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il
Abstract

In modern college preparatory high school environments, there is increasing pressure for
students to engage in and display leadership, in order to make themselves stand out as
candidates for admission to institutions of higher education. This qualitative
phenomenological study sought to explore the perceptions of alumni from a Midwestern
Catholic high school, regarding their lived experiences of leadership education and
practice while in high school, and to what extent these lived experiences have influenced
their lives after graduation. The aim of this study was to create a foundation for evidence-
based curriculum to promote theoretical and experiential student leadership education and
practice within a Catholic high school environment. A total of ten alumnae were
interviewed over the course of several weeks, and subsequently, their responses were
analyzed for themes addressing the essential research question guiding this study: To
what extent do Catholic high school alumni perceive their leadership education and
practice in high school as influencing their current lives? Emergent themes included a
diversification of leadership ideals and practice over time with a remaining emphasis on
titular leadership, the influence of strong rapport with leadership role models, and the
lasting influence of intentionality in leadership education. Based on these findings, this
study proposed a requirement for a high school freshman-level leadership course
accompanied by intentional leadership experience or practice, and continual reflection on
leadership practice. Critical to implementation is the proposed continuous education of
faculty and staff in the area of leadership, accompanied by their own experiential
learning.

Keywords: Student leadership, Catholic education, leadership education



v
Acknowledgements

This journey has not been an easy one, and would have been impossible to finish
without the abundance of support with which I am blessed. My family has supported my
academic endeavors from the beginning, and when I met my husband in the midst of
completing this program, he joined in cheering me on. Moments when I was sure giving
up was my only solution, he was there to remind me that I had the inner strength to keep
moving forward, and see this journey through.

My dissertation committee members have shown infinite patience, and have made
me a better scholar through their guidance in this research and writing process. To my
chair, Dr. Barbara Brock, and committee member, Dr. Peggy Hawkins, I cannot thank
you enough.

Though my journey was slower than that of most of my cohort, they never ceased
in their encouragement and support along the way. Thank you Jeff Anderson, Crystal
Neihoff, Sean Fischer, and especially Elena Bozylinski, for your wisdom and insight
every step of the way. Your support has meant more than you could ever know.

Finally, to my precious daughter Charlotte, for whom I strive to be better every

single day.



Table of Contents

Page

AADSITACE ...ttt ettt et ettt e a e st e bt et e h e et e e naenhe et eatenaeenteenee il
ACKNOWICAZIMENTS......ccuiiiiiiiiieiie ettt ettt ettt e st e ebaesaseesbeessaeenseeenseenns v
Table Of CONLENLS ......eeueiiieiieie ettt ettt ettt e bt et eeae e seenee e v
LSt OF FIGUIES ..ttt ettt ettt e e sbe e bt e esbeessaeenseenseeesseenns ix
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ........ccctiiiiieiieieieiesiesteeie ettt 1
Introduction and Statement of the Problem ...........cccccooiiiiiiiiniiiieeeeee 1
Purpose Of the STUAY ......eeeeeiiee e e e 3
ReSEarch QUESTION .....cuviieiiiieiiie ettt ettt ettt et e e e et e e eaaeeeeaaeeeeaaeeenens 4
ATM OF the STUAY oottt et e eaaeeseeesbeensaeas 4
MEthOdOLIOZY OVEIVIEW .....eeiuiieiiieiieeieeiiie et ette et eeiteeteestteebeesseeesbeeseessseensaessseesseessseenseens 4
Definition of Relevant TEeIMS ........c.cooiiieriiriiiieiieeeecee et 5
ASSUIMIPIIONS . ..o enieeitieiie ettt ettt eetee et e et e siteesteeeateesbeessseeseeesseenseessseenseesaseanseassseenseesnseenseennnas 6
Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal BiaSes .............ccccveeieviiiiieeiiieeececieeeeeeieeee e 7
LAMIALIONS ..ottt ettt et sttt et st sb et 7
DElIMITALIONS ...ttt ettt ettt et e bt et as 7

BIASES .ttt ettt b ettt ettt as 8
SUMIMIATY ...ttt ettt et e sttt e st e e e et e e s bt eessbeesnseeesabeeesnseeesaseesnnseeens 8
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ..ottt 10
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt ettt st sb et nas 10
SEIHEE T ICACY ettt ettt ettt e et e e bt e sabe e beeenbeebeeenbeeneen 10

Servant LeaderShip........ccueiiiiiiiiiieiecie ettt e nee 11



vi

Normative Leadership Theories. ... ..coeoviiiieriieriieiiecieeeecie e 13

Social Capital and Civic ENgagement............c.cccueviieriienieeiieniecieesee e eveevee e 14
SEIVICE LEAIMING ...veeeiiiiiiiieeeiie ettt ettt et e et e e ete e et e e s tae e enbeeesnbeeesnseeenseas 15
010001 0T 1y A OSSPSR 18
CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ...ccccvttiiiiieeiieeciie ettt 20
INETOAUCTION ...ttt ettt ettt e b e e eneenes 20
Phenomenological Research Design.........ccccviviiieiiiieiiieiiiiiieeieeieecee e 20
ReSEarch QUESTION .....c..viiiiiiiieiiie ettt ettt e e e et e e e tee e e aeeeeaseeeeaneeens 21
PartiCIPANTS.....coeuiiieeiiie et ettt e st e e s b ee e abeeennbeeennaeeens 21
Instruments for Data ColleCtioN..........ceiuieiirieriiiierieeeeee e 24
Data COLLBCTION ...ttt ettt ettt et st et e b e b e eneenees 25
Data ANALYSIS ...eeeuiieiiieiieiieeie ettt ettt ettt et et e et e e e stbeebeeeraeerbeeesaeensaeenaeenns 27
Ethical ConsSiderations ............coviereriieniienieeiesieee ettt nees 28
SUMMATY ...ttt ettt e st e et e eabeeeabeeeabeesabbeesabeeesabeeenaseesnseas 30
CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS .......coiiiiiiiiiieieeeeeese ettt 32
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt sttt et sbe ettt as 32
Presentation of the FINAINGS.........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiieecee e 33
Data Analysis ProCedUIes ........ccuieiiiiiiieiiiiiieiiee et 33

Theme 1: Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and Role Models ...........ccceeverienieniennene. 34
Perceptions of ideal leadership traits ...........ccoeeeeriieriienieenienieeeeeieeee 34

Perceived Role MOdEIS ......cc.eeuiriieniiiiiniiciecieeeeceeeee e 37

Peer in leadership poSition...........ccceevieeiiienieeciienieeiceee e, 38



vil

Teacher or Professor ..........covviiiiiiiiiiniiieeceee 41

Family MemDer..........ccoveiiiiiiiiiieieeeete e 42

POIItICIANS . ... 42

Changing Perceptions After High School..........c.ccocoieiiiiiiiiniiiiieie, 43

Perceptions of Faith in Leadership .........cccoocvvvviiiiiiieniieniiiiccieeeecie e 44

Faith Deemphasized in Leadership After High School .............cccccenne. 45

Theme 2: Perceptions of Leadership Education ............ccccoeeieviieniieniiienienieenen, 46

High School Leadership Curriculum ...........ccccoveveiieiiieniiinieniieiiecieeiene 46

Leadership Education in College...........ccoveviieiiiiiiieiienieeiieeie e 47

Theme 3: Perceptions of Personal Leadership Experience and Engagement........ 49
Novelty and NECESSILY ....veeeviiriieiieriieieeeieeieeere et eee e eere e e sreeaee e 49

L EACY .ttt e s e e e eaaeeea 52

Varied Leadership Engagement............cccoeviienieniiienieniieiecieeee e 54

HOUSE SYStEML....eiiiiiiiiiiieie ettt e 55

SEIVICE HOUTS ....eouiiiieiiiiecie e 57

Leadership Academy and Club...........ccoooiiviieiiiniiieiieieciee e 60

Perceived Challenges in Pursuing Leadership in Higher Education ......... 61

Theme 4: Perceived Long-Term Effects of Lived Leadership Experiences.......... 64
SUMMATY ...ttt et e et e et e et eeeateeeabeesabbeesabeeesabeeenaseesnseas 66
CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS. .......cccooivinieiinnne 68
INEEOAUCTION ...ttt ettt sttt st sb et nas 68
Discussion of the FINAINGS........c..cociiiiiiiiiiiiieiee ettt 68

Diversification of Leadership Ideals and Practice With Age..........ccccoeevevienennene. 68



The Continuous Importance of Titular Leadership..........ccccovveevieiieiiieniienieenens 69
Rapport, Mentorship, and Cura Personalis in Cultivating Leadership ................. 71
Leadership to Leave @ Leacy .....ccoveviieiiiiiiieieeeieeieeee et 73
Intentional Leadership Education and Practice...........cccccevviieviieniieniieiiecieeieeee. 74
Solutions and IMPIeMENtAtION ........ccueeruiieriieriieiieerie et eeee ettt e ereeseeebeebeeeaeenseens 75
Required Leadership COoUISe..........couiiriieiiieiieeieeiie ettt 75
Professional Development for Stakeholders............ccveeviiiiienciieiieniiciiecieeeeee, 77
Potential Barriers to Implementation ...........cccocvevieeciienieeiienieeeecie e 78
TIMPLICALIONS ..eviiiiieiiieeiie ettt ettt ettt e b e e st e ebeestaeesbeessbeenseesssaesseassseensaensseenns 78
Practical IMPlICAtIONS..........cccuiieiieiiieiie ettt 78
Implications for Further Research ............ccccooviiiiiiiiiiniiiiiicieccceceee e, 80
Summary of the StUAY ......cceeeiiiiie e 81
RETEIEIICES ....eoneeieee ettt ettt e 83

ADPPCIAICES ...ttt ettt et e h ettt st b et ae et 91



1X

List of Figures
Page
Figure 1. Participant Graduation YEars .........cccceeveeierieerienienieeie oo 23
Figure 2. Participant College MajJors ........cc.eeeiiieeiiieeiiieeeiiee et eeieeeeaee e evee e svee e ens 23
Figure 3. Organization of Themes and Sub-Themes for Chapter Four .........c.cccccceeuenenee. 34

Figure 4. Types of Leadership Role Models..........cccerieiinieniiiiiniiiicieeeeeeee 38



Running head: LIVED EXPERIENCES OF LEADERSHIP 1

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Introduction and Statement of the Problem

Throughout their secondary education, students are encouraged to become
involved in extracurricular activities, and to take on leadership roles. While some
universities continue to rely on the importance of test scores and GPA, more competitive
universities are delivering the message that their ideal candidates will be dedicated to
academics, as well as strong leadership in sports or other activities (College Board,
2018). Under its advice for applicants, the Harvard Admissions website asked that
students reflect on whether they have shown true commitment and leadership in their
activities (Harvard, 2018, interests and activities section). Similarly, Yale University
emphasized the importance that its applicants display leadership, and went on to state the
admissions office is always “looking for students we can help to become the leaders of
their generation in whatever they wish to pursue” (Yale University, 2018, para 1). In an
interview with The New York Times, Princeton University’s Dean of Admissions, Janet
Lavin Rapelye highlighted the importance of skills beyond taking a standardized test,
including student engagement and leadership. She advised students to illustrate “qualities
that will help them become leaders in their fields and in their communities” (New York
Times, 2012, SAT scores and importance of standardized tests section, para 9). Former
Dean at Tufts University, and current Provost at Oklahoma State University, Robert
Sternberg, asserted that leadership will become more important to college admissions as
time continues, and that it will not simply manifest as the authority exerted over an
organization, but rather the contribution made to better the organization, the community,

and society in general (Sternberg, 2010, p. 5).
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While students themselves feel increasing pressure to display leadership, schools
are continually faced with how to develop these skills. Many offer Student Council,
Student Government, or National Honor Society, and some go further and offer programs
during the summer. There is a growing market of private summer programs, which often
cost a student’s family thousands of dollars, and may offer travel experience or leadership
skill building with a focus in a specific area such as medicine or politics. As the market of
higher education grows ever more competitive, the pressure grows for students to set
themselves apart through leadership roles within their schools and surrounding
communities. As a result, this creates increasing demand for educators to develop
curricula that help students to hone leadership skills, as well as creating demand for
extracurricular programs that will do the same. While there are several existing programs
available, they may not all be the right fit for a certain academic environment, and it is
difficult for administrators to know which programs and curricula will best serve their
student communities. Furthermore, administrators and educators are not able to determine
whether a certain curriculum or experience will have a meaningful, lasting influence on
students, beyond their high school graduation.

While this is a phenomenon facing all schools, this study will more closely
examine the lived experiences of alumni from a college preparatory Catholic high school.
Specialized Catholic leadership programs are found at the collegiate level (Oppat, 2013;
St. John’s University, 2015; USCCB, 2015), but for the alumni of the school that was the
focus of this study, there have been no such programs in the area for students still in high
school. In determining whether to offer an extracurricular leadership program or to

develop a new leadership-based curriculum for the school, it is important for school
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leaders to first determine what will best serve its student body. In achieving this goal, the
school must know what most influences leadership development in its students, and how
they conceptualize leadership itself. Beyond these conceptualizations, it is important to
understand how, and to what extent, students applied their understanding of what it
means to be a leader. Additionally, it is important to understand whether leadership
education and experience has an effect on students after they graduate. Utilizing a
qualitative, phenomenological approach, this study explored the lived experiences of
alumni of a Catholic high school to gain insight into their perceptions and experiences of
leadership education and practice during high school, as well as the extent of the effect of
this experience and education on their lives after high school. Through a series of semi-
structured interviews with recent alumni of a Catholic high school in the midwest, this
study explored their perceptions of their leadership education in high school, both in the
classroom, and experiential or “service-learning” (Spears & Lawrence, 2002).
Additionally, the study explored the lived experiences of the alumni regarding the degree
to and manner in which they implemented this education in the environment of a Catholic
high school, and in their lives after graduation.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the perceptions of
Catholic high school alumni regarding their lived experiences of leadership education and
practice while in high school, and to what extent these lived experiences have influenced

their lives after graduation.
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Research Question

As this study was concerned with perceptions and lived experiences of Catholic
high school alumni, as well as their perception of its effect after high school, it was
conducted from a phenomenological approach. Semi-structured interviews were coded
for common themes, and patterns that emerged were analyzed in relation to the literature.
The overarching research question guiding this study was:
To what extent do Catholic high school alumni perceive their leadership education and
practice in high school as influencing their current lives?

Aim of the Study

The aim of this study was to create a foundation for evidence-based curriculum to
promote theoretical and experiential student leadership education and practice within a
Catholic high school environment.

