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Abstract  

 

How do employees in the Clay County School District want their leaders to 

communicate with them? This qualitative research study attempts to answer that focal 

question. Six school district employees were interviewed using eight open-ended 

questions and their responses codified and classified into three themes: preferred 

communication medium, employee interpretation and internalization of communication, 

and awareness of districtwide goals. Study participants generally desired open, two-way 

communication, and professional delivery of information. Email is the preferred format 

for general communication, but employees wanted sensitive or serious topics discussed 

either one-on-one or in groups.  Some divisions were not able to articulate the district’s 

instructional initiatives or tell how they could support those initiatives. Pervasive 

throughout the research was the underlying theme of the value of positive 

supervisor/employee relationships. Although all participants relied heavily on email, they 

indicated that their sense of worth was elevated with a face-to-face conversation with 

their supervisor.  
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Qualitative Method 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to determine how employees in the Clay County 

School District want their leaders to communicate with them. Communication styles, 

types, quality and quantity were addressed through eight open-ended questions. 

Research was conducted through face-to-face interviews of seven employees and an 

electronic survey of 88 additional employees. 

 

Population and Sample 

Seven school district employees representing a variety of divisions within the district 

were interviewed face-to-face: teachers, school-based administrators, and district level 

staff. These employees were asked to answer the same eight questions. In addition, the 

questions were distributed electronically to the faculties of one elementary school, one 

junior high school, one high school, and all administrators at the school and district 

levels. Each of the questions required an open-ended response. 

 

Measures 

A set of eight specific questions were developed to address how the school district’s 

employees prefer to receive communication from their leaders and delivered in both 

face-to-face and electric formats. After several rounds of reading responses, the 

following codes were developed based on responses collected: satisfaction with 

communication, skill of communicator, awareness of instructional goals, format of 
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communication, quality of communication and employee expectations. The codes were 

then organized under themes. 

Data Collection Procedure 

Data was collected both electronically and in face-to-face interviews. Open-ended 

questions in both formats supported qualitative nature of this study. 

 

Data Analysis 

The data was analyzed by coding responses to each of the eight questions. The codes 

were then organized into major themes. Each of the themes that emerged is shown in 

bold type, with the codes that supported them listed in the table underneath.  

Preferred Communication 
Medium 

Employee Interpretation and 
Internalization of 
Communication 

Awareness of Districtwide 
Goals 

Format Satisfaction Instructional Goals 

 Skill  

 Quality  

 Open Communication  

 Expectations  
 

 

Findings 

Theme #1 Preferred Communication Medium 

Results indicate that employees crave communication through a variety of channels, 

each one being situationally dependent. Email is predominantly selected as the vehicle 

of choice for sharing general school district information, while face-to-face conversations 
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are preferred for detailed or sensitive topics. Selecting the optimal internal 

communication approach rests as much on expectations and beliefs of employees as on 

potential efficiency of message delivery. Employees tend to evaluate communication 

channels based on their expectations for those channels (Cameron & McCollum, 1993). 

Many employees purport to prefer email as an information source, even while noting the 

overload of messages they receive each day (Cubbage, 2005). While email is highly 

convenient for both sender and receiver, it is an impersonal medium and lacks the 

richness of other information sources (Markus, 1994). These findings support the 

research of Markus, Daft and Lengel. Since email is asynchronous in that there are 

delays in sending, receiving, and responding, it is not the optimal medium for conveying 

delicate or complicated information or to influence, persuade, or sell an idea. It is most 

useful for announcements to communicate the same thing to many people, to keep 

employees informed about an issue they already know about, and to reach 

geographically dispersed employees (Markus, 1994). Face-to face communication 

which allows for nonverbal communication as well as for immediate feedback is a richer 

communication vehicle (Daft and Lengel, 1986). An online presence in social media via 

the district’s OneClay app, Twitter and Facebook feeds was also noted as favorable. 

