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Millennial School Leaders: Why They Come, Why They Stay, and Why They Leave
Connie S. Balkcom
ABSTRACT

This basic qualitative study explored the lived experiences of fifteen millennial school
principals, with 1-5 years in the role. The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to identify
what prompts some aspiring millennial leaders to pursue and accept the role of school leadership,
what motivates them to remain in that role, and what conditions might prompt them to leave the
principalship. The following questions guided this study: 1) What prompts the millennial leader
to pursue and accept the school principal position? 2) What motivates the millennial school
leader to remain in the principalship? 3) What are the factors or conditions that would motivate a

millennial school leader to leave the principalship?

Findings that came out of this research include: 1) Millennial principals bring a strong
work ethic that influences them to pursue the role, motivates them to remain, but could be a
condition for them to leave. 2) Millennial principals’ interest in seeking life balance influences
them to pursue the role but could be a leading condition to motivate them to leave. 3) Millennial
principals value relationships and feedback to encourage their pursuit, engagement, and
longevity in the role. 4) Millennial principals are driven by intrinsic motivation to contribute that
influences them to pursue the role, motivates them to remain, and could be a condition for them
to leave. 5) Millennial principals pursue the role and remain engaged with their school
community with high levels of commitment and dedication. 6) Millennial principals are self-
aware and pursue roles that are a good fit for their strengths. 7) Millennial principals work
collaboratively with their stakeholders to remain in the role. 8) Millennial principals lead with

passion for teaching and learning which keeps them engaged in their work.



Millennial School Leaders: Why They Come, Why They Stay, and Why They Leave
Connie S. Balkcom
GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT

This study explored the lived experiences of fifteen millennial school principals with 1-5
years in the role, in rural and suburban schools in Virginia. The purpose of this basic qualitative
study was to identify what prompts some aspiring millennial leaders to pursue and accept the
role of school leadership, what motivates them to remain in that role, and what conditions might
prompt them to leave the principalship. Findings that came out of this research include: 1)
Millennial principals bring a strong work ethic that influences them to pursue the role, motivates
them to remain, but could be a condition for them to leave. 2) Millennial principals’ interest in
seeking life balance influences them to pursue the role but could be a leading condition to
motivate them to leave. 3) Millennial principals value relationships and feedback to encourage
their pursuit, engagement, and longevity in the role. 4) Millennial principals are driven by
intrinsic motivation to contribute that influences them to pursue the role, motivates them to
remain, and could be a condition for them to leave. 5) Millennial principals pursue the role and
remain engaged with their school community with high levels of commitment and dedication. 6)
Millennial principals are self-aware and pursue roles that are a good fit for their strengths. 7)
Millennial principals work collaboratively with their stakeholders to remain in the role. 8)
Millennial principals lead with passion for teaching and learning which keeps them engaged in

their work.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

e 01511 o] I
(C1=] g 1=T = AN o151 o] iii
DT {07 T o e vii
ACKNOWIEAGMENTS. e tieitiniiiiiiieeteateeeeeetenseacescessnsensessnsonsassessnssnsansesssasnrmmmons viii
Chapter ONne: INTrOdUCTION. .iuiriiiiiiieereiititiateeenetntenceesesensansessesonsansosssnsessnssnsansens 1
[2F 16d 1o | o1V 1 [o R PP 2
Statement of Problem.....cieieiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiirr e 3
Purpose of the Study....ccooeuiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiietieritsstcsnscssscnns. )
RESEAICH QUESTIOMNS. e ueiieiiieieiietiieterieeiretereeeeeeessceesscenseesnseesssesnscensscanscanns 6
Overview of the Study....ccvieviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiriiiirieicneenaeaee, 7
Conceptual FrameworK......ccoeeiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiineieiisstiosesstcsssssscsssssscssssssossnssons 8
Definition of Terms......cccovuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieitiaieeeaen 10
Limitations and Delimitations of the Study.......cccceviiiieiiiiiiiiieiieiiecienecnrincen 11

LimitationS....coieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiciciicietieeeeaaes 11

