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 The other determining factor was student achievement on the initial CAASPP. 

The principals selected had to be leaders of schools that scored above 65% 

meeting standards and exceeding standard on the CAASPP.  There are four 

bands of student performance, which include: (a) did not meet standard, (b) 

nearly met standard, (c) met standard, and (d) exceeded standard.  The state 

average for English Language Arts was 56% meeting and exceeding standard 

and in math the state average was 29% meeting and exceeding standard.  Each 

participant in this study had to be a principal of a PBL high school that 

performed at these levels on the initial CAASPP in 2015. 

The selection process occurred as follows: 

1. Once schools meeting the selection criteria were identified, the principal of 

each school was contacted to secure their participation. 

2. After participation was secured, each participant was mailed the informed 

consent documents confirming their participation in the study and assuring 

that their privacy would be maintained. 

3. Following the receipt of informed consent documents, interviews were 

scheduled with each participant. 

Instrumentation 

Qualitative research design was the approach used in this study.  Qualitative 

research requires the researcher to use inquiry to draw conclusions based on the meaning 

of the participants in the study (Creswell, 1998).  Through conversations and 

observations, the qualitative approach focused on the lived experience of the participants 

by placing the researcher in a natural setting with the participants (Patton, 2014).  This 
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qualitative study was driven by interview dialogue between the researcher and the 

participants in regards to TL, PBL, and student achievement.  

The researcher chose participants based on the three factors of (a) high school 

principals, (b) PBL schools, and (c) schools that met the achievement criteria on the first 

round of the CAASPP.  Participants who were selected according to this criteria were 

provided a Letter of Invitation (see Appendix B), which described the interview process 

and the purpose of  the study to the participants and their respective schools and districts.  

Once the letter was received, the research explained the content of the letter to 

participants as well as explain the Informed Consent Form (Appendix C) and the 

Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB) Participant’s Bill of Rights. 

The consent packet provides participants with all of the essential information for 

participation such as the explanation and purpose of the study, research design, and 

confidentiality agreement.  These elements were necessary to ensure that a quality 

research design and informed consent are in place for each participant to agree to their 

role in the research.  

The qualitative phenomenological portion of the research employed the researcher 

as the instrument.  The researcher had to continually be aware of his personal behavior 

and attitudes to assure that they did not influence the respondents in any way.  Data were 

collected from seven principals from high performing PBL schools.  According to Turner 

(2010), “Interviews provide in-depth information pertaining to participants’ experiences 

and viewpoints of a particular topic” (p. 754), and Patton (2002) stated that interviews 

“begin with the assumption that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and 

able to be made explicit” (p. 341).  In this case, the interviews provided in-depth 
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information about how the principals perceive that the 10 dimensions of TL impact 

success at their schools. 

The researcher created interview questions as the primary instrument for data 

collection in the study (see Appendix D).  The interview questions were created using the 

10 domains of the TLSi as the basis for the questions.  

Reliability 

Joppe (2000) defines reliability as,  

The extent to which results are consistent over time and an accurate representation 

of the total population under study is referred to as reliability, and if the results of 

a study can be reproduced under a similar methodology, then the research 

instrument is considered to be reliable. (p. 1)  

The TLSi, upon which the interview questions were based, has a documented 

reliability history.  Zardo (2015) statistically analyzed the performance of each domain 

and associated items Zardo found that the combined research of Larick and White (2012) 

established a strong instrument that is a reliable tool as a 360-degree assessment of 

leadership qualities.  The 10 domains selected in the evaluation tool provide a holistic 

notion of leadership from an introspective and external angle.  According to Zardo 

(2015), “item to domain correlations are all moderate or strong relationships (448 or 

higher)” (p. 44).  Results of the domain item average comparisons to the overall rating 

reflect a correlation coefficient of 0.7 of higher (Larick & White, 2012). 

The 10 domains of the TLSi are a reliable base from which to develop an 

interview questionnaire. 
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Field Test 

To ensure the reliability and validity of the study, the interview questions were 

field-tested.  An individual agreed to help with the pilot test and who had leadership 

experience in a PBL environment participated by being interviewed by the researcher 

using the proposed process and questions.  Feedback was received from the participants 

regarding clarity of the questions, understanding of terms, and overall user friendliness. 

In addition, an observer followed the process and provided feedback as to the consistency 

and behavior of the researcher throughout the process as a means to mitigate researcher 

bias.  This was used to modify and adjust any items or procedures that needed to be 

changed in order to reach maximum reliability and validity.  The pilot interviewee felt 

that the process was thorough, clear, and direct. The only suggestion was to combine the 

two parts of each question into one question. This feedback  

Validity 

Validity is the measure by which the study tests what it claims to be testing 

(Joppe 2000).  The first step in establishing validity is ensuring that the RQs align with 

the interview questions.  The interview questions are driven by the 10 domains of the 

TLSi as it relates to student achievement and PBL in CA high schools.  The TLSi is both 

a reliable and valid instrument (Zardo, 2015).  Therefore, as a basis for developing valid 

questions, the TLSi is an excellent platform. 

The first way in which validity was established is by ensuring that the interview 

was congruent with these factors by designing the questions in line with the three factors 

of TL, PBL, and student achievement.  The second way that validity was established 

through the consistency of the interview approach, using the same equipment and method 
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by which the interview is conducted.  The last way is ensuring that the interview was 

translated word for word and coded into categories that reflect a true interpretation of the 

interview process.  These three measures established validity in the study. 

Data Collection 

No data were collected for this study until approval to conduct the study was 

received from the BUIRB.  All participants signed Informed Consent and were given 

assurance that all data collected for the study would remain confidential. 

The researcher created interview questions as the primary instrument for data 

collection in the study.  The interview questions were created using the 10 domains of the 

TLSi as the basis for the questions.  In a phenomenological study, the focus of the 

interview is on the meanings of the lived experience of the participant and how that plays 

a role in the phenomenon (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  In this study, the participant 

is a high school principal and the phenomenon is high achieving PBL schools.  The 

interviews are centered on the lived experience of these principals and how these factors 

influence the phenomenon of high academic achievement. 

 The participants consisted of seven different principals of PBL schools across the 

state of CA.  Each principal was chosen based on the criteria met as a PBL school as well 

as a high school that met the criteria for achievement on the CASPP.  The researcher 

ensured that the participants are fully aware of their involvement in the study and what 

the intentions of the study were.  

 The phenomenological interview approach was applied in this study. 

Phenomenological interviews intend to find the meaning of the lived experience of the 

participant.  In addition to the in-depth interviews with each participant, the researcher 
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will write a reflection on their own experience with the phenomenon and combine it with 

the experience of the participants (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  This interview 

approach requires that the participants be able to describe their experience in an open 

ended format of in-depth questioning.  The interview consisted of 10 questions and 

subsequent questions, if the participant desired, for each participant. 

 The interviews for each participant were scheduled and conducted in-person when 

possible.  If a face to face interview was not possible, interviews were scheduled via 

telephone.  All interviews were recorded, with permission of the participant, and field 

notes were also taken by the researcher. 

Data Analysis 

 Data collected in a qualitative study is substantial and the process by which to 

organize and analyze the data can be tedious without an established purpose and method 

that works well with the study (Patton, 2014).  In this study, the interviews and the 

verbatim transcription of the interview responses by each participant were accomplished 

by the primary investigator.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed following the 

interview and confidentiality was maintained throughout the study. 

Individual Analyses 

 Once the transcription occurred, the researcher coded the data, using the RQs as a 

framework for the coding categories.  The RQs, which centered on TL, PBL, and student 

achievement, guided the direction of the questions.  The data for each individual was 

organized in a synthesis matrix to enable clear and concise analysis of the data by each 

RQ.  The 10 domains of TL were used as a resource to create the questions, thus the 
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responses will not only be coded according to the questions, but will also use the domains 

as a reference for codes.  

Inter-Coder Reliability 

Steps for coding were modeled after the coding process outlined by McMillian 

and Schumacher (2010).  After each interview, the content was transcribed word for 

word.  Once all of the interview responses are collected, codes were created based on the 

responses and the data was place into a data frequency matrix by code and domain.  The 

coding was checked by another researcher to ensure alignment and thorough coding 

categories as well as organization and to insure against researcher bias.   

Composite Analyses 

 The data for each individual was organized into a composite synthesis matrix to 

enable clear and concise analysis of the data and identification of themes and patterns by 

each RQ.  The 10 domains of TL were used as a resource to create the questions, thus the 

composite responses will not only be coded according to the questions, but will also use 

the domains as a reference for codes.  

Inter-Coder Reliability 

The composite coding was checked by another researcher to ensure alignment and 

thorough coding categories as well as organization and to insure against researcher bias.  

This coding process was used to draw conclusions.  

 The researcher has successfully completed coursework in qualitative research 

methods and design and has an understanding of the process.  Confidentiality was 

maintained through a strict process of data collection and protection.  The data will be 
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saved under the care of the researcher under the length of time set forth in the criteria of 

the BUIRB.  

Limitations 

 One of the primary limitations of the study was the small sample size.  There are 

not many PBL high schools in CA.  There are even less that met the criteria for high 

achievement on the CAASPP.  This created a small pool to choose from considering each 

of the schools that were chosen has only one principal. 

 In a qualitative study in which interviews are the instrument of data collection, the 

study is not controlled.  The participants are free to respond to the questions as they wish 

despite the emphasis by the researcher of honesty and thoroughness of answers.  As 

opposed to a quantitative study in which the environment is more controlled and less 

personal, the study is more difficult to ensure objectivity throughout. 

 The criteria using CAASPP as the measure of achievement was a limitation due to 

the assessment being new.  The study involved schools in which the first round of 

CAASPP was an indicator of high student achievement.  There may be other factors that 

determined results on the assessment rather than the competency of leadership in the 

schools that scored at the highest rates.   

 Although steps were taken in both the Data Collection and Data Analysis portions 

of the study, the researcher is an interested party for the subject of the study and some 

bias may be reflected in the study. 

