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR2. 
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Figure 4  

Found Poem 2 – Care, Not Management 

 Change is something you do with people – 

not to them. 

 

Systems change is working from strengths – 

not a deficit. 

 

Viewing the school as thriving –  

seeking to optimize this.  

 

Meeting people where they are at –  

making my own mistakes.  

 

My mandate is care 

 – not management. 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR9. 

Following their review of initial survey themes (see Appendix J) participants in both 

focus groups agreed that relational skills have become more important through the pandemic. For 

example, FG2.4 suggested, 

[The human side of middle leadership] has always been a part of the role but have 

become much more important and essential in the pandemic. I think sometimes as ISABC 

schools . . . we lose sight of the human side of things with what we ask of our teachers. 

We really had to ask the unthinkable or unimaginable last spring, and they did it. But it 

does have costs and so we have to pay it back. 

Next, two themes from the focus groups are explored. 
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Bearing the Burden. “Middle leaders bear much of the burden when people are going 

through challenging times” (FG2.2). Focus Group 2 participants (n = 6) expressed that middle 

leaders are often the place where teachers go to vent or get support in working through 

challenges. As one participant argued, “Though a school’s focus is often on student wellbeing, 

we have to remember to focus on staff wellbeing as well” (FG2.1). To this effect, even though all 

schools (n = 6) represented had employee assistance programs, a human resources representative, 

and/or a wellbeing coordinator to support staff wellbeing, participants asserted middle leaders 

are often on the front lines when a teacher is struggling.  

I know when I was a middle leader, I felt like my office was a revolving door . . . people 

will only go to the principal if it’s a serious enough issue for them, but I feel like people 

need some place to test the waters and middle leadership is often that place. (FG2.4) 

Some participants (n = 2) were specific to explain the COVID-19 impact on teachers’ and 

middle leaders’ wellbeing. For instance, one person with a counselling background suggested 

that trauma-informed leadership will become more important beyond the COVID-19 pandemic 

because the pandemic on students and staff are as yet unknown (FG2.3). Another leader 

explained how their school attempted to equip middle leaders with common vocabulary to talk 

about the pandemic’s effect: 

We talked a lot about ambiguous loss and surge capacity . . . using shared language 

about how we are entering into the challenges gave people in middle leadership the tools 

they needed to walk alongside somebody, knowing they didn’t know it all and they 

weren’t going to solve this . . . knowing that they were going to be sitting in the 

discomfort with a faculty member. (FG2.2) 
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Further, one participant emphasized that the challenge of supporting teachers dealing 

with stress and anxiety goes beyond the pandemic because “those that are good at managing 

stress managed stress well through the pandemic and those who struggled in high stress 

situations or were anxious before were super anxious through this as well” (FG2.6).  

Just Listen. “Sometimes people just need you to listen” (SR47). When put in a situation 

to support teachers with stress and/or anxiety, “middle leaders, I think in particular, want to 

jump in and help right away instead of just listening” (FG2.4). One participant shared, “With 

COVID, it was as though my role just shifted to that of a listener. They [teachers] weren’t 

looking for me to offer counseling or anything, it was just that they needed to offload” (FG 2.5). 

Another participant added,  

A really powerful question that we’ve learned is to ask is, “And what do you need from 

me?” [at the end of a teacher coming to vent or release]. That then means you stop 

yourself from jumping in to take care of something that maybe you don’t need to take 

care of, and gives the person the chance to say, “I need this from you”, or “Actually, I 

got what I needed. . . I just needed to vent, and I just needed a safe place to do it.” 

(FG2.4) 

Listening also emerged as important through the survey (n = 19), in relation to supporting 

teachers’ through COVID-19 stress and in relation to middle leadership in general. “Just because 

you are a leader doesn’t/shouldn’t mean that people have to listen. [Leaders] need to learn to 

listen as well as speak” (SR8). SR47 suggested the importance of listening is its ability to 

promote trust, as illustrated in the found poem in Figure 5. 

Figure 5  

Found Poem 3 – Listening 
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on building trust 

 

. . . try not to solve everyone’s problems. 

sometimes people just need you to listen 

 

reflect on how, when, and why to communicate 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR47. 

Finding 2: Participants Noted the COVID-19 Pandemic Forced Collaboration and Enhanced 

Relationships Amongst Teams 

In This Together. “We’re all in this together” (FG2.4). Nearly half of the total focus 

group participants (n = 5) spoke of the improved collaboration and relationships amongst their 

team through the pandemic. These connections were given in response to the first photo 

elicitation question: What image best represents your experience as a middle leader during the 

pandemic? (Appendices C and D). When discussing the images selected to answer the elicitation 

question, participants spoke about a similar metaphor, "We’re all in this together” (FG2.4). 

Figure 6  

Photo Elicitation Image 1  

 

Note. From Visual Explorer Facilitator’s Set: Postcard Size, 2014, Center for Creative 

Leadership. Copyright 2014 by Center for Creative Leadership. Reprinted with permission. 
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Two participants selected Figure 6 (Image 1). The first said the image represented how, 

through the pandemic,  

we’re in uncharted waters and we still have to be in the waters together. So, you know we 

had to jump in. It was like a big polar bear swim in this, and we all had to get in, whether 

we wanted to or not, and it’s a bit of sink or swim syndrome as well. . . . As a senior 

leader the contribution of my middle leaders has been particularly significant during this 

time. We could not have done it without their voice and their support. You know, 

supporting the decisions of the senior leadership team, but then also supporting the 

teacher in a more on the ground route. So . . . it kind of brought cohesiveness, even 

though we were in this cold frigid water and wanted to get out as soon as we could. 

We’re still in it, but I think our wetsuits are keeping us warm now. (FG2.4) 

Similarly, another participant stated, 

COVID-19 has been a very stressful time for middle leaders because ultimately they were 

forging ahead in their own roles but also such an integral part of the leadership team in 

decision making, and in trying to predict a very unpredictable environment. So, we all 

had to go through it as individuals, but the strength came in the fact that everybody was 

going through it together. (FG2.2) 

Others chose different pictures to represent the same metaphor. FG1.3 chose Image 16 of 

the whitewater raft (Figure 7) and suggested, 

The biggest thing throughout this whole thing [the pandemic] is that we’ve really come 

together as a team, working together, learning new things . . . sometimes you get bumps, 

sometimes it’s smooth sailing, sometimes it’s a little rocky, but at the end of the day we’re 

all learning and working towards one goal as a community.  



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  86 

Figure 7  

Photo Elicitation Images 16 and 2 

  

Note. From Visual Explorer Facilitator’s Set: Postcard Size, 2014, Center for Creative 

Leadership. Copyright 2014 by Center for Creative Leadership. Reprinted with permission. 

The use of images to represent experience was not always harmonious. For example, 

FG1.4 did not agree that FG1.3’s description of the whitewater raft reflected the magnitude of 

the pandemic. After selecting Image 2, they argued, 

There is a difference between Image 2 [skydivers] and Image 16 [whitewater raft]. . . . 

When you are on a raft you can always pull over and pause. But I feel we are on a school 

calendar where we don’t pause, we just keep going . . . and adapting . . . I really do think 

my school and my department have really come together. (FG1.4) 

FG1.5, who also chose Image 2 said, “I was amazed at how well our team gelled during the 

pandemic . . . everybody jumped in, hence the jumping [in the skydiving image] . . . we didn’t 

know where we were going to land . . . but we were in it together.” 

Finding 3: Participants Identified Self-Awareness and Self-Reflection as Important for Middle 

Leaders’ Development 

Self-awareness (n = 20) and self-reflecting (n = 15) skills appeared many times in the 

survey data in relation to the pandemic and middle leaders’ thriving. Many of these (n = 9) were 
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in response to Question 13 regarding challenges that new leaders faced (see Appendix B). One 

participant described self-awareness as “awareness of how my actions influence others” (SR2) 

and “being aware of when I was getting to feeling overwhelmed and taking action to support 

myself” (SR3). There was also an other-orientation in the found poem based on SR4’s statements 

(Figure 8). It highlighted the importance of supporting others to grow their awareness of self and 

others and how self-reflection often means that one can come up with a solution to their own 

problems. 

Figure 8  

Found Poem 4 – Self-Awareness 

Helping staff come to a shared story 

(coaching others through COVID related stress) 

 

grow their own self-awareness 

(how am I entering a conversation) 

 

and awareness of other(s) 

(what lens is the other person looking through) 

 

self-reflect 

discover 

 

I often hold the solutions to my largest concerns and problems 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR4. 

Focus Group 1 leaders shared stories of their journey toward self-awareness and self-

reflection (n = 4) after reviewing the initial survey themes (see Appendix J). The importance that 

self-awareness played in middle leaders’ development and performance wove their stories 

together. One participant began, “For me, the biggest thing that has helped in a middle 
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leadership role has been the self-awareness and self-reflecting piece” (FG1.4). Another 

reflected, “I think that a lack of self-awareness and self-reflecting got me into trouble [in my 

first year of my role]” (FG1.5). One participant defined self-awareness as  

the confidence to not compare yourself to other leaders . . . knowing what your strengths 

are and knowing ways of how you can adapt to work with other people . . . how can you 

build on their strengths and take your strengths to support them as well. Every leader has 

their own unique qualities that brought them to that role and that’s what they need to 

bring to the forefront. (FG1.1) 

There was embodied support from others for this definition via gesture and notes in the Google 

Meet chat box. 

Finding 4: Participants Claimed that Coaching and Mentoring can Support Developing Self-

Awareness and, Ultimately, Leadership 

The notion that emerging and middle leaders need support from others to increase their 

self-awareness (and leadership skills) first emerged in the survey. For example, SR23’s found 

poem in Figure 9 suggests one must be open when asking for help to become more self-aware.  

Figure 9  

Found Poem 5 – The Gap Between 

Sometimes there is a gap between knowing and behaving.  

Kindness  

Boundaries 

Compassion 

Relationships are the most important part. 

Be open 

Be humble 

Ask for help 
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All my learning has come from others leading me to where I can better serve. 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR23. 

Focus Group 1 participants spoke at length of coaching and mentoring after reviewing 

initial survey themes (Appendix J). Finding 4 had unanimous support (n = 6) with Focus Group 

2. For example, one participant stated, 

Having coaches and mentors for leaders in new roles is vital because generally you are 

in a leadership role because you have shown a lot of the qualities that are expected in the 

role. But then you accept the role, and you are expected to fulfill it to the fullest on your 

own. There's so many different aspects of a role that you don't realize are there until you 

are actually in the thick of it. (FG2.1) 

Participant FG2.5 expanded on this, to say, “All of us need to have a system in our 

schools where we're offering that feedback and allowing a chance for everyone to reflect.” Four 

themes emerged relating to Finding 4: being mentored, being a mentor, being coached, and being 

a coach. Next, these will each be explored. 

Being Mentored. Being mentored was mentioned by 37% of survey respondents (n = 19) 

as a major catalyst for their own leadership development. Similarly, Focus Group 1 participants 

(n = 5) spoke about the ways that coaching and mentoring experiences have supported their self-

awareness and have been among their biggest learnings.  

I don’t always think that self-awareness piece is natural for everyone . . . having a 

mentor or having that kind of critical person you can bounce ideas off of, or talk to, or 

someone that would also be honest with you. (FG1.3) 
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I think what really helped was other department heads being open and honest with me, 

not worrying about hurting my feelings and just telling me what they were seeing and my 

director also being open to giving me feedback on an ongoing basis. (FG1.5) 

Several participants (n = 5) specifically mentioned how valuable it was having a mentor 

from another school through the ISABC Team Leaders Program (TLP). As FG1.3 remarked, 

“That was one thing I really appreciated about the Team Leader Program . . . being paired up 

with somebody who was in a different area and a different school,” which enabled a broader 

experience and perspective.  

Being a Mentor. Some participants (n = 4) spoke of the learning they had while 

mentoring a new leader through the TLP. “As a mentor now in the ISABC Team Leaders 

Program, it has been incredibly valuable as well for me because the mentee’s questions get you 

thinking in new ways and it’s been really humbling, actually” (FG1.4). Participant FG2.4 also 

spoke about the reciprocal nature of being a mentor: 

It was a really meaningful experience, you know, from what I understand from them . . . 

but it was equally as meaningful for me to also gain perspectives of leadership challenges 

and things that a middle leader was grappling with at the time. It helped to broaden my 

perspective when I was working to support my own middle leaders. 