Methodology Overview

As this study delved into the perceptions and lived experiences of Catholic high
school alumni regarding their leadership education and practice, the study adopted a
phenomenological approach. Creswell (2014) advocated the importance of a
phenomenological approach to research “lived experiences of individuals about a
phenomenon as described by participants” (p. 14). This study examined variables
important to alumni of a midwestern Catholic high school in constructing their meaning
and practice of leadership. This qualitative phenomenological study used a series of semi-
structured interviews of recent alumni of a midwestern Catholic high school, and
subsequent analysis of the interview transcripts allowed the researcher to identify

common themes that emerged.
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Definition of Relevant Terms

While researchers continue to conduct studies related to student leadership at the
university level, this study focused on lived experiences of leadership, as it was relevant
in the specific context of a Catholic high school in a medium size Midwestern town. As
such, it was important to define some of the terms most integral to the study. The
following operational terms were used within this study.

Leadership Skills: For the purposes of this study, leadership skills were defined
by the nine dimensions of servant leaders, as identified by Liden et al. (2008). These
dimensions are emotional healing, creating value for the community, conceptual skills,
empowering, helping subordinates grow and succeed, putting subordinates first, behaving
ethically, relationships, and servanthood (p. 162).

Leadership Education: For the purposes of this study, leadership education
referred to both a classical, theory-based education, following a curriculum, as well as
what Spears and Lawrence (2002) described as “experiential” or “service-learning” (p.
12).

Leadership Practice: One of the primary components of this study is determining
whether, and to what extent, students practiced (and continue to practice) leadership. This
can entail anything from being the student president of an organization to organizing an
event, being a team captain, managing a theatrical production, involvement in a Greek
organization at the college level, internships, and more.

Recent Alumni: The school at the center of this study was founded in 2011, and

had four graduating classes that were of age to be eligible to participate in this study — the
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first of which graduated in 2014. Thus, recent alumni, for the purpose of this study,
referred to students who graduated from the institution in the last four years.

House System: It is important to define this term, as it was a unique program to
the school at the focus of the study. The House System was comprised of six
communities within the high school, each named after different saints, and each
composed of students ranging from freshmen to seniors. Students met in their House each
day to do community-building activities, and competed in schoolwide competitions
within their House communities. Per school publications, the House System was the
structure in which students could “cultivate their servant leadership” (Father Tolton
Catholic High School, 2018).

Service Requirement: It is imperative to distinguish this term from “service-
learning.” The school at the heart of the study required that each student complete 20
service hours per year, each of their four years of high school, in order to graduate
(Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2017a). There was no specified curriculum or
service-learning program in addition to these service hours, and students were at liberty
to choose their own means of completing the hours. The school appointed a service
coordinator (a theology teacher at the time of the study) to approve the hours, using an
electronic tracking system.

Assumptions

The researcher conducted the study with some key assumptions. The first was
similarity of educational experiences. Given that the sample was drawn from a population
of students who graduated from the same high school, the researcher assumed all alumni

being interviewed would have had a very similar educational experience, in that they
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would have followed similar curricula. Additionally, the researcher made the assumption
that all students had met the same graduation requirement for service hours, as published
by the school (Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2017a). Finally, the study assumed all
students had a familiarity with the concept of servant leadership, as it is terminology that
was used on a daily basis at the Catholic high school from which all the participants
graduated (Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2018).
Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases

Limitations

The population of recent alumni from the Midwestern Catholic high school at the
center of this study was relatively small, as the school was still a newer entity in the
surrounding community. There were four graduating classes from which the study could
draw its participants. This study aimed to interview alumni until saturation had been
reached, and all were volunteer participants. Having connections to the community of
alumni, the study employed snowball sampling to target information-rich sources (Patton,
2002, p. 237). While the use of snowball sampling helped in attaining information-rich
sources, it markedly affected diversity in the sample regarding gender and ethnicity.
Delimitations

This study focused specifically on the environment of a Catholic high school in a
medium-sized Midwestern town, and while every measure was taken to ensure strong
validity and reliability, it was a clear delimitation that the results would not apply to
another Catholic school in the area, another high school, and given the ever-changing
nature of a school in its foundational years, would not apply to the setting of the school at

the center of this study in the future.
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Biases

At the time of the study, the researcher no longer worked in the environment from
which the research subjects graduated. Though the school was the researcher’s former
workplace, there was present bias. The researcher taught in the environment every day,
and the school was small enough that the researcher knew most of the students. Many of
the research participants were the researcher’s former students. Every attempt was made
to manage this inherent bias by being aware of it during every step of the research
process. The researcher coded interviews as objectively as possible, and did not interpret
any vague answers without member checking.

Summary

In the increasingly competitive environment of college admissions, students in
high school are continually instructed to meet a list of criteria to ensure admission to their
university of choice. Growing in importance on this list is the quality of leadership, but it
is not always clear how students are meant to display this trait. At one Midwestern
Catholic high school, students met a mandatory community service requirement to
graduate (Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2017a), and as of 2017, there was a
specific course dedicated to teaching students about leadership (Father Tolton Catholic
High School, 2017b). However, there had been no exploration of the lived experiences of
leadership education and its practice for students graduating from the school, and
therefore, no exploration of how they conceptualized leadership, or how it has affected
their lives once they graduate. This study aimed to create a foundation for an evidence-
based curriculum to promote leadership development and practice, based on the lived

experiences of alumni from a Midwestern Catholic high school. As the focus of the
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research was on lived experiences and constructed meaning, this study utilized a
qualitative phenomenological approach, conducting semi-structured interviews to gather
data from 10 recent alumni, to gain insight into their conceptualization and practice of
leadership during and after high school. While the researcher had bias being a former
teacher at the school, and while there were time and geographical limitations to access
the sample of alumni, as well as limitations on relevance of the results to other settings,
this study made every effort to utilize objective analysis to gain insight into the specified
research questions. In doing so, it was the goal of the researcher to have a data-driven
foundation upon which to build a leadership curriculum for adolescents in the targeted

setting.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature Review
In the last few decades, there has been increasing study on student leadership,
what affects it, and how school leadership can encourage its development. There have
been varying psychological perspectives on this matter, and one of the most prominent
has been the theory of self-efficacy, as proposed by Albert Bandura (1977, 1986, 1993,
1997). This study sought to narrow the focus to what influenced conceptualization and
practice of leadership in alumni of a Catholic high school, and as such, exploration of a
Christian model of leadership was pertinent. The most relevant model to consider was
that of servant leadership, as utilized in many Jesuit institutions of higher education, but
also in Catholic high schools around the country (Lavery & Hine, 2013). It was also the
only model of leadership explicitly mentioned on the publications from the school at the
center of the study (Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2018). Finally, the notion of
social capital, and civic engagement or community involvement emerged as additional
factors in the development of student leadership, and were connected to those of self-
efficacy and servant leadership to inform a conceptual framework for a study regarding
adolescent leadership development.
Self-Efficacy
Albert Bandura began his exploration of social cognitive behavioral development
in the 1970’s. As a part of his research, he proposed the theory of self-efficacy (1977), or
an individual’s belief that they had the personal capabilities and resources to meet the
demands of a specific task (Bandura, 1977; Bandura, 1986; Bandura, 1993; Bandura,

1997; Greiman & Addington, 2008). Bandura credited self-efficacy as a fundamental link
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between ability and performance, which has had profound implications in the field of
leadership. Simply the notion that one had the capability of succeeding could directly
influence a positive outcome (1977, 1986, 1993, 1997). In this sense, an adolescent’s
belief that he or she had the capability of being an effective leader could directly affect
whether or not he or she took on leadership roles and had the motivation to be a
committed and active leader in a school’s community (Momsen & Carlson, 2013, p. 122).
Adolescence being an already fragile time in regard to self-awareness, self-esteem, and
anxieties related to social pressure, the influence of self-efficacy has had significant
implications for whether or not a student has had a positive conceptualization of
leadership, which factors have contributed to their idea of leadership, and whether or not
they could act successfully as a leader.
Servant Leadership

The concept of servant leadership originated in the 1970 essay The Servant As
Leader by Robert K. Greenleaf. In this essay, Greenleaf discussed the notion of a
successful leader being one who is a servant first, whose goal is to assure that the
priorities of others are being served (p. 6). While not a formula for people or
organizations to follow, Greenleaf posed the challenge to change the notion of what it
meant to be a leader in a society fraught with war, destruction of the environment,
poverty, and discrimination (p. 26), resting on the assumption that “the only way to
change a society...is to produce people...who will change it” (p. 26).
Servant leadership is a model that continues to inform Jesuit institutions of higher
education and their pedagogical practices (Lowney, 2003). Though often utilized in

higher education, there are Catholic high schools, such as those highlighted in the 2013
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study by Lavery and Hine, which have implemented servant leadership as a model for
developing leadership amongst a student body. Lavery and Hine (2013) proposed that a
principal modeling servant leadership could have great influence on students and their
understandings of what it meant to be an effective leader in a Christian environment.
Positing that school leaders themselves were catalysts for development of leadership
among their students (2013, p. 42), Lavery and Hine argued that principals should strive
to model servant leader behaviors at all times, as well as offering leadership programs
that promote the same style of leadership, in addition to giving the students opportunities
to put it into practice (p. 46). This notion of servant leadership, or the devotion of leaders
to serving their subordinates, as well as encouraging the leadership potential in everyone,
modeled the manner in which Jesus Christ served his disciples in the New Testament
(Lavery & Hine, 2013, p. 42), and should be, they asserted, a central focus for those
hoping to cultivate leadership in a Christian environment.

Based on the works of several authors focusing on identifying dimensions of
servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977; Barbuto & Wheeler, 2006; Page & Wong, 2000;
Spears & Lawrence, 2002), researchers Liden, Wayne, Zhao, and Henderson (2008)
narrowed the definition of servant leadership to nine dimensions. Through a rigorous
study, the nine dimensions of servant leadership Liden et al. (2008) presented were
emotional healing, creating value for the community, conceptual skills, empowering,
helping subordinates grow and succeed, putting subordinates first, behaving ethically,
relationships, and servanthood (p. 162). The study further clarified which behaviors fell

into each category, and while Liden et al. (2008) utilized a quantitative approach to
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testing these dimensions, there were rich descriptions of behaviors in each dimension that
aided in this study’s data analysis phase.

Normative leadership theories. Given the emphasis on servant leadership in the
literature from the high school at the center of this study, it was the most pertinent model
to explore in depth. Servant leadership, along with other leadership theories, is
categorized as a “normative leadership theory” (Ciulla, 1995), meaning it is “built on
moral principles or norms” (Johnson, 2012, p. 189). Within this classification of
leadership theories also fall transformational leadership and charismatic leadership. Bass,
Avolio, Jung, and Berson (2003) characterize transformational leadership by the elements
of: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration (p. 210). Johnson (2012) describes these traits in more
detail, regarding what this might look like in practice, stating transformational leaders

29 ¢e

“put followers’ needs above their own,” “arouse team spirit, are enthusiastic and
optimistic,” “don’t criticize mistakes but instead solicit solutions from followers,” and
these leaders “act as coaches or mentors who foster personal development...They provide
learning opportunities and a supportive climate for growth” (p. 192). Citing a study by
researchers at the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research
Project, which asked managers in 62 cultures to identify characteristics of successful
leaders (Den Hartog et al., 1999), Johnson (2012) identifies nine attributes of
transformational leaders: “motive arouser, foresight, encouraging, communicative,
trustworthy, dynamic, positive, confidence builder, and motivational” (p. 197). Johnson

(2012) acknowledges that both transformational and charismatic leadership have a lot in

common, but that the two terms are not interchangeable (p. 198), because “the success of
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the charismatic leader rests on his or her personal characteristics like high energy and
self-confidence, risk taking, courage, and the possession of extraordinary talent (public
speaking ability, for example).” The primary difference is that transformational leaders
seek to serve a higher purpose. Johnson (2012) asserts transformational leaders “raise

99 ¢¢

awareness of moral standards,” “create an ethical climate,” and “encourage followers to
look beyond self-interests to the common good” (p. 197).
Social Capital and Civic Engagement

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu defined social capital as “the aggregate of the
actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of...membership in a group”
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 88). Belonging to a certain group, whether it was social, familial,
professional, etc., entailed certain privileges for an individual. Students could benefit
from membership in a school community, a sports team, a band, or a certain group of
friends. As a specific example, one could consider the social capital accrued as a member
of a private college preparatory school community. Often, there are smaller class sizes,
leading to more attention from an instructor, and perhaps a deeper understanding of
material or a better-developed ability to think critically. Such schools often employ
experienced counselors with connections to college admissions offices, which may make
college admission more attainable in some cases. This is but one example of the many
facets of social capital garnered through membership to a certain community. Social
capital is not automatically attained, however.

Another theme that emerged from literature on student leadership and social

capital was the notion that for students to truly develop skills as a leader, they should

have been actively practicing them within their school community and out in the
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surrounding community on a consistent basis. Hastings, Barret, Barbuto, and Bell (2011)
proposed that civic engagement both developed social capital as well as a “sense of
community” (p. 20), and that these two had to go hand-in-hand for a student to truly
understand leadership. This was a hands-on approach to leadership, and Hastings et al.
believed that this was the only method by which students would truly understand what it
meant to be a leader. This was also the only means by which they would be able to act
effectively as a leader within their community. Bourdieu affirmed that social capital was
not automatic, but it was the “product of investment strategies” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 89).
Civic engagement and time dedicated to serving the community would be one such
example of an “investment strategy.” The building of social capital has been strongly
linked to the notion of civic engagement, as adolescents have sought to build a reputation
and make connections, and have been more motivated to do so when they have believed
they are part of their school and surrounding community. This has all come back to the
idea that they would only get all of this by actively engaging in leadership roles within
these communities.
Service Learning

Early mention of service learning was found in John Dewey’s The School and
Society (1900) and Democracy and Education: An Introduction to the Philosophy of
Education (1916). Dewey’s work criticized the school system at the time, asserting it
“endeavors to prepare future members of the social order in a medium in which the
conditions of the social spirit are eminently wanting” (p. 15). In order to form a more
cohesive, democratic society, he claimed schools needed to provide the model they

wanted their students to follow. His critique was broader than the education system,
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however. Societal divides, he posited, isolated people from one another, preventing them
from engaging in true democracy. Though he did not explicitly mention service learning
as a term in earlier works, he stated “every expansive era in the history of mankind has
coincided with the operation of factors which have tended to eliminate distance between
peoples and classes” (1916, p. 149). Dewey’s argument for a “democratically constituted
society” (1916, p. 150) relied on different people interacting with one another, outside of
their traditional economic and social groups. This interaction, Dewey said, “enables them
to learn from one another, and thereby to expand their horizons” (1916, p. 150). In
working toward this ideally democratic society, Dewey emphasized the important role of
education in providing opportunities for people to break down the barriers of class and
race (1916, p. 151). In his later work, Experience and Education, Dewey again
emphasized the idea that school was an ideal environment for educating students as
citizens, and discussed experiential learning as a means of engaging students, and helping
them to develop critical thinking and social skills (1938). When Dewey published much
of his research, his ideas were considered progressive, but modern scholars are
supporting his ideas with current research.