Summary 

 This chapter described the research design and processes for the study.  The 

purpose and the RQs were detailed as well as the population and sample of the study.  
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The data collection and analysis procedures were described and the limitations of the 

study were identified.  Chapter IV will present the results of the study and Chapter V will 

identify the conclusions of the study as well as the implications for action and further 

research. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 

This qualitative phenomenological study explored the lived experiences of 

principals of high performing PBL schools in CA.  The 10 domains of TL were used in 

the interview process to identify common themes and characteristics of the participants.  

The purpose, RQs, methodology, data collection procedures, and population and sample 

are described in detail, followed by a summary of the data collected in the study. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experience 

of secondary principals who have transformed their schools into fully implemented PBL 

schools that were ranked among the highest performing on the 2015 CASSPP test as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the TLSi. 

RQs 

 The RQ was: What is the experience of secondary principals who transformed 

their schools into high performing Project Based Learning Schools, as analyzed through 

the lens of the 10 domains of the Transformational Leadership Skills Inventory (TLSi)?   

Sub-RQs 

1) How do secondary principals at high performing project based learning 

schools use the 10 domains of transformational leadership to create a culture 

of success in their schools? 

2)  How have the transformational leadership characteristics of secondary 

principals at Project Based Learning schools led to high levels of student 

achievement? 
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Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 

Each participant in the study was asked 10 questions in the interview process.  In 

alignment with the RQs, the participants were asked how they used each domain of TL, 

followed by how the use of each domain led to higher rates of student achievement.  The 

interviews were conducted over the phone and were recorded.  Once the interviews were 

recorded the researcher transcribed them.  Following the transcription of each interview, 

the researcher used the coding process to find themes in each question as well as themes 

throughout the entire interview.  The coding and the identified themes were used to draw 

conclusions in the study. 

Population 

Creswell (1998) defined a population as “a group of individuals who comprise the 

same characteristics” (p. 644).  Thus, a population can be any size and come from any 

particular area.   

There are 10,366 schools in CA consisting of K-12, Middle School, High School, 

Continuation School and Community Day School.  Of those 10,366 schools, 1,325 of 

them are comprehensive high schools (CDE, 2014).  At each site, there is a site 

administrator, typically with the title of Principal.  The principals of the 1325 

Comprehensive High Schools in CA were the overall population for this study. 

Target Population 

A target population for a study was the entire set of individuals chosen from the 

overall population for which the study data were to be used to make inferences.  The 

target population defines the population to which the findings of a survey are meant to be 
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generalized.  This definition determined the eligibility of the participants of the study 

(Cox et al., 2008). 

Out of the 1,337 high schools in CA, there are 25 PBL high schools.  The 

principals of the 25 PBL high schools in CA are the target population for this study.  PBL 

schools are defined as schools that use PBL as the primary instructional model 

throughout the school in all subject areas.  These schools have PBL written into their 

mission or vision, or have PBL identified on their website and school description as a 

driving factor in instruction at their school. 

Sample 

The sampling process used for this study was purposive.  Crossman (2016) 

defines a purposive sample as a non-probability sample that is selected based on 

characteristics of a population and the objective of the study.  Purposive sampling is also 

known as judgmental, selective, or subjective sampling. 

The sample of this study was taken out of the target population based upon 

specific criteria.  In order for the schools to meet the criteria for high performing, they 

have to score 65% meeting standard and exceeding standard in Math or English on the 

first year of testing on the CAASPP.  The high schools were identified as PBL based on 

the fact that these schools have PBL written into their mission or vision, or have PBL 

identified on their website and school description as a driving factor in instruction at their 

school.  There are eight high schools in CA that are both PBL schools and that met the 

CAASPP testing criteria.  The principals from those eight high performing PBL high 

schools were the sample for this study.  One of the principals for this study declined to 

return the invitation. 

http://sociology.about.com/od/S_Index/g/Sample.htm
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Demographic Data 

There were seven participants in this study.  There were eight participants that 

met the criteria, however one of the principals that met the criteria did not participate in 

the study despite the efforts of the researcher.  Of the seven participants, there were six 

male participants and one female.  There were six participants identified as  

Caucasian of Non-Hispanic descent and one identified as African American.  Each 

participant was between the ages of 30 and 60 years old.  Table 1 represents the 

demographic information of the participants in the study.  

Table 1 

Demographic Information of Respondents 

 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

The findings that are presented in this chapter are a collection of themes from the 

responses of participants in this study.  The themes discussed represent the lived 

experiences of transformational leaders in high performing PBL schools.  Qualitative data 

collected from personal interviews provide the basis for findings.  The major themes and 

findings are presented in relation to the RQ and Sub-RQs.  

0 2 4 6

Male

Female

White

African American

Demographic Information of Respondents

Demographic
Information of
Respondents



76 

 

Results for the RQ and Sub-RQ1 

 The RQ for this study was: What is the experience of secondary principals who 

transformed their schools into high performing Project Based Learning Schools, as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the Transformational Leadership Skills 

Inventory (TLSi)?  The first Sub-RQ for this study was: How do secondary principals at 

high performing project based learning schools use the 10 domains of transformational 

leadership to create a culture of success in their schools? All participants were asked the 

same 10 questions which were based on the 10 domains of TL.  

 Following the seven interviews, all of the content was transcribed and coded. 

There were two methods of coding for the interviews.  The first method was to code by 

question and domain.  This method was used to address the RQ and the first Sub-RQ.  

The second method was to code the interviews as a whole to find common themes.  This 

method was used to address the Sub-RQ2, which will be addressed later in this chapter.  

 For this study, to be considered a major theme, at least five out of the seven 

respondents had to reflect the theme in their response.  If a domain did not have a 

response that met the major theme criteria, moderate themes were identified which were 

constituted by four of the seven respondents citing the theme.  For each domain of TL, 

major and moderate themes were identified in the responses of the participants.  By 

developing the interview questions off of the RQ and the Sub-RQ1, findings and 

conclusions were drawn. 
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Visionary Leadership 

 Table 2 represents the major themes identified for visionary leadership after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were completed.  A major theme is constituted by 

at least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 2 

Visionary Leadership Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out 

of Total 

Participants Example Quotations 

Shared sense of 

vision and mission.  

7/7 I feel that our staff because we are a small 

school, we actually work as a team and that 

we agree on what our mission and vision is. 

Creating a common 

language for 

teaching and 

learning.  

6/7 I feel like everyone one, all of the staff and 

faculty, they all speak the same language 

and they all buy into the mission and 

therefore they just have, the kids keep 

hearing the same message over and over 

again. And it just allows them to be better. 

Vision is derived 

from a shared group 

of schools.  

5/7 I think the vision, we have 13 schools in 

the high tech high network. The vision 

comes from high tech high. 

Teachers collaborate 

and discuss topics 

related to the vision.  

6/7 We have a grade level leads and 

instructional leads and they serve with an 

equity leadership team where we look at 

the whole school and what we are working 

together for PD to make sure they are 

getting what they need so we can provide 

students with what they need. 

Promotion of shared 

or distributed 

leadership.  

5/7 Visionary or aspirational leadership has to 

be met with how does that get held by the 

collective whole because the teams are 

much more important than any one 

individual’s contribution in a social entity 

like a school.  

  

 Shared sense of vision and mission. All of the respondents cited having a shared 

sense of vision and mission as a practice under visionary leadership.  The respondents all 
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referenced the fact that there was a strong direction that they were all heading in and the 

goals of the organization were clear.  One of the principals summed this idea up by 

saying: 

When I see the visionary leadership definition, what I see is the word clear 

mission and what that makes me think is having been a teacher, administrator, 

and instructional coach at Da Vinci, it is very clear to me that all of the teachers 

at our school and staff understand the type of school this is supposed to be. 

 This shared vision and mission of the staff was a common thread that reoccurred 

throughout the interviews, indicating that the tie to a shared sense of purpose was critical 

for transformational leadership.  The respondents made it clear that the dedication to the 

vision was more important than dedication to the leader themselves.  

 Creating a common language for teaching and learning. There were six out of 

seven respondents who felt that a common language specific to the school site was an 

important aspect of transformational leadership.  Whether it were acronyms that stood for 

processes or pledges that represented school wide expectations, there was close attention 

paid to common language.  Principals in this study found it critical for students to hear 

reoccurring themes and concepts that went beyond subject area to reinforce the vision 

and mission of the school. 

 The vision is derived from a shared group of schools. A major theme that was 

not surprising in the context of vision and mission was a connection to a vision shared by 

a group of schools.  Five out of seven respondents alluded to this connection.  The New 

Tech Network of schools and the High Tech High group of schools make up a majority of 

the participants in this study.  Only one school represented in this study is not part of one 
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of these networks.  Therefore the interviews reflected a connection of vision and mission 

to these networks.  Despite that fact, the principals indicated that the vision of the 

network was their basis, however they had a more specific vision and mission to their 

schools. 

 Teachers collaborate and discuss topics related to the vision. Six out of seven 

of the respondents mentioned the practice of teachers collaborating around themes related 

to the vision of the school.  One participant conveyed this by stating: 

So for me the approach that I have tried to take is really making the vision our 

day to day.  What I mean by that is that we try to be constantly challenging what 

our definition of what PBL is, so we have explored strategies about how to 

improve that in the classroom but we spend a lot of time digging deep in defining 

what PBL mean for New Tech High. 

 The participants that mentioned this theme were committed to continuous 

discussion of how curriculum, instruction, assessment, and collaboration could be related 

to the vision of the school.  This theme had some consistencies with the idea of shared 

leadership in that the teachers on the staffs of these leaders were active in communicate 

how daily practice was used to further the implementation of the vision and mission. 

 Promotion of shared or distributed leadership. This was another strong theme 

in the category of visionary leadership.  A majority of participants (6/7) emphasized the 

necessity of utilizing teacher leaders and groups to communicate, refine, and carry out the 

vision and mission of the school.  One participant clearly summed this up by stating: 

If you have a vision that you can share with other folks that are responsible for 

carrying out the vision that is essential in making the school work.  Its partnering 
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the visionary leadership part with having a team of teacher leaders who are 

closest to the work and then being open to ways of achieving a vision that I might 

not be able to come up with on my own. 