Delimitations.....coevueiuiieiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiriiitiireieteernaeaees 12

Chapter Outline.....covieviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitiieiieeieriiecierieccnceesisscssssscnns 12
Chapter TWo: Review of Literature....o.ooveieeieiiiieiiieieriiiiecnreesesnsessasssessssnsnssssnses 14
SEAICIN PrOCESS. cuiuiuiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieiiiiietaiatutttttttitttettttesesisnsasasasass 17
Generational Cohorts Working in Schools Today.......ccccceveviiuiiiiniiiiniiieninnnenn 19
€70 11 18 1) /7 20
Generation Y: The MillennialS......cceveveieiuiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniieneaee. 21

L1 T 131 1 1 22

Baby BOOMETS....ccuiiieiiniiiiieiiniineeiatenserecsasonsesasansenssansoiiiosnsansonssnnss 22

Generational StereOtyPes....ccuvieiieiiiiiieiieiiiiiieiiiiiieiiniiiieietiretsssntososssansons 23

Millennials in the Workplace......cccoeviiiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinriciinnnicsensrcccnnsees 24

Millennials’ Expectations for Self........c.cccciveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiieieiinicnaes 26

Millennials’ Expectations for Work......ccccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiinnne, 31



Millennials’ Expectations for SUpervisors........ccceveiiiiiieiiinieiiaieinecennnen 32

Millennials’ Expectations for the Organization..........ccceeoiiviviiieiiiniennne 35

Millennials’ Turn t0 Lead......cccviuiiieiiniiiiiiniiiiieiiiiniiiaiiieiosessassscesssnsonss 36
Recruitment and Development of the Millennial School Leader......................... 41
SUMMATY v tttiiiiiniiiiieietintenettstsetossssasosssssssssossssssssssssssnsosssiisssssssssssssnss 43
Chapter Three: MethOdOIOgY . .ceeeeieeieeieteiieeeeeateneeeeerenseasescscnsensescessnsonsessssnsanss 45
PUrP0Se Of the STUAY . uiueieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiaeeetneenteateecesenseiiiossnsensssnsansane 45
Research Design....ccciiieiiiiiiiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiinieiseissniosetssssssassiiosssssssssssonns 46
RESEAICH QUESTIONS. e ueiieiiieiiiieiiiteiieteretereeeseceraseesscesssesnscesssesnsceseacennsens 48
Participant Selection.......ccooevieiiiiiiiiniiiiiieiiiiiieiieiiiiiieiieisiesetentossssmasonses 48
Instrument Desi@n.....c.ocuiiuiiiiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiinieieiiniosessstsnssssssnsonsonssonssons 49
Instrument Validity and Reliability.........ccccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnna. 52

Data Collection Procedures.......cocvviiiieiiiiineiiiiniiiiinriosesstcsssssscsssssosssssscssnss 53

Data ManagemMent. e ieieeiieeieieieeeteeetossssssstosascssscssasosssssssssssssssssssnssssssssns 54

Data ANalysis TECHNIQUES..cuiieiriiiiiieiieiiiniietiesnientiessesssnssnsessssnsonssssnsons 55
Methodology SUMMATY...ccuviiieiiiieiiieiiieiiieiiieteierissatsestssssssssssssssssssssnssssnss S7
Chapter Four: Data AnalysiS......ccoeeiieiiuiiiiiieiiaiiniiieiieisniesessstosesssssssssssssssnssssssnses 60
Data for Research QUESTION ONE .uiieireiieiireeieteeereeeeceseesecessesscnssensenssesenss 64

Data for Research QUESTION TWO. . eueereietereereeereeneeenseseenasensesssensensenscensensenns 81

Data for Research QUESTION THIEe...ceeiiireererireieeinrerenerenreneennsensensennsiianes 101

Data SUMMAIY . uiieiiniiiiietinteneteatestessssssossssssosssssssssosssssssssossssnsonssssssns 124
Chapter Five: Implications and FINAINGS...c.ieeeetieieeteeenienteeseesessnssasescessnsensessescnses 126
F Y { oo [0ox £ (o] o RN 126
SUMMArY Of FINAINGS.cueiitiiiiiiiiiiniiiieeieeniiteeeeecsenseacescnsensoscescnsansascnses 127