Being Coached. In addition, participants (n = 3) found it important to differentiate 

between coaching and mentoring and asserted both have a place in leadership development. For 

instance, FG1.2 as noted, “I prefer to use the word coach because mentors can be anywhere. I 

think there is something more deliberate about coaching.” Others (n = 3) noted being coached 

has been very powerful for their individual leadership trajectory. Participants shared stories of 

working with a coach. However, some participants (n = 2) believed the most impact comes when 
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a school hosts coaching experts to work with the leadership team or broader faculty. For 

example, FG2.2 stated, 

Where the coaching was most impactful for me was when it was a group at my school, 

but it really was a journey together . . . the real movement came as a group of middle and 

senior leaders altogether in that [learning] space. 

Several Focus Group 2 participants shared that their teams are currently working with a coach 

(n = 3). 

Conversely, other middle leaders (n = 3) wished that they had received coaching in their 

first year of a new (and often more senior) leadership role. “I definitely could have done with 

some coaching in my first year of my current role . . . my school could have done a better job of 

having a coaching system for colleagues in new leadership positions” (FG1.4). Other focus 

group participants (n = 4) supported the idea of having a formalized coaching system for those 

taking on a new leadership role within an individual school. One participant stated, “I don’t 

know what the alternative is other than to throw the person to the wolves. I’ve seen that happen, 

unfortunately” (FG1.2). Another participant noted, “I think one reason a coach is helpful . . . is 

you don’t know what you don’t know” (FG1.5).  

Being a Coach. Finally, participants ranked learning coaching skills among their most 

impactful professional development. For instance, “The intentional aspect of coaching should 

include running through difficult conversation scenarios” (FG1.2). To this effect, leading 

difficult conversations was the most common challenge named that led to the greatest personal 

growth for new leaders (n = 14) in the qualitative responses to Question 13 (Appendix B). 

Expanding on this, three specific coaching groups were named as the most impactful 

development leadership development respondents had received in the responses to Question 15 . 
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The Roy Group and their Opportunity in Conflict session was mentioned by participants (n = 7) 

from four different schools (i.e., Crofton House School, Southridge, St. Michael’s University 

School, West Point Grey Academy) as the most valuable leadership development they’ve 

received. Other survey respondents (n = 4) mentioned the coaching workshops arranged through 

the TLP, which have been led by Inspired Results Group and Essential Impact. 

Finding 5: Participants Stated Middle Leaders’ Thriving Included Collaboration, Supporting 

Others to Thrive, Enjoying Their Job, Balancing Work and Life, and Feeling Valued 

Participants mentioned individual and collective aspects to thriving at work. Finding 5 is 

a summary of the individual themes from all phases of data collection. Finding 6 is the summary 

of the collective thriving responses. 

In Question 12 of the survey, respondents were asked, “What does thriving look like for 

you in your current role?” (see Appendix B). The most common themes were collaboration, 

supporting others to thrive, and balancing work and life, as seen in Table 3. 

Table 3  

Actions that Support Thriving 

Actions  Responses (of 52) 

% of 

respondents 

Collaboration 14 27 

Supporting others to thrive  11 21 

Balancing work and life 10 19 

Learning 9 17 

Feeling valued and confident in my work 9 17 

Managing day to day and big picture 5 9 

Others feeling valued by me 5 9 

Note. Survey Question 12 asked, “What does thriving look like for you in your current role?” 
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Based on these responses, participants named time for family (n = 6), exercise (n = 5), 

and friends (n = 4) as contributors to individual thriving. The found poem in Figure 10 highlights 

what thriving looks like for one respondent, SR5. 

Figure 10  

Found Poem 6 – On Thriving 

Understanding myself as a leader 

 

I have strengths - 

inbox empty  

(almost) 

 

Feeling on top of work, 

confident in what I am doing, 

 

not being afraid to make mistakes 

(and learning from them) 

  

Appreciating how people are struggling - 

we are all different, 

we are all learning. 

Note. This found poem uses words from SR5. 

During the photo elicitation activity, focus group participants were asked, “What image 

best represents what thriving middle leadership looks like in ISABC schools?” (Appendix B). Of 

the total focus group participants, 45% (n = 5) spoke about thriving from an individual 

perspective. Two themes of individual thriving were discussed: the fun and excitement of middle 

leadership (n = 3) and the relationship building skills required (n = 4). Two images (Images 2 

and 16) were selected by multiple participants to answer both photo elicitation questions and 

were discussed in Finding 2 (see Figure 7).  



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  94 

Fun and Exciting. Several participants (n = 2) chose the whitewater rafting image to 

represent the fun and exciting element to thriving middle leadership in ISABC schools. FG1.1 

shared,  

A lot of what you do is below the surface [as a middle leader]. It is a fun ride, it’s 

exciting, it’s adventurous every day . . . you think you know where you’re going but then 

a rock or stopper appear, and you end up heading in a different direction. (FG1.1) 

FG2.2 agreed “joy and exhilaration” are present for thriving middle leaders. However, they also 

suggested that the whitewater image illuminated the guide perspective related to middle 

leadership.  

Middle leaders are traveling the river, going through the challenges and exhilaration of 

the full experience . . . even though this might look, outward looking in, there’s not much 

control you could have on this situation . . . I think in middle leadership if you are 

thriving, you realize there is a lot you can do to influence the environment of your school 

and of the people traveling through it as teachers and families. (FG2.2) 

FG2.2’s guide analogy emphasizes that thriving middle leaders are empowered to make a 

difference from their position in their organization. 

When discussing Image 2, FG1.2 spoke about “an element of risk required [in middle 

leadership]. I also think that is what makes middle leadership fun and entertaining, and when 

that risk comes together you can end up with some really beautiful and amazing things.” In sum, 

middle leadership was described by participants as fun, exciting, and adventurous. 

Building Relationships. Three participants noted that strong relationship-building skills 

are integral for middle leaders’ thriving. FG2.6 defined thriving as “the communication, it is the 

connection, it is the relationship building that become attributes of good leadership.” Other 
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participants spoke of being “stuck in the” middle between senior management yet “still very 

much in the trenches with the teachers” (FG2.4). For example, FG2.1 explained, 

Middle leadership is such a great partnership between the staff you are supporting and 

the senior leadership team . . . we feed off of each other and we also feed each other with 

necessary skills to do our jobs.  

Others suggested that relationship skills are most important in the middle leader role because 

“you don’t quite have the clout that the senior principal or head of school has . . . so you have to 

use relationships with faculty [to initiate change]” (FG1.5). Building relationships is further 

explored in the conclusions related to collective thriving. 

Finding 6: Participants Asserted a Thriving Middle Leadership Would Feel a Deep 

Connection to the Broader ISABC Community 

Of the focus group participants, 55% (n = 6) answered Question 2 (Appendix B) by 

speaking about thriving middle leadership from a collective point of view. On the one hand, 

participants spoke about their appreciation for the current level of connection between ISABC 

schools. For instance, one participant stated, “All the networks that we have, like the ISABC, 

mean that we can connect with people outside of just our own little ocean. The ocean is much 

wider than just our own school” (FG2.4). Another said, “Collectively as ISABC schools . . . we 

get to build each other up and support each other” (FG2.5). A third participant suggested the 

ISABC leadership group related to their area of responsibility has been an “indispensable 

resource for many of us” (FG1.2). Participants then connected thriving to the reciprocal mentor 

relationship mentioned in Finding 4: 

I’m acting as a resource for a lot of newer younger people that are coming on board and 

it’s kind of neat to see that they’re asking similar questions that I was asking ten years 
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ago. Interestingly, it’s very much reciprocal because a lot of these new young punks 

bring all of these great new ideas that, you know, are fresh . . . and it's really created a 

really neat reciprocal playground for us in my area and I like to believe that same kind of 

thing could exist in other realms as well. (FG1.2) 

Figure 11  

Photo Elicitation Image 29 

 

Note. From Visual Explorer Facilitator’s Set: Postcard Size, 2014, Center for Creative 

Leadership. Copyright 2014 by Center for Creative Leadership. Reprinted with permission. 

Finally, Figure 11 (Image 29) of the roadways made FG1.3 think about the following: 

All the connections and the relationships, and the layers to our positions that work 

together seamlessly . . . that’s to me thriving. There will definitely be challenges and 

stops that you’ll hit along the way but ultimately it’s that everyone is working together, 

even if we’re working on different things, collaborating with one another . . . looking 

ahead, expanding, building and learning too.  

Figure 12  

Photo Elicitation Image 7 
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Note. From Visual Explorer Facilitator’s Set: Postcard Size, 2014, Center for Creative 

Leadership. Copyright 2014 by Center for Creative Leadership. Reprinted with permission. 

On the other hand, there were several participants who spoke strongly about wishing that 

there was a deeper connection amongst the ISABC leadership groups they participate in. For 

example, FG1.4 referred to the image in Figure 12 when comparing their experience in the 

ISABC with previous public-school experience: 

For me what this [picture] represents are gears that fit nicely together. A team should 

hopefully work like a set of gears, and when it doesn’t do that, then that’s when a team of 

leaders don’t thrive. I’m hoping [my subject area’s] Department Heads leadership group 

in ISABC can function like this. We don’t feel like that and I’m hoping . . . that’s what we 

will look like. I find it interesting how it works in the ISABC versus my experience in the 

public system. When I was a department head in the public system I was part of a team of 

18 department heads that met bi-monthly, and I would get emails on an ongoing basis to 

discuss how things were going in other schools. We don’t do that in the ISABC . . . we 

meet twice a year and rarely ever hear from each other. 

Others agreed with FG1.4’s desire for deeper connection based on their experience in 

public schools (FG1.3) and in the same ISABC subject area (FG1.1; FG1.5). A participant from 

the same subject-leader group as FG1.4 agreed and said, “We don’t really connect to anything 
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like I hoped we might” (FG1.5). Furthermore, FG1.5 suggested the level of connection within an 

ISABC leadership group might depend on which leadership group it is, and who is involved 

because they have had a different experience getting promoted and joining a more active and 

connected group of ISABC leadership (FG1.5). This discussion led to questions of how to 

increase connection and community amongst leadership groups across the ISABC.  

Finding 7: Participants Wanted Leadership Development Opportunities that are Accessible to 

the Entire ISABC Community 

One additional finding emerged in the focus group conversations. There was unanimous 

agreement (n = 11) that the ISABC Team Leader Program is of immense value, but only 

available to one or two colleagues per school per year. Participants wanted leadership 

opportunities accessible to all. FG2.2 questioned if “there is an opportunity to look beyond the 

formal definition of a middle leader or someone with a title and really build out leadership 

competencies that equip everybody in the school community.” This had agreement from others 

(n = 2) in the chat box. In response to this, FG2.3 said, “I wonder if it would be helpful to have a 

resource base, collection of professional development suggestions, or opportunities” catalogued 

for anyone to access.  

There was a similar dialogue in Focus Group 1. FG1.1 asked, “What are we doing to 

support aspiring leaders who aren’t in a leadership role yet?” They also wondered whether the 

ISABC is “fully utilizing knowledge from ‘new to ISABC’ leaders and colleagues with 

experience from around the world” (FG1.1), as their school has begun to hire more candidates 

with leadership experiences abroad. To this effect, FG1.2 mentioned another organization, the 

Canadian Accredited Independent Schools (CAIS), that offers a summer leadership program and 
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wondered whether a similar model for leadership development could be introduced within the 

ISABC.  

I’m wondering if a day or two of programmed leadership opportunities would be neat . . . 

I think those summer events where you could bring everyone together and bring in 

specialists from around the province to comments would be valuable. (FG1.2) 

This finding and participants’ questions surrounding it are further discussed in Conclusion 6. 

Study Conclusions 

The conclusions for this study are discussed in this section, supported by the literature 

and the voices of participants. The skeleton of these conclusions was coconstructed with focus 

group participants. Each cycle of data collection expanded on the themes that emerged from the 

previous methods. Participants shared their ideas with aims to answer the primary research 

question: How might the Independent Schools Association of BC’s Team Leadership Program 

support the leadership development and thriving in emerging and middle leaders throughout and 

beyond the COVID-19 pandemic?  

I have discussed the following conclusions in detail: 

1. Self-awareness and self-reflection are keys to leadership development. 

2. Coaching and mentoring contribute positively to self-awareness and leadership. 

3. Thriving middle leaders have strong relational skills and prioritize the needs of 

others. 

4. Thriving middle leaders foster teamwork and authentic collaboration. 

5. Deeper individual connection to the broader ISABC community supports collective 

thriving. 
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6. Accessible leadership development opportunities support collective thriving within 

the ISABC. 

In the early cycles of my data analysis, I noted the appearance of both intrapersonal and 

interpersonal themes. In my first round of tabletop categorization, I labelled these “internal” and 

“external” categories. In the second round, they were labelled “individual” and “collective.” 

