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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this Mixed Methods Phenomenological study was to investigate 

engagement in education through a global lens. As an educator and avid traveler, the researcher 

noticed a distinct difference in the attitude, investment, and engagement of international 

students compared to those within the United States. In most countries outside the U.S., there 

seemed to be an excitement and value for learning compared to the U.S., where the researcher 

found students uninterested or reluctant to engage in their education. This study investigates 

international engagement in education from the lens of multiple stakeholders through cognitive 

dissonance theory.  

A perceived lack of engagement from American stakeholders is presented as an 

academic problem based on the researcher’s hypothesis and purpose of the study. The research 

on systemic educational shifts worldwide over the last century acknowledges the United States 

academic plateau since the 1950s. The importance and different leadership styles are reviewed 

as well as common attributes for systemic educational change to promote engagement within 

education. A deeper dive into education and beyond, college and career readiness, and the 

importance of engaging students in their educational journey for sustainable success are 

presented in chapter two. The study's methodology, data collection procedures, and review of 

findings are presented and analyzed. Results are examined in connection to the four research 

questions and concludes with implications of practice and future research exploration. 

Keywords:  education, engagement, value, worldwide, phenomenological, United States, 

countries, attributes, students, families, administrators, system
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Over the last century, education systems have evolved, and although the delivery of 

content and strategies seem to be similar around the world (Clint, 2017; Schmidt & Burroughs, 

2015; Zhao et al., 2005), there appears to be a difference in value for learning and education. 

Over the last decade, the United States continues to regress academically (Lewis, 2014; Sobe & 

Ness, 2010) compared to other countries even though the systems and practices are similar. The 

proposed difference appears to be the engagement level from each stakeholder. Global 

engagement will be examined from the lens of different stakeholders (administrators, teachers, 

and families) to analyze the value of learning from each perspective.  

Statement of the Problem 

The United States of America appeared to be an international front runner in the field of 

education in the 1950s (Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015; Sobe & Ness, 2010); however, an academic 

deficit evidenced by data from the triennial Program for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) and National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 1996) presents a problem for 

the U.S’s educational sustainability, economic success, and global competitiveness (DeVos, 

2020; Jacobson, 2019; Lewis, 2014; Ryan, 2013; Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015; Sobe & Ness, 

2010).  

Purpose of the Study 

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) first utilized the 

PISA in 2000 to compare academic success globally. After the results, many countries that 

performed poorly, such as Germany, implanted comprehensive changes to their education 

systems; however, the US delayed responding to the below-average ranking until 2010 (Martens 

& Niemann, 2013). Based on a lack of response to poor academic performance from the U.S. on 
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international assessments, such as PISA, the purpose of this phenomenological Mixed Methods 

study is to compare multiple countries’ academic success to their level of engagement and value 

of learning by collecting data from teachers, administrators, and families. Global engagement in 

education is defined as an investment in learning examined through different stakeholder’s 

(family, teacher, administrator) lenses (Embleton, 2015; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). The survey 

findings involving engagement in learning will then be compared to international assessments, 

such as the PISA, to determine discrepancies and/or connections.  

Research Questions  

1) How do staff, students, and families engage, value and view education around the world?   

2) Who is responsible for instilling a value for education and ensuring students learn? 

3) How does perceived engagement correlate with a county’s academic success on international 

assessments?  

4) What are the top attributes countries around the world use to ensure engagement in education 

from every stakeholder?   

Theoretical Framework 

Cognitive dissonance is the amount of conflict and tension one feels regarding beliefs or 

behaviors (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Hoshino-Browne, 2012). Because everyone has individual 

biases, perspectives, and lenses, they judge situations based on experiences, culture, and 

personalities. Therefore, it is important to be aware of cognitive dissonances when researching 

topics such as engagement. The learned rationalization process associated with viewpoints can 

create a feeling of discomfort (Jarcho et al., 2011). Not everyone experiences cognitive 

dissonance to the same degree, and it stems from a need for consistency. “People generally strive 

for consistency between their attitudes and actions and try to align their actions with their 
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attitudes or their choices with their preferences” (Hoshino-Browne, 2012, p. 1). Understanding 

cognitive dissonance is important for this study to structure survey questions with intention and 

strategically to limit participant and researcher biases.  