Some of the digital tools on offer today can to some extent create a virtual ‘face-to-face’ 

experience such as CEO blogs, following senior leaders on Twitter and webcasts to 

name a few. The advantage for many organisations is the degree to which this presents 

senior leadership as human and ‘in touch’ – and there is some evidence to suggest that 



 

 7 

the feeling of a personal relationship with the CEO impacts engagement positively 

(CIPD, 2010). 
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Theme #2 Employee Interpretation and Internalization of Communication 

This theme appears to be inextricably linked to the relationship between the supervisor 

and employee. Five out of seven respondents reported overall satisfaction with 

communication within their divisions, while two of the respondents who have worked in 

the district the longest indicated being less than satisfied with communication from the 

district office. The sixth respondent noted that their supervisor communicated with them 

in a less than professional manner, even reprimanding employees in public. This 

dysfunction colored the manner in which the participant received and reacted to 

communication from their supervisor. Simply put, those employees who indicated liking 

or respecting their supervisors were more satisfied and trustful with the information 

provided to them. Google Head of People Operations Lazlo Bock shared his company’s 

unique way of handling electronic sniping : The way we solve the “backstabbing” 

problem, for example, is that if you write a nasty email about someone, you shouldn’t be 

surprised if they are added to the email thread. I remember the first time I complained 

about somebody in an email and my manager promptly copied that person, which 

forced us to quickly resolve the issue. It was a stark lesson in the importance of having 

a direct conversation with my colleagues! (Bock, 2015) As John Maxwell states in The 

17 Essential Qualities of A Team Player, most communication problems can be solved 

with proximity (2002, p. 32). Again, face to face communication is preferred, even 

required, in sensitive conversations. 

Every respondent cited wanting open, two-way communication between their 

supervisors and themselves. Fundamentally, if you’re an organization that says “Our 
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people are our greatest asset” (as most do), and you mean it, you must default to open. 

Otherwise, you’re lying to your people and to yourself (Bock, 2015). 

 

Theme #3 Awareness of Districtwide Goals 

As a school district, our overarching goals and initiatives are based on instructional 

principles. Six out of the seven respondents indicated a familiarity with the district’s 

instructional goals. Four of the respondents are involved with instruction at the district or 

school level, and the fifth one is a district employee in another division who currently has 

a child enrolled in one of our schools. The sixth and seventh respondents work in the 

facilities and maintenance sector and, not surprisingly, was unfamiliar with instructional 

initiatives. Employees want to know where their organization is headed and how they 

contribute to achieving the vision (Moorcroft, 2003). An organization that succeeds in 

communicating desirable values and goals also may succeed at making employees 

identify with the organization (Morgan, et al., 2004), which predisposes employees to 

speak positively about the organization and thus influence other key stakeholders 

(Dawkins, 2004; Tucker, Meyer & Westerman, 1996). The absence of strategic and 

effective internal communication makes an organization vulnerable to “the disgruntled 

within” (Grossman, 2005, p. 3) since employees pose a significant threat to 

organizations that fail to ensure the consistency between external and internal 

messages (Hannegan, 2004; Dawkins, 2004). Employees with sufficient information 

about their organization are less likely to spread rumors and more likely to defend the 
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organization (Cubbage, 2005). This presents a more positive work culture and public 

view of the organization. 

Conclusion 

There appears to be a layering or stratifying dimension to the themes of Preferred 

Communication Medium, Employee Interpretation and Internalization of Communication, 

and Awareness of Districtwide Goals. An underlying theme of satisfactory professional 

relationships between supervisors and employees pervades all three. All six of the 

participants indicated satisfaction with information received at their local worksite; 

however the trust and respect for the person delivering the message varied. The further 

removed from the local worksite the information originated, the less likely the 

respondents were to say they were very satisfied. Those who have been employed by 

the district the longest were the most skeptical about communication: one longed for the 

way it was in the past when the district was smaller and one recognized their division 

being stuck in the past and still hoarding information but had hopes for improvement 

with a new supervisor in place. Findings indicate that the personal influence of the CEO 

and top managers has an effect on information satisfaction, and consequently how 

employees speak about the organization to external stakeholders. Employees at all 

levels who have a relationship with the CEO are more satisfied with the information they 

receive and feel a greater responsibility to advocate for the organization. Even the 

perception of a relationship with the CEO leads to communication satisfaction (White, et 

al., 2010). 
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Open, two-way communication was important to all those questioned. Stein (2006) 

looked at the relationship between types of communication channels and the perceived 

sense of community in a large, complex organization. She found a high correlation 

between communication and the community-building process. There is a symbiotic 

relationship between communication and organizational culture: communication 

influences culture and culture influences communication. The perception of a positive 

sense of community inside an organization contributes to a positive organizational 

culture. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Use email for general information sharing, but as a supervisor don’t hide behind it. 