These categories did not feel final because I saw two kinds of external or collective layers in the 

findings. Thus, I have used Page’s (2020) me-we-us construct to support conclusions for 

individuals, team, or individual schools, and the broader ISABC community.  

Page (2020) explained that many leaders enter an organization with an individual 

identity, at the “me” (p. 48) level. People progress to the “we” (p. 49) level “if they experience a 

sense of belonging and commitment to purpose in these organizations” (Page, 2020, pp. 48–49). 

However, Page (2020) reported the journey rarely arrives at “us” (p. 49) because “our 

relationship and identity to our department limits the possibility of moving beyond we to truly 

become us” (p. 49). I subsequently found McLeod Grant et al.’s (2016) I-we-it framework, 

which offers a similar approach and further supported the structure for my conclusions. McLeod 

Grant et al. stated the “‘I’ is about individual leaders: their interior condition, the values they 

embody, the mindsets they hold, and the skills they possess” (p. 2). Next, the “we” (McLeod 

Grant et al., 2016, p. 2) represents the “collective – the relationships, organizations, and networks 

that leaders catalyze, build, and lead” (p. 2). Finally, the “it” (McLeod Grant et al., 2016, p. 2) 

stage “is about larger systems they hope to impact, whether they are issue-based, such as 

education, or place-based, such as the communities in which we live” (p. 2). I was also struck by 

the fact that both the servant leadership and thriving literature I investigated have multilevel 

implications. I ultimately included Page’s me-we-us construct over McLeod Grant et al.’s I-we-it 
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because I believe the “us” (Page, 2020, p. 49) level represents the human systems notion of 

community more than “it” (McLeod Grant et al., 2016, p. 2). Thus, the six conclusions are listed 

under the corresponding me-we-us categories in Table 4. I have discussed each conclusion in 

relation to the literature, the primary inquiry question, and the subquestions. (See Appendix L for 

the table of inquiry questions and related conclusions). 

Table 4  

Inquiry Conclusions and Me-We-Us Categories 

ME  

(Individual Leader) 

WE  

(Team or Individual School) 

US  

(ISABC community) 

1. Self-awareness and self-

reflection are keys to 

leadership development. 

3. Thriving middle leaders 

have strong relational 

skills and prioritize the 

needs of others.  

5. Deeper individual connection 

to the broader ISABC 

community supports 

collective thriving. 

2. Coaching and mentoring 

contribute positively to 

self-awareness and 

leadership.  

4. Thriving middle leaders 

foster teamwork and 

authentic collaboration.  

6. Accessible leadership 

development opportunities 

support collective thriving 

within the ISABC. 

Note. Based upon Change Happens (pp. 48–49), by B. M. Page, 2020, Authenticity Press. 

Conclusion 1: Self-Awareness and Self-Reflection are Keys to Leadership Development 

(Level: ME) 

“Self-awareness . . . matter[s]. Who we are is how we lead” (Brown, 2018, p. 11). 

This conclusion supports addressing the main inquiry question: “What professional 

development could the ISABC offer through the TLP that would support emerging and middle 

leaders to thrive?” Through the stories shared of self-awareness and self-reflection catapulting 

participants’ growth as leaders (Finding 3), it became apparent that self-awareness and self-

reflection are fundamentals required for leadership development. As one participant stated, “For 

me the biggest thing that has helped in a middle leadership role has been the self-awareness and 

self-reflecting piece” (FG1.4). As discussed in Chapter 2, self-awareness is noted in the literature 
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as integral to authentic leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 317; Kiersch & Peters, 2017) and 

servant leadership behaviour (Kiersch & Peters, 2017; Spears, 2005). Spears (2005) suggested, 

“A commitment to self-awareness can be scary-you never know what you may discover” (p. 33). 

This notion was expressed by participants. For example, FG1.5 shared, “A lack of self-awareness 

and self-reflecting got me into trouble . . . what helped was others . . . being open to just give me 

feedback on an ongoing basis.” Furthermore, many have suggested that leadership development 

must be from the inside-out because one must first understand who they are and what they value 

before understanding their behaviours and the subsequent impacts on others (Kiersch & Peters, 

2017, p. 150; Russell & Stone, 2002, p. 154; Short, 1998).  

Some have suggested that self-awareness can support thriving (Spreitzer et al., 2012, 

p. 157). If a leader is able to reflect on their internal state of thriving, they could then self-

regulate their learning or vitality levels, which would correlate to support thriving (Spreitzer et 

al., 2012, p. 157). Similarly, Guan and Frenkel (2020) suggested organizations could influence 

thriving by supporting professional development initiatives aimed at increasing emotional 

intelligence and relational capacities in employees because this learning would likely result in 

thriving (p. 947). Increasing self-awareness and developing a reflective practice will support 

leaders’ development and thriving throughout and beyond the TLP. 

Conclusion 2: Coaching and Mentoring Contribute Positively to Self-Awareness and 

Leadership (Level: ME) 

Finding 4 addressed the Subquestion 4: “What professional development could the 

ISABC offer through the TLP that would support emerging and middle leaders to thrive?” 

Participants discussed the benefits of being mentored, mentoring, being coached, and learning to 
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coach in support of developing their self-awareness and leadership (Finding 4). One participant 

reflected,  

I don’t always think that self-awareness piece is natural for everyone . . . having a 

mentor or having that kind of critical person you can bounce ideas off of, or talk to, or 

someone that would also be honest with you. (FG1.3) 

As previously mentioned, mentor and coach share similarities, but are distinguished as separate 

processes in the literature (Fletcher, 2012; Gornall & Burn, 2013; Mullen, 2012). Both mentoring 

and coaching have reciprocal benefits for mentor–mentee and coach–coachee (Killion, 2012; Ko 

et al., 2012). “As a mentor now in the ISABC Team Leaders Program, it has been incredibly 

valuable as well for me because the mentee’s questions get you thinking in new ways and it’s 

been really humbling, actually” (FG1.4). Other participants noted this reciprocal relationship as 

well.  

Needing the support of others for self-development was explicated in thriving literature. 

Spreitzer et al. (2005) concluded learning at work can only happen through interactions with 

others (p. 539). Both the literature on thriving and participants concluded the benefits of being 

mentored and being coached would be more impactful in the first year or two of a new role. 

Having a coach during the transition into a new role could help to support a period that is 

particularly prone to intense learning and lower levels of vitality, affecting one’s ability to thrive 

(Spreitzer et al., 2012, p. 157).  

Conclusion 2 also relates to the servant leadership literature because servant leadership is 

an other-oriented approach aimed at prioritizing follower needs and interests on a one-to-one 

basis (Eva et al., 2019, p. 114). Serving others was mentioned by participants too, as in the found 

poem based on SR23’s statements: “All my learning has come from others leading me to where I 
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can better serve” (Line 9 in Figure 9). The mentoring and coaching discussed in Finding 4 was 

primarily in a one-on-one format, in which the middle leader was either providing the mentoring 

or coaching or receiving it. As introduced in the literature review, servant leadership behaviours 

of educational leaders were found to have a positive and significant impact on teachers’ job 

satisfaction (Cerit, 2009, p. 613; von Fischer & De Jong, 2017, p. 76). There is room for further 

exploration of the specific benefits and impacts of coaching and mentoring on middle leader 

development and thriving in education. 

Conclusion 3: Thriving Middle Leaders Have Strong Relational Skills and Prioritize the 

Needs of Others (Level: WE) 

Conclusion 3 answers Subquestion 1, “What strategies have ISABC middle and senior 

leaders used to overcome challenges since the COVID-19 pandemic began,” and Subquestion 2, 

“What might thriving look like for middle leaders in ISABC schools?” This conclusion stems 

from Finding 1, which highlighted that the COVID-19 pandemic has magnified the importance 

of the human side of middle leadership, and Finding 5, which highlighted components of middle 

leaders’ thriving.  

Servant leadership theory emphasizes the prioritization of others’ needs (Eva et al., 2019; 

Greenleaf, 2008; Russell & Stone, 2002; Spears, 2005) and the “personal growth of followers” 

(van Dierendonck, 2011, p. 1229). As noted earlier, 21% of survey respondents defined their 

own thriving by their ability to support others and their thriving (Finding 5). For example, one 

participant described thriving as “seeing members of my team thrive in their respective roles” 

(SR18). Similarly, Paterson et al. (2014) found supervisors who supported the development and 

wellbeing of their followers contributed to a work context that a follower needed to thrive 

(p. 444). 
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Conclusion 4: Thriving Middle Leaders Foster Teamwork and Authentic Collaboration (Level: 

WE) 

“No matter what’s going on around us, if we truly believe that we’re in this together, and 

we work hard to be there for one another, we can make it through” (Wheatley, 2009, 

p. 2). 

This conclusion addresses Subquestion 1: “What strategies have ISABC middle and 

senior leaders used to overcome challenges since the COVID-19 pandemic began?” Participants 

shared stories of feeling more connected and together through the COVID-19 pandemic, many 

using the catchphrase “we’re all in this together” (FG2.4; Finding 2). This is corroborated by 

Wheatley (2009), who stated, “We’re all in this together . . . makes visible what, until lately, has 

been invisible: community, the web of our interconnections” (p. 1). Wheatley (2009) further 

noted, “Humans only persevere through difficulties when we’re truly together” (p. 1). 

Community and feeling connected to community was the support network that kept leaders 

going through the pandemic. 

This conclusion also relates to Subquestion 2: “What might thriving leadership look like 

for middle leaders in ISABC schools?” As mentioned in Chapter 2, servant leaders are team 

focused, striving to build community (Spears, 2005; Xu & Wang, 2020). Keister (2014) 

suggested a thriving team “exhibits change agility and behaviours of cooperation, exploration, 

and focus due to the generative, interdependent, and emotionally contagious context of a thriving 

team” (p. 305). As noted in Finding 5, 27% of participants named collaboration as a key to their 

own thriving.  
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Conclusion 5: Deeper Individual Connection to the Broader ISABC Community Supports 

Collective Thriving (Level: US) 

“The shift to us occurs in those rare instances when the sense of belonging is to the 

organization, and the vision of what the organization can be becomes the identifier for 

organizational members” (Page, 2020, p. 49). 

Participants shared their desire to have a deeper connection to the broader ISABC 

community (Finding 6). This conclusion answers Subquestion 3: “What suggestions do middle 

leaders at ISABC schools have that would create the conditions to support thriving?” As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, servant leadership includes “an overarching concern towards the 

wellbeing of the wider organizational stakeholders and the larger community” (Eva et al., 2019, 

p. 114). Further, Xu and Wang (2020) suggested servant leadership creates strong community 

connections, which supports collective thriving (p. 275). Participants said that connecting with 

the broader ISABC is “an indispensable resource” (FG1.2) and spoke of the value of connecting 

“outside of just our own little ocean . . . the ocean is much wider than just our own school” 

(FG2.4). Block (2018) noted, “Community offers the promise of belonging and calls for us to 

acknowledge our interdependence. To belong is to act as an investor, owner, and creator of this 

place” (p. 4). This is corroborated by Birdsong (2020), who suggested the work is not to build 

community but to increase awareness of our interdependence (p. 227). Yet, there was also a 

strong sentiment from participants that the ISABC networks are not as connected or supportive 

as they could be. To this effect, Wheatley (1999b) reminded leaders,  

The solution is always to bring the system together so that it can learn more about itself 

from itself. Somewhere in the system there are people who have already figured out how 
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to resolve this problem. They are already practicing what others think is impossible. 

(p. 6) 

Though the literature on collective thriving is limited to date, the data reflected participants’ 

assertions that connecting leaders within the system more frequently to others across the ISABC 

would support collective thriving. 

Conclusion 6: Accessible Leadership Development Opportunities Support Collective Thriving 

Within the ISABC (Level: US)  

This conclusion answers Subquestion 3: “What suggestions do middle leaders at ISABC 

schools have that would create the conditions to support thriving” and Subquestion 4: “What 

professional development could the ISABC offer through the TLP that would support emerging 

and middle leaders to thrive?” Participants believed that leadership development opportunities 

open to everyone would support collective thriving in the ISABC, as highlighted in Finding 7. 