L 111 ] 1T 10 10 1 141
Suggestions for FUtUre ReSEArCH...cciieiieiieiiiiiiatieiiiiniintiecneenteessesescscnsannnns 145

(@0 3T 111 [ o 1R 145

] 1 [=T 01 1 o] 3N 147
L) 2 1T 149
Appendix A: Participant Email Invitation..........cccociiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinne. 153



Appendix B: Participant Email Confirmation..........ccccieiieiiiiiiiiieiiiiniieeieceecnecnnnnes 154

Appendix C: Research Information Sheet..........ccoeiiiuiiiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiieiiieiciniicsanneees 155
Appendix D: Interview Protocol.......ccccevieiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieieieee, 156
Appendix E: CITI Program Certificate.........ccocvveiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiieee. 158

Vi



Dedication

To my sister, Dr. Andrea Spears Kirkland, who had to leave us before we had time to finish all of
our big adventures. You were always the first but lived to inspire and challenge me to be the

next. You are profoundly missed.

Vii



Acknowledgments

My goal has always been to arrive to the end of this project with gratitude and a product
that | am excited to share with others. | am there. This study is tightly aligned with my intrinsic

motivation for work, my job strengths, and my dedication to be a contributor to this profession.

To my husband, Jerry, who cleared the calendar, kept me fed, and generally kept the
world around us spinning as it should so that I could neglect it all to research and write, thank
you. To my children, friends, and colleagues (you know who you are) whose willingness to
listen to my research, which may have sounded like air castles, helped me to put my passion into
one focus, thank you. To my community of EdD colleagues, having traveled this same crazy
journey, you stood ready to edit or loan books, thank you. To my amazingly supportive advisor,
Dr. Carol Cash, whose willingness to meet in a zoom room on Sunday evenings or reground me
when | was deep into the rabbit hole of ideas, thank you. This dissertation is a testament to the
countless hours of work, determination, and grit poured into its creation. It stands as a reflection
of my deep faith that God has set a path before me and it is my responsibility to walk boldly

forward.

viii



Chapter 1 Introduction

The school principal plays an impactful role in addressing the needs of all stakeholders in
schools (Grissom et al., 2021). With the ever-increasing demands placed on school leadership,
principal turnover is on the rise in the United States (Levin et al., 2020). Leading schools has not

gotten easier in recent years following the COVID-19 pandemic (JLARC, 2022).

Beyond building student achievement, effective principals have a significant impact on
student and teacher outcomes (Grissom et al., 2021). The National Association of Secondary
School Principals (NASSP) has shared a worrying report after surveying high school principals
across the country. The results show that many principals plan to leave their jobs in the next
three years. In fact, 4 out of every 10 principals said they're thinking about quitting. They blame
the pandemic and growing political tensions for making them want to leave (Ruggirello, 2022).
Research findings have recommended the importance of developing a strategic focus on
“cultivating, selecting, preparing, and supporting a high-quality principal workforce” (Grissom et

al., 2021, p. 91).

When considering future leadership talent, one may reflect on the leadership capacity of
those already employed in a school. In most organizations, there may be 3-4 generational cohorts
working together (Fry, 2018; Howe & Strauss, 2000). Generational differences may be
influenced by lived experiences, demographics, and career development stages (Howe & Strauss,
2000; Lyons & Kuron, 2013). Organizations may want to understand these generations more
fully in their efforts to support, develop, and retain school leadership (Gabrielova & Buchko,

2021; Smith et al., 2016).



While the boomer generation ages towards retirement, the next generation in line to lead
our schools may be the millennials (born between 1980 and 1996). Although they are now well
into their careers, when they were children, the millennial generation was known as “the largest,
healthiest, and most cared-for generation in American history” (Howe & Strauss, 2000, p. 76).
This group currently represents the largest generation in the workforce, and most have arrived
with different values and expectations for themselves and their work (Gallup, 2016; Van

Rossem, 2016).