Before Dewey, and since his work on democracy and education, scholars have
proposed different means to educate students as citizens. Dewey himself supported the
idea of hands-on learning to break down barriers and broaden horizons (Dewey, 1900;
Dewey, 1916; Dewey, 1938). Service learning has come to the forefront as a means of
creating a more engaged citizens through education (Believeden & Clayton, 2011). In
stating the importance of service learning in a higher education environment, Colby et al.

(2003) asserted:
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If today’s college graduates are to be positive forces in this world, they need not
only to possess knowledge and intellectual capacities but also to see themselves as
members of a community, as individuals with a responsibility to contribute to

their communities. (p. 7)

The argument from Colby et al. reflects an attitude in higher education communities that
their students are not attending the university just for the knowledge they gain in their
coursework, but should also learn to be citizens who contribute to the community around
them (Boyer, 1994; Bringle, Games, & Malloy, 1999; Rhoads, 2003; Hatcher, Bringle, &
Clayton, 2013). This view harkened back to Dewey’s (1900, 1916) notion that people
isolating themselves from one another, and remaining unwilling to break down barriers
and engage with one another, would not contribute to a freely democratic society. This
trend in higher education toward educating students not just for professional life, but also
for civic engagement, has led to the creation of organizations such as Campus Compact,
which offers service-learning programs to over 1,000 colleges and universities, on the
premise that it “builds democracy through civic education and community development”
(Campus Compact, 2016).

Studies have identified positive outcomes to participation in service-learning
programs. Fitch, Steinke, and Hudson (2013) stated, “these opportunities build students’
capacities to develop, use, and refine their knowledge, skills, and critical thinking
abilities” (p. 57), reflecting on the cognitive benefits of service-learning programs. The
traditional role of institutions of higher education has been to develop the cognitive skills
of its students, and researchers such as Fitch et al. (2013) argued service-learning

programs would enhance such cognitive development. In addition to having cognitive
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benefits, some suggested service-learning has had benefits in relation to the personal
growth of students (Hatcher, Bringle, & Clayton, 2013). Specifically, students were able
to become more open to other perspectives, experience growth in their sense of self-
efficacy, spiritual development, leadership, well-being, and identity formation
(Brandenberger, 2013).

Just as scholars have explored the benefits of service-learning in higher education,
they have sought to research possible benefits of similar programs in a K-12
environment. In 2000, Shelley Billig conducted a study revealing several positive
outcomes of a service-learning program in a K-12 environment, namely increased sense
of self-esteem and self-efficacy, increased kindness toward peers, less likelihood to
engage in “risk behaviors, and a reduction in a sense of alienation and behavioral
problems (p. 660). A more recent meta-analysis of studies pertaining to the influence of
service-learning on students included 62 studies involving 11,837 students, and
concluded service-learning programs “have positive effects on students’ attitudes, social
behavior, and academic performance” (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, p. 178).
However, the percentage of schools reporting incorporation of service-learning into their
curricula has decreased or remained stagnant, and often schools have tended to use
programs that were “mostly adult-coordinated, neglecting components that are critical to
high quality service learning, such as student-led planning and evaluation” (Chung &
McBridge, 2015, p. 194).

Summary
Though researchers have explored many social theories regarding leadership, a

handful stood out as most pertinent to the environment at the heart of this study,
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including self-efficacy, civic engagement, social capital, servant leadership, and service
learning. The patterns that emerged from the interviews with students reflected varying
degrees of different social theories, which could have implications for which theories
apply at other, similar Catholic high schools. It was the ultimate goal of this study to
analyze patterns that emerged from interviews, delve further into the literature as it
related to these themes, and to use the results as a means of informing programs and
practices at the school in question, or schools with similar environments.

As it related to this study’s specific focus in a Catholic high school, the researcher
approached the topic of the study through the lens of servant leadership, as it was the
only leadership model explicitly named in any of the school’s publications. However, the
study did not assume that servant leadership alone could frame this research. Hands-on
leadership, or civic engagement, also helped to frame the research, as the school in
question in this case study required its students to complete a service requirement to
graduate with their high school diploma (Father Tolton Catholic High School, 2017a). All
students completed the requirement, which meant they all engaged in their community in
some manner for at least 80 hours during their high school careers. Thus, community
engagement could have had an influence on the way these students understood leadership
and its practice, both in their school community, and in the respective environments of
the alumni after they graduate. However, self-efficacy could have been equally as crucial
in understanding how alumni described their lived experience of leadership in their high

school community as well as their current community.
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY
Introduction

In the professional experience of the researcher as a teacher and college
counselor, a clear disconnect emerged between the demands made of students regarding
their leadership development, and the education and experiences available to them in
meeting these demands, as well as the lasting influence of this education and practice. In
the hopes of addressing this disconnect, this study seeks to explore the lived experiences
of alumni of a Catholic high school regarding their leadership education, the formation of
their conceptualization of leadership, and the degree to which they implemented this in
practice in high school, and after graduation. As this study is exploring
conceptualizations and personal reports of leadership practice, the researcher has elected
to adopt a qualitative phenomenological approach. Though the primary means of data
collection will come from semi-structured interviews with recent alumni, the researcher
will also utilize available documents from the school, as well as observations during
tenure of employment at the institution. Through these data sources, the study seeks to
explore participants’ conceptualizations of leadership, as well as their personal
experiences with leadership practices in-depth. The purpose of this qualitative study will
be to explore the factors that contribute to participants’ conceptualizations of leadership,
and how these same factors affect the manner in which these students enact (or do not
enact) leadership skills in their school and community.

Phenomenological Research Design

In approaching the research topic, the phenomenon of student leadership was the

clear focus. To best explore conceptualizations and lived experiences of student

leadership from the participants, a phenomenological approach was most appropriate. A
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phenomenological approach acknowledges that there may be diverse and diverging
experiences of the same phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994), and the approach seeks to
“emphasize the importance of individual experiences of people as conscious human
beings” (Creswell, 2013, p. 285). Additionally, a phenomenological approach to data
analysis was appropriate for this study, as the researcher had formerly worked in the
environment at the center of the study, and had worked with the alumni who participated.
Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013) have acknowledged the importance of the
researcher bringing their own personal experiences into phenomenological data analysis
as a means of arriving “at the essence of the experiences” (Creswell, 2013, p. 285). This
study sought to identify the essence of the alumni experiences of leadership during their
time in high school, and sought to identify the extent to which this phenomenon
continued to influence the participants in their current lives.
Research Question
This study was concerned with perceptions and lived experiences of Catholic high
school alumni, as well as their perception of its effect after high school, and so it was
conducted using a phenomenological approach. Semi-structured interviews were coded
for common themes, and patterns that emerged were analyzed in relation to the literature.
The overarching research question guiding this study was:
To what extent do Catholic high school alumni perceive their leadership education and
practice in high school as influencing their current lives?
Participants
The population this study sought to examine was that of recent alumni from a

Midwestern Catholic high school. In order to seek out information-rich data sources, the
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study utilized snowball sampling (Patton, 2002). The first points of contact were
acquaintances and former students of the researcher, who were then asked for
recommendations of other alumni who could provide rich data. As the school was
relatively new, there were fewer than 300 total alumni. The first graduation year was
2014, so there was a limited population from which this study could sample, and all
subjects were volunteers aged 19 and older. The age criterion further limited the
population to the classes of 2014, 2015, 2016, and a part of the class of 2017, which
comprised less than 220 students in total.

At the outset, the researcher sought out participants from varied ages, ethnicities,
genders, and varied backgrounds after graduating high school. After initially reaching out
to and interviewing one alumnus, the researcher followed dozens of other leads for
alumni who could be willing to participate, and who could potentially offer rich data for
the study. The researcher followed all leads, and used social media messengers, email,
and text messages to reach out to potential participants. If there was no response to initial
contact, it was followed up on a weekly basis, for a month. Many alumni did not respond,
and several declined to participate. Some initially agreed, and then stopped responding to
communication when the researcher reached out to schedule an interview, and a few
responded, set up the interview, and then declined closer to the time of the interview.

In the end, the researcher was able to interview 10 alumni, from 3 of the 4
graduating classes eligible to participate in the study (Figure 1). All were female, and all
were Caucasian. All 10 alumni were attending universities, 5 of which were attending
private universities, and 5 of which were attending public universities. Though they were

not specifically asked about religious affiliation, through conversation, 7 of the
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participants identified as currently practicing Catholics, 1 as a non-practicing Catholic, 1
as a practicing Methodist, and 1 as a non-practicing non-denominational Christian. The
alumni have all declared majors at their respective universities, and while their

concentrations were varied, a majority had chosen a health profession (Figure 2).

= 2015
2016

= 2017

Figure 1. Participant graduation years. Proportions of alumni participants who graduated
in the years 2015, 2016, and 2017.

m Health Professions
Political Science
H Business/Marketing

B Fine Arts

Figure 2. Participant college majors. Proportions of health professions, political science,
business and marketing, and fine arts majors, as reported by participants.
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As the researcher previously worked in the environment from which participants
have all graduated, most of the recruitment of participants involved the researcher
personally reaching out to alumni and asking for voluntary participation, and then asking
for their recommendations of additional alumni who would be information-rich sources.
Participants were provided with a letter of information about their participation in the
study (Appendix A), which included the Bill of Rights for Research Participants
(Appendix B). Additionally, the researcher made every assurance of their anonymity, and
conducted member-checking during data analysis if a question of interpretation arose. All
participants were aged 19 or older, and the researcher submitted the study design and
interview protocol to the Institutional Review Board of Creighton University. This study
met with the requirements to be exempt from the Federal Policy for Protection of Human
Subjects by the Institutional Review Board of Creighton University on February 27, 2018
(Appendix C).

All participants were interviewed about their lived experiences regarding
leadership education, their own interpretation of leadership, influences on this
conceptualization, and to what degree they practiced it in high school, as well as how
they have practiced it in their current environment. The first interview was conducted on
March 31, 2018, and due to scheduling conflicts and cancelations, the last interview was
not conducted until June 8, 2018. Data saturation was achieved after 8 interviews, and
two more were conducted to assure saturation had been reached.

Instruments for Data Collection
In order to assure consistency in the interviewing process, the researcher used

semi-structured interviews. An interview protocol of 11 open-ended questions was



LIVED EXPERIENCES OF LEADERSHIP 25

created ahead of time (Appendix D) and assisted in guiding each participant’s interview.
Participants had the freedom to express their perspectives and to recount their narratives,
and more probing questions were asked, depending on a participant’s answer. However,
the guiding structure of the protocol largely remained the same among the interviews
conducted. When approaching the data analysis phase of the study, this helped in
identifying recurring emerging themes. It also helped the researcher in identifying the
point at which the study had achieved data saturation.

Interviews were recorded using a digital voice recorder, as well as a tablet, but the
researcher also took field notes, to document elements that may not be evident in the
audio of the interview itself. This included notes about the mannerisms or mood of the
participant during the interview, and notes about the environment in which the interview
is conducted, if relevant. The researcher maintained a log of additional data, including
“primary material” (Creswell, 2014, p. 194) such as documents available from the
Catholic high school in regard to leadership curriculum, service learning, leadership
development, and volunteer requirements. All of the materials, as of the time the study
finished, were also available online, and have been cited in this study where applicable.
With a variety in data sources, the study strove to provide a more holistic analysis of how
leadership was conceptualized and practiced by recent alumni of this particular
institution.

Data Collection

This study was deemed exempt by the IRB at Creighton University, and

immediately, the researcher began to reach out to alumni. One alumnus, with whom the

researcher had remained in close contact, agreed to be the first interviewed, but was not
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available until their university’s spring break in March. After the first interview, the
researcher contacted more alumni, some on the recommendation of the first research
participant, to schedule further interviews. Because many of the alumni remained in close
communication with one another, the participants, when asked during their interviews,
were easily able to offer suggestions of other alumni to contact. The primary methods of
contacting participants were through text message, or a social media messenger, such as
Facebook or Instagram. In many cases, the potential participants viewed the message, and
did not respond. Some alumni responded and declined participation, whether due to
scheduling conflicts, discomfort at the idea of participating, or simply lack of interest.

When an alumnus responded to the invitation to participate in the study, the
researcher followed up in less than 24 hours to schedule the interview. 6 of the 10
interviews were conducted in person, in a public location, at a café. 4 of the 10 interviews
were conducted via FaceTime on the researcher’s phone or tablet. Before each interview,
the researcher provided general background of the study once again, provided the
participants with the information letter (Appendix A), the Bill of Rights for Research
Participants (Appendix B), and went on to further assure the participants of complete
anonymity for the study. Additionally, the researcher verbalized to participants that they
could expand on any topic as much as they wanted at any time, as well as decline to
respond to a question at any time.

During the interviews themselves, the researcher maintained a conversational
tone, and probed for details when an answer was unclear, or the researcher wanted more
detail on a subject. One such example was the Leadership Club sponsored by a teacher at

the school, which the researcher knew nothing about during their tenure at the school.
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While the Leadership Club was mentioned casually by the first participant in the first
interview, the researcher was able to probe for more details, to then be able to ask other
participants about the same topic. This previously unknown piece of information became
an integral thread throughout all the interviews. During the interviews, the researcher
took note of any body language or mannerisms that would not have been clear in the
audio recording. The length of the interviews varied. A few were closer to an hour, and
one was as short as 20 minutes. If a participant seemed uncomfortable or could not
provide extensive detail on a topic, the researcher made sure to put the participant at ease,
and assured them their answers were valuable, no matter the length. And on the other
hand, if a participant chose to greatly expand on a topic, or to discuss tangential topics,
the researcher was reassuring about that as well, as it added richness to the data.

After completing an interview, the researcher ensured both recording devices had
a clear recording of the interview, and saved the recordings to a USB drive, as well as to
a desktop computer in the researcher’s home office. Additionally, the files were backed
up to the researcher’s personal Google Drive. In all cases, the file names did not include
revealing details about the participants.