There “is an opportunity to look beyond the formal definition of middle leader or someone with a 

title and build out leadership competencies that equip everybody in the school community” 

(FG2.2). As mentioned in Chapter 2, scholars noted little is written about how to support 

professional development of teachers before they become middle leaders (Fitzgerald & Gunter, 

2006). Similarly, Irvine and Brundrett (2016) reported the professional development for 

emerging leaders should differ from the training given to experienced leaders. Irvine and 

Brundrett (2016) explained emerging leaders are often promoted because they are excellent 

teachers (p. 75). However, scholars have suggested success in the classroom does not necessarily 

indicate preparation for, or easy transition into, middle leadership because of the different 

skillsets required (Irvine & Brundrett, 2019, p. 75; Shaked & Schecter, 2017).  
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In this section, I presented six conclusions based on the inquiry findings. My core 

conclusion is that middle leadership is tough and requires support. As Homan-Blanchard (2015) 

stated, “Midlevel managers . . . must master leadership on multiple fronts: communicating, 

coaching and working with their own staff as well as getting the right amount of support and 

direction from their own leader – all while keeping up with their peers” (para. 2). The 

conclusions presented will support middle leaders to develop the skills required for the many 

demands of the job. Next, I examine the scope and limitations of the inquiry. 

Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

The scope of this study was to determine how the ISABC might support thriving and 

development in emerging and middle leaders. Participants from several relevant leadership 

groups were invited to participate from across all 26 ISABC schools. The leadership groups were 

chosen because they were either middle leaders themselves or had middle leaders as direct 

reports. Of the 26 schools included, there were representatives from 16 different schools. My 

inquiry sponsor and participants across the ISABC were supportive and curious about this 

research, which helped mitigate major limitations. However, one potential limitation of this 

inquiry was that, even though they were invited, there were no participants from 10 ISABC 

schools. 

Next, I discuss five limitations arising from adapting the recommendations to other 

settings, pandemic restrictions on data collection, and timing. First, the findings from this study 

are not intended to represent the experiences of all middle leaders working within independent 

school associations across Canada because of the unique context and leadership development 

within the ISABC. However, the conclusions from the study in relation to the literature review 
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may be helpful for other independent school associations or public school districts in British 

Columbia, Canada, and beyond looking to support middle leadership development and thriving.  

Second, although the COVID-19 pandemic was a part of the primary inquiry question for 

this research, the pandemic was also a potential limitation. The COVID-19 pandemic limited me 

to virtual data collection methods. Thus, though the survey instrument would have been similar 

either way, the focus groups were held on the Google Meet platform instead of in-person. I had 

initial concerns about participant engagement and the richness of data I would be able to collect 

through a virtual photo elicitation activity and subsequent discussion. These concerns proved to 

be for naught; participants were highly engaged and the data rich. On another positive note, the 

virtual platform meant that travel time and finding a meeting location were not issues, and 

perhaps meant I had more volunteers than I might have had in person. However, had the 

pandemic not been a factor in planning, I would have liked to host a large group method, in order 

to bring more people from the ISABC into the same room. This could be an area for future 

research, postpandemic. 

Third, the two focus groups took place within days of one another, meaning that the 

themes taken forward from the first focus group were participant-generated and from my initial 

reflections in my research journal as I transcribed the conversation. I worked to mitigate this as 

best I could by immediately transcribing Focus Group 1 following its conclusion and immersing 

myself in the data for the days between the methods. On one hand, having the focus groups so 

close together meant that I did not step outside of the research between the two conversations. 

On the other hand, I would try to schedule them a week apart for future research projects to 

allow for deeper reflection between the two events. The scheduling arose from choosing the 

Doodle poll meeting times that maximized focus group participant numbers from as many 
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different schools as possible. Unfortunately, there were eight volunteers whose voices I would 

have loved to include, but the scheduling did not permit it.  

Fourth, I wish I had probed participants to expand upon some of their responses in the 

focus groups. During the transcription of Focus Group 1, I realized I could have probed 

participants to elaborate answers or clarify ambiguities further, something that may have become 

evident through a pilot. Having said this, the data from the focus groups were more than 

sufficient in answering my inquiry questions.  

Finally, there were two survey questions that did not give me the answers I was looking 

for. Question 12 (Appendix B) had participants rate competencies based on their importance in 

relation to thriving. I suspect that several respondents (n = 6) read the scale wrong, rating all 14 

competencies at the lowest rating “very much unimportant.” These respondents were also among 

the fastest to answer the survey, many (n = 5) completing the survey in less than half of the 

allotted 15 minutes. If I were to redeploy the survey, I would modify this question to use a 

“Choose up to 5” prompt for the most important competencies, similar to Question 5 (Appendix 

B). Question 15 asked, “What is the most impactful leadership development that you have 

received? Why?” Many of these answers were one or two words, or a repeat of a previous open-

ended response and, thus, did not provide me with the data I anticipated. I would not include this 

question if I were to repeat the survey. 
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Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

In this final chapter of the inquiry, I introduce recommendations for the ISABC based  

on the findings and conclusions discussed in Chapter 4. I shaped the recommendations to fit the 

context of the primary inquiry question and subquestions. Next, I examine the organizational 

implications of the recommendation. Then I discuss opportunities for future research. I conclude 

by presenting a summary of the thesis. 

Study Recommendations 

As previously discussed, the primary question for the inquiry was: How might the 

Independent Schools Association of BC’s Team Leadership Program support the leadership 

development and thriving in emerging and middle leaders throughout and beyond the COVID-19 

pandemic? Four subquestions helped to shape this inquiry: 

1. What strategies have ISABC middle and senior leaders used to overcome challenges 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began? 

2. What might thriving leadership look like for middle leaders in ISABC schools? 

3. What suggestions do middle leaders at ISABC schools have that would create the 

conditions to support thriving? 

4. What professional development could the ISABC offer through the TLP that would 

support emerging and middle leaders to thrive? 

The inspiration for the recommendations to follow stem directly from the dialogue in 

Focus Groups 1 and 2. Before each focus group adjourned, I reviewed the action items and ideas 

to bring forward from the conversation. I then drafted and presented the recommendations to the 

current TLP cohort for discussion. We engaged in a rich dialogue on middle leadership 

development that supported these recommendations. Next, I took the recommendations to the 
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organizational sponsor for discussion, where further conversation helped to solidify the 

recommendations as tangible and salient.  

Thus, four recommendations emerged in support of thriving and middle leadership 

development in the ISABC. The four recommendations are presented in order of priority and will 

be explored with evidentiary support from the inquiry participants and relevant literature. 

1. The ISABC TLP course could focus its year-long curriculum on developing self-

awareness, coaching, and interpersonal skills amongst emerging leaders. 

2. The ISABC could capitalize on existing leadership networks to foster a stronger sense 

of belonging within the ISABC. 

3. The ISABC could offer leadership-focused professional development and resources 

accessible to the broader ISABC community. 

4. The ISABC could offer a coaching certification cohort for graduates of the TLP, 

current middle leaders, or any teacher wanting to develop these skills further. 

Recommendation 1: The ISABC TLP Course Could Focus its Year-Long Curriculum on 

Developing Self-Awareness, Coaching, and Interpersonal Skills Amongst Emerging Leaders 

“This blind spot concerns not the what and how – not what leaders do and how they do it 

– but the who: who we are and the inner place or source from which we operate, both 

individually and collectively” (Senge et al., 2004, p. 5).  

Throughout the inquiry, survey respondents and focus group participants were explicit 

about the importance of self-awareness and personal growth in developing leadership capacity. 

This recommendation is linked to Conclusions 1, 2, 3, and 4, and directly addresses the primary 

research question. All of the stories shared, and information gathered through the inquiry 

supported the recommendations for future cohorts of the TLP.  



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  113 

Throughout the inquiry, it became evident that middle leaders felt more comfortable in 

the task-oriented aspects of their role as opposed to the relational aspects. As noted in the 

epigraph of this section, Senge et al. (2004) suggested the internal understanding of who we are 

as leaders is a blind spot in all of leadership development. I have certainly found this to be true in 

the education context. Schools traditionally do not deal with the who side of school leadership 

that Senge et al. (2004) mention. However, this is to the detriment of every middle leader 

because as Bill O’Brien (as cited in Senge et al., 2004) suggested, “The success of the 

intervention depends on the inner condition of the intervener” (p. 180). Other scholars have 

supported the idea of understanding self before focusing on others in a leadership context 

(Brown, 2018; Kiersch & Peters, 2017; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Short, 1998). In addition, this 

could be seen as step one toward servant leadership because leaders must be self-aware in order 

to put themselves aside to serve and prioritize followers’ needs. Scharmer and Kaufer (2013) 

suggested, “We are on a journey of becoming who we really are. This journey to ourselves—to 

our Selves—is open-ended” (p. 152). They named this “leading the personal inversion from me 

to we” (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013, p. 152). Based on my review of literature and data collected 

through the inquiry, I believe that self-awareness, interpersonal skills, and coaching are 

transformational tools for middle leaders’ impact and ability to thrive at work. 

The TLP is already ideally positioned to support this recommendation because 

participants are volunteers ready to engage in leadership development. Ideally, this would mean 

the focus of the TLP curriculum would centre on workshops meant to enhance participants’ self-

awareness; interpersonal skills like emotional intelligence, collaboration, listening, and 

supporting the needs of others; and coaching skills through practise in peer-triads. 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  114 

The ISABC Should Expand the Mentor Aspect of the TLP to Include Being a 

Mentor. As discussed in Conclusion 2, mentorship across schools in the TLP is valuable for 

both mentor and mentee. In addition, having a mentor from another school was named as one of 

the most valuable aspects to the current TLP program (Finding 4). As discussed in the literature 

review, mentoring is “a personal, long-term professional relationship that deepens over time . . . 

an investment in the younger generation” (Mullen, 2012, p. 7). The findings from this inquiry 

support the continuation of this practice in the TLP. 

However, in discussing next steps for this recommendation, my organizational partner 

suggested that learning to mentor, as discussed in Finding 4, is not currently fulfilled by the TLP 

(E. Moore, personal communication, May 3, 2021).6 We identified an opportunity for the TLP 

cohort to partner with the ISABC newly qualified teachers (NQT) cohort. This would give TLP 

participants the opportunity to practise mentoring skills with their own mentee while also 

experiencing and learning through being mentored by a senior leader in another school. Further, 

as mentioned in the literature review, middle leaders are often promoted because they are 

excellent teachers (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016, p. 75; Stone-Johnson, 2014, p. 607). Other scholars 

have suggested newly qualified teachers benefit from having an experienced teacher as mentor 

(Sorensen, 2012, p. 202). Thus, the potential for positive impact in enacting this 

subrecommendation for both the TLP and the NQT is significant. 

A potential benefit of Recommendation 1 is that other school districts or independent 

organizations within Canada could reflect upon the inquiry findings and recommendations their 

own middle leadership development programs. I am excited at the prospect of this research 

                                                 

6 Personal communication is referenced with permission. 
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recommendation positively influencing many future middle leaders, within the ISABC and 

beyond.  

Recommendation 2: The ISABC Could Capitalize on Existing Leadership Networks to Foster 

a Stronger Sense of Belonging Within the ISABC 

“Many midlevel managers are so focused on daily tasks that they overlook the 

importance of developing relationships with their peers in the organization” (Homan-

Blanchard, 2015, para. 9). 

This recommendation emerged from Finding 6. It addresses both the primary research 

question and the subquestion about what suggestions middle leaders have that would support 

thriving. Four participants criticized the frequency of communication and depth of connection 

within their respective ISABC leadership network. These participants were all middle leaders, or 

members of “Collaboration Groups” (ISABC, n.d.-a, para. 1). The 22 collaboration groups across 

the ISABC include subject-specific networks for math, science, languages, social studies, and 

fine and performing arts leaders. The collaboration networks also include groups such as 

Indigenous education, sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI); diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI); outdoor education; and vice principals. The participants who spoke more 

positively of the connection and value of the leadership networks were at the principal level or 

higher of leadership, members of leadership groups listed on the ISABC (n.d.-a) website. These 

groups include academic and deputy heads; principal groups for early, junior, middle, and senior 

schools; directors of information technology (IT); and 21st century learning leaders, among 

others. 
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There is support in the literature that fostering a sense of belonging in small groups will 

influence the community of the larger ISABC organization (Block, 2018; Wheatley, 1999a). For 

example, Block (2018) stated, 

The small group is the unit of transformation. It is in the structure of how small groups 

gather that an alternative future will be created . . . Belonging can occur through our 

membership in large groups, but this form of belonging reduces the power of citizens. 

Instead of surrendering our identity for the sake of belonging, we find in the small group 

a place that can value our uniqueness. (p. 31) 

Participants brought forward three ideas to support Recommendation 2: (a) electing a “gatherer” 

to facilitate connection, (b) informal monthly virtual coffee mornings could be a vehicle for more 

frequent contact, and (c) the ISABC TLP participants could gather twice during the year 

following the program to encourage the community to stay connected. 