While there is relevant research describing the expectations the millennial employee may
bring to the workplace, there is a gap in research regarding the millennial in school leadership.
This basic qualitative study was focused on the lived experiences of millennial school principals
within their first five years in the role. Semi-structured interviews addressed what prompts them
to pursue the principalship, the factors that motivate them to remain in their roles, and the

conditions that would prompt them to leave their school leadership positions behind.

Background

If school divisions are to attract, develop, and retain the millennial school leader,
developing a clear understanding of what this generation is looking to find in their employer may
be beneficial to inform the work. This generation’s expectations for self, for work, for
supervisors, and for the organization may help to shape innovative methods and restructure
systems in both school divisions and leadership prep programs. Gaining a better understanding of
the workplace expectations of this significant talent pool could play a crucial role in enhancing
leadership pipelines and retention in our educational institutions (Gallup, 2016). Additionally,

establishing workplace environments that are better attuned to millennials' expectations can



directly bolster their future contributions and overall productivity (Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021;

Gallup, 2016).

Gallup (2016) research has shown that 21% of millennials changed jobs within one year,
seeking better opportunities elsewhere. Their recommendations for organizations to respond to
the needs of this large workforce, was to consider adapting their workplace culture to align with
millennials' expectations regarding job purpose, development, supervision, evaluation, mindset,
and work-life balance. Failing to address the needs of this generation could put an organization at
a disadvantage, especially at a time when many industries are facing workforce shortages, and
agile businesses are adjusting their strategies to recruit and retain the substantial millennial
workforce. A more responsive approach, such as understanding and meeting the expectations of
millennial workers, is recommended for organizations looking to engage and retain their talents

(Gabrielova & Buchko, 2021; Gallup in 2016).

Statement of Problem

According to NASSP (2017), principal shortages are impacting school districts across the
United States. According to their research, approximately half of school principals do not plan to
continue in their roles beyond three years. To add to this retention problem, there is a shortage of
qualified replacements due to high numbers of retirements, transfers, and career changes.
Consequently, numerous school districts are facing principal vacancies and a scarcity of suitable
candidates to fill these positions (NASSP, 2017). Based on the National Center for Education
Statistics, the typical time a principal stays at a school in the United States was only around four
years in 2016-2017. But this number hides some big differences. About 35% of principals leave
their schools in fewer than two years, and only 11% stick around for 10 years or more (Levin et

al., 2020). NASSP has addressed the expected impact of principal shortages on school districts:
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The demand for employment of elementary, middle, and high school principals will grow
6% nationwide by the year 2022 due to population increases. This surge in demand will
increase the financial burden on districts since the cost to recruit, hire, prepare, mentor,
and continue training principals can cost school districts between $36,850 and $303,000,
with typical urban school districts spending $75,000 per principal. Many school districts
across the country are facing a teacher and principal shortage that requires immediate

attention and careful long-term planning (NASSP, 2017, Issue section, para. 2).

The long-term planning required to address principal shortages may be short-sighted
without also learning more about the workplace expectations held by the newest generation to
the principalship — the millennial leader. To effectively engage and retain millennial school
leaders, employers may develop a clear understanding of the unique expectations regarding self-
development, work, supervision, and organizational culture. This understanding can serve as a
valuable foundation for developing innovative approaches within school divisions and leadership
preparation programs. This study was designed to provide additional information to inform
practitioners with a focus on why some aspiring millennial school leaders pursue and accept the
role of school leadership, what motivates them to remain in that role, as well as the conditions

that may cause them to leave the principalship.

What we already know about this generation as children sets the stage for learning more
about the needs and expectations of the millennial adult serving in the principal position in the
workplace. Howe and Strauss (2000) characterized the millennial generation as a product of
societal and cultural shifts, including increased use of fertility clinics and a child-centered
approach to parenting. During their teen years, millennials were seen as positive, confident,

intelligent, and deserving of recognition for their achievements, regardless of size. Despite



stereotypes from older generations, millennials were often rule-abiding and respectful of
authority. They considered themselves tech-savvy and believed they could drive positive change
for the future (Howe & Strauss, 2000). More recent research findings from Van Rossem (2016)
described adult millennials as open communicators, cooperative, focused on goals, adept with
technology, and capable of delivering high-quality work. However, they also acknowledged their

need for substantial support from their supervisors.