Data Analysis

Once all participants were interviewed and field notes were completed, the
researcher began to transcribe interview data by hand, to create detailed transcripts.
However, after the first few interviews, the researcher decided to utilize the transcription
service Rev.com to complete the rest. Once the researcher received the transcripts
generated from Rev.com, they checked the transcripts alongside the audio, to check for

accuracy, and made corrections as needed. Specifically, there were names or locations
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sometimes transcribed incorrectly, or the transcriptionist from Rev.com would indicate a
piece of audio was unclear to them. The researcher went through all transcripts to make
corrections as needed, and then printed copies of each, for coding purposes. Transcripts
were coded several times by hand. First, the researcher read transcripts for general
understanding, and then proceeded to do open coding to identify general categories,
highlighting or drawing brackets around parts of the text and then writing general themes
in the margins (Creswell, 2014, p. 197). Once general categories had been identified, the
researcher thoroughly read transcripts twice more, first conducting axial coding to
organize the identified categories into themes or theoretical models, and then conducting
selective coding to help connect the different themes (Creswell, 2014, pp. 196). When
necessary, the researcher engaged in member checking (Creswell, 2014, p. 201) to ensure
understanding of the interview responses was consistent with the points the participants
wanted to express. Another measure taken to increase the validity of the study was
triangulation of the data, noting whether additional documents such as field notes or
curricula solidified the themes emerging from the interview data (Creswell, 2014, p. 201).
Throughout the analysis process, the researcher also continuously referred to the
literature review to investigate whether there was precedent for some of the themes
emerging. In this manner, the researcher aimed to maintain a high level of validity and
reliability within the process of data analysis.
Ethical Considerations

Before the research began, the researcher informed participants of their rights,

ensured they understood their participation was voluntary at all times during the study,

and that they would remain anonymous. Additionally, all data were entirely anonymous
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by labeling interviews as “Interview 1” or “Interview 2,” with no identifying details.
Audio recordings and transcripts were protected at every point during the study. Audio
recordings and their transcripts were protected by multiple passwords, and any copies
were protected in the same manner. During the coding and data analysis processes, the
researcher continued to protect the anonymity of participants through the same system of
labeling as during the interview process. Just as files of the interviews were labeled as
“Interview 1, the transcripts of the interviews utilize labels such as “Participant 1” in
place of names or any other identifiers. Upon completion of the study, the researcher will
maintain all data for at least three years, and all non-anonymized data will then be
destroyed.

Another ethical consideration for this case was the researcher’s familiarity with
the environment and population under study. Previously, the researcher was a teacher and
counselor at the Catholic high school, and as it was a small school, the researcher was
familiar with most of the student population. For all of the alumni who participated in the
study, the researcher was their teacher or college counselor at one point in time. In
collecting the data, the use of a semi-structured interview protocol helped in ensuring the
qualitative portion of the study did not become conversational or overly personal with the
subjects. Data analysis required that the researcher maintain objectivity as much as
possible, and the researcher adhered to a process of multiple layers of coding,
triangulation of different data sources, and conducting consistent member checking, so
there was no assumption of any meaning behind a certain response due to the researcher’s
familiarity with the person being interviewed. Another measure the researcher used to

guard against bias was “peer debriefing” or an “external auditor”, to obtain objective
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feedback from those not involved or unfamiliar with the study (Creswell, 2014, p. 202).
For this study, the researcher utilized a former colleague, who was a teacher at the same
time with the same population of students, but who was not overly familiar with the study
the researcher was conducting, and so they could provide objective feedback.
Additionally, the researcher utilized a family member and a member of her doctoral
cohort, who had successfully completed her dissertation. Having these external auditors
helped to guard against biased interpretation and analysis of the data. Finally, the
researcher engaged in what Gearing (2004) referred to as “reflexive bracketing” (p.
1445). This helped to guard against bias during the research process, because the
researcher endeavored to identify “personal suppositions and ideas about the
phenomenon prior to investigating the phenomenon in an effort to minimize their impact
on the phenomenon under investigation” (p. 1445). In the context of this study, this
included suppositions the researcher held about curriculum, student experiences, and
personal experiences as a counselor and educator in the environment participants
described. While all suppositions and ideas could not be bracketed, this process
“facilitates greater transparency in the research process” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1445).
Summary

To gain insight into the lived experiences of leadership and the extent to which
these lived experiences have influenced the lives of alumni of a Midwestern Catholic
high school, this study adopted a phenomenological design. Reaching out to alumni with
whom the researcher was still in contact, and utilizing snowball sampling, the researcher
was able to conduct ten semi-structured interviews giving more insight into the lived

experiences of the alumni. While the interviews provided a bulk of the data, the
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researcher utilized personal knowledge of the school from their time as a teacher and
college counselor in the environment, as well as documents and literature provided by the
school. Furthermore, the researcher took field notes during interviews to capture rich
detail not caught on audio recording. Triangulating the data and being mindful of present

bias at every stage, the researcher coded the interviews for emerging themes.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Introduction

Students in high school face a myriad of challenges in preparing themselves for
their futures after they graduate. For those seeking acceptance to an institution of higher
education, they have not only academic demands, but pressure to be heavily involved in
extracurricular activities. Superficial participation in these extracurricular activities is no
longer enough. Post-secondary environments are seeking students who meaningfully
engage in their communities, and exercise leadership in a manner that shows they are
truly committed to bettering their environment, and not simply adopting it as a title
(Sternberg, 2010).

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the perceptions of
Catholic high school alumni regarding their lived experiences of leadership education and
practice while in high school, and to what extent these lived experiences have influenced
their lives after graduation. Ten alumni volunteered to participate in the study, and they
were interviewed using an interview protocol (Appendix D) that addressed the overall
research question of the study: To what extent do Catholic high school alumni perceive
their leadership education and practice in high school as influencing their current lives?
The aim of this qualitative study was to create a foundation for evidence-based
curriculum to promote theoretical and experiential student leadership education and
practice within a Catholic high school environment.

This chapter will first provide a brief overview of the process utilized to analyze
the data obtained in this study, and then present the findings of the study according to the

main themes that emerged from the data.
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Presentation of the Findings

Data Analysis Procedures

As interviews for the study were completed, they were transcribed, both by hand
and by Rev.com. The transcripts were printed, and were read multiple times before hand
coding began. In the first round of hand coding, the interviews were coded for general
themes that emerged, and words or phrases for these general themes were written in the
margins of the transcripts. At the end of hand coding an interview transcript, a bullet
point summary of general themes was written on a separate piece of paper. This helped to
start visualizing the recurring themes throughout the interviews. During a second round
of coding, recurring themes were documented in a spreadsheet, along with supporting
quotes from the interviews. Additionally, similar themes were merged using common
language. For example, if the idea of initiative emerged in one interview, and the similar
idea of self-starter emerged in another, a choice was made to choose the most appropriate
term for that theme, and then group all the supporting quotes or other artifacts within it.
From the data, the following major themes emerged: 1. Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and
Role Models, 2. Perceptions of Leadership Education, 3. Perceptions of Personal
Leadership Experience and Engagement, and 4. Perceived Long-Term Effects of Lived
Leadership Experiences. Subsequent analysis helped to bring more nuance to these
themes, illustrated in Figure 3 below, and in turn, helped to address the research question

at the core of the study.
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—L Theme 1: Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and Role Models

e Perceptions of ideal leadership traits
¢ Perceived role models
e Peer in leadership position
e Coach
eTeacher or Professor
e Family Member
e Politicians
¢ Changing Perceptions After High School
¢ Perceptions of Faith in Leadership
¢ Faith Deemphasized in Leadership After High School

—L Theme 2: Perceptions of Leadership Education

e High School Leadership Curriculum
e Leadership Education in College

—L Theme 3: Perceptions of Personal Leadership Experience and Engagement

*Novelty and Necessity

e Legacy

*Varied Leadership Engagement

e House System

eService Hours

e Leadership Academy and Club

¢ Perceived Challenges in Pursuing Leadership in Higher Education

I——L Theme 4: Perceived Long-Term Effects of Lived Leadership Experiences

Figure 3. Organization of Themes and Sub-Themes for Chapter Four.
Theme 1: Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and Role Models

The first theme to emerge from the data was that of perceptions of ideal leaders
and role models. Within this theme, participant perceptions were organized into sub-
themes, including: perceptions of ideal leadership traits, perceived role models,
perceptions of faith in leadership, and faith deemphasized in leadership after high school.
These sub-themes focus on general perceptions, in terms of defining leadership and
identifying personal leadership influences.

Perceptions of ideal leadership traits. One of the sub-themes that emerged was
the perceived traits that participants used to describe ideal leadership. When asked about
ideal traits of a leader, participants’ answers resoundingly described transformational

leadership. Many participants described the necessity for leaders to have a vision and
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“the ability to inspire those around you,” reiterating the attribute of “inspirational
motivation” (Bass, Avolio, Jung, and Berson, 2003, p.208):
Influence I definitely think is important for leadership. I think the ability to inspire
the people around you...Then vision, I think, is important. You have to have some
sort of idea of where you’re going, in order to get people on board...knowing
what you want and what you plan to do...is really important for moving any sort
of organization...forward.
Another stated, ““You have to have a direction, a vision. And, if you don’t have an
opinion on where that should be, you’re not going to be good at what you’re doing. You
won’t have direction.” To one participant, having influence and vision required the ability
to not only have a vision, but to see a vision through: “[A leader] knows how to plan and
execute, and okay with planning and executing and following through with those plans.”
One participant described the ideal leader’s ability to inspire and motivate in
terms of leading within the group:
A willingness to kind of, for lack of a better term, get down there in the dirt with
your troops...if you’re going to ask something of people who are answering to
you, you need to be willing to do that exact same thing without complaining. I
know that’s something that if I don’t see that in someone who’s either my
superior or someone who is in a leadership position in a club or in a group or in
our government, that’s something I don’t respect.
Another participant agreed with the idea of leading by example and connects this ability
to motivate with fostering growth in followers: “If you’re leading by example, and you’re

showing them where you want to go, they’re going to follow. They’re not only going to
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follow, but they’re going to add to it.” The notion of followers not simply being
submissive to the will of a leader, but being motivated by vision, and motivated to
contribute to the organization or the cause, is reminiscent of Johnson’s (2012) idea that
transformational leaders cultivate personal growth and seek input from followers (p.
192).

Additionally, this ability of leaders to motivate requires relationship-building. All
ten participants expressed the importance of a leader being personable or approachable,
and having good rapport with followers. As one participant stated, “you need to be able
to connect with the people that you’re leading and be able to positively connect with
them.” Another described the necessity of being approachable and personable, “you
wanna be able to talk to who’s in charge, you don’t wanna be scared of who’s in charge.”
In line with the sentiment of motivating by leading with the pack, some participants
aligned personability or rapport-building with working as a team, “you know,
personable...being someone who people can admire and like and be able to talk to, and
that people can bounce ideas off of you, and that you’re not just one person, but you’re a
team with people.” The perception of relationship-building as a trait of ideal leadership
was unanimous among the ten participants in the study. What they described was not
what Johnson (2012) would label “pseudo-transformational leadership,” which would be
the appearance of fostering relationships as a way of manipulation (p. 198), but rather
genuine engagement with followers, “a good listener...but then also just actually hearing
what they’re saying and then being willing to have a conversation about it...go above and

beyond getting to know us personally.”
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Johnson (2012) highlighted another important characteristic of a transformational
leader as one who “rests on a clear ethical foundation...serving the larger good” (p. 196).
One participant echoed this sentiment: “you need to be able to make good decisions,
make the right decisions for the right reasons for all the people that you’re leading, for
the cause that you’re for, whatever you’re leading for.” Another participant described
leaders she has known who possess these qualities:
I’ve never had to question anything that they were saying. I believed everything
they were doing wholeheartedly, and I knew that what they were doing was going
to be the best. They had the school or organization’s best interest in mind, so I just
never questioned what they were doing. I knew what they were doing, they were
doing for the right reasons.
The aforementioned perceived leadership traits characterized many of the perceived role
models, or ideal leaders, in the data. Moreover, there exists a perceived notion that people
want to follow these leaders because they know the leaders are working for a higher
purpose, or a common good, and that they have the best intentions in everything they do.
Perceived role models. Overwhelmingly, responses from participants in the
study described ideal leadership characteristics in terms of transformational leadership.
Participant responses about their leadership role models aligned with the sentiments they
expressed regarding ideal leadership traits. Some participants gave only one example of a
leadership role model, and others gave several. Five types of perceived leadership role

models emerged from participant responses. The answers are illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 4. Types of Leadership Role Models. The five types of leadership role models
mentioned by participants, and the number of participants mentioning the different types.

Peer in leadership position. Seven of the ten participants described a perceived
leadership role model as a peer in a perceived leadership position. These included team
captains, presidents of organizations, sorority president, and peers who lead their classes
academically and in extracurricular activities. These fellow students, in both high school
and university settings, held traditional leadership titles, and were perceived as role
models in doing so. One participant, a member of the inaugural graduating class of the
high school at the center of this study, described a class leader: “I would always think
[peer] was the face of [the school]. And he was just always a great leader to the entire
school...just because I believed like he was kinda helping get the school running.” A
participant said of a peer:

She’s just very kind and will sit down and talk to you about anything and wants to

get to know you more than just direct you to do things. It’s like that personal
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relationship that she fosters, which I think is one of the most important things
with leadership.
In this case, the alumnus explicitly used the terminology of fostering a relationship,
which is in line with descriptors of transformational leaders (Johnson, 2012). The view of
respect and rapport being held in high importance for those perceived as leadership role
models is echoed by another participant in describing a team captain at her university:
She’s friends with all of us, she’s super friendly, super personable, she’s very
responsible. She does well in all her classes, she does well in all the workouts, she
knows exactly what we need to focus on for different things as a team, and she’s
very respectful to all of us. She doesn’t blatantly just disregard what we say, she
takes into account everything that we say and she genuinely considers it.
This description of a leader, as one who balances responsibilities, is partaking in the same
work she is asking of her team, and making followers feel they have a voice and a stake
in decision-making, is in keeping with the view that transformational leaders are
characterized by “idealized influence,” “inspirational motivation,” and “individualized
consideration” (Johnson, 2012, p. 192).
In addition to the seven participants who responded with names of peers who held
traditional leadership titles in school, one participant mentioned a peer who was
perceived as a leader, but did not necessarily hold a traditional leadership title:
[Name of peer] probably out of nowhere, because she just wasn’t a leader...she
just has her own goals, and I think that motivates others in a way. She might not
be in charge of anything, but she’s a leader in making others personally better.

And, pushing them to do the best they can.
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Furthermore, this participant went on to describe feeling motivated by the individual,
simply because she cared about those around her and made them want to improve as
people. This notion also harkens back to the idea of a transformational leader—one who
fosters personal development in others.