Electing a “Gatherer” to Facilitate Connection. The idea of annually electing a 

gatherer for each leadership network emerged from the focus groups. After all, “the way we 

gather matters” (Parker, 2018, p. ix). Participants acknowledged some responsibility because it is 

not only the ISABC’s responsibility to bring the groups together, “it is partly on us as well, to 

maintain connection and to reach out to others” (FG1.3). Electing a gatherer could be another 

informal opportunity for leadership development within the ISABC and would ensure that one 

person was designated to bring the collaboration group together. Parker (2018) defined gathering 

as “the conscious bringing together of people for a reason—[it] shapes the way we think, feel, 

and make sense of our world” (p. ix). In addition, scholars discussed how “opportunities for 

members to participate in setting their own goals and procedures are usually very successful in 

increasing involvement” (Dimock & Kass, 2007, p. 6). Having more frequent connection of 
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leadership and collaboration networks might also support building community amidst the 

turnover expressed by participants. “I started 5 years ago, and I was the brand new one at the 

table and last year I was the second most experienced Department head at the ISABC subject 

group meeting” (FG1.4). I believe that electing a gatherer to be responsible for connecting and 

bringing together collaboration groups would increase the sense of belonging and community felt 

by middle leaders. 

Informal Monthly Virtual Coffee Mornings Could be a Vehicle for more Frequent 

Contact. Despite the varied view of current connection and value of the groups, there was 

unanimous support from participants that there could be further connection within the smaller 

leadership networks and a stronger sense of belonging across the ISABC (Finding 6). In a 

dissemination meeting to the current TLP cohort, I mentioned that 10 schools did not participate 

in the research. Others wondered if they were the same schools without representation in the 

current TLP cohort. Further discussion of ways to connect to every school in the organization 

followed. The same 10 schools did not have participants in the inquiry or the TLP this year.  

In the focus groups, participants brainstormed ways to bring this recommendation to life. 

One desire from Focus Group 1 was that “it would be nice to have more regular contact” 

(FG1.1) because “the subject department heads meet once or twice, and we rarely ever hear 

from each other” (FG1.4). From a team theory perspective, two meetings per year does not allow 

a group to form the trust that is required for a group to develop (Dimock & Kass, 2007, p. 25).  

 Participants spoke about the fast-paced nature of independent schools and how informal coffee 

zooms scheduled at the beginning of the year might be one way to ensure more frequent 

connection of leadership networks. “It might be a virtual coffee morning . . . setting your 
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schedule from the beginning of the year . . . and agreeing to prioritize talking with others about 

what things you are going through and brainstorming” (FG1.1). 

 Wheatley (1999a) argued similar processes for connection are required: 

We need processes to help us reweave our connections, to discover shared interests, to 

listen to one another’s stories and dreams. We need processes that take advantage of our 

natural ability to network, to communicate when something is meaningful to us. We need 

processes that invite us to participate, that honour our creativity and commitment to the 

organization. (“To Create a Healthier System,” para. 4) 

Informal monthly meetings will enable leaders to connect more frequently with collaboration 

groups. Participants spoke of how this would help to foster a stronger sense of belonging within 

the ISABC. 

The ISABC TLP Participants Could Gather Twice During the Year Following the 

Program to Encourage the Community to Stay Connected. This subrecommendation is 

linked to Finding 6. Participants believed that a thriving middle leadership would feel a deep 

connection to the broader ISABC community. During Focus Group 1, participants discussed 

their appreciation for the tight community that is forged through the 1-year TLP, and the surprise 

at its quick dissolution at the program’s close.  

It is on us to maintain that connection . . . you and I spoke a lot during that [TLP] year 

and we’d often ride together to the island, but we haven’t spoken since. Yeah, it’s terrible 

to admit and say that. (FG1.3) 

I believe that these additional meetings in the year following a cohort’s completion of the TLP 

would support the community to stay connected, and for the continued sharing of their leadership 
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learnings and journey. I foresee the meetings being TLP participant organized, hosted, and run. 

This would further encourage participants to take ownership of the community and its future. 

Given that the collaboration, leadership, and TLP groups are formed based on interest 

and position with a school, they are poised to value the unique passions of members and fulfill 

the function of connecting with the larger system that Block (2018) and Wheatley (1999a) 

discussed. Further, Recommendation 2 aligns with the ISABC (n.d.-c) mission to “strengthen our 

community of schools through collaboration and connectedness” (para. 4). 

Recommendation 3: The ISABC Could Offer Leadership-Focused Professional Development 

and Resources Accessible to the Broader ISABC Community 

This recommendation comes from Finding 7. Participants expressed the value of offering 

leadership opportunities that are accessible to everyone in the ISABC network. This 

recommendation also answers participants’ questions: “What are we doing to support aspiring 

leaders who aren’t in a leadership role yet,” (FG2.2) and “Are we fully utilizing knowledge from 

‘new to ISABC’ leaders and colleagues with experience from around the world?” (FG1.1). I 

believe the whole notion of leadership and who gets to learn about leading needs to be revisited. 

As Kouzes and Posner (2007) argued, “Leadership is not about position or title. It’s not about 

organizational power or authority. . . leadership is about relationships, about credibility, about 

passion and conviction, and ultimately, about what you do” (p. 295). Participants echoed the 

distribution of leadership learning. “Is there an opportunity to look beyond the formal definition 

of a middle leader or someone with the title and really build out leadership competencies that 

build up everyone in the school community?” (FG2.2). This notion of upskilling everyone 

reminds me of Stringer’s (2007) notion of the “formation of community—the common unity. . . 
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that strengthen the democratic, equitable, liberating, and life-enhancing qualities of social life” 

(pp. 27–28). 

Three ideas were brainstormed to achieve this recommendation. First, there was 

participant support for offering leadership professional development workshops at the annual 

February ISABC professional development day. Second, the ISABC could host a multiday 

leadership workshop over the summer, or a series of workshops throughout the year, open to 

anyone interested. In conversation with my organizational partner, she admitted this was 

something she had been envisioning for some time but had yet to action on (E. Moore, personal 

communication, May 3, 2021).7 Third, the TLP could collate a column for the ISABC monthly 

newsletter featuring an article worth reading or podcast worth listening to that relates to 

leadership development. Including a research column in the ISABC newsletter would double as 

an opportunity to highlight participants in the TLP and their areas of interest whilst also 

facilitating resource sharing amongst the broader community. This aligns with participant desire 

“to have a resource base” (FG2.3) for developing common language about leadership. 

Senge (2006) described a learning organization as one “where people continually expand 

their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of 

thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually 

learning how to learn together” (p. 3). By facilitating the sharing of current research about 

leadership, the ISABC would support leadership learning within the organization.  

                                                 

7 Personal communication is referenced with permission. 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  121 

Recommendation 4: The ISABC Could Offer a Coaching Certification Cohort for Graduates 

of the TLP, Current Middle Leaders, or Any Teacher Wanting to Develop These Skills Further 

This is the recommendation furthest from what currently exists in the ISABC. However, 

it was clear through the data that participants valued the opportunity to learn to coach alongside 

peers outside of their own school, like in the TLP and the prospective heads cohorts. This is 

important because “coaching is a skill that has to be learned” (Zenger & Folkman, 2019, p. 1). 

This recommendation originated from Finding 4 because coaching emerged throughout the data 

collection as among participants’ most valuable professional development. The development of a 

coaching program or a referral program to a coaching certification that already exists would 

support thriving. As Gornall and Burn (2013) reported, “Coaching helps people thrive” (p. 1). 

Furthermore, coaching certification would fill a void for continued development within the 

ISABC. After completing the TLP, there are limited opportunities for learning and development. 

The ISABC does offer a learning cohort beyond the TLP, but it is a Prospective Head of School 

course, and there are many years between completion of the TLP and a headship.  

A coaching certification cohort would also contribute to thriving because thriving 

depends on one’s state of vitality and learning (i.e., one’s ability to grow and seek out new 

knowledge; Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 155).  

As previously mentioned, a coach supports the coachee by asking questions to promote 

reflection and problem solving (Fletcher, 2012, p. 25; Gornall & Burn, 2013, p. 16).  

Having more developed coaching skills among middle leaders would equip middle leaders with 

more skills to support teacher stress, as discussed in Finding 1. Having people in the organization 

with coaching certification could further support the emotional burden of teachers under stress. 
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This is especially true when considering Fletcher’s (2012) notion that coaches should not be the 

coachee’s line manager because of the risk taking and experimenting that are involved. 

There are many examples of internal coaching programs in organizations globally. Since 

2005, the International Coach Federation (ICF) issues the ICF International Prism Award to an 

organization that has built a strong coaching culture (ICF, n.d.). The University of British 

Columbia (UBC) and Rogers Communications are two Canadian organizations who have 

received the honours in recent years (ICF, 2017, 2019). Internal coaching programs, like the ones 

at Rogers and UBC allow employees to earn hours toward formal coaching credentials with 

accrediting bodies like the ICF (2017, 2019).  

There are also examples of programs in K–12 education settings. Darling-Hammond et al. (2009, 

as cited in Killion, 2012) explained, 

Coaching models recognize that if professional development is to take root in teachers' 

practice, ongoing and specific follow-up is necessary to help teachers incorporate new 

knowledge and skills into classroom practice both in the short and long-term. . . school-

based coaching generally involves experts. . . working closely with small groups of 

teachers to improve classroom practice, and ultimately, student achievement . . . most 

[coaches] are former classroom teachers. (p. 274) 

Finally, there are current examples of the coaching model in Canadian schools. For 

example, at the time of writing this chapter, the Sturgeon Public School Division in Alberta had 

two different coaching roles listed as employment opportunities to support classroom teachers 

with the learning and mental health and wellbeing of students (Sturgeon School Division, 2021a, 

2021b). 
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In sum, these four recommendation categories offer short- and long-term ideas to 

enhance thriving and professional development within the ISABC. Next, the implications of 

implementing the recommendations will be discussed. 

Organizational Implications 

Stakeholders for the inquiry included middle leaders and those who supervise middle 

leaders within the ISABC. I found the interest in my project exciting. To realize that there were 

many other middle leaders eager and willing to talk about their development and thriving was a 

thrill for me and solidified my belief that this was a topic worthy of study. My organizational 

partner has been enthusiastic and supportive throughout this process. From the very early stages, 

when we discussed our mutual interest in middle leadership development, to the early stages of 

planning and data analysis, to the discussion of recommendations and next steps, she has asked 

many questions that have encouraged, challenged, and furthered my thinking. 

Many stakeholders noted their desire to continue the conversation and to take on the 

recommendations at the end of this cycle of research. Both middle leader and senior leader 

participants noted their appreciation for the conversations that have already begun. FG2.4 stated, 

I don't think we've ever had a conversation about how we are supporting our middle 

leadership teams, and maybe that's something that we need to be more intentional about 

as the people in the more senior leadership positions . . . that we are talking amongst 

ourselves about how we're supporting, and what we can learn from each other to better 

support our own middle leadership teams in our own schools. 

FG2.2 remarked, “as soon as you have this data tabulated . . . please pass to the 

principal networks because we are ready to hopefully grow with this.” These sentiments assured 

me that the inquiry recommendations will be embraced by some of the stakeholders who 
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participated. I believe stakeholders will take ownership of presenting the recommendations to the 

leadership and collaborative groups that they are a part of and continue the momentum of the 

inquiry. 

The momentum has continued to grow through this process. During the data analysis and 

writing stages of this inquiry, changes within the TLP had already begun to occur. Though the 

current TLP cohort were outside the research boundary, as the current TLP facilitator, I was able 

to experiment with some of the curriculum suggestions that emerged through the data. This 

year’s cohort responded positively to speakers and a curriculum that focused on self-awareness, 

coaching, emotional intelligence, systems change, and community. I presented the draft 

recommendations to the cohort as relevant stakeholders for feedback in mid-April, and I was 

delighted at their response. They suggested some of the changes were already occurring, and the 

recommendations were welcomed and supported. Their belief in the importance of this research 

was evident by their curiosity and encouragement for me to ensure the findings and 

recommendations will be realized by the organization. 

I will be submitting a two-page summary of my research findings and recommendations 

to be included in the June edition of the ISABC newsletter, which is emailed to all teachers and 

staff in the ISABC network. This will make my results widely available to all relevant 

stakeholders. In addition, I will email the two-page summary to the same invitation list of 

potential inquiry participants to whom the survey was sent, in order to ensure that all anonymous 

survey respondents have a chance to review it if they are interested. Due to the anonymous 

nature of the survey, this is the only way I can be sure to reach all stakeholders who chose to 

participate. Anyone wishing to discuss the ideas further will be invited to contact me. In addition, 

I will present a modified version of my thesis defense presentation for any interested middle and 
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senior leaders at my own school, in an attempt to further the conversation here. However, I do 

not anticipate that every stakeholder or participant will be motivated to take action. It is my 

belief that each of these actions will have a ripple effect, spurring on further conversation, 

inquiry, and evolution by individuals inspired to support middle leaders’ thriving and 

development.  