This psychological phenomenon called Cognitive Dissonance is evident within 

educational systems because staff, administrators, and families bring beliefs and behaviors 

ingrained in either personal or cultural biases (Cooper & Carlsmith, 2015). Global engagement in 

education is a topic of interest because a stakeholder’s individual investment seems to vary 

depending on the country. Cognitive dissonance recognizes factors such as cross-cultural 

comparisons of individualistic cultures such as North America compared to collective cultures 

such as East Asia (Hoshino-Browne, 2012). These internal attributes and conflicts can directly 

affect, positively or negatively, engagement within schools, which could skew the data. As an 

American educator, the researcher’s ingrained patriotism exists, yet personal beliefs and biases 

against the U. S.’ education system are recognized through Cognitive Dissonance. An example 

of Cognitive Dissonance Theoretical Framework concerning this research study is demonstrated 

in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1.  

Example of Cognitive Dissonance as a Theoretical Framework 

Inconsistent                        Self-image   Experience of       Dissonance reduction by 
cognitions                threat                 dissonance                      attitude change and 
              justification of behavior 

 

 

     
     ≠               = 
 

 

Significance of the Study 

Engagement encompasses multiple meanings, especially regarding education (Embleton, 

2015; Newmann, 1992; Zhao et al., 2005). It could refer to a student’s attentiveness during a 

lesson (Rodriguez & Elbaum, 2014), a teacher’s contribution to culture (Zhao et al., 2005), or a 

parent’s participation and involvement in school functions (Mo & Singh, 2008). During many 

international trips, the researcher, with an educational background, visited schools worldwide to 

find a range of values that sparked curiosity around the definition of educational engagement. 

From each stakeholder’s lens, engagement was analyzed in-depth to see how academic results 

from international instruments, leadership styles, and best teaching practices align in education 

on a global platform.  

This study's significance is instrumental in examining and understanding a perceived 

threat to the U.S.’s education system and a lack of value in learning. The United States seemed to 

be an international leader in education; however, a decline since the 1950s threatens the 

academic success of a great nation (DeVos, 2020; Ryan, 2013; Schneider, 2017; Sobe & Ness, 

Cognition #1 
Initial Attitude 

“I am an American 
educator.” 

Cognition #2 
Behavior 

I don’t believe in the 
U.S. education system. 

Cognition #2 
Behavior 

“I support and believe in 
the U.S. education 

system.” 

Cognition #1 
Attitude Change 

“I work for the education 
system in America.” Psychological 

tension 
“I’m 

unpatriotic.” 
“I’m a 

hypocrite.” 

“I am a good 
educator and 

American.” 
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2010). As both an international explorer and educator, the researcher’s philosophy predicts a lack 

of engagement and value that impacts the United States’ education system, ultimately affecting 

communities, states, and the United States as a whole. Families, educators, and communities play 

an imperative role in the academic success and emotional wellbeing of students who are the 

future (Griffith & Slade, 2018; Jia et al., 2009). When stakeholders lack emotional buy-in and 

academic empowerment, the ripple effect stretches for decades. This study hopes to reveal 

insight into the United States’ academic plateau and offer an international lens into the 

perception and responsibility of engagement in education. Reviewing the historical shifts of 

educational systems, comparing attributes for systemwide education change around engagement, 

and considering the future purpose of educational systems, the researcher will compile a survey 

gathering current data from stakeholders worldwide.  

Definition of Terms 

The following are definitions of terms that are used throughout this study. More thorough 

explanations and examples follow in the preceding chapters.  