Coach. Five of the ten participants mentioned a coach as their perceived role
model, and of these five, four mentioned a specific coach by name. One in particular,
henceforth referred to as Coach B, was mentioned frequently by participants. They
mentioned his clear vision in everything he did, and the authority he commanded from
that clear vision: “People would just follow [him], because he clearly had the best idea,
so that was something that was easy to follow,” “it always believed like there was a
plan...he never had to assert his authority.” Participants also mentioned Coach B’s ability
to connect with people personally and to seek their input, allowing for personal growth:

He was very open and one-on-one with individuals, but also had control of all the

situations. Like no matter where we were he was taking our input and asking us

what we thought, but was constantly in control of what was going on. And he also
had a lot of trust...if he gave you something to do, he trusted that you had it under
control.
Another alumnus reiterated this point, describing Coach B as “someone who would listen
to you and hear you out. Someone who was respectful of you and who knew what he was
doing.” One participant mentioned a coach other than Coach B as a perceived leadership
role model. However, her reasoning behind mentioning this coach was the element of

personability and respect, just as many described in Coach B, “He was very
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personable...He knew what he was talking about as a coach and he was very respectful to
all of the students and athletes he was responsible for.”

Teacher or professor. Three of the participants in the study mentioned a teacher
or professor as one of their perceived leadership role models. Similar to comments about
coaches and peers, participants believed that educators who they described as leadership
role models motivated followers and had vision. One participant used the term
“authoritative” to describe educators she admired as leaders, but was quick to clarify that
authoritative was meant as a compliment, and not as a pejorative descriptor. Another
described the vision of a department head, stating, “It’s...that sense that there is a master
plan...just the sense that she knows what’s going on and moving toward...whatever we
are doing or whatever we’re asked to do ultimately serves some sort of plan.” Those that
used the example of a teacher as a perceived leadership role model included the element
of personability, which was a common trait among all people perceived as leadership role
models. Transformational leaders often take on the role of mentors, and show
individualized care to their followers (Johnson, 2012, p. 197). One described a professor
at her university as “very personable, wanted to hear your story, wanted to hear kind of
where you come from, what’ you’ve been through, and be able to apply that to everything
that he was teaching us.” Additionally, the same participant described a math teacher
from high school, who was also a sponsor for many student organizations, as someone
who sought to lead for the common good of the students and the school:

[He] knows what’s he’s talking about, is confident in what he’s saying, is

definitely willing to hear you out and bounce ideas off of you...he wasn’ta ‘I’'m

going to tell you everything that I think’ unless you ask [him]...I’m going to



LIVED EXPERIENCES OF LEADERSHIP 42

make you think about it. This isn’t about me. This is about this group, and what’s

best for this group and this school.

The element of serving a higher purpose, or serving the common good, again reflects the
ethical element of transformational leadership.

Family member. Two participants mentioned family members as perceived
leadership role models. One gave the example of a mother who was a small business
owner, and a sister-in-law involved in student organizations and easily networked with
those around her, saying “I just always see them taking initiative in things and they
always do their best in everything they do.” Another participant cited her father as an
example of leadership, as he had been in the military, and was, at the time of the
interview, serving as a leader in his profession. She summarized the importance of
relationship-building, according to her father, as being able to guide people or offer
feedback on what they are doing, and building a strong rapport with them so “they know
you’re doing it for the best.” Reasoning behind the choice of family members as role
models for leadership reflected the similar sentiment to others, especially the concepts of
vision and motivation.

Politicians. Two participants mentioned politicians or “leaders of our country” as
perceived leadership role models. One of the participants did not readily elaborate on her
perception of politicians as role models, except to state that they should be regarded as
role models because of their leadership titles. The other participant who used politicians
as her primary example of leadership role models, described a specific state senator, who,
as a female in politics, had “broken glass ceilings”, and managed to “be a boss without

being perceived as bossy.” In the same interview, the participant described a former
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president as a role model, citing his ability to “go in front of a group of people and
connect with them, both intellectually and emotionally.” This description highlighted a
trait that was not found in most of the interviews, and that is charisma. Although
transformational and charismatic leadership share many of the same characteristics, the
terms are not interchangeable (Johnson, 2012, p.198). Nonetheless, the element of
serving the common good resonated throughout participant responses. The same
participant who spoke of charisma commended politicians’ efforts to “keep Washington
accountable.” This is in line with responses from other participants in reference to
admiration of leaders working toward a common good or for a higher purpose—a higher
ethical standard.

Changing perceptions after high school. When asked about their perceptions of
what it meant to be a leader at their high school, participants described characteristics
associated with transformational and charismatic leaders. In describing what it meant to
be a leader at their current institutions, the answers did not always align with descriptions
of leaders in high school. In fact, another sub-theme that emerged in the answers to this
question was that at the collegiate level, leadership was more diversified than at the
Catholic high school the alumni attended. Some of the participants asserted the same
traits were necessary for successful leaders in their high school and in their current
institution, especially having vision, being responsible, and being willing to follow
through on plans.

One participant believed that though there was some emphasis on the charismatic

nature of leaders in college, it was still dedication and responsibility that mattered most:
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In college, it’s much more about, there’s a certain element of presence. You have
to be a little bit charismatic, I think. But it is also about one of the ways to rise
through the ranks is not to just show up and be a big personality, but to be a hard
worker and consistently show up and have those small acts of reliability that will
really move you through an organization.
Another alumnus affirmed this perspective:
Leadership sometimes doesn’t mean responsibility. It just means being the face of
something...but when it comes down to it, the people that are going to be deferred
to, they don’t necessarily hold the name of leadership, but they have the role of
leadership, that ultimately is the people that are going to do the work and are
going to show up, and the people that everyone knows you can rely on.
This sentiment is connected to this sub-theme. Perceptions of ideal leadership qualities
diversified in college. A participant summarized her realization regarding the differences
between leaders in the two environments, saying, “at the university level what I realized
is like there is a bunch of different leaders, like people can lead in all kind of different
ways and still be leaders.” Another said she was aware that organizations were intentional
about looking for diverse leadership characteristics at her university, and that her actions,
or her level of engagement in leadership roles, held more value. The idea that leadership
could manifest differently but still be perceived as leadership was a departure from the
perceptions the participants had of leadership in their Catholic high school.
Perceptions of faith in leadership. Though none of the participants in this study
ever mentioned a clergy member or a leader in a faith organization as one of their

perceived leadership role models, their responses did indicate faith was an important
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element in the leaders they admired. When participants were asked what it meant to be a
leader in their high school, there were always follow up questions to gain understanding
as to why their description was specific to the environment of their high school. While
many of the answers aligned with descriptions of transformational leaders, there were
several that mentioned faith as a basis for good leadership. One participant mentioned
leaders of the high school were strong because they were raised in the Catholic faith:

I think it goes back to how your parents raised you and the values that they were

looking at...I’m not saying Catholic education is the only way to get there, but a

lot of us were raised in strong Catholic backgrounds, so that’s part of the reason, I

think. Just be a good person and do anything you can to help others. And I think

that’s how a lot of my class ended up being, just because that’s all we knew.
Many of the responses that included faith as a characteristic of leaders in the school also
included characteristics of transformational leadership. Having a vision, the initiative to
see something to completion, and being willing to work for the common good of the
school. One participant believed the aspect of faith, or “perceived faithfulness,” gave
some an unfair advantage in access to leadership opportunities, “there was an element
of...I noticed that certain people who were more outwardly religious tended to be thrust
into leadership positions or encouraged along those routes where non-outwardly religious
people were not.”

Faith deemphasized in leadership after high school. When participants were
asked about what it meant to be a leader in their current institution, half of the
participants acknowledged that a major difference between leaders in their high school

and university environments was the decreasing emphasis on faithfulness. When
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describing leaders in their Catholic high school, participants mentioned a devotion to
faith as a strong trait, whether perceived or apparent in action. According to participants,
this was different in their current environments. One alumnus stated, “faith is definitely
not the identity guiding factor that it is at [high school],” and another added, “I think
that’s [referring to leadership in college] a lot different in that regard because it’s almost
seen as offensive if you blatantly project your religion to the public.” The participant that
had critique for the element of “perceived faithfulness™ that benefited leaders in her high
school stated, “I think that perceived faithfulness goes a lot less further in college than it
does in a close Catholic high school.” Whether faithfulness was genuine or perceived in
their Catholic high school, participants were clear that it did not play a key role in being a
leader in their collegiate environments.

Theme 2: Perceptions of Leadership Education

The second theme to emerge from the data was the participants’ perceptions of
leadership education, in high school as well as at their current college or university.
Responses have been organized into two sub-themes on this basis, and address participant
perceptions within the larger theme.

High school leadership curriculum. To reiterate the aim of this study, it was to
create a foundation for evidence-based curriculum to promote theoretical and experiential
student leadership education and practice within a Catholic high school environment. So,
one of the facets of the lived experiences of alumni about which the researcher probed
was the presence of opportunities to develop leadership skills. Part of the probing process
for this question in the interview protocol was directly asking about the discussion of

leadership in the classroom setting. The unanimous response in all ten interviews was that
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there was never a leadership component to any classes, as far as they could recall. To
clarify, this meant there was not a clearly-defined facet of any class devoted to
leadership. However, two participants believed the lessons they gleaned from theology
classes did help them to learn more about leadership skills. One participant stated she
believed her theology classes helped her to personally be a better leader, because she
learned to pray better. Another cited her theology class as personal leadership
development, because “they taught us to treat people kindly and equally...so theoretically
they taught you how to be a Catholic leader.”

Whether it was the House System, the service leadership requirement, a
leadership club, an academy, or part of a theology lesson, the participants of this study
were varied in their levels of engagement in leadership. Some partook in the experiences
and opportunities as an obligation or as another component to a resume, while others
believed long-term effects of these lived experiences in their Catholic high school.

Leadership education in college. The alumni interviewed for this study indicated
there was little to no formal leadership education in their Catholic high school. Many of
the participants partook in a leadership club or a leadership academy, but there was no
explicit leadership education from the school itself. Much of the leadership development
described by participants arose from hands-on experiences, and the necessity to take on
leadership roles due to the young age of the school. In contrast to their high school
experiences, many participants answered in the affirmative when asked “does your
current institution offer opportunities to develop leadership skills?”

Six of the ten participants described a course, an academy, or workshops

specifically designed to educate them about various theories of leadership, and how to
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apply them in their lives and within their community. For all six participants who
discussed institutionally sponsored leadership education, courses were mandatory in their
first year of college. Some were targeted to a certain major. One participant described
taking a strategic leadership course designed for business majors, and another participant
discussed her leadership training in the context of the health profession she had declared
as her major. One of the alumni was so inspired by her freshman year experience in the
leadership course, she chose to continue on with the professor as a teaching assistant
(TA) in following years. This same alumnus did work outside of class for this professor
and became highly involved in the leadership seminars and workshops this professor
hosted throughout the year.

Another participant said that in addition to a general freshman course about
leadership, she completed leadership training for one of the student organizations she
decided to join. She indicated she was able to study leadership from multiple angles,
including theories of leadership, and then how to apply leadership strategies in the
specific context of the student organization she joined. This same alumnus had such a
positive experience, that she moved on to be a leader to incoming freshmen in this
student organization the following year. As she described it, the organization helped
freshmen learn to be leaders, and adjust to the transition from high school to college.
Three of the alumni interviewed were attending a Jesuit university, and in their freshman
year they were assigned reading on the topic of servant leadership.

All of these experiences described by the participants were sponsored by the
institution they were attending, so there was institutional curriculum concerning

leadership education, in addition to opportunities for practical leadership experiences.
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This contrasts with participant accounts of their high school experiences, which lacked
institutionally-sponsored, mandatory leadership education.
Theme 3: Perceptions of Personal Leadership Experience and Engagement

The third theme that emerged from data analysis was the participants’ perceptions
of personal leadership experience and engagement. These perceptions were varied, and
organized into several sub-themes: novelty and necessity, legacy, varied leadership
engagement, house system, service hours, leadership academy and club, and perceived
challenges in pursuing leadership in higher education. Again, each address a different

facet of the responses within the larger theme.

Novelty and necessity. The participant’s perspectives of their personal
experiences and engagement in activities involving the development of leadership skills
were categorized into sub-themes. The first of which, titled novelty and necessity refers to
the assertion that leadership development at the high school in focus, was borne of the
novelty of the school and the necessity or requirement of the participants to take initiative
and take on responsibility. Part of the uniqueness of this study is that the high school
examined, as the chosen institution for obtaining participant perceptions, was less than a
decade old. Furthermore, the first graduation was held in 2014. This is to say that the
school’s age became an important element in this study, as its novelty had a clear
influence on the personal lived experiences of leadership development for its alumni, and
particularly the participants of this study. Students interviewed from the 2015 graduating
class recalled having to attend classes held in rooms at a local university for part of their

first year, because the school building had not yet been completed. In some respects,
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creating a new school from nothing had its benefits for the students, from the

perspectives of participants:

It was only freshmen and sophomores, so it was like if you want to step up and
take a role go for it, because it’s not like upper classmen that have waited their
turn, or just have been eyeing at positions and building resumes to get things. Like
if you wanted it, go take it. So I think from the very get go there were tons of
opportunities.

In another sense, one participant illustrated necessity in regard to the nature of his

environment, in that it was perceived as necessary for students to hone leadership skills:
I think the best way I can explain it is something [peer] said. He said, just going to
[high school], you kind of got a four year crash course in leadership. So I don’t
know, I can’t think of one class or one instance, but starting a new school as a
freshman, not having to ever have the freshman experience, I believed like I was
kind of having to be a leader the whole time I was there...just getting involved
and helping getting the school off the ground, I feel like I kind of developed those

skills through that.

Most of the alumni expressed a similar sentiment. The fact that the school was new when
they first attended, and the fact that no organizations or structure was created at the time
they started, provided them an opportunity to learn how to lead, and to do so starting their

first year of high school. Another student said of the necessity to take initiative:

In high school, since we didn’t have any traditions or anything like that, if we
wanted something to happen, there wasn’t a teacher who had been doing this for

15 years who would just make it happen, we had to do it ourself...I mean you had
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to stay on top of things in order to make things happen...You had to go out and

take care of things, email people, call people.

The same participant went on to say that if students wanted to create an organization,

they had to follow through:

With clubs and things, well there weren’t any. So if you wanted a club you had to
take initiative and talk to a friend, like talk to a friend you want to kind of spear
head it with, and then talk to a group of friends that might be willing to see if it’s
even worth going for it, and then find a teacher that kind of wanted to be the

teacher sponsor. And then you talked to the teacher and made it happen.

Participants believed, in some respects, that creating a new school from nothing had its

benefits:

It was only freshmen and sophomores, so it was like if you want to step up and
take a role go for it, because it’s not like upper classmen that have waited their
turn, or just have been eyeing at positions and building resumes to get things. Like
if you wanted it, go take it. So I think from the very get go there were tons of

opportunities.