Next Steps for Implementing the Recommendations 

Recommendation 1: The ISABC TLP Course Could Focus its Year-Long 

Curriculum on Developing Self-Awareness, Coaching, and Interpersonal Skills Amongst 

Emerging Leaders. The momentum for this recommendation has already begun. As facilitator 

for the 2020–2021 TLP, I was able to tailor the curriculum based on the emerging data. This 

year’s curriculum focused on self-awareness, coaching, and interpersonal skills, which meant 

removing task-oriented workshops like resumes and interviewing. As Senge et al. (2004) 

proposed, “If you want to be a leader. . . you must understand yourself first” (p. 180). There are 

minimal additional costs or resources required to action this recommendation. Further, I hope to 

be involved in some capacity in the planning for the program next year and will work with the 

facilitators to support the continued action of this recommendation. 

The ISABC Should Expand the Mentoring Aspect of the TLP to Include Being a 

Mentor. The subrecommendation of having TLP participants mentor NQT participants was a 

suggestion of the organizational partner and would be very easy to implement. The TLP 

facilitator would simply need the NQT facilitator to provide them with the NQT participants’ 

subject specialization, school, and areas of interest in order to make appropriate pairs of TLP 

mentors and NQT mentees. The NQT facilitator could also suggest topics for discussion based 

on NQT workshops. Once paired, it would be the responsibility of the participants to coordinate 
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the monthly meetings. To build in a reflective self-awareness element for both the TLP 

participant and the NQT mentee, the program facilitators could coordinate a guided year-end 

session at which they share feedback and insights to one another to close the community. This 

TLP-NQT mentorship partnership could begin as early as the fall of 2021. 

Recommendation 2: The ISABC Could Capitalize on Existing Leadership Networks 

to Foster a Stronger Sense of Belonging Within the ISABC. The ISABC made a conscious 

choice to delineate the difference between leadership and collaboration groups. The unintended 

systemic effect of having less structure in the collaboration groups was the participants feeling 

less connected to the organization. The cost and resources associated with implementing the 

subrecommendations here are not prohibitive but would be in opposition to the less-structured 

approach that was recently adopted (E. Moore, personal communication, May 3, 2020).8 

Electing a “Gatherer” to Facilitate Connection. I suggest that the ISABC put out an 

open call for gatherers for each of the ISABC collaboration groups that does not already have an 

unofficial leader. The ISABC office could support these volunteer gatherers by providing them 

with email lists and a basic template or structure for meetings. The gatherers would be 

responsible for reporting back to Elizabeth and the ISABC office about any agenda items 

requiring further support. As mentioned above, this recommendation is in opposition to the less-

structure approach recently adopted but would enhance connection to the larger ISABC 

organization that was expressed as necessary for collective thriving in Finding 6. If accepted, the 

recommendation could be implemented in June, with a call for gatherers for the 2021–2022 

school year. 

                                                 

8 Personal communication is referenced with permission. 
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Informal Monthly Virtual Coffee Mornings Could be a Vehicle for More Frequent 

Contact. This subrecommendation would be implemented by the gatherer of each collaboration 

group and could begin almost immediately with no additional cost. I believe that an open 

invitation to join their collaboration group peers in a no-pressure, no-agenda virtual coffee once a 

month might be the most impactful recommendation from the inquiry in support of belonging 

and connection to the broader ISABC community for middle leaders. 

The ISABC TLP Participants Could Gather Twice During the Year Following the 

Program to Encourage the Community to stay Connected. The current TLP participants were 

curious about this subrecommendation. In the same way that the ISABC could invite volunteers 

to be gatherers for collaboration groups, the TLP facilitator could ask for two volunteers to host 

and/or organize the reunion meetings in the year following TLP completion. These could be 

short virtual meetings, or half-day workshops. I recommend that the participants choose the 

topics and/or present for one another something related to their own area of expertise. This 

would have a secondary benefit of exposing middle leaders to perspectives outside of their own 

specialization areas and supporting continued learning within the organization. The cost 

associated would depend on whether they were in person or virtual, and the release time from 

teaching required for participants. If participants were presenting for one another, the cost 

associated would be further minimized. The ISABC would have to ensure that school leaders 

were supportive of further release time for a meeting of this nature. 

Recommendation 3: The ISABC Could Offer Leadership-Focused Professional 

Development and Resources Accessible to the Broader ISABC Community. This 

recommendation echoes Jackson and Parry (2018), who posited, “Leadership development and 

training should not only include both leaders and followers, it should also actively blur the 
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leader-follower divide, [and] generate a collective understanding” (pp. 129–130). Two of these 

subrecommendations will be discussed together: (a) to develop a leadership track at the annual 

ISABC professional development day in February and (b) host a multiday or series of shorter 

leadership workshops throughout the school year. Both of these subrecommendations are 

achievable in the 2021–2022 school year, should the organizational partner choose to prioritize 

them and delegate someone to organize the topics and speakers. I recommend choosing speakers 

who would focus on the relational elements of leadership that emerged through the data and look 

for people to focus on things such as coaching, self-awareness, emotional intelligence, 

collaboration, wellbeing, and thriving. The third idea, to have the TLP collate a column for the 

ISABC monthly newsletter, is more easily adoptable in the 2021–2022 school year. TLP 

participants are already asked to engage in reviewing literature as part of their own reflective 

inquiry projects, so this would simply be a broader sharing of their research. A schedule could be 

arranged by the facilitator at the beginning of the year to assign each TLP participant a month to 

create a book review, article summary, or podcast feature for the ISABC newsletter. This would 

create additional work for the TLP participant, but it would only happen once in the year. There 

would be no cost associated, beyond having the ISABC office creating the space for this in the 

newsletter and reviewing the article each month before its inclusion. 

Recommendation 4: The ISABC Could Offer a Coaching Certification Cohort for 

Graduates of the TLP, Current Middle Leaders, or Any Teacher Wanting to Develop 

These Skills Further. As previously mentioned, this recommendation is the farthest from what 

currently exists. It would take the organizational partner developing a pitch for the Board of 

Directors, supported by research of other internal coaching development programs and a list of 

perceived benefits from implementing it. If the cost associated with having their own cohort of 
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coaches was too high, the ISABC could also seek to build a relationship with an existing 

coaching education program. For example, there are coaching certification programs in BC at 

education institutions like Royal Roads University (n.d.-a) and programs run by coaching 

companies, like Essential Impact (Essential Impact, n.d.). Choosing to adopt an external 

institution or business would mean that participants could apply to take part at any time in the 

year, choosing a program that fit with the demands of the school year. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

The project focused on supporting the development and thriving of emerging and middle 

leaders in the ISABC. I will present six implications for future inquiry. First, the scope of the 

inquiry was specific, with 52 participants from 16 ISABC schools. Whether the findings and 

conclusions are transferable to other independent school contexts within Canada or 

internationally is an avenue for further examination. Second, there is room for further research 

on a national or international scale into supporting the transition of emerging leaders from 

teacher to leader (Armstrong, 2012; Fitzgerald & Gunter, 2006). In my opinion, there may be 

similarities in what would support the development and thriving of new principals, but this 

would be another area for further inquiry. Third, the results of studies comparing the needs of 

emerging middle leaders and emerging principals could then be compared for further 

understanding of how to support leadership development within the ISABC and beyond. Fourth, 

as noted by other scholars (Usman et al., 2020, p. 16; Xu & Wang, 2020, p. 284), there is room 

to study the effect that professional development on servant leadership and the adoption of 

servant leader behaviour might have on collective thriving. Additionally, future research could 

assess the impact of educating teachers and teams about thriving and whether education about 

thriving is effective in promoting self-monitoring and regulation within an organization. Fifth, as 
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mentioned in the recommendations, future research could investigate how middle leaders could 

feel a stronger sense of connection and belonging to the broader ISABC community. Finally, the 

project recommendations included implementing a coaching program in a K–12 education 

setting. A future project could research and implement an internal coaching program and study 

its effectiveness in supporting teacher-growth and middle leader thriving.  

Thesis Summary 

This practical action research project was designed to understand what lessons were 

learned through the COVID-19 pandemic that might support the leadership development and 

thriving of ISABC emerging and middle leaders. In Chapter 1, I explained the organizational 

context, systems analysis, and significance of the inquiry. In Chapter 2, I presented a literature 

on three major topics: emerging and middle leadership, thriving at work, and servant leadership. 

Several key subtopics examined were coaching and mentoring as professional development in 

education, servant leadership and thriving, and community and belonging.  

In Chapter 3, I explored the theoretical underpinnings of the multimethod practical action 

research design. I also discussed project participants, study conduct, data analysis and validity, 

and ethical implications. Through the online survey and two virtual focus groups, participants 

shared their own leadership journeys and their experiences through the first year of the COVID-

19 pandemic. There was an arts-based aesthetic element (Barone & Eisner, 2006) to all phases of 

the inquiry, including photo elicitation (Harper, 2002), found poetry (Butler-Kisber, 2017), and 

presentation. 

Chapter 4 began with the six findings that emerged through data collection. Next, I 

compared the literature with the findings, and presented six conclusions using the me-we-us 

construct (Page, 2020) structure. The six conclusions were as follows:  
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1. Self-awareness and self-reflection are keys to leadership development. 

2. Coaching and mentoring contribute positively to self-awareness and leadership. 

3. Thriving middle leaders have strong relational skills and prioritize the needs of 

others. 

4. Thriving middle leaders foster teamwork and authentic collaboration. 

5. Deeper individual connection to the broader ISABC community supports collective 

thriving. 

6. Accessible leadership development opportunities support collective thriving within 

the ISABC.  

I concluded Chapter 4 with the scope and limitations of the inquiry. In this final chapter, I 

presented four recommendations for the ISABC to consider:  

1. The ISABC TLP course could focus its year-long curriculum on developing self-

awareness, coaching, and interpersonal skills amongst emerging leaders. 

2.  The ISABC could capitalize on existing leadership networks to foster a stronger 

sense of belonging within the ISABC. 

3. The ISABC could offer leadership-focused professional development and resources 

accessible to the broader ISABC community.  

4. The ISABC could offer a coaching certification cohort for graduates of the TLP, 

current middle leaders, or any teacher wanting to develop these skills further. 

Next, I considered the organizational implications of implementing the recommendations. 

Then, I suggested the next steps towards action for each recommendation. I concluded the final 

chapter by suggesting the implications for future inquiry. 
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It became clear through the inquiry that the biggest lessons from COVID-19 were not 

about adopting new technology or adjusting to online and hybrid learning. Instead, the most 

important theme to arise from the study was the emphasis on relational skills required of middle 

leaders through the pandemic, the human side of middle leadership. Overwhelmingly, the themes 

across the data suggested that managing teacher and student stress and anxiety, understanding 

others’ experience and perspective, showing empathy, having difficult conversations, and 

managing change were among the biggest challenges that middle leaders faced. Maybe this 

should not be surprising, given that schools are human systems (Wheatley, 1999a). I believe now 

more than ever that communication, connection, and relationship building skills are among the 

most important attributes of middle leadership.  

I believe that thriving middle leaders realize there is a lot one can do to influence the 

environment of the school and the thriving of the students, teachers, and families with whom 

they interact. This research contributed to the conversation surrounding thriving and the need to 

equip emerging and middle leaders with self-awareness, interpersonal skills, and coaching skills. 

By equipping our leaders to thrive, they will in turn support other teachers and students, 

ultimately making our society a more empathetic, resilient, and connected community. 
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Appendix A: Leverage Points Diagram 

 

Note. The figure highlights the project topic, related influences, and the leverage points as 

discussed throughout the inquiry. 

ISABC = Independent Schools Association of British Columbia; Pro-D = Professional 

Development; TLP = Team Leadership Program.  
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Appendix B: Survey Questions 

Survey Questions (10 mins) 

Thank you for participating in this survey. Your feedback is very important to us. You are not 

required to participate in this survey. If you do choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at 

any time before or during the survey. If you withdraw before completing the survey questions, 

your data will automatically be destroyed. If you do not wish to participate, simply do not click 

on the survey link. Your decision to not participate will not be known. Once you hit “submit” 

your responses will become part of an anonymous data set. 