 A majority of the respondents consistently credited their effective leadership as 

individuals to the success of the leadership qualities of their staffs.  Whether it was a 

formal advisory of leadership team or an informal practice of including team members in 

the decision making process, this was a strong theme in the practice of visionary 

leadership. 

Collaboration 

 Table 3 represents the major themes identified for collaboration after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at 

least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 3 

Collaboration Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out 

of Total 

Participants Example Quotations 

Empowering the staff 

and allowing a voice. 

6/7 We had to collaborate to be 

successful in term of we met on a 

weekly basis, we talked all the 

time. We decided things in the 

decision making model. My 

teachers were my leadership team 

and as we got bigger they became 

my leadership team. I very rarely 

made school decisions alone. 

 

 

 (continued) 
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Table 3 

Collaboration Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out 

of Total 

Participants Example Quotations 

Daily, weekly, or regular 

meetings with staff and teams. 

6/7 Three years ago we moved to an 

embedded PCL model. So 

essentially what that means is 

we have a 7 period day and 

teachers teach five, have their 

prep, and then have a content 

area PLC period that day. 

 

 Empowering the staff and allowing a voice. Six out of seven respondents felt 

that empowering the staff and allowing them a voice was an important practice in 

successful collaboration.  The staff members of these leaders were given opportunities to 

provide and receive feedback on a regular basis.  A recurring concept in this theme was 

the idea that successful leaders do not rely on their own ideas and agendas to reach their 

success, but rather find structured methods to include their team members in that process. 

One respondent illustrated this by saying: And for us and from what I have learned here 

and there is that trust is one of those things that is created when people are able to 

engage in meaningful dialogue with each other where they get a chance to think together 

so what we do here is engage in a ton of dialogue with each other.  The ongoing dialogue 

between teachers and leaders was continuously mentioned as a practice amongst the 

participants.  

 Daily, weekly, or regular meetings with staff and teams. Structured and regular 

time to meet as a staff was a major theme of the participants.  Six out of seven 

respondents mentioned this practice a critical to their success.  Although there were many 
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different methods by which to structure this, each leader that spoke to this theme had an 

organized method to enable teachers to collaborate in a number of ways including by 

departments, by themed groups, overall staff dialogue, and project evaluation among 

various others.  In most cases these meetings revolved around the vision and mission of 

the school. 

Diversity  

 Table 4 represents the major themes identified for diversity after the transcription 

and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at least five of 

the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 4 

Diversity Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Free sharing of ideas and 

perspectives. 

5/7 Diversity of perspectives, 

diversity of truths, it is 

being okay with dissent and 

in fact encouraging dissent. 

It’s about how to encourage 

cognitive conflict versus 

conflict and how do you 

work that cognitive conflict 

into the soil of your 

organization. 

Ensuring that all voices are 

heard. 

5/7 We do a school wide culture 

survey three times a school 

year that we get some good 

feedback from students. 

 

 Free sharing of ideas and perspectives. A majority of participants (5/7) in this 

study cited this theme as an important factor in transformational practices.  One 

respondent stated:  
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How you use the experiences of those around you shows that there is not just one 

way to do it.  There is not just one way to experience something.  There is not one 

right answer.  It is very rare in a business that there is black and white.  There is 

a lot of grey.  Using diversity was a part of using my team, using my teachers. 

 This theme was represented by participants mentioning how they used the 

different perspectives of both their staff and their students to provide direction for the 

school.  A reoccurring concept was that diversity encourages the free flow of ideas and 

enables a leader to come up with the best solutions based on a wide variety of 

experiences rather than just the experience of the administrator. 

 Ensuring that all voices are heard. This theme was mostly directed at the 

demographic diversity of staff and students.  Five out of seven respondents mentioned the 

importance of understanding the backgrounds of their staff and students and ensuring that 

their voices were heard on campus.  Several leaders indicated that they use demographic 

data and surveys to ensure that they can accomplish the goal of giving everyone a voice. 

One administrator mentioned that there was traditionally a low participation rate of 

student leadership amongst Hispanic students, despite the Hispanic population making up 

a large portion of the student body.  To change this trend, the leader actively identified 

students to step into these leadership roles and ensure that this important population was 

represented. 

Team Building 

 Table 5 represents the major themes identified for Team Building after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at 

least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 
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Table 5 

Team Building Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of  

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Providing activities to build 

camaraderie, rapport, and 

culture. 

6/7 We do this intentionally in 

fact in every class during the 

first week in school, every 

teacher is required or strongly 

encouraged to do at least one 

team building activity and 

most teachers do more than 

that. We try to do team 

building with staff 

intentionally through our 

professional development 

activities. 

  

 Providing activities to build camaraderie, rapport, and culture. Six out of 

seven respondents cited this theme as part of their practice of effective team building. 

Several respondents mentioned that team building could lack authenticity if not 

approached strategically.  For example, one respondent state: I look at team development. 

When you reframe building to development, building sounds like silly activities that say 

hey now I trust you.  Rather than a disingenuous method of team building, these leaders 

cited more specific means by which to build the team into a cohesive and engaged group. 

One of the participants summed this up in this example:  

One of my colleagues teaches world civilizations.  He does this really good one 

called puzzles and he takes a 100 piece children’s puzzle and he puts these 

constraints on these sophomores like you can’t talk, you can’t take each other’s 

pieces and he puts them on the table.  He runs a timer to see how fast they can put 

it together.  They do that and enjoy doing it but the second phase is they debrief 
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what collaborative skills were necessary to do that and so he turns the puzzle into 

a metaphor for what it means to operate in an effective team. 

 Activities such as these that were engaging but purposeful were strong indicators 

of leadership throughout this theme.  Leaders used these opportunities to build rapport, 

leadership, and cohesiveness. 

Character and Integrity  

 Table 6 represents the major themes identified for character and integrity after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at 

least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 6 

Character and Integrity Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Modeling character and 

integrity as a leader. 

5/7 For me as the leader of the 

school, character and integrity 

really meant the culture these 

students will never be higher 

than the culture of the adults. 

That is a huge part of 

integrity; of owning up to 

what you want. Do what you 

expect and don’t ask anybody 

to do anything that you 

wouldn’t do. 

Establishing clear norms for 

behavior and expectations for 

students and staff. 

5/7 You have a circle and a 

community in your building. 

What are the norms and 

expectations for each other? 

The members hold each other 

accountable for what they 

need to feel safe and be 

themselves and have a space 

where they are in control. 
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 Modeling character and integrity as a leader. This theme was mentioned by 

five of the seven respondents.  The participants that mentioned this consistently stated 

that it was important that the staff and students viewed them to be people of integrity and 

character.  In personal interactions as well a decision making, the leaders felt that 

modeling was one of the most effective ways to ensure that character and integrity were 

present in their organization.  

 Establishing clear norms for behavior and expectations for staff and  

 students. This theme was one in which many specifics about the program in 

which to implement character and integrity were cited.  Leaders most often had a set code 

or list of expectations and norms for staff and students.  Often this took the shape of a 

program based on research and literature and also was typically tied to the school vision 

and mission.  One leaders stated: We have a school pledge that is codified that talks 

about what we believe makes up someone with character and integrity.  The practice of 

making these expectations clear and visible was a common theme and the idea that 

teacher had a clear vision of what kind of students they wanted to develop was cited 

consistently. 

Problem Solving and Decision Making 

 Table 7 represents the moderate themes identified for problem solving and 

decision making after the transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A 

moderate theme is constituted by four of the seven participants articulating the theme in 

their responses.  There were no major themes categorized in this domain, as the highest 

rate of response for each theme was only four out of seven. 
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Table 7 

Problem Solving and Decision Making Moderate Themes 

Moderate Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants 

 

Example Quotations 

Creating courses of action 

and aiming to accomplish 

goals or learning outcomes. 

4/7 We try to make very 

intentional actions and 

courses of action that we 

want to do.  I think it just 

helps everyone keep really 

focused and so the teachers 

know what they are aiming 

for and it helps them convey 

that to the students as well.  

Using questions and inquiry 

in leading, teaching, and 

learning. 

4/7 For example last year the 

challenge was “how might we 

solve a problem that our 

community faces?”  We gave 

students the opportunity to 

define what they meant by 

community and that was 

really powerful and what we 

have seen is that culture of 

thinking through that has 

been powerful in changing 

the way students look at how 

they approach content area. 

Including teachers in the 

decision making process and 

considering all viewpoints. 

4/7 We have a dilemma 

consultancy protocol and 

what that allows is when me 

or one of our staff members 

have a dilemma, we come 

together as a group with 

agreed on norms and a way of 

talking about a problem and 

then we bring as many brains 

to the issue as we can. 
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Creating courses of action and aiming to accomplish goals or learning  

outcomes. This theme was categorized as moderate because only four out seven 

respondents addressed it.  For those that did address this theme, there was a reoccurring 

notion that problem solving should start with what the end goal is for the organization.  

One participant stated: For myself, much of the leadership was devoted to the why of 

things.  Going back to the why of this and the why of that.  Making sure that what I was 

doing aligned with the staff and with the why of our vision.  Leaders who responded with 

this theme felt that aligning the decision making process with desire outcomes was most 

effective.  

 Using questions and inquiry in leading, teaching, and learning.  As mentioned 

in Chapter II, part of PBL is the process of inquiry in teaching and learning.  Four out of 

seven teachers pointed to PBL alignment as part of the process for inquiry in teaching 

and learning.  A primary goal of these respondents was to implement structured methods 

for inquiry with teachers and staff in concordance with their framework for PBL. 

Including teachers in the decision making process and considering all 

viewpoints. Participants who cited this as a theme found ways to include teachers  

and students in the decision making process.  There were some communities with a major 

theme in the domain of diversity as these leaders cited allowing multiple voices to be 

heard as an important practice in decision making and problem solving.  One respondent 

stated: I don’t think that anyone would argue that top down decision making that doesn’t 

take different viewpoints into account is an effective approach.  Most people, both 

teachers and students, are much less likely to follow and perform at their best when they 

are not part of the decision making process.  Although there were similarities with 
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themes in other domains, there was a moderate response for this theme in the domain of 

problem solving and decision making.  