Participants who mentioned the significant number of opportunities that came from the
novelty of the school, acknowledged that they were aware their experiences were unique.
A couple of participants, from smaller rural communities, stated they were aware they
would not have had the same leadership opportunities or leadership development at their
local public schools, one stated, “it’s an opportunity that at another high school I

wouldn’t have gotten to fulfill.” The other participant from a rural community asserted
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the choice to attend the Catholic high school in itself helped her to be a leader, by
breaking away from the norm in her community. She mentioned a few other students
from the community made the same decision, and that decision motivated them to try to

be leaders:

We really got a lot of flak for that, for not going to school in our town...taking the
lead on being those first kids to get out of that public school system...just to make
that step was a big part of why I wanted to get so involved at [high school] and
tried to be a good leader, just so other kids could see how successful we were

down there, and hopefully get more kids there.

The opportunity to attend the school itself, and have it be a new school, presented a

variety of opportunities, and motivated her to be a student leader.

During their interviews, participants were asked to describe leadership
opportunities offered in their high school. The researcher also asked them whether there
were opportunities to develop leadership skills, and then questioned participants further
to gain as much detail as possible about these experiences. In addition to the necessity to
take initiative and responsibility of the participants, they also expressed a necessity for
them to fill the role of being first and that perhaps, this alone could be described as
leadership. One alumnus stated, “We were all the first leaders of the school, just being the
first that went there.” In summation, based on the responses, the novelty of the school
itself was a perceived impetus of opportunity for leadership experience and engagement
on the part of the participants.

Legacy. In participant interviews, especially with those of 2015 alumni, there was

a sense of gravity in their accounts of lived experiences of leadership opportunities and
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leadership development. It was not just that these students were the first to do everything

as part of a new school, but the legacy of their actions carried weight. One stated, “It was

our job to come up with what we do...deciding on things that will follow for years to

come.’

> Another explained:

It was always impressed up on us that if there would be traditions in the school, it
was part of our responsibility and our privilege to help create them...even if it
wasn’t spelled out, it was expected of us to take charge and create those traditions

and start out the clubs and be involved in all the sports.

With the responsibility of creating traditions and legacies came some challenges, from

the perspectives of participants. One described a retreat for her junior class in high

school, where teachers and administration had a clear message for the students in her

class:

I distinctly remember there was a retreat my junior year that was quite
controversial because it was basically the entire thing was about leadership and
the message was basically ‘you guys need to pick up the slack and you haven’t
been doing your job. You need to be examples and representatives to the younger

classes’...It was not received well.

Another participant cited the same junior retreat, and said pressure from the

administration continued into their senior year:

I think the reason it stuck with me so much is that it chafed a little bit with
me...we were the get-stuff-done kind of leaders...it was just more of a sense of
confusion that’s like ‘what?’... There were several occasions our senior year

where we would meet in the commons, and it was like... lecture’ is the wrong
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word, but it was like ‘this is what we need from you’, and it believed like it was

directed at us, but not necessarily appropriate for our class, or it was like, ‘I’m not

sure where this message is coming from’.
Another description of the junior retreat regarding leadership was that the message from
school leaders was “received just in general sense of confusion,” but the participant also
said, “I’m not sure what was intended by it.” Some of the participants described
experiencing a direct sense of pressure from those in leadership positions at the school to
be leaders—role models for the younger students. It was their responsibility to craft a
legacy for the newly-established school.

Varied leadership engagement. A third sub-theme dealt directly with the
perceived level of engagement in leadership-building exercises and curriculum on the
part of the participants. While all participants recited a résumé of titles and activities,
there was mixed response with respect to the degree participants perceived themselves as
truly engaged. Some participants contended that they learned how to engage with their
community because of these experiences. However, some participated in activities to
build leadership skills or to practice leadership, but did not engage, and simply
participated for the addition to a résumé. This perception of the importance of titles over
constructive involvement in leadership was coded in data analysis as titular leadership.

To summarize, when asked specifically about how leadership was practiced in
high school and at their current colleges or universities, every participant began with a
list of sports, organizations, or other extracurricular activities. They listed captainships of
teams, yearbook editors, serving on executive council (the equivalent of student council),

mock trial, student ambassador, and the list went on. The ability for students to create an
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organization or to be a founding member of a school sports team at their high school
meant the alumni had an extensive résumé of extracurricular activities. One student even
laughed about the connection between the novelty of the school, and the vast
opportunities for titular leadership, stating, “I was used to being in charge of like...like
my résumé’s so ridiculous...it’s so stupid, but I was a leader of S0 many clubs.” Whether
laughing about it or not, the participants overwhelmingly acknowledged the connection
between the small size of the high school and the ability to amass leadership titles.

At the university level, participants still recited résumés, but in some cases the
lists of activities or leadership roles were notably smaller. One participant described her
focused involvement, stating “I have to weed out what I’m willing to invest my time in”.
The difference after high school for these participants was that they chose to focus their
time and effort into fewer activities or roles.

House System. The high school at the heart of this study had a unique system
designed to promote student leadership. It was called the “House System,” and was based
on other Catholic high schools with similar systems, and the Naval Academy, which
utilizes a House System. Student-designed and student-led, the House System was
comprised of six different houses, named after Catholic saints. Students who attended the
school when it first opened proposed and voted on the names for the six House
communities and chose insignia and colors to represent the Houses. While the House
System was student-led, there was one teacher who acted as a guide or mentor for the
program, and who was the ultimate authority if issues arose within the House
communities. Each House community had members from the freshman through senior

classes, and numbers were supposed to be balanced between the different age groups.
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Each House had two captains, and then there were sophomores and juniors who were
elected to a House Council, and seniors who were elected to the Executive Council. The
Executive Council was comprised of 12 members, who oversaw the calendar for house-
related activities throughout the year, and served as the main organizational and decision-
making body for the House System. Ultimately, the goal of the House System was to
“foster individual and communal growth,” and give students “the opportunity to cultivate
their servant leadership through many different avenues” (Father Tolton Catholic High
School, 2018).

When asked to what extent the house system influenced their leadership
experience and engagement, the sentiment was varied among all ten participants. Most
agreed that the house system had some degree of influence on their leadership
experiences and engagement in high school. One stated, “The house system played a
large role, especially because I was so instrumental in the organization of it, because
there were so few of us.” A second alumnus echoed this sentiment, saying “it [House]
wasn’t created, so I just had so many opportunities to organize that and make such a thing
of what each house was.” Another said that at the beginning of the formation of the house
system, “everyone was encouraged to be a house leader if they wanted to.” Participants
said the novelty of the House System meant there were more opportunities for leadership,
and these opportunities were available at the very beginning of high school:

They [Houses] were small enough that almost everybody could have a role if they

wanted that. If people did not want to be leaders, not a problem. Some person can

take on two roles, it’s not a big deal. But it definitely gave an opportunity for

everybody to have some sort of role.
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Those that expressed they benefitted from the House System verbalized a direct
connection between their leadership experiences in House, and those at their college or
university. One alumnus asserted, “House was a really good opportunity for me to flex
my leadership muscles, and then to stay in practice.” Another argued that even though
there were downsides to her tenure as a leader in the House System, “it probably was a
beneficial experience...it taught me a lot about some of the negative realities of
leadership and some of the positives as well.”

Though some alumni praised the House System for its role in their leadership
development, some participants expressed that the novelty of the house system was an
element working against its own effectiveness. An alumnus said, “I feel like a lot of my
time there, they were still figuring out how to do things,” and another expressed a similar
notion, stating, “I think when it was actually played out, when it was actually happening,
it didn’t always turn out the way that it was supposed to be as far as leadership.” A
participant articulated this same impression during her four years at the high school,
asserting, “I believed like for me, it was more just an idea than actual formation.”

Service Hours. The unique requirement of the Catholic high school in this study
for students to complete annual service hours formed the basis of yet another sub-theme
that emerged within their perceptions of personal leadership experience and engagement.
Per the school materials, students had to complete a minimum of 20 service hours per
year, but specifically “Christian service” (FTCHS, 2017a). A faculty member who
coordinated the online system where students logged hours had the discretion of
determining whether reported hours met requirements for service and thus granted or

denied approval. Completion of service hours was intended to help the formation of the
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student as a whole, in line with the Jesuit pillar of cura personalis, or care for the whole
person. Helping students develop as a whole, “includes developing a heart for service”
(FTCHS, 2017a), and in completing service, “students are encouraged to pursue interests
and passions which uphold and reinforce the Catholic Christian identity of the school”
(FTCHS, 2017a). This was to clarify that students were not able to complete any service
task chosen arbitrarily, but had to choose service in accordance with the Catholic identity
of the school.

There were varied perspectives on the value of the service requirement.
Participants were divided on whether the service was simply an obligation, or whether it
was a means of teaching leadership skills. Those who believed they were positively
influenced by the service requirement believed the experience fostered a specific
leadership skillset for them:

You have to learn how to serve others in order to be an effective leader. A

leader’s not just somebody who’s like ‘oh, I’m in charge’ or ‘go do this, this, and

this’. A leader is somebody who knows how to properly motivate people to do

things that are beneficial to them and to the group as a whole. You have to have a

very service-oriented mind in order to be able to do that. If you’re just thinking

about yourself and how you’re in charge, then you’re not going to think about

‘how can I best serve the community I’'m leading?’

Another participant expressed the formation of skills as a servant leader, using the term
explicitly:

I think it [the effect of service requirement on leadership] was really big. I took

that thing to heart. I did like 200 hours or something...but it was really cool
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because, just, I think the importance of servant leadership is a really big thing that

can sometimes be lost...it was ‘do leadership’ but do it with a humble heart in

serving other people.
Development of servant leadership practices was not the only benefit described as a result
of the service requirement. A few participants noted that they believed long-term
influence from completing the service hours. One stated, I think it’s really important to
give back to the community you live in...if [high school] wouldn’t have kept that [service
requirement] going, I don’t think I probably would’ve gotten involved in organizations
like [university service event].” Two participants asserted the experience of finding
places to complete service hours, and interacting with the faculty member to get them
approved, cultivated a sense of initiative for them. Many of those who articulated positive
benefits of the service requirement linked it directly to their involvement at the university
level. On alumnus said, “it made me want to join organizations that had service in
college’, and another said it was a determining influence in her decision to run for a
service leadership position in her sorority for the coming academic year.

Not every alumnus believed that service extended beyond just a requirement. A
participant said of the completion of service hours, “it was a good personal responsibility
kind of thing, but not necessarily anything that translated into leadership...besides me
making sure that [ was responsible and I was doing the thing that I was supposed to do.”
Another participant was more critical, asserting the extent of influence was, “little to
none,” and going into further detail adding, “I don’t know if it was necessarily
developing leadership qualities. Except perhaps service which is important and I do think

is an important facet of leadership...but it was more of an obligation that everybody had
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to get done.” While some participants perceived their service as cultivating a sense of
leadership engagement, or a desire to serve their community, others perceived it as an
obligation, and there was no true engagement.

Leadership academy and club. Participants in this study began describing
leadership experiences in high school by reciting titular leadership roles. Intertwined with
the question about leadership experiences was the question “did your high school offer
opportunities to develop leadership skills?”” and responses to this question often began
with nominal leadership development programs. Two stood out in particular. One was the
Chick-fil-A Leader Academy, sponsored by the company.

According to Chick-fil-A’s website (2019), the Academy “is a national high
school leadership program focused on impact through action” (Re-Imagine High School
Leadership section, para. 1) and advertises its program as one that “engages students in
monthly Leader Labs with a focus on important leadership skills that they will use to
create student-led Community Impact Projects” (Energized Engagement Inspires Impact
section, para. 1). At the Catholic high school the participants attended, this Academy was
started as a monthly program by the faculty member in charge of the House System.
Teachers nominated students to apply, then students completed an application and
interview, and were selected to participate in the Academy. Students arrived at school
early, and then participated in the Leader Labs for the first hour or so of the school day.
Two of the participants in this study partook in the Chick-fil-A Leader Academy, and
asserted that they both learned lessons on leadership, and then worked to apply it by
designing service projects in the community. However, both participants also

acknowledged that there was not always follow-through on the service projects designed
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during the Leader Labs, and there was no oversight over the Academy other than the
faculty liaison who ran it monthly.

Leadership Club, as it was known, was another example of an opportunity for
participants to learn about and engage in leadership. It was an extracurricular activity,
designed by Coach B, and mentioned by six of the ten participants. Based on participant
responses, members were handpicked by Coach B and there was no formal application
process. From participant descriptions, the club was designed as a book study, and club
members were each assigned a chapter, and a different chapter was presented each week.
There was an emphasis on the study of leadership theories, and one student remembers
“servant leadership stuck out most to me.” One participant mentioned that the leadership
theories were often applied to a sports setting. None of the participants indicated whether
there was a practicum aspect of the club, either a service project or other real-world
application.

For one participant, the memory of the leadership club was not positive, due to its
exclusive nature: “Yeah, that was...not well received. The fact that it was certain people
only, exclusive. The rest of us aren’t ‘good enough’ to be in it. Which I took a little
personally.” When this participant described her memory of being excluded from this
leadership opportunity, she was visibly upset, her tone of voice became harsher, and her
body language expressed clear aggravation or frustration. She crossed her arms and rolled
her eyes, most notably. It was evident that it was a subject she found to be sensitive.

Perceived challenges in pursuing leadership in higher education. In previous
data analysis, it was clear that the newness of the Catholic high school in this study, and

the lack of established organizations, presented the students with unique opportunities for
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leadership development and leadership experience. As previously established, the alumni
interviewed for this study attended the school during the first few years, when many of
the school’s organizations, teams, and policies were taking shape. Students were
responsible for much of the creation of clubs, teams, and school programs like the House
System. This gave students what one participant called a “crash course” in leadership.
Transitioning from the environment of a small Catholic high school still in its
foundational stages, to a higher education setting with well-established leadership
practices and organizations meant there were challenges in accessing leadership
experience.

All ten participants mentioned their institutions of higher education held an
activity or organization fair at the beginning of freshman year for incoming students.
These fairs allowed students to explore options, and sign up to attend meetings for
different organizations. Having organizations in a condensed space provided access to a
myriad of opportunities for campus involvement for the alumni when they were
beginning college. However, signing up on a list or attending a meeting, and even being a
member of an organization, was not the same as true leadership engagement, according to
participants. In fact, most of the participants perceived more challenges in accessing
leadership experience at the university level. They made comments such as, “it’s
definitely harder at the collegiate level to obtain those leadership positions,” and “I think
there is so much more access at [high school] for sure.” Another participant stated, “it’s
definitely more you have to seek them [leadership opportunities] out yourself, they’re not
just going to be handed to you, especially because there’s a lot more people here than

there were at [high school].”
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Participants recognized their high school experiences were unique in providing
them access to leadership development and experiences:

I think in college, you have to really seek out positions in a way that in high

school I was just in some ways handed. They were in some ways just handed to

me just because of a lack of people to fill those roles, and I think in college, that

quality that serves you well in high school of being self-motivated is 100%

necessary if you want to do anything, because people don’t hand you positions on

platters. You have to earn them.
Another participant made this comparison:

Nobody gives you like little carrots to help you along the way, to encourage you

and see if you like it or not. Like, you have to know, you have to seek out clubs.