Employees want to see you and talk with you in person when possible. 

2. Keep employees informed and in the know. Each division should understand how it 

is contributing to the overarching instructional goals of the district. 

3. Deal with email bullies or those exhibiting unprofessional behavior in a direct, face-

to-face manner. Don't ignore the obvious. 

4. If you are a new leader in a school, have an open door, open communication 

approach with your faculty. Transparency banishes rumors and facilitates the 

“getting to know you” phase of your new relationship. 

5. Measure. Use survey tools to periodically assess the pulse of communication within 

your school/department/division. 



 

 12 

References 

 

Bock, L. (2015). Work rules!: Insights from inside Google that will transform how you live 

 and lead. New York, NY: 12 Twelve.  

Cameron, G.T. & McCollum, T. (1993), “Competing Corporate Cultures: A Multi- 

method,  Cultural Analysis of the Role of Internal Communication”, Journal of Public 

  Relations Research, Vol. 5 n. 4, pp. 217-250. 

Chartered Institute for Personnel Development ( 2010). Harnessing the Power of   

 Employee Communications. London, UK: CIPD. 

Cubbage, A.K. (2005), “Inside Voices”, Currents, Vol. 31, pp. 14-19.  

Daft, R. L. and Lengel, R. H (1986), “Organizational Information Rrequirements, Media 

 Richness and Structural Design”, Management Science, Vol. 32 n. 5, pp.   

 554-571. 

Grossman, R. (2005) “Sometimes It Pays to Play the Fool”, The Business    

 Communicator, Vol.6 n.4, pp.3. 

Hannegan, C. (2004) “Employees as Reputation Makers”, Strategic Communication  

 Management, Vol. 8 n. 6, pp. 5. 

Markus, M. L. (1994), “Electronic Mail as the Medium of Managerial Choice”,   

 Organization Science, Vol. 5 n. 4, pp. 502-524. 

Maxwell, J. (2002). The 17 Essential Qualities of a Team Player. Nashville, TN: Thomas 

  Nelson. 

Morgan, J.M., Reynolds, C.M., Nelson, T.J., Johanningmeier, A.R., Griffin, M., & 



 

 13 

 Andrade, P. (2004), “Tales from the Fields: Sources of Employee Identification in  

 Agribusiness”, Management Communication Quarterly, Vol. 17 n. 3, pp. 360-  

 395. 

Moorcroft, D. (2003), “Linking Communication Strategy with Organizational Goals”,  

 Strategic Communication Management, Vol. 7 n. 6, pp. 24-27. 

Tucker, M. L., Meyer, G. D., & Westerman, J. W. (1996), “Organization Communication: 

 Development of Internal Strategic Competitive Advantage”, Journal of Business  

 Communication, Vol 33 n. 1, pp. 51-69. 

White, C., Vanc, A., & Stafford, G. (2010). Internal Communication, Information   

 Satisfaction, and Sense of Community: The Effect of Personal Influence. Journal  

 of Public Relations Research, 65-84. Retrieved May 25, 2015, from  

 http://instituteforpr.org/wp-content/uploads/White_Vanc_Stafford.pdf  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 14 

 

Appendix 

 

Interview Data 

Coded Key: 

Satisfaction with communication 

Skill of communicator 

Awareness of instructional goals 

Format of communication 

Quality of communication 

Employee expectations 

 

Participant #1 

District Employee 

Non-Instructional 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

 Just give me general direction and leave me alone to get the job done. 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

 I have no preference. Whichever is convenient. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 
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 In my little realm I am very satisfied with the communication we receive and how  

 we communicate within my division. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

 It is always very timely. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

 This is not my world, so I would rate myself as below average. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 

 Phone calls in emergency or face to face, email for everything else. 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they?  

 My supervisor has no problems in communication—I feel like I am always in the  

 loop. 

Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 

 None 

 

Participant #2 

Elementary School Teacher 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 
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	 I would like openness and honesty in communication style from leaders.  It's nice  

 to feel administrators are there to support and assist and not micromanage.  If  

 they approach us with a new test or county/state initiative with confidence that we 

 work as a team, it's much more welcomed than feeling as though they are 

 "dumping" it on us. Also, friendliness and approachability go a long way in   

 developing the relationship between teacher and administrators.  