Personal and Interpersonal Skills 

 Table 8 represents the moderate themes identified for problem solving and 

decision making after the transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A 

moderate theme is constituted by four of the seven participants articulating the theme in 

their responses.  There were no major themes categorized in this domain, as the highest 

rate of response for each theme was only four out of seven. 

Table 8 

Personal and Interpersonal Skill Moderate Themes 

Moderate Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Having teachers gain a deeper 

understanding of students 

through relationships and 

conversation. 

4/7 We worked with students and 

staff on color surveys gold, 

green, orange and blue.  We 

would take those so we could 

understand where people are 

at and how they change. 

Teaching personal and 

interpersonal skills in the 

curriculum. 

4/7 We do have a collaboration 

rubric and it actually gives 

descriptors for the type of 

skills that you would want to 

see someone use when they 

are interacting professionally 

with another person. 

 

 Having teachers gain a deeper understanding of students through  

 relationships and conversation. A focus on relationships as a means to develop 

personal and interpersonal skills was a moderate theme in this domain.  There were two 

specific method mentioned in this theme.  First, many leaders dedicated time at the 
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beginning of the year and several times throughout in which the teachers dedicated all 

class time to culture building and relationships rather than on content.  The other method 

was to strategically develop mentorship by identifying students who need more guidance 

or building in ways to connect teachers to students.  

 Teaching personal and interpersonal skills in the curriculum. Four out of 

seven respondents cited building personal and interpersonal skills into the curriculum. 

This took the shape of student showcases to the public as well as structured assessment of 

students and their ability to communicate and work with and in front of a variety of 

people. 

Communication 

 Table 9 represents the major themes identified for communication after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at 

least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 9  

Communication Major Themes 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Being strategic, intentional, 

and systematic in 

communication. 

6/7 Sometimes it just needs more 

clarification.  The better the 

communication, then the more 

clear everyone is on what the 

goal is and it makes trying to 

achieve that goal much more 

straight forward. 

  

 Being strategic, intentional, and systematic in communication. Six out of 

seven respondents indicated that this theme was essential to their success in leadership. 
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Several leaders stated that the staff and student must have a clear understanding of 

process, procedures, and expectations, which the leader is responsible for 

communicating.  One participant stated: Communication is everything.  How you speak, 

email, write letters, present to the board, to parents, to kids, informally and formally. 

Every time a thought is coming out of your body, that is what I pay attention to.  The 

consistent response was that leaders have to be direct, present, and connect each form of 

communication to purpose or the message will not be heard.  

Political Intelligence 

 Table 10 represents the major themes identified for political intelligence after the 

transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major theme is constituted by at 

least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in their responses. 

Table 10 

Political Intelligence Major Themes 

Major Themes Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants 

Example Quotations 

Understanding the community 

that you serve. 

6/7 It is crucial to know who 

your families are, what your 

teacher needs, what the pain 

points are for all of the 

constituents.  Being in tune 

with that informs everything 

you do. 

 

 Understanding the community that you serve. Six out of seven participants 

cited understanding the community that you serve as an important practice.  Many of 

these schools are charter schools in which students choose to attend.  According to the 

respondents, this creates a necessity of being embedded into the community of the school 
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and creating partnerships around a shared identity of the school.  Additionally, 

participants referred to board politics, community dynamics, and student needs as 

important elements to work around in leadership.  One participant stated:  

We are a charter school so every so often we have to go to the board, which is 

very political in all places.  We negotiate big events like that, having families 

come out and describing the school and the district.  It’s important to have a 

sense of how that works.  Negotiating partnerships with people in the district and 

outside so that the school is supported and it gets what it needs. 

 Many of the respondents felt that their leadership entailed protecting the identity 

and vision of the school from outside forces.  This required understanding the 

stakeholders as well as potential groups that might not see eye to eye with the school. 

Consistently the leaders cited understanding the community was essential so that they 

could find out how to promote the school and engage people outside of the organization. 

Creativity and Sustained Innovation 

 Table 11 represents the major themes identified for creativity and sustained 

innovation after the transcription and coding of interviews were complete.  A major 

theme is constituted by at least five of the seven participants articulating the theme in 

their responses. 
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Table 11 

Creativity and Sustained Innovation Major Themes 

Major Themes Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants 

Example Quotations 

Creating support structures 

to remain innovative without 

being stagnant or burning 

out. 

5/7 Sustained Innovation is still 

important because it is easy to 

burnout.  A pace that is 

sustainable is a really struggle. 

It was a lot because we were 

pushing so hard to be super 

creative and a high achieving 

school.  It became very hard to 

sustain that pace for four years 

of more.  That was a huge 

topic of our discussion as a 

staff.  

Modeling creativity with 

students. 

5/7 The students seeing you be 

creative, pressing 

metacognition with them, you 

model for them how to think 

outside the box. 

Involving students in the 

design process of PBL. 

6/7 While we may do the same 

project or driving question in a 

project, students are always 

seeking to answer it in a way 

that is a little better, a little 

different or a little more 

unique than those that came 

before them.  It is encouraged 

through the instructional 

process and is celebrated 

culturally on campus. 

 

 Creating support structures to remain innovative without being stagnant or  

 burning out. Five out of seven participants cited this theme as an important 

practice for creativity and sustained innovation.  Several respondents mentioned that PBL 

schools have a high rate of leader turnover due to the amount of pressure and 

expectations placed on leaders of innovative schools.  As an example, one participant 
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stated: Sustained innovation is still important because it is easy to burnout.  A pace that 

is sustainable is really a struggle.  It was a lot because we were pushing so hard to be a 

super creative and high achieving school.  It became very hard to sustain that pace for 

four years or more.  To overcome this challenge to sustainability, leaders cited 

developing leaders, sharing leadership, and creating curriculum and instruction models as 

effective practices.  

 Modeling creativity with students. Five out of seven respondents stated that 

modeling creativity was an important practice in this domain.  One participant alluded to 

this practice by stating: Our teachers ask for creativity from our students and I ask for 

creativity from our teachers and that is an embedded element of PBL.  Leaders who 

responded with this theme indicated that time is allotted for teachers to share ideas and 

projects, so that they can demonstrate creativity consistently throughout the school, 

raising the level of creativity amongst the staff and students.  Additionally, student 

showcases are used a means for students to demonstrate creativity to their peers and the 

community. 

 Involving students in the design process of PBL. A common theme in this 

domain is allowing students to have voice and choice in the PBL process.  Leaders 

mentioned on numerous occasions that students give feedback to teachers in regards to 

what kind of projects they would like to be involved in and what skills they wish to learn. 

A participant summed this up by stating: While we may do that same project or driving 

question in a project, students are always seeking to answer it in a way that is a little 

better, a little different, or a little more unique than those that came before them.  This 
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theme was consistently related to a process of continuous challenging of students and 

staff to be more creative and push the limits of projects done before. 

Summary 

 Table 12 is a summary of the major themes in the responses of participants.  For 

the two domains that did not have major themes, the moderate themes are identified with 

an asterisk. 

Table 12 

Summary of Themes by Domain 

Domain Major Themes 

Visionary leadership 1) Shared sense of vision and mission 

2) Creating a common language for teaching and 

learning 

3) Vision is derived from a shared group of schools 

4) Teachers collaborate and discuss topics related to the 

vision 

5) Promotion of shared or distributed leadership 

Collaboration 1) Empowering the staff and allowing a voice 

2) Daily, weekly, or regular meetings with staff and 

teams 

Diversity 1) Free sharing of ideas and perspectives 

2) Ensuring that all voices are heard 

Team building 1) Providing activities to build camaraderie, rapport, and 

culture 

 

Character and integrity 1) Modeling character and integrity as a leader 

2) Establishing clear norms for behavior  and 

expectations for students and staff 

Problem solving and 

decision making 

1) *Creating courses of action and aiming to accomplish 

goals or learning outcomes 

2) *Using questions and inquiry in leading, teaching, 

and learning 

3) *Including teachers in the decision making process 

and considering all viewpoints 

Personal and interpersonal 

skills 

1) *Having teachers gain a deeper understanding of 

students through relationships and conversation 

2) * Teaching personal and interpersonal skills in the 

curriculum 

Note. * = Only had moderate themes.                                                                (continued) 
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Table 12 

Summary of Themes by Domain 

Domain Major Themes 

Political intelligence 1) Understanding the community that you serve 

Creativity and sustained 

innovation 

1) Creating support structures to remain innovative 

without being stagnant or burning out 

2) Modeling creativity with students 

3) Involving students in the design process of PBL 

Note. * = Only had moderate themes. 

Results for Sub-RQ2 

 For the second method of coding, themes were identified in the overall responses 

of the participants.  Sub-RQ2 was: How have the transformational leadership 

characteristics of secondary principals at Project Based Learning schools led to high 

levels of student achievement?  This question was addressed by removing the 10 domains 

from consideration and instead focusing on how the responses addressed high rates of 

student achievement. 

TL and Higher Student Achievement 

Table 13 represents an overall summary of major themes across all domains.  

These themes address Sub-RQ2 and are specific to how the practices help to raise student 

achievement rates. 

Table 13 

Major Themes for TL and Higher Student Achievement 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Shared sense of mission and 

vision. 

7/7 I feel that our staff because we 

are a small school, we actually 

work as a team and that we 

agree on what our mission and  

(continued) 
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Table 13 

Major Themes for TL and Higher Student Achievement 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

- - vision is. 

Creating a common language 

for teaching and learning. 

 

5/7 I feel like everyone one, all of 

the staff and faculty, they all 

speak the same language and 

they all buy into the mission 

and therefore they just have, 

the kids keep hearing the same 

message over and over again. 

And it just allows them to be 

better. 

Building camaraderie around 

the school mission and vision. 

6/7 Everything we do is team 

building and inviting one 

another into the work.  I 

would say that it is crucial for 

us to hold on to a moment of 

joy in everything we do.  So 

our staff meetings are infused 

with fun games and ice 

breakers and things of that 

nature where we are allowed 

to laugh together and play 

together and remind ourselves 

of the joy that we want to 

infuse our students with as 

well.  