With current research providing a small glimpse into the unique expectations of the adult
millennial in the workplace, there is a gap in research surrounding the expectations, perceptions,
and needs of the millennial school principal. What we already know from research has left us
hopeful. Many of the millennial attributes imbedded in the literature review describe the type of
leader who could be responsive to the strategic work required in our neediest schools. However,
some of those same dispositions describe expectations that traditional district systems may not
currently be designed to support. Innovative changes may be required to fully support, develop,
and retain the millennial school leader. There are many questions that need answers if we are to
provide the ideal workplace for these talented, confident millennial leaders in our school

systems.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to identify what prompts some aspiring
millennial leaders to pursue and accept the role of school leadership, what motivates them to
remain in that role, and what conditions might prompt them to leave the principalship. There is
some information from recent research about what millennials expect for themselves, from their
work, from their supervisors, and from their organization as employees, but there is a lack of

information about millennials serving in school leadership roles. This study provided a closer
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look into the lived experiences of millennial school principals during their first five years on the
job. The research focus of this basic qualitative study was to identify what prompts some
aspiring millennial leaders to pursue and accept the role of school leadership, what motivates
them to remain in that role, and what conditions might prompt them to leave the principalship.
The benefit of the qualitative interview approach and the role of the researcher is described as

follows:

The purpose of in-depth interviewing is not to get answers to questions, nor to test
hypothesis, and not to evaluate as the term is normally used. At the root of in-depth
interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the
meaning they make of that experience. Being interested in others is the key to some of
the basic assumptions underlying interviewing technique. It requires that we interviewers
keep our egos in check. It requires that we realize we are not the center of the world. It
demands that our actions as interviewers indicate that others’ stories are important. At the
heart of interviewing research is an interest in other individuals’ stories because they are

of worth (Seidman, 2006, p. 9).

Research Questions

This study was designed to explore the unique lived experiences of 5 - 20 millennial school
principals, serving in urban, suburban, or rural school settings, within their first five years in
their role. Semi-structured questions were created to identify the perceptions, expectations, and
constructed meaning that accompanied participant’s experience during their pursuit, attainment,

and retention in the principalship. The following questions guided this research study.

1. What prompts the millennial leader to pursue and accept the school principal position?



2. What motivates the millennial school leader to remain in the principalship?
3. What are the factors or conditions that would motivate a millennial school leader to leave

the principalship?

Overview of the Study

As the largest adult cohort in the workplace and with the aging boomer generation in
leadership moving towards retirement, millennial school leaders are next in line for the
principal’s chair, and many are already there. This basic qualitative study was designed to learn
more about the experiences and constructed meaning and perceptions of current millennial
principals (born between 1980 and 1996), with 1-5 years completed in their role, working in
urban, suburban, or rural public-school settings. Participants were chosen using a nonrandom,
purposeful snowball sampling. As described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), a few key
participants for this study who met the criteria established for participation were interviewed
early and were then asked to recommend other participants who met the criteria. The researcher
anticipated interviewing 5 to 20 participants. To determine when the sampling size was
sufficient, and whether a pattern of saturation or redundancy had occurred, data analysis of
interview responses was ongoing and simultaneous (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

The context of the semi-structured questions in this study reflected the philosophical
perspective of constructivism which states that “knowledge is constructed by people in an
ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning of an activity, experience or phenomenon”
(Meriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 23). Semi-structured questions provided consistency with guidance
toward the focus but also allowed for additional probes and follow-up questions to explore the

interpretations, constructs, and descriptions shared by study participants.