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you?  

 Preferred communication- depends on topic.  For some an email would suffice,  

 though others may require face to face. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division.  

 Communication with district-for the most part very satisfied, some conflicting info  

 but for the most part very satisfied. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive?  

 The information I receive is  timely. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives.  

 The district's instructional initiatives (Empower, Engage, Innovate) were read,  

 reviewed, and applied throughout the year. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group)  

 Type of communication from CCSD- email is fine for routine info, but other things 

  that may provoke questions I would prefer small group or face to face. 
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Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they?  

 I am pleased with my supervisor's communication skills.  No complaints at all. 

Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency?  

 Communication is addressed pretty thoroughly above.  I feel efficiency is   

 achieved through consistency and feeling comfortable that you feel your   

 students, parents, and administrators appreciate and support what you do in the  

 classroom.  This is difficult to achieve when the administration changes so often.  

 We work as a school to educate and build relationships with the community,  

 however, this takes time.  Different administrators have different leadership  

 styles, and being efficient varies in the eyes of different administrators. 

 

Participant #3 

Assistant Principal 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

 Clarity and consistency, email is best because I can save it for future use 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

 Face to face communication is best but I also like email  

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 
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 Skipped 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

 The information that I have received that has not changed mid step has been  

 very timely and useful but too often things change on the fly. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

 The framework for Intentional and targeting teaching is a must in the classroom  

 and should encompass writing in all content areas. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 

 The fewer hours that I spend away from my school the better it is for my school.  

 There are times in which school administrators are needed to be off campus but  

 it needs to be limited. 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they?  

 There is no apparent problem. 

Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 

 The school district needs to have a single voice in regards to importance of  

 initiatives such as PLC and Academies meetings.  

 

Participant #4 

District Employee 
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Non-Instructional Division 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

 I want openness, transparency, and two way communication. 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

 I have no preference because it depends on the situation. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 

 I am a little dissatisfied. We are not where we used to be. I’m hoping to get back  

 it. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

 It is very timely and useful. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

 We are concentrating on high school redesign by using the academy concept.  

 We are readying students for both college and the world of work. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 

 All of the above are fine, depending on the situation. 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they? 

 My supervisor is a good communicator. There are no issues.   
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Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 

 My division is a little old-school and people tend to hoard information like it  

 makes them better if they know more than you. It has gotten better since we got  

 a new boss. 
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Participant #5 

High School Teacher 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

 Open communication-don’t assume I already know. 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

 It depends on the situation. General information can come through email, but  

 discipline should be face-to-face. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 

 Communication seems to have worsened with an increase in technology. It  

 should have made it easier. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

 Most communication now is actually rather late. Advanced notice would be nice. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

 Engage, Empower, Innovate 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 

 Once again it depends on the content. Email is good for general information. 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they? 

 All good.   
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Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 

 We used to be so much better at communicating before we had so many   

 communication devices. Since I’ve been here so long I know how things have 

 “always been.” Changes in philosophies need to be communicated better. I feel  

 like new employees are not given full instruction on policies and procedures.  

 Maybe we need to be explicit with each other as well as how we communicate  

 with our students. 

 

Participant #6 

District Employee 

Instructional Division 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

 I want my leader to communicate with me in a timely, informative, concise and  

 above all professional manner. 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

 It depends on the information. If it’s general, then email or group meetings are  

 fine. If it’s specific then I’d prefer face-to-face with professionalism and 

objectivity. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 
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 Overall I’m satisfied but there is an exception. And that is the professionalism in  

 communication needs to be of highest importance with my direct supervisor.  

 Sometimes I get a snarky email from a principal, but most are great. I think all  

 district employees would benefit from a “code of conduct”/protocol on   

 communicating professionally in our organization. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

 It’s relevant, timely and useful. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

 We are using the Framework for Intentional Teaching and Learning. Also   

 Innovate, Engage, and Empower. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 

 Email or large group is preferred for general information. If the message is  

 sensitive, then it needs to be delivered face-to-face. 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they? 

 My direct supervisor is a good presenter but lacks interpersonal skills and   

 professionalism. They are more of a reactionary communicator and have   

 reprimanded employees in public. 

Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 
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 I really like the OneClay app, and our Twitter presence. We need to be   

 developing a comprehensive social media plan like the one set up by Robin  

 Bossinger. And since email is public record, a county protocol would be nice to  

 follow—on timeliness of response, professionalism, and a hierarchy to follow 

Participant #7 

District Employee 

Non-Instructional 

 

What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 

Timely, Clear, Quantitative and Effective Communication that will enable the      

Organization and the Employees to Grow and Move Forward. Employees that are 

informed will make better decisions, have a better attitude towards their job and 

ultimately will provide a positive impact within the Organization. 

How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 

Same as above. In any organization, both big and small, the above should be the 

standard at every level. 

Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division.  

Personally, I am quite satisfied with the District itself and the means in which they 

communicate through their Website and Social Media.  
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In the Division itself, I am truly dissatisfied with the level of communication. “Effective 

Leaders are Effective Communicators” and strive to bring an organization together to 

meet an objective or a common goal. There is a very apparent/deliberate division in 

Support Services between Facilities, Maintenance and Operations that appears to 

prohibit an opportunity to move forward and improve the climate and the day to day 

business. From my perspective and others, there appears to be too many past and 

present personality conflicts. There is a definite lack of communication effort/skill at the 

top. I could go on but I believe I have made my point. Opportunity is being squandered. 

How timely and useful is the information you receive? 

District information thus far in my short tenure appears to be timely thru email, website, 

or social media. Not all of it pertains to Maint Department but at least we get it.  

If it is Division information then that is situation dependent, depending on the need to 

know at the time. Normally it is last minute or apparently only when there is a need to 

know it. Not in every case, but it appears to be the climate/culture that has been 

fostered/established and the torch has been passed on. “Change” is not accepted nor 

adapted very well in some cases. The information is useful considering it has to do with 

supporting the District in some form or fashion. 

Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 

What I know is what I read on the One Clay Website and the Information I obtain at the 

School Board meetings I attend. 

Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 
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The venues in which the District communicates are great and seem to improve all the 

time when and as needed.  Your communication TEAM does a fine job from what I have 

observed in my short amount of employment getting the message out to employees and 

the general public. 

 

 

Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they?  

Personally I believe he has great communication skills, but, I believe he chooses not to 

utilize them to his fullest potential for the greater of the good leading Support Services. 

More harm is being done than any good to move the Division forward.  “We have 

always done it that way” seems to come it to play or the “lets don’t rock the boat until I 

retire” mentality takes over in the name of Leadership.  

What improvements would I like to see or if given the opportunity to change; 

Communicate to the entire Division on the Master Plan for Support Services if there is 

one. Create/cultivate an atmosphere that shows we are “ONE TEAM” Facilities and 

Maintenance/Operations. Utilize/Maximize your organizational chart to its fullest 

potential that will maximize the greatest results for the CCSD. 

These comments and viewpoints are not just my own but are shared by many. But 

unfortunately “many” will not share because of a fear of retribution or fear of job loss. 

That is sad in any organization. 
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Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to help 

improve communication performance and efficiency? 

I recommend Division Leadership do just that, Lead effectively by effective 

communications and foster/cultivate a climate/atmosphere of inclusion not exclusion. 
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Interview questions answered by all study participants: 
 

You have been selected to participate in a survey about communication within our 
school district. Please take a few minutes to answer the following questions. Your input 
is valuable, and will remain anonymous. Thank you in advance for your help. 
 
I am a: 
Principal 
Vice Principal 
Assistant Principal 
Teacher at an elementary school 
Teacher at a junior high school 
Teacher at a high school 
District employee 
 

• What do you want from your leaders in terms of communication style, type, quantity, 

etc.? 
• How do you prefer your direct supervisor to communicate with you? 
• Describe your level of satisfaction or lack thereof with communication within the Clay 

County School District and/or your school or division. 
• How timely and useful is the information you receive? 
• Describe what you know about the school district’s instructional initiatives. 
• Describe what type of communication you prefer coming from the CCSD and when 

those types are best used? (phone, email, face to face, small group, large group) 
• Describe your direct supervisor’s communication skills. Are there areas in which you 

would like to see improvement? What are they?  
• Do you have any suggestions for the district or your school or division leadership to 

help improve communication performance and efficiency? 
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