Empowering the staff and 

allowing a voice. 

7/7 It’s partnering the visionary 

leadership part with having a 

team of teacher leaders who 

are closest to the work and 

then being open to ways of 

achieving a vision that I might 

not be able to come up with on 

my own. 

 

 

(continued) 
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Table 13 

Major Themes for TL and Higher Student Achievement 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Building relationships of trust 

with staff and students. 

6/7 And we have to trust one 

another.  We’ve had 

conversations about identity, 

race, class and all of that is in 

service to our ability to 

recognize how we relate to our 

students.  There are a lot of 

community building in the 

process of using restorative 

processes like circles in order 

to model what we do with our 

kids. 

Reflection using discussion on 

curriculum and instruction. 

7/7 Between teachers we have 

exhibitions for each of the 

grade levels at different times 

of the year where what is 

exhibited is a project that is 

engaged across different 

disciplines and that comes 

from teachers figuring out 

what they work tougher on. 

Actively seeking feedback and 

input from stakeholders. 

6/7 The thing that is coming to my 

mind is that our school is 

extremely responsive to 

stakeholders and to all 

stakeholders.  I think that 

teachers listen when parents 

communicate to them.  I listen 

when parents communicate. 

Ongoing, structured 

professional development in-

house of by outside entities. 

5/7 We recently had an 

opportunity to learn with an 

organization called “Jet City 

Improve” and they came to 

teach us how to use improve 

as a form of not just 

collaboration but also co 

creation. 

(continued) 
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Table 13 

Major Themes for TL and Higher Student Achievement. 

Major Themes 

Number of 

Respondents out of 

Total Participants Example Quotations 

Focus on projects to drive 

student achievement rather 

than traditional tests. 

5/7 I would say as far as student 

achievement by focusing on 

what we define as high quality 

PBL we are seeing a direct 

result in the types of projects 

we are creating.  Student are 

much more engaged in 

therefore the outcomes are 

improving because of that. 

Using learning showcases for 

students to display and 

demonstrate projects. 

5/7 We engaged the community a 

lot through learning 

showcases and bring them into 

the classrooms.  To have 

integrity and character and 

have positive interactions with 

community members was 

really beneficial.  They came 

and saw their learning 

demonstration nights and 

presentations. 

Using design thinking/theory. 5/7 The idea that we try to adopt 

around design thinking or 

improvement science.  We use 

some design thinking 

approaches when we are 

looking at who are the 

students we are serving well 

and thinking of end users. 

 

 Shared sense of mission and vision. All participants indicated that a shared 

sense of mission and vision lead to higher rates of student achievement.  According to the 

responses, students were better able to reach their goals and learning outcomes when they 

knew what the vision of the school was.  A sense of pride in the school and the mission 

that the school promoted led to students being more invested in success. 
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 Creating a common language for teaching and learning. Five out of seven 

participants indicated that creating a common language for teaching and learning lead to 

higher rates of student achievement.  A common notion for this theme was that students 

understood expectations more clearly when a common language that was clear and 

present was used on a regular basis in the school culture.  

Building camaraderie around the school mission and vision. Six out of seven 

participants indicated that building camaraderie around the school mission and vision 

lead to higher rates of student achievement.  One respondent stated: Visionary or 

aspirational leadership has to be met with how does that get held by the collective 

whole?  Because the teams are much more important than any one individuals 

contribution in a social entity like a school.  This camaraderie, according to participants 

led to students being bought into the program and motivated for individual and collective 

success. 

 Empowering the staff and allowing a voice. All participants indicated that 

empowering the staff and allowing a voice lead to higher rates of student achievement.  A 

common ideas amongst participants was that allowing teachers to use their expertise and 

creativity freely, allowed for students to be engaged at a higher level. 

 Empowering students and allowing a voice. All participants indicated that 

empowering students and allowing a voice lead to higher rates of student achievement. 

Participants described the learning process as one in which the students should be 

engaged and invested in the curriculum and instruction.  In doing so, students are active 

participants in their education. 
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 Building relationships of trust with staff and students. Six out of seven   

participants indicated that building relationships of trust with staff and students lead to 

higher rates of student achievement.  Respondents alluded to that fact that relationships 

helped teachers to reach higher levels of engagement and accountability with students, 

thus leading to a mutual relationship of progress and success.  One participant stated: As 

long as my staff and faculty feel valued then they tend to give more, which the students 

are going to see because teachers are so involved in everything they do in their life. 

These relationships, according to respondents, maximized effectiveness with staff and 

students. 

Reflection using discussion on curriculum and instruction. All participants 

indicated that reflection using discussion on curriculum and instruction lead to higher 

rates of student achievement.  All participants felt that teachers collaborating and 

reflecting on projects helped them to refine their practice in order to present students with 

lessons that were thoroughly planned and assessed. 

 Actively seeking feedback and input from stakeholders. Participants indicated 

that actively seeking feedback and input from stakeholders lead to higher rates of student 

achievement.  Six out of seven respondents felt that continued feedback from 

stakeholders lead to a more diverse and well planned program for students, thus resulting 

in higher student achievement.  In some cases, this involved the leader receiving negative 

feedback and filtering it to protect the staff and students.  For example, one respondent 

stated: Thinking from a student achievement side, not getting distracted by things that 

don’t matter and keeping the focus on those outcomes has been really valuable.  Whether 
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the feedback was positive or negative, leaders cited the importance of acting as a filter for 

input so that it does not become a distraction, but rather a process of improvement. 

 Ongoing, structured professional development in-house of by outside entities. 

Participants indicated that ongoing, structured professional development lead to higher 

rates of student achievement.  Five out of seven respondents cited that they plan 

professional development each year in a structured way to allow for growth in a 

sustainable and steady format.  Respondents felt that it was important to strategically use 

professional development, focusing on one task at a time to promote growth.  This has 

allowed the students to progress gradually rather than experience high rates of change in 

curriculum and instruction practices. 

 Daily or weekly meetings with staff. Five out of seven participants indicated that 

daily or weekly meetings with staff lead to higher rates of student achievement.  There 

were several variations of how this was structured but leaders indicated that this time was 

important to refine and reflect on practices so that student learning could be maximized. 

 Focus on projects to drive student achievement rather than traditional tests. 

Five out of seven participants indicated that a focus on projects to drive student 

achievement lead to higher rates of student achievement.  As part of the PBL focus, 

leaders consistently stated that the focus was on skill building rather than breadth of 

content.  The theme demonstrated one of the core elements of the PBL framework in that 

the emphasis was on student work and improvement through projects rather than 

standardized tests.  Participants felt that this lead to higher students achievement because 

more skills were developed that were transferable to various forms of assessment. 
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 Using learning showcases for students to display and demonstrate projects. 

Five out of seven participants indicated that using learning showcases for students to 

demonstrate projects lead to higher rates of student achievement.  This came up 

consistently in the communication and creativity domains as leaders felt that student’s 

ability to demonstrate their learning through presentation lead to higher rates of 

achievement. 

 Using design thinking/theory. Five out of seven participants indicated that using 

design thinking lead to higher rates of student achievement.  Design thinking is focused 

on inquiry through driving questions and critical thinking.  Leaders felt that this focus 

equipped students with skills that maximized their learning potential.  

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experience 

of secondary principals who have transformed their schools into fully implemented PBL 

schools that were ranked among the highest performing on the 2015 CASSPP test as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the TLSi.  This chapter was a presentation 

of the data collected in the study.  The study consisted of interviews with seven principals 

of high performing PBL schools in CA.  The interviews were transcribed, coded, and 

synthesized before being organized into major themes.  The themes were organized in 

relation to the RQ with one set of codes related to the 10 domains of TL and the other set 

of codes by overall summary of the interviews in relation to student achievement.  The 

analysis of the data identified transformational leadership practices through the lived 

experience of the principals that participated in the study.  
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Chapter V presents a final summary of the study, including the major findings, 

conclusions, areas for further research and implications.  The chapter will conclude with 

a reflection by the researcher as well as an overall conclusion of findings. 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 This study examined the lived experience of principals of high performing PBL 

schools and analyzed the leadership practices of each principal using the 10 domains of 

transformational leadership.  The 10 domains used were visionary leadership, 

collaboration, diversity, team building, character and integrity, problem solving and 

decision making, personal and interpersonal skills, communication, political intelligence, 

and creativity and sustained innovation.  The RQs asked in this study included the central 

RQ and two Sub-RQs.  The central RQ was, What is the experience of secondary 

principals who transformed their schools into high performing Project Based Learning 

Schools, as analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the Transformational 

Leadership Skills Inventory (TLSi)?  The Sub-RQs were: 

1)  How do secondary principals at high performing project based learning 

schools use the ten domains of transformational leadership to create a culture 

of success in their schools? 

2)  How have the transformational leadership characteristics of secondary 

principals at Project Based Learning schools led to high levels of student 

achievement? 

Major Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of TLs of high 

performing PBL schools.  The method by which to understand this was a 

phenomenological study, using an interview instrument based on the 10 domains of TL. 
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A summary of the key findings found and presented in Chapter IV is presented in relation 

to the RQs and the two Sub-RQs.  

Central Question 

 The central question was, What is the experience of secondary principals who 

transformed their schools into high performing Project Based Learning Schools, as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the Transformational Leadership Skills 

Inventory (TLSi)?  This question was addressed by asking the participants how they used 

each domain with staff and students in their schools to create a culture of success.  They 

responded by providing examples of practices they have implemented in relation to the 

10 domains.  The central question produced 17 overarching practices across the 10 

domains of TL of high performing PBL schools.  The following characteristics were 

identified: 

 Visionary Leadership 

1) Shared sense of vision and mission. 

2)  Creating a common language for teaching and learning. 

3) Vision is derived from a shared group of schools. 

4) Teachers collaborate and discuss topics related to the vision. 

5) Promotion of shared or distributed leadership. 

 Collaboration 

1) Empowering the staff and allowing a voice. 

2) Daily, weekly, or regular meetings with staff and teams. 

 Diversity 

1) Free sharing of ideas and perspectives. 
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2) Ensuring that all voices are heard. 