Interviews were conducted one-on-one in a virtual web-based platform to support
consistency in the designated place rather than the natural field setting (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). The semi-structured interview protocol provided an opportunity for understanding how
study participants interpreted experiences and constructed meaning from those experiences
which then prompted them to pursue the school principalship role. This methodology provided a
framework to further explore each participant’s experience in transitioning into the work of the
principalship. Finally, basic qualitative methods allowed participants to describe the meaning
they attributed to their experiences and better understand their constructed expectations for self,
from their work, from their supervisors, and their organization. The approach supported the third
research focus on learning more about the conditions that would support longevity in their

principal role (Meriam & Tisdell, 2016).

Conceptual Framework

Available research on millennials and their expectations for self and their workplace
proposed a conceptual framework. This served as “the underlying structure, the scaffolding or
frame” of the study (Merriam, 2009. p. 66). Further, as defined by Merriam, it helped to “draw
upon the concepts, terms, definitions, models, and theories of a particular literature base and
disciplinary orientation” (p. 67). The conceptual framework, inspired by the literature review,
reflected the constructive interaction that cycles between the millennials’ deeply held
expectations and actual lived experiences. For example, through the process of constructing
meaning through lived experience, millennials determine if their current job meets their
expectations for stability and potential for development or if a change in position or employer
will be a better “fit’ for their life balance (Arora & Kshatriya, 2017; Gallup, 2016; Pyorié et al.,

2017). According to Lester et al. (2001), “when employees’ contributions are rewarded in terms



of their own needs and expectations, it may give them further reasons to achieve many of their

job/role requirements” (p. 19-20).

Qualitative data analysis in this study included both inductive and comparative
techniques. The inductive approach entailed reviewing interview transcripts to identify themes
organically, without applying pre-established categories. Continual comparison of newly
acquired data with existing coded data enabled the researcher to refine and broaden these
emerging themes as the data collection progressed. The conceptual model (Figure 1) was
referenced by the researcher after reviewing coded themes and emerging categories across
transcribed interviews. This method supported an on-going comparison with common
expectations of millennial employees in the workplace as found in current research. These
common themes, that were imbedded in the conceptual framework domains, have been more

fully described in the literature review in Chapter 2.

The conceptual model was structured to provide a framework divided into four domains
representing the cycle of interaction between expectations and actual lived experience. In this
framework, the four domains represented the millennials’ expectations for self, for their work,
for their supervisors, and their organization. Each domain was further defined by descriptive
elements that illustrate what the expectation may be closely related to or may be portrayed as in
the workplace. Further, this conceptual model demonstrated the cyclical interaction of
millennials’ expectations with their actual lived experiences concerning self, work, supervisors,
and the organization. This interaction could have an influence on their constructed meaning and
perception towards their work. The elements in each quadrant were directly aligned with the

emerging themes in current research concerning millennials in their workplace.



Figure 1

Millennial Expectations and Lived Experiences

[-Pursuit of Life Balance *High Expectations e
ePursuit of Stability *Recognition
ePursuit of Success *Opportunity to Grow
#Strong Work Ethic *Optimistic and Motivated
\. *Job Fit
Organizational Reputation
a Millennials' Millennials' y
Expectations Expectations
for Self for Work
Millennials' === Millennials'
.. Expectations Expectations |
% for for the A
Supervisors Organization /4
*Positive, Mentor Relationsh / *Recognition
eConstant Feedback > Opportunity to Contribute

*Social Responsibility
eCollaboration & Autonomy

e(Clear Expectations & Support
eConstant Communication
eStrengths-Based Development

\ Y

Note: This model demonstrates the cyclical interaction of millennials’ expectations with their
lived experiences concerning self, work, supervisors, and the organization.