Clubs aren’t coming to you like ‘hey come be a member of our team’.

Most participants cited the necessity for motivation, and for initiative, in seeking
leadership opportunities in college.

Another element some of the participants found to be challenging in accessing
leadership at their colleges or universities was that of hierarchy. A majority of the alumni
interviewed had open access to leadership opportunities in high school starting their first
year. This was not the same at the collegiate level. One participant summed up the
challenge of facing hierarchies in accessing leadership experiences, “at the university,
there are so many people, so little positions...they’re there, but if you’re not a junior or
senior, and really set on everything, and have done this, that, and the other...you have to
do a lot more balancing.” So, while the opportunities for membership to organizations

were vast at the collegiate level, the participants in this study found the ability to access
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leadership experience and engagement within those organizations to be much more
challenging.
Theme 4: Perceived Long-Term Effects of Lived Leadership Experiences. There was
resounding confirmation from participants that their lived experiences of leadership
education and practice in high school had dramatic effects on their current lives. Many
expressed that skills they learned in high school through leadership experiences have
been valuable in a university setting. One participant expressed, “[high school] really
made me a strong person, and that wanting to push myself carried over into college,” and
another asserted “the habit of being super-involved has stuck with me.” Participants made
statements such as, “I feel like [high school] set me up for that [leadership role at
college]...I feel confident...I know what to do.” Much of the leadership education and
experience in high school, as described by participants, was hands-on, and borne of
necessity. All of the alumni believed it had been influential, however. One of the
participants praised her high school experience:
Choosing [high school] was the best decision I’ve ever made. Looking back on it,
a lot of things you kind of take for granted while you’re there, and then you get to
college and you talk to other people, and you’re like ‘you didn’t have these
things? Oh, I didn’t realize that we were the only ones that did this’. So, I think
that most definitely it’s shaped me as a person.
Alumni believed they were better able to appreciate the experiences they had in high
school after graduating and transitioning to a new environment. A participant remarked,
“It’s been cool to be able to still see that, I mean, my leadership can carry over to a bigger

atmosphere.” Another said that after moving on to college, she realized:
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I think that I was confident in my ability to hold leadership positions and fulfill
those demands because I had already done so much in high school that it almost
seemed like I’m extremely involved on campus, and I only do a quarter of the
stuff I did in high school!
Having the perspective of being in a college environment while reflecting on high school
experiences elicited similar responses from most of the participants. They remarked on
the skills they learned in high school, and the effect that learning those skills continued to
have.

Two participants reflected on the connection between their lived experiences in
high school and their experiences in their current lives with relief. Both expressed they
had been too involved during high school, and they pushed themselves to the point it was
unhealthy. One alumnus said:

The habit of being super involved has stuck with me, and it’s hard not to

overextend, ‘cause I spent most of my four years overextending myself and just

spreading as thin as possible to do as much as possible...there was a lot of

pressure at [high school] that led to high achievement and led to a lot of good

things and a lot of getting stuff done, but the negative effects of that pressure has

been something that I’ve been trying to let go for the last couple of years.
Another conveyed a similar sense of exhausting herself, but it was in pursuit of proving
herself as a leader during high school:

At [high school] it was kind of...I don’t want to say there was a little bit of a bias,

but there was a bias about...there were eight people that were always getting the

same things. And so it got to the point in high school where I just stopped trying
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to apply for things, because I knew I wouldn’t get them...It was frustrating, but I

think because I had that negative experience where I wasn’t getting the

opportunity to be a leader, I think that probably made me want to work harder and

try to get those bigger responsibilities in college. So, it paid off, but it was

frustrating at the time.
The same participant went on to clarify that she did have a lot of people, especially
teachers and peers, who supported her throughout high school, and that support motivated
her to cultivate her leadership skills in college. She stated, “Having that support
system...and just knowing that people want to see you succeed and they want to see you
do well after school, it kind of motivated me to want to make my school proud.” Though
she expressed frustration with a perceived lack of access to leadership opportunities
during high school, this participant maintained there were positive long-term effects from
her experiences during that time.

Summary

As part of this qualitative, phenomenological study, the researcher conducted ten
semi-structured interviews with alumni from a Catholic high school in the Midwest. The
interviews sought to answer the research question: To what extent do Catholic high
school alumni perceive their leadership education and practice in high school as
influencing their current lives? Based on data analysis, four themes emerged:
1. Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and Role Models, 2. Perceptions of Leadership
Education, 3. Perceptions of Personal Leadership Experience and Engagement, and 4.

Perceived Long-Term Effects of Lived Leadership Experiences.
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Participants described ideal leadership in terms of transformational leadership, and while
there was no formal leadership education at the high school, they perceived hands-on
experience as being abundant. Much of the hands-on leadership experience students
encountered was a result of the newness of the school, but they believed this experience
cultivated leadership skills that had long-lasting effects. All ten alumni that participated
in the study were in agreement that their leadership education and practice in high school
had a dramatic influence on their current lives. Based on participant responses and
subsequent data analysis, the findings indicated high school alumni perceived their
leadership education and practice in high school as influencing their current lives to a

great extent.



LIVED EXPERIENCES OF LEADERSHIP 68

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction

Students graduating high school in recent years have been asked to meaningfully
engage in leadership in order to be a competitive candidate for colleges and universities
(Sternberg, 2010). The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore
the perceptions of Catholic high school alumni regarding their lived experiences of
leadership education and practice while in high school, and to what extent these lived
experiences have influenced their lives after graduation. In total, ten alumni participated
in the study, and they were interviewed using an interview protocol (Appendix D) that
addressed the overall research question of the study: To what extent do Catholic high
school alumni perceive their leadership education and practice in high school as
influencing their current lives? The aim of this qualitative study was to create a
foundation for evidence-based curriculum to promote theoretical and experiential student
leadership education and practice within a Catholic high school environment.

This chapter includes a discussion of the major findings of the study, proposal of
solutions based on the study’s findings, implications, and recommendations for further
research.

Discussion of the Findings
Diversification of Leadership Ideals and Practice with Age
Within the first theme, Perceptions of Ideal Leaders and Role Models, participants
held qualities of transformational leaders in high esteem, especially when discussing
leaders in their high school environment. The leaders or leadership attributes they

described aligned with the literature asserting that transformational leaders are those who
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“speak to higher level needs, such as esteem, competency, self-fulfillment, and self-
actualization” (Johnson, 2012, p. 190). Per the participants, their ideal leaders would have
vision, inspire others, and serve their purpose as a leader for the greater good. When
participants were asked about their leadership role models in their current university
environments, the descriptions became more diversified. Transformational leadership
qualities still held high importance in their university environments, but so did aspects of
charismatic and servant leadership. Some of the alumni believed that skills such as public
speaking set leaders apart in the larger university environments, though this had to be
backed by a commitment to their roles as leaders. That is to say, the participants
maintained that those in leadership positions should still have the ability to follow
through on their visions; charisma alone was not enough.

Participants mentioned servant leadership more often when discussing leadership
experiences in higher education than in high school. This was surprising, as the high
school at the center of this study promotes servant leadership as the model of leadership it
aims to instill in its students (FTCHS, 2018). Of note, participants who discussed servant
leadership at the university level were attending Jesuit universities which traditionally
promote this model of leadership in the student body. This connection was not at the
forefront of this study, but would be worth exploring in future research.

The Continuous Importance of Titular Leadership

While leadership ideals and practice of the participants may have diversified in some
respects, titular or nominal leadership continued to shape their perceptions to a certain
extent, from high school to their current academic environments. Titular leadership refers

to leadership based on titles alone. In the context of this study, participants used this in
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reference to describing the vast opportunity to obtain titles for résumé-building, while not
necessarily engaging in leadership experiences. The value placed on titular leadership did
not change drastically between the discussion of leadership experiences in high school
versus their current environments. While the list of titles may have been shorter when
examining leadership practices at the university level, there was still clear value placed
on these titles. This suggests participants believed that those with more titles were more
respected or revered leaders, and the value placed on leadership titles stemmed from their
high school experiences. Collecting leadership titles in their high school environments
was a rewarded behavior for these alumni. They described the importance of taking on
responsibility and pioneering leadership roles in high school, and this pressure to be
involved continued into their university environments. A couple of participants explicitly
stated they were still driven by this behavior that had been cultivated in their high school.
In the U.S., there seems to be some call to deemphasize this habit of collecting as
many leadership titles as possible, and for students to rather focus their leadership efforts.
A USA Today article from 2018 interviewed college counselors and college admissions
officers from around the country concluded, “The quality of a college hopeful’s
extracurricular activities matters more than the number of activities he or she participates
in” (USA Today, 2018). The Princeton Review (2019a) advised students, “How much
you do isn’t as important as being committed to what you do.” In the same section of their
website, they also advised, “If you have the drive to be the captain of the tennis team,
president of the French club, or editor of the school lit mag, seize the opportunity.
Colleges like responsible leaders who earn the respect of their peers.” (The Princeton

Review, 2019b). If a student has the desire to attend a university, there remains a
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necessity to show leadership, but the trend seems to be to focus that leadership, rather
than to accrue as many leadership titles as possible during the course of high school.

In the context of this study, when it came to titular leadership, it was clear that
participants’ leadership education and practice in high school strongly influenced their
current practices at the university level.

Rapport, Mentorship, and Cura Personalis in Cultivating Leadership

For all of the participants in this study, the importance of rapport was a perception
that extended from their lived experiences in high school through to their current lives.
When asked about their leadership role models, some participants mentioned people they
looked up to but with whom they did not have extended personal contact, such as
politicians. However, all participants mentioned at least one leadership role model who
was also part of their lives. In discussing these leadership role models, participants
mentioned people with whom they had strong rapport, and who they believed acted as
leadership mentors, in many cases. Educators, coaches, and peers were some of the
dominant role models mentioned in this study, and all participants expressed the
importance of the strong rapport with these role models. Beyond just getting along well
with one another, this rapport could be best described as cura personalis, or care for the
individual. Participants articulated feeling more confident and driven, because they had
people around them who cared about not only their academic achievements, but cared
about them as a person. In their high school, this was particularly true of their educators
and coaches. Being a small school, sometimes the same people were participants’

teachers as well as being their coaches. Having this strong rapport with people they
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admired as leaders, and having a sense that they were cared about, motivated alumni to
continue to serve in leadership positions after high school.

At the university level, some of the participants mentioned a coach or a professor
as having the same motivating influence, but peers in leadership positions seemed to hold
a higher degree of influence after high school. However, the importance of strong rapport
did not change. Participants described peers in leadership roles who cared about others,
and who wanted to see everyone do well. Again, this care for the individual, cura
personalis, was a motivating factor in seeking involvement on campus, and seeking
leadership opportunities.

The mentorship and strong rapport with leaders in their lives had a long-term
effect on the participants in this study, and it directly ties into the previously discussed
literature about self-efficacy. Bandura proposed self-efficacy as a link between ability
and performance, in that people could perform a task by believing that they had the
capability to do so (1977). In the context of this study, the participants had outside
influences, often educators, coaches, and peers, with whom they cultivated strong
rapport. These leadership role models were an active part of the participants’ everyday
lives, and sometimes served mentorship roles. The participants perceived that they were
cared about as individuals, and that the leaders they admired believed in their success.
Based on responses, the rapport formed with participants’ perceived leadership role
models positively affected their self-efficacy, and motivated them to seek leadership
opportunities both in high school, and continued to motivate them to seek opportunities in

their current environments.
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Leadership to Leave a Legacy

In the data analysis, this study explored the role that being a new high school played
in the leadership development of the participants. The novelty of the school meant some
of these students started high school with a blank slate, and were not only encouraged,
but pressured, to create organizations, and take on leadership roles within the school.
They believed there was significance in creating the legacy of the school, and were
pressured to take on a lot of responsibility during high school; more than some could
handle. However, it is important to note that these were the lived experiences of this
sample of the alumni population of the high school in this study. Not every student who
attended the high school could have held the same number of leadership roles at the same
time. The alumni interviewed as part of this study utilized the circumstances as an
opportunity for leadership development, but there were students who attended the same
high school who did not take advantage of the same opportunities.

In addition to increased senses of self-efficacy, this notion of seeking leadership to
leave a legacy connects with Bourdieu’s theory of social capital. In helping to create new
organizations and traditions within a new school, students were investing in their school
community. These “investment strategies” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 89) connected students to
one another, their teachers, administrators, and the school, creating a community. Having
buy-in to their school community, as well as feeling they had the capability to fulfill
leadership roles, motivated students to seek involvement. This behavior that was
cultivated through high school experiences had a lasting influence on the participants in
this study, by motivating them to connect to their current communities, and instilling in

them a desire to seek opportunities for leadership experience and engagement.
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Intentional Leadership Education and Practice

Part of addressing the overall research question for this study was discussion of
leadership education and practice for participants, both in high school and during their
time at their current educational institutions. Within the second theme of the study,
Perceptions of Leadership Education, the greatest disparity emerged between lived
experiences in high school and lived experiences in their current environments. In high
school, the participants in this study described a lack of formal leadership education.
Some participants were invited to participate in a book study before school, but this was
not an opportunity to which all students at the school had access. While the school
offered opportunities to develop leadership, there was nothing that tied a study of
leadership to the experiences of the participants. The most prominent example of this was
the service requirement mandated by the school. All participants in this study described
completing their required hours of service, but none described applying that service to an
overall understanding of leadership. That is to say, no participants described a connection
to curriculum, formal reflection exercise, talk at a retreat, or a lesson outside of the
formal curriculum that would tie their service or other involvement in the community to
an understanding of leadership as a whole. This differs from the lived experiences of
some participants in college. Participants in the study described taking courses on
leadership once they got to university, or going to leadership trainings for organizations
associated with their universities, and having opportunities to tie the classroom-based
knowledge of leadership to their practices. For example, one participant described a
student organization that trained all members on servant leadership, including readings,

and then working to practice servant leadership in their community.
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This connection between education and practice is intentionality, or the “to what
end?” of a lesson, as Werner et al. (2016) described it in their article on bridging
leadership theory and practice in a classroom environment (p. 207). Literature discussing
this bridge between theory and practice closely mirrors the literature on service learning,
as explored in Chapter 2 of this study. As with service learning, intentionality in a
leadership classroom involves a lesson, practice, and reflection, to encourage students to
make a connection between what they learn and how they are putting that knowledge into
practice (Massey et al., 2013). Such experiential learning is student-centered, and even
the educator leading the classroom has to be aware of his or her role as a model for
leadership at all times (Rosch & Anthony, 2012, p. 40). Participants in this study
articulated a feeling of being positively influenced when they had leadership education
that bridged knowledge and practice.