 Team Building 

1) Providing activities to build camaraderie, rapport, and culture. 

 

 Character and integrity 

1) Modeling character and integrity as a leader. 

2) Establishing clear norms for behavior and expectations for students and 

staff. 

 Problem solving and decision making 

*There were no major common themes identified. 

 Personal and interpersonal skills 

*There were no major common themes identified. 

 Communication 

1) Being strategic, intentional, and systematic in communication. 

 

 Political Intelligence 

1) Understanding the community in which you serve. 

 Creativity and sustained innovation 

1) Creating support structures to remain innovative without being stagnant or 

burning out. 

2) Modeling creativity with students. 

3) Involving students in the design process of PBL. 

Sub-RQ1 

 In addressing research Sub-RQ1, the researcher designed an interview based on 

the 10 domains of TL.  Each leader expressed how they implemented practices in relation 
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to the 10 domains, to create a culture of success in their schools.  Each domain was 

addressed and the participants provided examples and details to help the research gain a 

deeper understanding of the transformational leadership qualities. 

 Visionary leadership. Visionary leadership was a domain that was most 

commonly related to a sense of shared leadership.  Most respondents described their staff 

as a group of people that were involved in carrying out the mission and vision of the 

school in a way that provided for constant assessment and analysis.  This also most often 

entailed a program in which students and staff had a common language developed with 

the vision at its core. 

 Many of the participants were part of a community of schools such as the High 

Tech High Network or the New Tech High Network.  In these schools, a common vision 

and language was shared across all schools in the network.  However, with that 

framework, each individual leader along with his or her team, created a customized 

vision for their specific school as well.  

 Collaboration. The two strongest themes in this domain were empowering the 

staff to have a voice and conducting weekly or daily staff meetings.  Empowering the 

staff with a voice was a strong theme across many domains but in this domain some of 

the examples included giving staff and student surveys, establishing a leadership team 

and conducting focus groups.  No matter what the method was, the theme was that at 

each school, the “top down” leadership mentality was not enforced, rather the idea of 

distributed leadership was most common. 

 Although most schools have some form of staff meetings, the common theme 

with the schools of these TLs was that the staff had regularly scheduled time to 
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collaborate with their colleagues and administration.  Rather than simply just conducting 

whole staff meetings regularly, these schools found time to do PLCs, department 

meetings, project based instruction meetings, and restorative practice meetings among 

others.  These leaders were creative in allowing their staff members to have quality time 

to collaborate.  

Diversity. In analyzing the data for diversity, the two strongest themes for 

practices was to create an environment where ideas were shared freely and ensuring that 

all voices are heard.  Although these two themes sound similar there was a distinction. 

First, the free sharing of ideas was most often related to projects.  Teachers and students 

had the opportunity to work collaboratively in the design of projects, giving feedback and 

promoting student choice.  One of the ways this was accomplished was through student 

surveys. 

 Ensuring all voices are heard was most often related to ethnic diversity.  Many 

respondents spent time with staff planning ways to ensure that student leadership was 

reflective of the demographics of the schools.  Also, in most schools, many content and 

instructional planning opportunities were developed to educate students on their history 

of promote a social consciousness.  

Team building. The data presented one strong theme for team building.  The 

strongest theme from the participants was providing activities to build camaraderie, 

rapport and culture.  This was applicable to both students and teachers.  One example that 

came up several times was using instructional days to conduct engaging activities and 

culture based instruction for students.  This provided opportunities for teachers and 

students to engage in topics that were unrelated to content specific curriculum but rather 
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focused on the culture of the school.  The staff members of the leaders also participated 

in activities to promote team such as improve, school-wide scavenger hunts, and staff 

retreats.   

Character and integrity. In analyzing the data for character and integrity there 

were two themes identified.  First, the participants felt that the practice of modeling 

character and integrity to staff members and students was key to their success.  The 

leaders commonly felt that the staff and students had to have trust in leadership and that 

the school reflected the trustworthiness of the leader.  Character and integrity helped 

these leaders to connect with team members because of trust and established 

relationships.  

 Establishing clear norms and expectations was another strong theme in the 

responses.  The respondents felt that teachers and students need to have a clear 

understanding of what kind of student the school leaders want to develop behaviorally, 

academically, and socially. 

Problem solving and decision-making. There were no major themes identified 

in this domain.  

Personal and interpersonal communication. There were no major themes 

identified in this domain.  

Communication. In analyzing the data for this domain, being strategic, 

intentional, and systematic in communication was a strong theme.  The participants felt 

that the staff and students functioned at a high level when the goals, processes, and 

procedures were clearly communicated.  Many of the respondents felt that email was not 
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always the best option and that leaders should implement a variety of communication 

methods by which to establish effective communication with staff members.  

 Political intelligence. In analyzing the data for political intelligence, one major 

theme was identified.  Understanding the community that you serve was identified as a 

major theme for a variety of reasons.  Many of the schools are charter schools and must 

implement a program of community participation in order for them to maintain a healthy 

level of enrollment and funding.  The leaders most commonly pointed out that it was their 

job to understand the community for both positive and negative reasons.  In some cases 

the leaders felt it necessary to protect staff and students from negative outside factors in 

the community. 

 Creativity and sustained innovation. There were three major themes identified 

as effective practices in this domain.  First, creating a program in which staff members 

can avoid burnout or becoming stagnant was a challenge but a necessity.  Many leaders 

indicated that a PBL school can have high rates of attrition in leadership and teachers 

because the demands for creativity are so high.  The participants found ways to create 

structures and shared leadership to address this challenge.  

 The other two themes were modeling creativity and involving students in the 

design process.  The participants felt that students had to have voice and choice in the 

process of project design because it lead to higher rates of engagement.  Many also felt 

that the teachers must model that they are creative and interested in utilizing a variety of 

skills.  The leaders felt this inspired students to use their own creativity in a productive 

way.  
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Sub-RQ2 

 For each question related to the 10 domains of TL, participants were asked how 

the domain was used to lead to higher rates of student achievement.  There were 13 major 

themes identified for Sub-RQ2: 

 Shared sense of mission and vision. 

 Creating a common language for teaching and learning. 

 Building camaraderie around the school mission and vision. 

 Empowering the staff and allowing a voice. 

 Empowering the students and allowing a voice. 

 Building relationships of trust with staff and students. 

 Reflection using discussion on curriculum and instruction. 

 Actively seeking feedback and input from stakeholders. 

 Ongoing, structured professional development in-house of by outside entities. 

 Daily or weekly meetings with staff. 

 Focus on projects to drive student achievement rather than traditional tests. 

 Using learning showcases for students to display and demonstrate projects. 

 Using design thinking/theory. 

 The themes identified in Sub-RQ2 had some commonalities with the central 

question and Sub-RQ1.  However, in looking at the results through the lens of student 

achievement, specifically, some of the themes were unique to this sub question.  The 

themes specific to this question included: building camaraderie around the mission and 

vision of the school, empowering the students and allowing a voice, building 

relationships of trust, reflection using discussion on curriculum and instruction, focus on 
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projects rather than traditional tests, using learning showcases for students to demonstrate 

learning, and using design thinking as part of their planning and curriculum.  The 

participants felt that these characteristics were specifically related to higher rates of 

student achievement whether directly or indirectly.  

Unexpected Findings 

There were a few unexpected findings in this study.  First, there was an 

unexpected enthusiasm on behalf of the participants.  This was such a specific study that 

put these leaders in a category in which they could closely identify with each other.  Not 

only were they eager to participate, they were also eager to share and use the final results 

for reflection on their leadership.  With the exception of one person who did not respond 

to repeated attempts to participate, the leaders were incredibly helpful in the process. 

Another unexpected finding was the fact that there were no major themes reported 

in the domains of problem solving and decision making and interpersonal skills.  There 

were moderate themes found in these domains, but the lack of a major theme was 

surprising.  This indicated a wide variety of responses that could not be categorized into 

one major theme.  The expectation in decision making was that there would be common 

practices, protocol, and frameworks for making decisions and both implementing and 

teaching problem solving.  Likewise, the personal and interpersonal domain lacked 

common overarching themes due mostly to the fact that participants responded to this 

question with narratives that were very specific to their individual personalities.  

The last unexpected finding was open dialogue and honesty with which the 

leaders approached the study with.  Often, leaders are protective of specifics of their 

program and approach, but these leaders freely shared personal experiences and reflection 
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to make the study more transparent than expected.  Despite the fact that the participants 

answered the interviews in isolation, there was a sense of a desired collaboration with 

fellow leaders of high performing PBL high schools in CA. 

Conclusions 

There were several conclusions drawn from the research findings of this study in 

regards to what the experience of secondary principals who transformed their schools into 

high performing PBL schools, as analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the 

TLSi.  Across the state of CA, the lived experiences of 7 TL of high performing PBL 

schools in CA were examined.  These leaders implemented practices related to the 10 

domains to reach high levels of success with both staff and students.  Their leadership 

was the focus of the study and enabled the researcher to draw several strong conclusions. 

Conclusion 1 

 The first conclusion drawn from the research findings was: In order to accomplish 

the vision and mission of the school, leaders relied upon the experience, feedback, and 

leadership of their staff for success. 

 TL of high performing PBL schools depended on distributed or shared leadership 

to accomplish the mission and vision of the school.  Every respondent alluded to the 

necessity of leaders to receive feedback and input from their team members.  In some 

cases this took the shape of leadership teams or advisory boards, while in other cases this 

involved consistently opportunities for the whole staff to participate in leadership roles. 

Participants in the study felt that TL involved a process of continuous reflection with the 

staff and making decisions based on their team’s input. 



115 

 

 The study indicated that both shared leadership and collaboration where essential 

characteristics to the success of TL.  The following points summarize the findings related 

to shared leadership and collaboration: 

 Team members were asked formally and informally on a regular basis to 

provide feedback and insight into the process of the staff in accomplishing the 

mission and vision of the school. 

 Leaders identified strengths and experiences amongst their staff members in 

the planning, decision making, and collaborative process. 

 Leaders created a culture where ideas were shared freely and creative 

processes were encouraged. 