Definition of Terms

Expectations — The “employees’ developmental needs” (p. 19) which serves as intrinsic
motivation representing a psychological contract or connection between the employee and the

workplace (Lester et al., 2001)

Millennial — Individuals born in birth years 1980 to 1996, also known as Generation Y (Gallup,
2016)
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Urban — Located in densely populated cities and surrounding regions (NCES, 2006)

Suburban — Located outside of principal cities but within urbanized areas with lower population

density but still part of the larger metropolitan region (NCES, 2006)

Rural- Located in areas that are not part of urbanized areas with lower population densities and

often farther from urban centers (NCES, 2006)

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018) “limitations often attach to the methods of a
study (e.g., inadequate sample size, difficulty in recruitment), and they represent weaknesses in
the research” (p. 199). Merriam (2009) described the limitations of qualitative methods related to
the researcher’s sensitivity to the participant’s responses and nuances of the message. In
addition, she also addressed the potential for limitations due to the integrity of the researcher.
This could become an issue when ascribing meaning or categories when disaggregating the data.
Future studies can be informed by a review of the following known limitations and delimitations

of this research study.

Limitations

The known limitations of this basic qualitative study may affect the generalizability of
the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The final group size of 15 participants who met all the
criteria for the sample was small. The research process was completed in a relatively brief
amount of time (9 weeks) which may not reflect participants’ evolution through new experiences
that influence constructed meaning over time. Nonrandom snowball sampling may be construed
as selection bias (Hassan, 2023) as participants referred the researcher to acquaintances that
share common experiences, expectations, or circles of influence. The protocols of this basic

11



qualitative method with one-on-one interviews were designed to learn more about the
participants’ lived experience. One may acknowledge that the emerging themes may only
provide descriptive information about the perspectives of this unique group of study participants.
Every individual constructs meaning from their own unique life experiences (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016) so this study may not be generalizable, and participants may not have responded
to interview questions with the expected level of reflection or transparency over aspects of their
very personal experiences. The interview goal was to collect all response data to contribute to
emerging themes which could potentially inform further consideration to direct the recruitment,

development, and retention of millennial school principals.

Delimitations

“Delimitations refer to the specific boundaries or limitations that are set in a research
study in order to narrow its scope and focus” (Hassan, 2023, definition section). The
delimitations of this study, which have been included to provide focus and increase validity,
included clear criteria for participant inclusion. The selected participants were all school
principals with 1 — 5 years of experience. Assistant principals were not considered. The selected
participants were of the millennial generation (born between 1980 and 1996). Additional
delimitations included clearly defined content questions in the semi-structured interview format,
clustered to support each research question. Probing questions were articulated to support ways
to gain descriptive details to further explore constructed meaning around experiences (Table 2).
Finally, conducting all interviews during a relatively narrow window within one school term
provided a boundary in time (Hassan, 2023). In this way, external influences placed upon school
principals in this study, which in turn may influence their shared experience as leaders, were

more similar than dissimilar. For example, changes in state accreditation, which often causes
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increased stress for school leadership, did not influence data when all interviews were conducted

during the second quarter of one school term.

Chapter Outline

The primary objective of this investigation was to uncover the factors that drive certain
aspiring millennial leaders to seek and embrace school leadership roles, explore the factors that
motivate them to stay in these positions, and examine the conditions that might lead them to
leave the role of a school principal. In chapter one, an overview of the study has been provided,
including a purpose statement, research questions, conceptual framework, definition of terms,
and limitations and delimitations of the study. Chapter Two provides a literature review of prior
empirical research for background information to inform the current challenges faced by school
leaders and a description of each of the generational cohorts represented in the workplace.
Chapter Two also provides research findings which served to frame the expectations that
millennials bring to their workplace which then influences how they construct meaning and
shape their perceptions from lived experiences. Chapter Three outlines the methodology and
provides an overview of the research methods and design elements that steered the course of this
basic qualitative study. Chapter Three also provides an in-depth overview of the approach
employed to conduct this study, covering the research design, research questions, participant
selection, tool development, considerations for validity and reliability, methods for data
collection, and the techniques used to analyze the data. Chapter Four provides substantial data
analysis and findings for each research question. Chapter Five concludes the study with
implications, findings, and suggestions for future research to further develop a deeper
understanding of the lived experiences of millennial school leaders to better recruit, develop, and

retain this large talent pool in the workforce.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature

The National Center for Education Statistics found that in 2016-2017, the average tenure
for a school principal was only four years (Levin et al., 2020). According to the 2019 National
Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) and Learning Policy Institute (LPI)
principal survey, 42% indicated they were soon planning to either leave their current school or
leave the role of the principalship completely. The NASSP-LPI survey also found that 46% of
principals from high-poverty schools and 43% from suburban and rural communities were ready
to leave their schools or the profession completely. Principals who indicated plans to leave
identified key working conditions such as heavy workload (63%), unresponsiveness from the
district for support (51%), compensation (40%), high-stakes accountability (31%), lack of parent
or community support (29%), frequency of student assessments (20%), lack of autonomy in
decision making with teacher hiring (18%), and lack of decision-making authority in determining
professional development for staff (17%) as motivations. While principals planning to stay may
also have indicated heightened levels of concern for noted areas, those principal planning to
leave were 1.5 to 2.0 times more likely to use the noted area of concern as the reason for leaving
rather than a concern that could be addressed while staying in the position (Levin et al., 2020).
With the many demands placed on school leaders, and the known impact of the role the principal
plays beyond the important work of teacher retention, school divisions may want to know more

about the conditions related to principal retention (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Levin et al., 2020).

Consider the state of Virginia’s schools and possible implications for the state of
principal working conditions following the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2022, Virginia’s Joint
Legislative Audit and Review Commission (JLARC) provided a report to the Virginia General

Assembly on the current state of Virginia’s K-12 education system following the pandemic. This
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group surveyed 4,176 staff from across 47 schools in 12 divisions to gain important information
to inform their research on key topics, including “general working conditions, the impact of
COVID-19 on staff morale and workload; the impact of COVID-19 on students’ mental health
and academic achievement, and strategies to address those impacts; and the use of virtual
learning, its impacts, and strategies to prepare for any potential future return to virtual learning”
(JLARC, 2022, p. 88). With 1,175 or 28% of the total sampling group participating in the
Virginia School Survey of Climate and Working Conditions survey, the statistical landscape
framed the challenges ahead for Virginia’s school leaders. Virginia’s schools are struggling to
recover in many areas following the COVID-19 pandemic. While 72% of Virginia’s teachers
reported lower workplace morale, 67% reported lower job satisfaction as compared to pre-
pandemic working conditions. In addition, 87% of Virginia’s school divisions experienced
increased difficulty in hiring (94%) and retaining (90%) classroom teachers in the 2021-2022
school year. With a 32% enrollment decrease in teacher preparation programs and 15% of
Virginia’s teachers planning to leave the profession, school divisions are faced with great

staffing challenges now and in years to come (JLARC, 2022).

Based on this report, current and aspiring school leaders will need advanced skills and
dispositions to address staffing shortages, low morale, and job dissatisfaction. They will need to
lead teachers burdened by high workload, in poor school climates, while dealing with student
misbehaviors, and parent dissatisfaction in a way not seen before the COVID-19 pandemic
(JLARC, 2022). Principals perform a crucial role in determining the working and learning
conditions in their schools (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Grissom et al., 2021). School leaders
shoulder a heavy responsibility with high volumes of stress and workload which can lead to

principal burn-out and attrition (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Levin et al., 2020).
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Even beyond building student achievement, effective principals “have documented
impacts on other student outcomes (e.g., attendance and discipline) that are important for
students’ long-term success and on key teacher outcomes (e.g., job attitudes and retention)”
(Grissom et al., 2021, p.43). Research findings have recommended the importance of developing
a strategic focus on “cultivating, selecting, preparing, and supporting a high-quality principal
workforce” due to the principal’s “substantively important effects that extend beyond student
achievement” (Grissom et al., 2021, p. 91). According to their research, effective schools were
led by school leaders who positively built school climate and culture by promoting collaboration
and teacher efficacy around teaching and learning practices. In addition, these principals
actively developed all stakeholders’ sense of safety, value, and support which resulted in high
levels of trust and shared vision. Principals developed effective school climates by empowering
and developing teachers, fostering trust, and engaging as a visible leader with the school
community. Effective principals promoted cultures of l