Solutions and Implementation

Based on the study findings, the proposed solution to creating a foundation for
evidence-based curriculum to promote theoretical and experiential student leadership
education and practice within a Catholic high school environment is twofold: 1) create a
required course that implements a service learning model as a means of intentional
leadership education, and 2) mandatory ongoing professional development for
administrators and educators regarding intentional leadership education and practice.
Required Leadership Course

A required leadership education course during freshman year of high school would
address many of the findings that emerged from this study. First, all freshmen taking the

same course would help create a sense of buy-in and ownership of their high school
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community. It would also give every student access to both the knowledge and practice
of leadership, and not just the students who are more charismatic or have the drive to
pursue leadership from day one. Students could have the opportunity to learn about
different models of leadership, and while servant leadership would likely be the model
best suited to promote in a Catholic high school, students would have the opportunity to
acquaint themselves with other leadership styles they believe may suit them.

Putting this leadership into practice, and then reflecting would be crucial. According
to Jacoby (1999), a successful service learning program “is based on the pedagogical
principle that learning and development do not necessarily result from experience itself
but from reflection explicitly designed to foster learning and development” (p. 20).
Requiring that students reflect on the connection between their knowledge and practice is
what would solidify the bridge between leadership education and how it is applied in
everyday life. The school would have to either create a new position, or add oversight
responsibility to an existing position. The person in this role would be responsible for
crafting the hands-on leadership practice associated with the freshman leadership course.
Whether this person finds opportunities in the community, or would create a school-wide
event such as a day of service, having these experiences in which to apply knowledge
from the classroom would also be imperative.

Implementation of such a course requirement would likely take at least one academic
year to develop. Stakeholders such as the diocesan officials, school board, administration,
and students, would all need input in the development of the course. Rather than it being
a top-down approach from the diocese, getting faculty and student input would create

greater buy-in from all involved. Students and faculty could give feedback on
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experiences they are already getting through the existing service requirement, and
provide insight on which experiences are particularly valuable. Teachers and
administrators would need training as well, because it would best serve the school
community if all stakeholders involved in the day-to-day implementation of the new
curriculum had the same education on the approach to the new subject. Such training
would ideally start with theoretical leadership education, and require an experiential
element. This directly ties into the second element of the proposed solution: ongoing
professional development in leadership education.
Professional Development for Stakeholders

When the new freshman curriculum is implemented, the administrators and
educators in the school would need initial training. However, part of intentional
leadership education is the awareness of the educators that they are also lifelong learners,
which require ongoing professional development. Teachers and administrators,
depending on the state, require a certain number of professional development hours each
year to maintain their professional certifications. As a proposed solution stemming from
this study, part of this professional development would be the ongoing education
regarding the required leadership component to the curriculum within the school. This
would not only help tenured teachers to refine their practices, but it would help bring new
teachers into the community to learn about the school culture related to modeling and
practicing leadership. Additionally, this professional development would take place both
in and out of a classroom. There would be a classroom-based component in studying
leadership theory and the proper pedagogical approach for the required freshman

leadership course. There would also be an experiential element, in which adult
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stakeholders in the building would have hands-on practice themselves. If the adult
stakeholders were to participate in something such as a community service event
together, it would not only help them to solidify the connection between leadership
knowledge and practice, but it would contribute to the culture of the school, and creation
of camaraderie.
Potential Barriers to Implementation

Catholic schools operate on tight budgets. While new curriculum and hands-on
learning experiences would be ideal, they could also prove to be costly for a school.
Creating a new position for a leadership education coordinator could be unaffordable for
a diocese. If a diocese opted to divide the responsibilities between teachers who are
already employed, this could also present a challenge. Teachers in Catholic schools often
hold extra responsibilities, including supervision or coaching duties, and some teach full
schedules that do not allow a free period for planning. If extra responsibilities were added
to teachers’ schedules, it would force them to prioritize their time commitments, and the
program could suffer as a result. Additionally, the logistics of planning and approving a
new curriculum, as well as designing the experiential learning component, could
drastically slow down implementation of this solution.

Implications

Practical Implications

This study helped to provide insight into long-term effects of lived experiences in
high school. While there is a lot of literature on both high school students as leaders, and
on university students as leaders, not as much exists about the experiences of the same

students transitioning over time, especially in the specific environment of a Catholic high
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school. Data from the participants in this study indicated a strong connection between
lived experiences of leadership in high school and life after graduation. Additionally, the
data from this study provided insight into the connection between leadership role models,
and the long-lasting positive influence a strong rapport can have on a student’s self-
efficacy.

Both teachers and students can learn from these insights. The themes and sub-themes
from this data indicate that the already pivotal role teachers have in the learning
experience of students carries well beyond their years in the classroom. Teachers and
administrators can use this insight to be mindful of the culture they create in their
schools, the attributes they are modeling for students. They can use that knowledge to
help craft a more positive school experience for students, which can have a long-term
effect. This is not limited to high school, teachers in elementary and middle schools can
utilize this insight as well.

A comprehensive leadership curriculum, starting in elementary school can carry
through to middle and high school and into students’ lives beyond the classroom. This
ties in directly with the notion that strong rapport has a positive, long-term influence on a
student’s self-efficacy. It is best practice for teachers to create a safe and caring
environment for their students. The results of this study only help to affirm the
importance of teachers building strong rapport to have a long-lasting positive influence.

Based on this study, students can take away an affirmation of the importance of the
comprehensive nature of their school experience. Students should seek out opportunities
for leadership education and practice as early as they are able, which will continue to

benefit them long after they graduate. Students should also seek to surround themselves
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with positive leadership role models, especially peers. Most of the participants in this
study cited peers as influential leadership role models. Students should take away a focus
on being mindful with whom they spend their time, and how a positive peer group can
have a long-lasting effect on achievements in both academics and leadership endeavors.
Implications for Further Research

A few ideas emerged in this study that would be valuable for future researchers to
explore more in-depth. There is benefit to leadership education and practice in high
school and at the university level. It would be worthwhile to explore the benefits of
starting even earlier than high school. Some scholars have already studied the benefits of
service learning programs for middle school students (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011),
and exploring this further in the context of Catholic K-8 schools would build upon the
existing research. Starting leadership education and practice as young as kindergarten
could have a more sustained influence on a student. Also, it could encourage students
who might otherwise be reluctant step into leadership roles.

One concept that is highly relevant to modern school environments, and warrants
more research, is the connection between teacher-student rapport, and student
achievement. It would be valuable to further explore this both in and out of a Catholic
school environment, kindergarten through high school, for comparison. This study
indicated a positive, long-term effect between rapport and motivation for leadership
involvement, but further research on the link between rapport and academic achievement
would be valuable. The notion of self-efficacy as it relates to leader-follower rapport

could be explored in this same context.
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In regard to the particular population at the focus of this study, it would be
valuable to recreate this research with alumni from subsequent graduating classes, to note
whether the changing curriculum and school culture has influenced graduating classes
differently. There would also be value in revisiting the same participants in another five
years to note whether they continue to feel the effect of their lived experiences from high
school.

Summary of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the
perceptions of Catholic high school alumni regarding their lived experiences of
leadership education and practice while in high school, and to what extent these lived
experiences have influenced their lives after graduation. After seeking out alumni from
one Catholic high school in the Midwest, ten agreed to participate in interviews. Over the
course of a couple of months, ten alumni were interviewed, and the analysis of their
responses sought to answer the overarching research question: To what extent do Catholic
high school alumni perceive their leadership education and practice in high school as
influencing their current lives? The data analysis helped to propose solutions, addressing
the aim of this study, which was to create a foundation for evidence-based curriculum to
promote theoretical and experiential student leadership education and practice within a
Catholic high school environment.

After analyzing the interview data, four major themes emerged: 1. Perceptions of
Ideal Leaders and Role Models, 2. Perceptions of Leadership Education, 3. Perceptions
of Personal Leadership Experience and Engagement, and 4. Perceived Long-Term

Effects of Lived Leadership Experiences. Reflection on the data raised discussion on
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these themes as they related to the literature explored in the second chapter. Participants
had diversified leadership ideals and practice as they got older, there was a perception
that leadership titles continued to be important after high school, rapport and cura
personalis had a positive long-term effect on the self-efficacy of participants, social
capital and investment in their communities motivated participants to be involved and
lead, and participants expressed a positive connection between intentional leadership
education and practice, and their leadership development as a whole. Insights from this
discussion lead to the proposed solution of a freshman year leadership education
requirement with a practicum component, and ongoing leadership education professional
development for adult stakeholders in a school community. Based on the findings,
Catholic high school alumni from this particular school in the Midwest perceived their
leadership education and practice in high school as influencing their current lives to a
great extent.

This study contributes to the overall research surrounding leadership, specifically
student leadership in a Catholic high school, and the influence of leadership education
and experiences of students after they graduate. Outside of Catholic education, this study
can lend itself to a discussion on the longitudinal influence of any experiences for
students through school and into their lives after formal education. In a world where
students are looking beyond their classrooms into the global community to take on
leadership opportunities that will have long-lasting effects, future researchers have a

wealth of phenomena to explore.
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Appendix A

Crelghton Creighton University Institutional Review Board

2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178 * Phone: 402-280-2126

U N I V E R S I T Y Email: irb@creighton.edu

February 18, 2018

Dear Participant,

You are invited to participate in a study that concerns leadership education and leadership
practice during your time in high school, and to what extent it has an effect on your life now. As a
participant in this study, you will be asked to take part in an interview, answering questions
related to your high school education, your ideas on what it means to be a leader, and your own
practice of leadership in high school and the present day.

Participation in this study is voluntary, and should take approximately an hour of your time. You
may decline to answer any questions presented during the study if you wish. You may also decide
to withdraw from this study at any time by advising the researcher, and may do so without any
penalty.

Minimal risks are associated with participation in this study. While no questions in this
interview are designed to probe for private information, recounting personal experiences
can lead to some emotional discomfort. If this should occur, please advise the researcher to
redirect, or decline to answer the question.

Participation in this study will allow you to contribute an underrepresented viewpoint to
this body of research, and could help schools make more informed decisions when
designing curriculum or leadership programs.

All information you provide is considered completely confidential; your name will not be
included or in any other way associated, with the data collected in the study. You will not be
identified individually in any way in any written reports of this research. Data collected during
this study will be retained for three years, on a password protected computer, in a folder requiring
an additional password, to which only the researcher has access.

No compensation will be provided for participation in this study.

[ would like to assure you that this study has been reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board at Creighton University. However, the final decision about
participation is yours. If you have comments or concerns resulting from your participation
in this study, please contact Christine Scheuring at 402-280-3364. If you have questions
about research participants’ rights, please contact the Institutional Review Board at 402-
280-2126.

Sincerely,
Katerina Tesoro, BA, MS, MS (Oxon)
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Appendix B

Bill of Rights for Research Participants

As a participant in a research study, you have the right:

1.

To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the
research.

To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you
begin the study.

To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what
you will be asked to do if you are in the study.

To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study.
To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study.

To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study.

To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your
confidentiality will be protected.

To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant.

If the study involves treatment or therapy:
a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have.

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related injury,
and who will pay for research-related treatment.
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Appendix C

C I- e i h t 0 I-l Institutional Review Board
g 2500 California Plaza = Omaha, Nebraska 68178

1 phone: 402 280 2126 - fax: 402.2580.4766 - email:
UNIVERSITY irb@creighton.edu
DATE: February 27, 2018
TO: Katerina Tesoro
FROM: Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral
PROJECT TITLE: [1200855-1] Lived Experiences of Leadership Education and Practice: A

Phenomenological Study of Catholic High School Alumni from the Midwest
SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project

ACTION: DETERMINATION OF EXEMPT STATUS
DECISION DATE: February 27, 2018

REVIEW CATEGORY: Exemption category # 2

Thank you faor your submission of New Project matenals for this project. The follewing items were
reviewed in this submission:

= Application Form - 402 Application for Determination of Exempt Status Observation, Survey,
Interview.doc (UPDATED: 02/18/2013)

= Creighton - IRB Application Form - Creighton - IRB Application Form (UPDATED: 02/18/2018)
= Letter - 405 Template Information letter.doc (UPDATED: 02/18/2018)
= Proposal - KTesoro_DIP Proposal_Rev020582018.docx (UPDATED: 02/18/2018)

This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection of Human Subjects as
per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2.

All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not be implemented until
approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form when submitting changes.

If you have any questions, please contact Christine Scheuring at 402-230-3364 or
christinescheuring@creighton.edu. Please include your project title and reference number in all
correspondence with this committee.

Thiz letter has been electronically signed in aceordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within Creighton
University IRB-02 Social Behavioral's records.
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Appendix D

Qualitative Data Collection Tool — Interview Questions

1) What are the top three traits you believe a leader should possess?
a) Please explain why these traits are important.
b) How have you seen a leader display these traits?

2) Who are the first three people who come to mind when you hear the term “leader”?
a) Why?
b) What have they done to display leadership?

3) Tell me about a time in high school that you showed leadership.
a) Which traits did you display?
b) How often do you believe you act as a leader?

4) In your high school, what did it mean to be a leader?

a) to what degree did you learn about leadership in your classes?

b) further probe about where this definition of leadership came from in the context of
their school. Class? The house system?

5) Tell me about leadership opportunities that were offered to you during high school.

6) Did your school offer opportunities to develop leadership skills?
a) If yes, tell me about these opportunities. Describe them.
b) If no, what could your school do to develop leadership skills?

7) In your current environment (I will have the specific name of the school/place of employment,
depending on the participant), what does it mean to be a leader?

8) Tell me about leadership opportunities offered at your current institution (again, will not say
“institution,” but rather alter depending on the person).

a) If none are specified, what could your institution be doing to offer leadership
opportunities?

9) Does your current institution offer opportunities to develop leadership skills?
a) If yes, tell me about these opportunities. Describe them.
b) If no, what could your school do to develop leadership skills?

10) How do you practice leadership at your current institution?
a) may delve further by rephrasing question #3 to fit their current context

11) What other comments might you have about leadership that I have not asked you about
already?