1. At which ISABC school do you currently work? _____________ 

 

2. What is your leadership role at the school?  

a. Vice-principal or Director for an entire area of the school’s work 

b. Head of Department or Grade Lead 

c. Head, Deputy Head or Principal 

d. Other  

 

3. How long have you held this position at your school?  

a. Less than one year 

b. 1 – 3 years 

c. 4 – 6 years 

d. More than 6 years 

 

4. How long have you been a teacher?  

a. 1 – 4 years 

b. 5 – 9 years 

c. 10 – 14 years 

d. 15 years or more 

 

5. Which of the following competencies have become the most important for you since the 

COVID-19 pandemic began? (Choose up to 5)  

a. Emotional Intelligence 

b. Change Management 

c. Self-Awareness 

d. Communication Skills 

e. Flexibility 

f. Collaboration 

g. Time management 

h. Productivity 

i. Design Thinking and/or Innovation 

j. Openness to All Perspectives 

k. Growth Mindset 

l. Coaching 

m. Strategic Planning 

n. Conflict Management  
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o. Systems Thinking 

 

6. What leadership competency(s), if any, are not on the above list but have become more 

important, due to the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

7. Briefly describe a situation during the COVID-19 pandemic that challenged your 

leadership. 

 

8. Have you overcome this challenge? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

9. What competencies do you believe most helped (or would help) you to overcome the 

challenge mentioned in Question 7?  

 

10. Rate how important the following competencies are in order to thrive as a middle leader.  

 

Please note: For the purposes of this research middle leadership is defined as 

those who straddles the roles of teacher and administrator. In addition to their primary 

teaching roles, middle leaders are tasked with leading the teaching and learning within 

their respective department.  

 

(This will be a matrix question using a Likert scale – Very important, somewhat 

important, neither important not unimportant, somewhat unimportant, very much 

unimportant) 

a. Emotional Intelligence 

b. Change Management 

c. Self-Awareness 

d. Communication Skills 

e. Flexibility 

f. Collaboration 

g. Productivity 

h. Design Thinking and/or Innovation 

i. Openness to All Perspectives 

j. Growth Mindset 

k. Coaching 

l. Strategic Planning 

m. Conflict Management  

 

11. What leadership competency(s), if any, are not on the above list but are important for 

emerging and middle leaders to thrive? 

 

12. What does thriving look like for you in your current role?  

 

13. When you first moved into an educational leadership role, what challenge led to the 

greatest personal growth for you as a leader?  
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14. Where or how did you acquire the knowledge and/or skills to overcome that challenge? 

 

15. What is the most impactful leadership development you have received as a leader? Why? 

 

16. If you are interested in participating in a focus group to discuss the themes from this 

survey, please enter your email address below. The emails from this column will be 

removed from the survey results by a neutral third party before my data analysis begins, 

to ensure that all responses remain anonymous. 
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Appendix C: Focus Group 1 Agenda and Questions 

Focus Group 1 Agenda (75 minutes) 

Housekeeping (5 mins) 

1. Informed Consent – review confidentiality and withdrawal 

2. Name the big picture plan for today  

a. Review major survey themes and discuss responses.  

b. Brainstorm through shared dialogue emerging themes for next focus group’s 

discussion 

 

--- Recording begins --- 

Photo elicitation activity (20 mins) 

3. What image best represents your experience as a middle leader during the pandemic? 

4. What does thriving middle leadership look like?  

a. Participants will choose an image from a deck of Google slides based on the 

above prompt. 30 images will be drawn randomly from the Visual Explorer 

facilitator deck (Center for Creative Leadership, 2020).  

b. The deck will be shared as a link in the Google Meet chat box for each participant 

to scroll through and select their image. Participants will type the selected slide 

number into the chat box for me to present as they speak to it.  

c. Participants will be invited to share their ideas of the prompt and image to the 

depth they feel comfortable.  

 

Focus Group 1 conversation (40 mins) 

1. Describe a time when you felt you were thriving in your leadership role. 

2. What connections can we make of the common challenges named for new leaders? 

What implications might these have in leadership development? 

3. What themes emerged in the survey from questions about lessons learned through the 

pandemic? What are the biggest implications of these moving forward for leadership 

development?  

4. Dream big-- What does a thriving middle leadership look like in ISABC schools? 

 

Brainstorm emerging themes to carry forward (10 mins) 
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Appendix D: Focus Group 2 Agenda and Questions 

Focus Group 2 Agenda (75 minutes) 

Housekeeping (5 mins) 

1. Informed Consent – review confidentiality and withdrawal 

2. Name the big picture plan for today.  

a. Review major survey and Focus Group 1 themes and discuss responses.  

b. Develop a preliminary set of priorities and recommendations based on findings 

for the ISABC. 

 

--- Recording begins --- 

Photo Elicitation Activity (20 mins) 

1. What image best represents your experience as a middle leader during the pandemic? 

2. What does thriving middle leadership look like?   

a. Participants will choose an image from a deck of Google slides based on the 

above prompt. 30 images will be drawn randomly from the Visual Explorer 

facilitator deck (Center for Creative Leadership, 2014).  

b. The deck will be shared as a link in the Google Meet chat box for each 

participant to scroll through and select their image. Participants will type the 

selected slide number into the chat box for me to present as they speak to it.  

c. Participants will be invited to share their ideas of the prompt and image to the 

depth they feel comfortable.  

Focus Group 2 Conversation (40 mins) 

1. What connections can we make of the common challenges named for new leaders? 

What implications might these have in leadership development? 

2. What themes emerged from Focus Group 1? What are the biggest implications of 

these moving forward for leadership development?  

3. Dream big—Who needs to do what to support emerging and middle leaders to thrive? 

4. What professional development could the ISABC offer that would support thriving? 

Emerging themes (recommendations) to carry forward (10 mins) 
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Appendix E: Research Invitation Email 

Dear ISABC leaders,  

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. Your name was 

chosen as a prospective participant because you are a current middle or senior leader within an 

ISABC school or a recent Team Leadership Program graduate.  

The purpose of my research is to explore how leadership lessons learned through the COVID-19 

pandemic might impact the future development of middle leaders through the ISABC’s Team 

Leadership Program. One goal of this research is to explore new ways of supporting middle 

leaders to recognize their importance and potential for impact within our association of schools.  

This project is part of the requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership degree, at Royal 

Roads University. I am partnering with the ISABC for this project, and I have been granted 

permission by Elizabeth Moore, ISABC’s Executive Director, to contact potential participants 

for this purpose. I am employed as the Director of Performing Arts at Mulgrave School and am 

not a direct employee of the ISABC, nor am I receiving any financial renumeration for this 

research.  

If you would like to participate, you can choose to partake in a ten-minute survey via Survey 

Monkey and/or join ISABC colleagues in one (of two) 75-minute virtual focus groups sessions 

via Google Meet. The focus groups will explore themes from the survey results and discuss the 

implications for leadership development in order to thrive as a middle leader.  

The attached Research Information Letter contains further details about the study conduct and 

will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. 

Please review this information before proceeding.  

I realize that some of you, due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to 

participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, 

should you choose to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you choose to 

participate in the focus group, you are free to withdraw at any time until one week following the 

focus group meeting without prejudice. If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to 

this request. Your decision to not participate will not be known due to the anonymous nature of 

the survey. Your choice will not affect our relationship or your employment status in any way. 

Please note that if you wish to withdraw after participating in the survey, it might not be possible 

to identify any individuals’ responses and comments in order to remove them. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  

If you are ready to proceed with the survey, please click HERE.  

If you would like to participate in a focus group, please reply YES! to this email or contact me. 

Sincerely, 

Natassja By, BMus, BEd,  

Email: [email address] 

Phone: [phone number] 



LEADING IN THE MIDDLE  160 

Appendix F: Research Information Letter 

Research Study: Leading in the Middle: Towards a Thriving Middle Leadership in BC 

Independent Schools 

My name is Natassja By, and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts 

in Leadership degree, at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University 

can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership 

Studies: [email address] or [telephone number]. This research project has been approved by the 

RRU Research Ethics Board. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research 

participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics at [email address].  

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research is to explore how leadership lessons learned through the COVID-19 

pandemic might impact the future development of middle leaders through the ISABC’s Team 

Leadership Program. Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are a 

current middle or senior leader within an ISABC school or a recent Team Leadership Program 

graduate. One goal of this research is to explore new ways of supporting middle leaders to 

recognize their importance and potential for impact within our association of schools.  

Your participation and how information will be collected 

The data collection phase of the research, where participants will be included, will occur over a 

two-month period. The research will consist of a survey and two focus groups and be sequenced 

in this order. The survey, via Survey Monkey, is anticipated to last ten minutes. Focus group 

participants will be placed in one (of two) 75-minute virtual sessions via Google Meet at a 

mutually agreed upon time. The focus groups will begin with a photo elicitation activity and then 

explore themes from the survey results. Next, we will discuss leadership development and what 

is required to thrive as a middle leader. 

The anticipated questions include: 

- Briefly describe a situation during the COVID-19 pandemic that challenged your 

leadership. 

- What leadership competencies have become the most important for you since the 

COVID-19 pandemic began? 

- When you first moved into an educational leadership role, what challenge led to the 

greatest personal growth for you as a leader? What leadership competencies do you 

believe most helped you to overcome this situation? 

- What does a thriving middle leader look like? 

Number of Participants 

The survey will accept up to 104 responses. Optimally, ten participants for each focus group 

from a variety of schools and disciplines will engage in the focus group portion of this study. If 

less than ten participants volunteer, they will all be included in the focus group, regardless of 

school/leadership role. If more than ten participants volunteer, they will be categorized based on 

discipline and school and a draw will determine at least one representative per discipline and 
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school. The last slide of the survey will be a place for people to indicate whether they want to 

participate in the focus group. Focus group participants will be determined two weeks from 

the survey’s closing. If you choose to volunteer by contacting Natassja, an email will be sent out 

to you the week of [Date for Email Distribution to be updated here before sending] to notify you 

whether your name was drawn. 

Benefits and risks to participation 

There are several benefits to the participants, partner organization, and the researcher. 

Participants involved with the research will have the benefit of sharing their stories in a 

respectful environment with colleagues from other schools as it relates to leadership. You will 

also have an opportunity to share insights and ideas in a way that you may not have been able to 

in other forums. The organization will benefit by having master’s level research conducted 

within the organization around a topic that is important to them. The organization will also 

receive a professional report of findings, including recommendations that they may choose to 

explore further. Of course, there are a few personal benefits to me, as the researcher. This 

process will satisfy an academic requirement as well as open opportunities for me to advance my 

career. This research will also benefit academia in relation to the generation and dissemination of 

knowledge. 

This is a minimal risk project. However, given the group method nature of the focus group, there 

is a risk in confidentiality. Rules of engagement will be discussed at the beginning of each focus 

group. This will include emphasis on respecting each participant’s responses as equally valuable 

for the purpose of this research, and not weighted according to perceived power that may be 

affiliated with title. Strategies to maintain confidentiality include avoiding disclosure of specific 

responses from specific participants and instead share overall concepts. Please also protect the 

confidentiality of teachers, students or their families by not divulging identifiable information 

when describing experiences. Although one benefit of this research study is to engage in 

dialogue with others, this comes with the potential for feeling vulnerable when sharing your 

stories and viewpoints. Another possible risk is that every idea shared may not be adopted by the 

ISABC. The data collected by both the survey and focus groups will be analyzed and used to 

inform recommendations given to the ISABC at the conclusion of the study. Additionally, the 

survey data will be hosted by Survey Monkey, and the data stored in the USA. The Google Meet 

session will be recorded, and the data will be stored in the USA. Data stored on servers in the 

USA may be subject to examination and/or seizure by the USA government under the USA 

Patriot Act. While this likelihood is small, I am required to let you know of this possible risk. 

Inquiry team 

My inquiry team will include six colleagues: three are teachers who understands the ISABC 

context, and three are peers from my program at Royal Roads University. These three peers were 

selected because they each bring perspective to at least one of the following: surveys, 

appreciative inquiry, arts-based research, and middle leadership in large organizational contexts. 

Inquiry team members will not have access to raw data or participant information. 
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Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest 

I am conducting this project as part of the requirement to attain my Master of Arts in Leadership 

degree at Royal Roads University. I may, upon completion, seek employment opportunities 

related to my studies. I disclose this information here so that you can make a fully informed 

decision on whether or not to participate in this study. I am employed as the Director of 

Performing Arts at Mulgrave School, a school affiliated with the ISABC, but am not a direct 

employee of the ISABC. I am not receiving any financial renumeration for anything related to 

this research. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. Please note that your valuable ideas 

and opinions will appear in the report itself. However, no personal information such as your 

name or personally identifiable information will be used to attribute those comments to you. 