 The leaders and staff members were committed to the mission and vision of 

PBL and were given opportunities to share success and failures in the process 

of refining their practice.  

 Leaders envisioned their role as a supporter and facilitator of the teachers with 

a focus on teaching and learning, rather than as managers. 

Conclusion 2 

 The second conclusion drawn from the research findings was: Leaders of high 

performing PBL schools established structured time for collaboration and planning 

amongst teachers and administrators to reflect and provide feedback on student project 

design. 

 The majority of participants in the study described the structure in which they 

provided time for planning and collaboration with their staff.  In some cases this was 

daily and in other cases this was weekly.  However, the common theme was that the 
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leaders clearly identified the purpose and meaning of the professional development time 

they planned and teachers had a clear understanding of expectations.  Time for planning 

and collaboration ensured that teachers and administrators were on the same page in 

curriculum and instruction to provide opportunities for growth and consistency of the 

program. 

 Providing regular time for teachers to meet to discuss instruction and planning 

was critical in the success of the leaders.  The following points summarize the findings in 

relation to structured opportunities for staff meetings and collaboration: 

 Leaders built professional development and collaboration time into the weekly 

or daily schedule. 

 Each time the teachers met, whether it was in professional learning 

communities, departments, themed groups, or as a whole staff, the leaders 

gave clear guidelines of what was to be accomplished in each session. 

 Teachers were giving opportunities to share their project design and student 

work to encourage feedback and consistency of expectations in their program. 

 A culture of collaboration was established by identifying consistent themes for 

collaboration and professional development.  

 Teachers were able to identify specific students in need and have 

conversations revolving around intervention strategies for improvement with 

each student. 
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Conclusion 3 

The third conclusion drawn from the research findings was: A common language 

was developed for teachers and students, often including school wide activities or 

projects to reinforce the mission and vision.  

Leaders in this study consistently emphasize how important common language 

was in the implementation of PBL School wide.  Most leaders identified specific school 

wide projects that were used to establish expectations and norms related to projects with 

students.  In some cases this involved grade level project benchmarks in which students 

had to demonstrate mastery of skills.  In other cases this involved days dedicated to re-

norming students of school expectations for culture, learning, and behavior.  

Creating a common language was identified in this study as a key element to 

achieving the school mission and vision.  In more than one domain, leaders indicated that 

a significant amount of time was dedicated to teachers and students in solidifying school 

expectations through a common language.  The following points summarize the findings 

in relation to common language: 

 Leaders established school wide activities and projects to establish a 

consistent language of assessment, behavior expectations, teaching 

expectations, and learning expectations. 

 Leaders developed a culture in which a common language was used to 

reinforce the mission and vision of the school. 

 School wide projects, benchmarks, and expectations were given names that 

were recognizable and were well known to students and staff.  

 Many of the respondents built a common language based on a framework 
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developed by a network of schools such as the New Tech High Network or 

High Tech High Network. 

Conclusion 4 

 The fourth conclusion drawn from the research findings was: Leaders ensured that 

students were empowered with voice and choice in their projects to encourage 

engagement and high levels of learning. 

 Leaders in the study emphasized the role of the student as an active participant in 

the culture of the school as an important element to the school’s success.  In more than 

one domain, participants alluded to students having a voice and choice in projects and 

school culture.  The following points summarize the findings in this conclusion: 

 Students provided feedback to teachers on the design of projects and lessons 

so both the teachers and students could improve. 

 Students were given choices on a regular basis in regards to the content that 

they researched. 

 The focus of learning was on skill development rather than content, providing 

students and teachers flexibility in the content learned. 

 Students were consistently involved in surveys, focus groups, and 

collaboration with staff to ensure that the school was meeting the needs of the 

students. 

Conclusion 5 

 The fifth conclusion drawn from the research findings was: Leaders established a 

strong culture of learning at their schools by understanding the communities that they 
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served, establishing clear expectations and goals, and implementing culture based 

activities to reinforce the mission and vision of the school. 

 A major theme across all domains and questions was a deep understanding of the 

community that the school and leaders served.  In most cases, the schools were charter 

schools in which students chose to attend.  Because of the high demands for enrollment 

and the need to attract students as well as meet the needs of the traditionally community, 

leaders had to be in tune with the stakeholders in the area.  The following points 

summarize the findings for this conclusion: 

 Leaders had to develop relationships with school boards, parents, and district 

office personnel to communicate the accomplishments and the vision of the 

school. 

 Students were asked to present at learning showcases and produce projects 

that were highly public to demonstrate the learning at the school to a wide 

audience. 

 Leaders had to be aware of the criticisms of their school and protect students 

and staff from negative influences, while also responding to feedback. 

 Leaders of these high performing schools created advisory teams to provide 

feedback and to gain a deeper understanding of the needs of the community. 

Conclusion 6 

 The sixth conclusion drawn from the research findings was: Leaders established a 

consistent process of improvement through effective communication with staff, seeking 

feedback from stakeholders, utilizing surveys, and structuring time with staff for 

assessment of progress. 
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 One of the common themes of the personality of the participants in this study was 

their constant drive to improve.  They did not speak as though they had all the answers, 

but most of them made it clear that they would seek every person that they could to find 

the right answers.  Failures and mistakes were expected, but the leaders found ways to 

ensure that they would learn from mistakes as leaders by implementing a program in 

which collaboration, feedback, and ongoing strategic change were always occurring.  

  The following points summarize this conclusion: 

 Leaders understood that they had to be strategic in their process for 

improvement so that they did not become stagnant as a staff.  Although the 

schools were performing at a high level, the leaders were not satisfied with 

status quo. 

 The leaders in this study asked tough questions of themselves and the staff in 

a way that promoted honesty for the sake of improvement. 

 The vision and mission of the school were used as a metric for the staff to 

evaluate their progress. 

 Surveys were used with students and staff to monitor progress in all areas 

including culture, safety, instruction, project design, and student engagement. 

Implications for Action 

 The researcher found that TLs of high performing PBL high schools were driven 

to improve as individuals as well as with their teams.  They were committed to the 

mission and vision of the school and utilized the experiences and talents of staff and 

students to accomplish the mission.  There were implications for action identified in this 

study by examining the findings of the research.  The implications for action are 
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suggestions by the researcher that will help aspiring TLs and those implementing 

programs of PBL in their process of reaching their goals as leaders.  The examples, 

themes, and findings of the researcher have provided clear methods for leaders to draw 

from.  

Implication for Action 1 

 A leader of a PBL high school has to establish a clear mission and vision and 

build the program around that mission and vision.  The universal common theme amongst 

all of the leaders was that they knew who they were as a school and everything they did 

as a staff and student body revolved around that identity.  All of the participants had a tie 

to the framework of PBL but some of them were more specifically tied to design 

thinking.  Whatever their mission and vision stated, was a living and breathing statement 

by which they implemented all professional development, collaboration, assessment, and 

project design. 

 It is essential to give your school a clear identity and they establish everything 

else from that core.  One way of accomplishing this is planning based off of what kind of 

student you want to produce.  By asking this question, you can designed school wide 

benchmark projects, rubrics, and activities that are engaging and relevant to students.  As 

a staff you must meet regularly to assess whether they were reaching their goal of 

developing their ideal student. 

 Each leader worked in a PBL setting.  However, the leaders didn’t prescribe to a 

pre-set formula for how PBL was done.  Instead, they took the ideals and framework of 

PBL and adapted it to the needs of students in their community and their vision as a 

school.  Whether the school is focused mostly on college preparation or if it with a more 
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career based approach, leaders have to implement PBL in a way that fit the vision of their 

school and community, and most importantly their students.  

Implication for Action 2 

 A PBL leader has to implement a method by which to share leadership and 

provide opportunities for the staff to be part of the planning process.  Every respondent 

emphasized the importance of distributed leadership.  There were several different ways 

in which this was accomplished:  

 You can establish formal leadership teams that consist of teachers or a 

combination of teachers, parents, and students. 

 In addition to a leadership team, you may have regular feedback sessions with 

the whole staff as long as the questions are direct and the method by which 

you collect the feedback is effective. 

 A leader has to be intentional in establishing a way to capitalize on the 

experience and talents of their team members.  This can be accomplished by 

identifying talents through observation and spending face to face time with 

teachers to develop deeper relationships.  

Implication for Action 3 

 In a PBL program, there has to be planned and structured collaborative time to 

evaluate the effectiveness of projects as a staff.  In a PBL setting, it is important to create 

a system that allows for a variety of approaches to collaboration.  A suggested format for 

a school with one weekly allotted time for collaboration would be: 

 Week one is a staff meeting in which school wide updates, reflections, data, 

school culture based planning, and upcoming events are discussed. 
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 Week 2 is an opportunity for a department themed PLC or group to reflect on 

project design, project assessment, and discussion of classroom practices.  

This would be an opportunity for colleagues to share student work and 

provide feedback for improvement.  This is also a time in which departments 

can reflect on and edit common rubrics for student assessment.  

 Week 3 would be a themed PLC or group to address topics revolving around 

their theme.  A suggested breakdown of groups is school culture, assessment 

and project design, instruction and classroom practices, and school leadership. 

 Week 4 would be an additional whole staff meeting that would revolve around 

one or two specific yearlong focuses would be addressed.  This usually would 

revolve around a program that is being implemented, a practice that is being 

implemented, a school focus goal or a theme related to ongoing professional 

development from an outside organization. 

Another method by which to do this would be a bi-weekly system where once a 

week the whole staff meets and the other day in the week would be dedicated to the 

aforementioned small focus groups. 

Implication for Action 4 

 A TL in a PBL environment must have a strategic plan for establishing and 

maintaining a positive student culture.  PBL is dependent on an instructional design that 

is attuned to the interests, backgrounds, and needs of students.  Effective PBL leaders 

create a culture that is student centered by develop a plan to engage students on a deeper 

level.  This is done in a variety of ways including: 

 Creating system wide guidelines for projects that encourage students to learn 
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through inquiry and active research to solve problems. 

 Designing school wide project benchmarks that allow students to reflect, share 

their opinions, and allow for students to learn from mistakes. 