Please note should you choose to withdraw from the research, any identifiable information will 

not be retained. I will delete the focus group recordings immediately following transcription. If a 

hard copy is made to assist with analysis, the data will be anonymized and kept in a locked 

cabinet in my home office, and later shredded once the analysis is complete. Anonymized raw 

data, in the form of electronic transcription of the audio recorded sessions, will be stored for one 

year following degree completion on an encrypted USB stick, and kept in a locked cabinet in the 

home office of the researcher. This is in anticipation of a publication or presentation where this 

information may be applicable. Data will remain coded with no identifiable factors and securely 

deleted no later than November 2022. 

You are free to withdraw at any time during the research study. However, if you choose to 

withdraw once a focus group has commenced, it is logistically impossible to identify and remove 

individual data from a group session. No identifiable information will be used. Anonymized 

quotes will be used. I will be the sole person who has access to the raw data. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 

Master of Arts in Leadership degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with focus 

group participants, Dr. Elizabeth Moore and the ISABC. The complete thesis, if accepted, will be 

published in the Thesis Canada Portal of National Archives Canada and on the ProQuest/UMI 

database, and will be publicly available. I will also offer to formally present the findings in a 

journal article or conference presentation, should the opportunity arise.  

Procedure for withdrawing from the study  

If at any time through the research process you wish to withdraw from the study, your request 

should be sent to me by email or delivered in person. Survey participants wishing to withdraw 

during the survey may withdraw at any point up to the final ‘submit’ button is pression. You 

simply need to close your browser to withdraw from the anonymous survey. If you choose to 

participate in the focus group, you are free to withdraw without prejudice at any time, by 

contacting me via email or in person, until one week following the focus group meeting. If you 

choose to withdraw in the middle of the focus group session, please send me a private note in the 

chat box of Google Meet indicating you are withdrawing, so I know you are not having technical 
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challenges. If you withdraw after participating in the survey or a focus group, it might not be 

possible to identify your individual responses and comments in order to remove them. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By completing the survey, replying 

directly to the e-mail request for participation or signing the virtual focus group consent form, 

you indicate that you have read and understand the information above and give your free and 

informed consent to participate in this project.  

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix G: Inquiry Team Agreement Letter 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership degree at Royal Roads 

University, Natassja By (the student) will be conducting research with the Independent Schools 

Association of British Columbia to study how the ISABC can support middle leadership 

development through their Team Leadership program. The Student’s credentials with Royal 

Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of 

Leadership, at [telephone number] or email [email address]. 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating a focus group or interview, taking notes, 

transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 

assist the Student and the ISABC change process. In the course of this activity, you may be privy 

to confidential inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 

project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 

functions of this project and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 

receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 

covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 

personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 

information. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured, and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 

Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Natassja By, the 

Student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

 

______________________ ___________________________  _________ 

Name (Please Print) Signature Date 
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Appendix H: Survey Preamble and Consent 

Research Study: Leading in the Middle: Towards a Thriving Middle Leadership in BC 

Independent Schools 

Survey Preamble and Confirmation of Consent 

My name is Natassja By, and this research project, Leading in the Middle, is part of the 

requirement for a Masters of Arts in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. The research 

includes this survey and is estimated to take 10 minutes to complete depending on the level of 

feedback you provide. All data received will be kept confidential. Your completion of this survey 

indicates that you are giving your voluntary and informed consent to participate in this project 

and have data you contribute used in the final report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, 

conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).  

This survey is hosted on the US online survey tool, SurveyMonkey. Data stored on servers in the 

USA may be subject to examination by the USA government and/or seizure by the USA 

government under the US Patriot Act. While this likelihood is small, I am required to let you 

know of this possible risk. Please note that your valuable ideas and opinions will appear in the 

report itself. These ideas and opinions will be anonymous, as research reports from online 

surveys in which there is no personally identifiable information such as the research participant’s 

name means that there is no way to trace the responses back to the research participant.  

Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent. 

o YES! I confirm that I have read and accept the terms of the Research Information Letter 

that provides details of the research (please click to proceed to the online survey) 
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Appendix I: Focus Group Consent Form 

Research Study: Leading in the Middle: Towards a Thriving Middle Leadership in BC 

Independent Schools 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data you contribute used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). Please note that 

your valuable ideas and opinions will appear in the report itself. However, no personal 

information such as your name or personally identifiable information will be used to attribute 

those comments to you.  

The Google Meet session will be recorded, and the data will be stored in the USA. Data stored 

on servers in the USA may be subject to examination and/or seizure by the USA government 

under the USA Patriot Act. While this likelihood is small, I am required to let you know this 

possible risk. Giving your informed consent to participate below also indicates you agree that 

your contribution in the focus group may be audio/video-recorded, with all the confidentiality 

provisions as described above.  

o I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the focus group be 

included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed  

o I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated (e.g. photo selected 

from photo elicitation activity) through my participation in the focus group be used in 

this study 

o I commit to respect the confidential nature of the focus group by not sharing 

identifying information about the other participants 

 

Name: (Please Print):  

__________________________________________________ 

 

Signed:  

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

Date:  

______________________________________________ 

 

Please send your signed consent form to [email address]. 
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Appendix J: Initial Data Analysis sent to Focus Group 1 

 
 

Research Study: Leading in the Middle: Towards a Thriving Middle Leadership in BC 

Independent Schools 

Survey participant demographic summary 

Q1 – At which ISABC school do you currently work?  

52 participants from 16 ISABC schools. 

i.e., Aberdeen Hall Preparatory School, Brockton School, Collingwood School, Crofton House 

School, Glenlyon Norfolk School, Meadowridge School, Mulgrave School, Queen Margaret’s 

School, Southridge School, Southpointe Academy, St. George’s School, St. John’s School, St. 

Michael’s University School, Stratford Hall, West Point Grey Academy, and York House 

School) 

Q2 – What is your leadership role at the school? 

 

Q4 – How long have you been teaching? 

75% of participants have been teaching 15 years or more. 
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Open-ended questions summary 

I have selected five questions and summarized findings from the first cycle of data analysis using 

several representation mediums, which I hope will spur further conversation in Focus Group 

One. I am really looking forward to discussing these topics further on Wednesday! 

 

Q5 – Which of the following competencies have become the most important for your role since 

the COVID-19 pandemic began?  

Top 3 Responses:  

Communication 

Skills - 36 

Flexibility – 34 

Emotional 

Intelligence – 29 
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Q6 – What leadership competency(s), if any, are not on the above list but have become more 

important, due to the COVID-19 pandemic? 

The most common responses are listed in the table below.  

Competency Listed Responses 

(of 52) 

Appreciating another’s experience and/or perspective (empathy) 8 

Adaptability  6 

Compassion 5 

Balance 4 

Patience 4 

Resilience 4 

Assumption of good intent 2 

 

Q7 – Briefly describe a situation during the COVID-19 pandemic that challenged your 

leadership? 

Challenge named Responses (of 52) 

Managing COVID-19 stress and anxiety amongst staff and community 23 

Appreciating others’ experience and/or perspective (particularly 

surrounding COVID-19) 

11 

Managing change 9 

Holding teachers accountable 7 

Managing day to day and big picture 7 

Navigating Uncertainly  6 

Increased communication demands 5 

Collaboration 5 

Improving morale 4 

Leading difficult conversations 3 

 

Found Poetry 

In addition to more traditional coding methods, I explored an Arts-based method called Found 

Poetry, where the researcher takes InVivo (direct quotes) from a specific respondent and 

manipulates it into a poem for further reflection. No words have been changed from the original 

responses. (SR#= survey respondent #). I have noticed many of the above themes are represented 

within these data poems.  
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Found Poem SR4 

 

(in helping coach others through COVID related stress) 

 

Helping staff come to a shared story or perspective,  

 grow their own self-awareness  

  and awareness of other(s) 

 

(what lens is the other person looking through) 

(how am I entering a conversation) 

 

Self-reflect 

Discover 

 

I often hold the solutions to many of my largest concerns or problems 

 

Q12 - What does thriving look like for you in your current role?  

The most common responses are depicted in the wordle below. The size of the word or phrase 

represents how common the response was. (e.g. Collaborating well appeared in 10 responses and 

building relationships appeared in 4 responses). 
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Found Poem SR9 

Change is something you do with people 

not to them 

  

Systems change is working from strengths 

not a deficit 

  

Viewing the school as thriving - 

seeking to optimize this 

  

Meeting people where they are at - 

making my own mistakes 

 

My mandate is care 

Not Management 

 

Found Poem SR12 

     I need  

middle leaders 

to be authentic.  

 

too many leaders 

become systems-oriented  

and lose     connection 

 

  

schools are human systems,  

people need to connect    with you  

on a human level.  
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Q 12 – Rate how important the following competencies are for you to thrive as a middle leader.  

 

Q13 - When you first moved into an educational leadership role, what challenge led to the 

greatest personal growth for you as a leader?  

The most common responses to this question are depicted in the wordle below. The most 

common responses, in order of their frequency: Leading difficult conversations; Appreciating 

another’s experience and/or perspectives; Self-awareness; Demands of the job; Wearing many 

hats; Listening skills; Trusting my own abilities and knowledge) 
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 Challenge named # 

Leading difficult conversations 14 

Appreciating others’ experience and/or perspective  14 

Self-awareness / self-reflecting 9 

Demands of the job 7 

Wearing many hats 7 

Trusting my own abilities/knowledge 4 

Listening skills 4 

Learning 3 

Accepting accountability 2 

Adaptability 2 

Team-building 2 
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Appendix K: Initial Themes of Focus Group 1  

1. Connection to broader community  

• The ISABC Collaboration Groups meet 1-2x/year maximum 

• “I find it interesting how it works in the ISABC vs how it works in the public system. 

When I was a department head in the public system I was part of a team of 18 

Department heads and we met bimonthly but would be connected regularly … I would 

get emails from others on a regular basis just to discuss how things were going in their 

schools. We don't do that here. The subject department heads meet once or twice and we 

rarely ever hear from each other.” 

 

• Ideas… 

o Informal coffee zooms?  

o Building community amidst frequent turnover 

• “I started five years ago and I was the brand new one at the table and last year I 

was the second most experienced Department head at the ISABC subject group 

meeting” 

 

2. Leadership development workshops open to all  

• 1 or 2 days in the summer?  

• Leadership offerings at pro-d days? 

o “What are we doing to support aspiring leaders who aren’t in a leadership 

role yet?”  

o “Are we fully utilizing knowledge from ‘new to ISABC’ leaders and 

colleagues with experience from around the world?’ 

 

3. Coaches (mentors) for leaders in new roles  

• Self-awareness and reflection are the keys for leadership development. 

o “I think my school could do a better job of organizing an intentional 

coaching system for colleagues in new positions” 

 

“I'm acting as a resource for a lot of newer younger people that are coming on board and it's 

kind of neat to see. They're asking similar questions that I was asking 10 years ago. 

Interestingly, it's very much reciprocal because a lot of these new young punks bring all of 

these great new ideas that you know are fresh … and it's really created a really neat reciprocal 

playground for us in my area and I like to believe that same kind of thing could exist in other 

realms as well” 
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Appendix L: Table of Inquiry Questions and Conclusions  

Inquiry Question Conclusion that addresses the question 

Primary Question 

 

How might the Independent Schools 

Association of BC’s (ISABC) Team 

Leadership Program (TLP) support the 

leadership development and thriving in 

emerging and middle leaders throughout and 

beyond the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

 

 

1. Self-awareness and self-reflection are keys 

to leadership development 

(a) What strategies have ISABC middle and 

senior leaders used to overcome challenges 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began?  

 

4. Thriving middle leaders foster teamwork 

and authentic collaboration.  

 

(b) What might thriving leadership look like 

for middle leaders in ISABC schools?  

 

3. Thriving middle leaders have strong 

relational skills and prioritize the needs of 

others. 

 

5. Deeper individual connection to the 

broader ISABC community supports 

collective thriving. 

 

(c) What suggestions do middle leaders at 

ISABC schools have that would create the 

conditions to support thriving?  

 

3. Thriving middle leaders have strong 

relational skills and prioritize the needs of 

others. 

 

6. Accessible leadership development 

opportunities supports collective thriving 

within the ISABC. 

 

(d) What professional development could the 

ISABC offer through the TLP that would 

support emerging and middle leaders to 

thrive?  

 

2. Coaching and mentoring contribute 

positively to self-awareness and leadership.  

 

6. Accessible leadership development 

opportunities supports collective thriving 

within the ISABC. 

 