 Emphasizing building relationships between teachers and students, teachers and 

administration, administration and students, and students and community leaders. 

 Creating an environment where every individual is valued through public 

recognition, consistent surveys, opportunities for collaboration, and restorative 

practices for behavior. 

 Promoting a sense of professionalism through clear expectations for staff and 

students.  

TLs have a strong presence on campus and are in tune with the culture of staff and 

students.  The leaders of high performing schools are visible to students and staff and 

model the type of behavior that is expected of each and every individual.  The common 

theme amongst all high performing PBL high schools is that the culture is strong and 

easily recognizable to anyone who sets foot on campus. 

Implication for Action 5 

 Students must exercise voice and choice in the classroom and school wide to 

promote individual growth and foster intrinsically motivated students.  The students of 

high performing PBL schools play an active role in the success of the school.  Students 

are a part of the PBL design because teachers implement practices that invite student 

feedback through surveys, interviews, and classroom discussion.  Project menus that 

enable students to choose from a variety of platforms and subjects help to provide a sense 

of buy in from the students. 
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 Student leadership in high performing PBL schools is distributed well across the 

student body.  Student contests, student managed projects for school improvement and 

student lead activities build a culture of shared leadership that includes students as young 

professionals. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Based on the study and findings, it is recommended that further research be 

conducted in the development of transformational leadership in PBL high schools by: 

1. Including a study of principals of high performing PBL schools nationwide. 

2. Conducting a study which focuses directly on the problem solving and 

decision making processes as well as personal and interpersonal skills 

practices of transformational leaders of high performing PBL schools.  There 

was not a sufficient amount of consistency in these domains to draw strong 

conclusions for this study.  However, there were a wide variety of useful 

examples shared for these domains.  A study focusing specifically on these 

areas would reveal more strategically advantageous practices for aspiring 

transformational leaders to implement. 

3. A comparative study on the TL skills of leaders in high performing PBL 

schools versus leaders of more traditional high performing programs based on 

the ten domains of TL.  It would be useful to draw comparisons and look for 

commonalities to establish effective practices for all aspiring leaders 

regardless of the instructional model of the school. 

4. Conduct a study which focused on the same criteria but for K-12 based 

programs.  
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5. A study focusing on the leaders of charter versus non-charter PBL schools. 

6. A study to develop the rational for PBL schools. 

7. A study to identify the amount of formal versus informal communication that 

occurs in PBL schools. 

Concluding Remarks and Reflections 

This study has been an incredibly beneficial and inspiring process for me as a 

leader.  As a principal of a PBL high school, I have been reinvigorated by the shared 

experiences of these TLs.  Leading a PBL program that is true to the PBL instructional 

framework but determined to reach high levels of student achievement is a challenging 

task.  There are pressures to remain true to the tenants of the creative design process of 

PBL but there are also pressures to continuously improve student achievement on state 

assessments and college and career readiness.  This experience has given me tools and 

examples to implement in order to reach our goals and to carry out the vision my school. 

I was a bit surprised to hear of the commonalities I share with many of the leaders 

of this study.  Participants consistently pointed to the challenges of maintaining an 

innovative and creative culture in a high stakes testing environment.  However, the 

encouraging theme was that these leaders did not claim to have all the answers to these 

challenges.  Instead, their message was one of collaboration and ongoing improvement 

for themselves, the staff, and the students.  All of the participants were interested in 

reviewing the results of the study so they could examine the successes of others.  In fact, 

many were interested in creating a more ongoing relationship of PBL leaders across the 

state to continue to further the success of their schools and all schools implementing a 

PBL program.  This was also reflected in their commitment to use their staff in shared 
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leadership roles.  Part of TL is identifying the strength of your team and these leaders 

consistently alluded to their reliance on the distributed talents and experiences of their 

staff.  

I thoroughly enjoyed the conversations revolving around student relationship and 

student work.  The student is central to the success of a PBL school.  The leaders I spoke 

with talked at length about students showcasing their work, taking on leadership roles on 

campus, and driving the culture of the school.  This type of culture, in my opinion, is 

essential in developing 21st century learners.  Students that attend the schools of these 

leaders are bought into the program and they feel that they are integral to the success of 

the school.  That is the way that all schools should be. 

Another aspect to the interviews that I benefited greatly from was the emphasis on 

the creative process.  There was no acceptance of the status quo.   In the whole state of 

CA, only eight individuals qualified for the criteria of high performing PBL schools. 

However, the leaders were not satisfied with where they were as a school.  Instead, they 

spoke of how they continued to collaborate with their teachers and students to push the 

limits of creativity.  The focus was not on the content, but on the skills they were 

developing.  This mentality provided the opportunity for teachers to use their creativity in 

project design to bring the very best out of their students. 

I have become a different leader through this experience.  From the research to 

the study, I have discovered a whole new set of tools and ideas that will have an impact 

on my staff and students.  The focus on TL enabled me to dig deeper into the practices of 

effective leaders.  Most importantly, through this study I have gained the experience of 

listening to the lived experience of these TLs so that I can become a better leader myself. 
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This study will help others to take on the challenges that PBL presents with a set of tools 

and practices to take their schools to a higher level. 
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APPENDIX B 

Letter of Invitation 

August 19, 2016 

 

 

Dear Prospective Study Participant:  

 

You are invited to participate in a research study involving principals of high performing 

project based learning schools in California. The main investigator of this study is Daniel 

Ching, Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s Doctor of Education in 

Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate in this study because 

you are a principal of a project based learning school that had students achieving higher 

than 65% at standard or exceeding standard in math or English on the 2015 California 

Assessment of Student Progress and Performance. There are eight principals in the state 

of California that fit the criteria. Participation should require about an hour of your time 

and is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequences.  

 

PURPOSE:  The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the lived 

experience of secondary principals who have transformed their schools into fully 

implemented PBL schools that were ranked among the highest performing on the 2015 

California Assessment of Student and Performance and Progress (CASSPP) test as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the TLSi 

 

 

PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be invited to 

participate in an interview that will be based on the transformational leadership skills 

inventory. The interview will consist of ten questions. You will be asked how you use 

transformational leadership to implement project based learning schoolwide in a way that 

leads to high levels of student achievement.  

 

RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS:  There are no known major 

risks to your participation in this research study. It is not necessary to meet in person for 

this interview but if it is preferable, arrangements can be made.  

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, but this 

is an opportunity to share experiences and practices with other principals at project based 

learning schools. 
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ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any 

personal information you provide will not be linked in any way.  

 

You are encouraged to ask any questions, at any time, that will help you understand how 

this study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact the principal 

investigator, Daniel Ching through email at dching@mail.brandman.edu. If you have any 

further questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study participant, you 

may write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, 

Brandman University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-

7641.   

 

 

Very Respectfully,  

 

 
 

Daniel Ching 

Principal Investigator  
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APPENDIX C 

Informed Consent Form 

RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: A Qualitative Study Exploring the Influence of Intrinsic 

and Extrinsic Motivation on the Transition of Low-Income Students to Higher Education  

 

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY 

16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD 

IRVINE, CA 92618 

 

RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Daniel Ching, Doctoral Candidate 

 

TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Research Participant’s Informed Consent Form 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore 

the lived experience of secondary principals who have transformed their schools into 

fully implemented PBL schools that were ranked among the highest performing on the 

2015 California Assessment of Student and Performance and Progress (CASSPP) test as 

analyzed through the lens of the 10 domains of the TLSi. 

 

In participating in this research study, you agree to will be invited to participate in an 

interview that will be based on the transformational leadership skills inventory. The 

interview will consist of ten questions. You will be asked how you use transformational 

leadership to implement project based learning schoolwide in a way that leads to high 

levels of student achievement. This will require you to give specifics on practices and 

procedures at your school.  

 

I understand that: 

 

a) There are no known major risks or discomforts associated with this research. I 

will have to interview with the principal investigator over the phone or in person 

despite the fact that we have never met.  

 

b) There are no major benefits to you for participation, but a potential may be that 

you will have an opportunity to share your experiences to other principals that are 

seeking to successfully implement project based learning at their schools.  

 

c) Money will not be provided for my time and involvement 
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d) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered 

by Daniel Ching, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate. I understand that Mr. 

Ching may be contacted by phone at (559) 760-5042 or email at 

dching@mail.brandman.edu  

 

e) I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any 

time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the 

study at any time.  

 

f) I understand that the study will be audio-recorded, and the recordings will not be 

used beyond the scope of this project.  

 

g) I understand that the audio recordings will be used to transcribe the interviews. 

Once the interviews are transcribed, the audio and the interview transcripts will be 

kept for a minimum of five years by the investigator in a secure location.  

 

h) I also understand that no information that identifies me will be released without 

my separate consent and that all identifiable information will be protected to the 

limits allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I 

will be so informed and my consent re-obtained. I understand that if I have any 

questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed consent 

process, I may write or call of the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of 

Academic Affairs, Brandman University, and 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, 

Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. I acknowledge that I have received a copy of 

this form and the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights. 

 

I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the 

procedures(s) set forth.  

 

 

Signature of Participant or Responsible Party  Date 

 

 

  

Signature of Witness (if appropriate)  Date 

   

Signature of Principal Investigator 

Brandman University IRB May 2014 

 Date 
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APPENDIX D 

Interview Questions 

The following questions are based off of the TLSI (Larick & White, 2010) survey.  Each 

question represents one of the 10 domains of transformational leadership.  Please answer 

the questions as thoroughly and succinctly as possible.   

 

All data collected via this interview will remain confidential and in the sole, secured 

possession of the researcher. 

 

1)   How have you used Visionary Leadership to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

2)   How have you used Collaboration to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

3)   How have you used Diversity to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

4)   How have you used Team Building to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

5)   How have you used Character and Integrity to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

6)   How have you used Problem Solving and Decision Making to create a culture of     

      success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

7)   How have you used Personal and Interpersonal Skills to create a culture of     

      success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

8)   How have you used Communication to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 
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9)   How have you used Political Intelligence to create a culture of success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

10)  How have you used Creativity and Sustained Innovation to create a culture of  

       success? 

 

a. How has this characteristic led to higher student achievement? 

 

 