Academic Engagement: “Psychological investment in an effort directed toward learning, 

understanding, or mastering the knowledge, skills, or crafts that academic work is intended to 

promote” (Mo & Singh, 2008, p. 2). 

Engagement: “The extent to which students identify with and value schooling and 

participate in academic and nonacademic learning activities” (Linnakyla & Malin, 2008, p. 585). 

Covid-19: Is an acute respiratory illness in humans caused by a coronavirus, capable of 

producing severe symptoms and in some cases death, especially in older people and those with 

underlying health conditions. It was initially identified in China in 2019 and became pandemic in 

2020. 
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Global Awareness:  Global awareness encompasses perceived knowledge (how much one 

thinks they know about other cultures) with the perception of interconnectedness with others in 

the world (Katzaraska-Millar & Reysen, 2019). 

Global Engagement: Global engagement in education will be generally defined as the 

investment in education examined through different lenses to uncover common attributes of a 

successful educational system, both academically and emotionally (Embleton, 2015). 

Stakeholders: Stakeholders will consist of teachers, administrators, and families.  

Value: “[Value] resides in the enterprise, itself: the hub, the schools, and their members; 

their formal routines, tools, and artifacts; their collective dynamic capabilities; and tacit 

understandings and ways of working retained and reproduced in communities of practice 

(Peurach & Glazer, 2011, p. 27). 

Limitations 

This research's limitations include potential preconceptions participants feel when 

answering questions, such as predicting and responding based on what they “think” the right 

answer should be. Intentional phrasing and strategic questioning will be included to minimize 

unconscious biases participants might subliminally input when answering questions.   

Another current limitation will be access to international stakeholders due to COVID. 

The original plan for data collection was to target countries based on international assessments, 

such as PISA. With school closures, the study was opened to all countries to remove barriers and 

maximize the number of participants. Due to worldwide restrictions, enlisting families, 

administrators, and teachers proved challenging and solely based on the researcher and chair's 

connections. 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study is to research aspects of engagement from all stakeholders 

within education through an international lens which is imperative for an academically declining 

education system, such as the United States. Using research on the history of education, best 

practices, and studies on engagement, the researcher intends to examine the value of education 

by interviewing families and educators worldwide. Although the current pandemic poses 

potential limitations due to the availability of participants and data collection, the significance of 

engagement in education from a global perspective is more relevant than ever in understanding 

the need to engage stakeholders in an everchanging education system. 

This dissertation is presented in five chapters. Chapter 1 includes a statement of the 

problem, the study's purpose, research questions, theoretical framework, the study's significance, 

definitions, limitations, and a summary. Chapter 2 includes a thorough review of literature 

around the topic, such as changing faces of education, leadership, attributes for systemwide 

educational change, future of education, and engagement in education. Chapter 3 contains the 

setting, participants, sampling procedures, instrumentation and measures, plan for data collection 

and analysis, plan to address ethical issues, and a summary. Chapter 4 examines the study 

results, with an introduction, quantitative data analysis, findings of the qualitative research, and a 

summary. Chapter 5 reviews the results and conclusions, an introduction, implications for 

practice, recommendations for further research, conclusion, and summary. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Around the world, an education system proves a complex and essential component for a 

country’s long-term success. Historically, a structured education system was deemed appropriate 

for an industrial era (Sobe & Ness, 2010); however, as society shifted to the 21st century, the 

United States remains stuck in an outdated education system (Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015; Sobe & 

Ness, 2010). According to international assessments, such as the Program for International 

Students Assessment (PISA), the resistance to shift educational practices and engage 

stakeholders threatens continued stabilization and potential decline (Jacobson, 2019; Lewis, 

2014; Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015) for the United States. International comparison studies (Jia et 

al., 2009; Zhao et al., 2005) reveal the impact of the United States’ educational plateau on 

academic success, educational engagement, and social-emotional learning compared to other 

countries. The global pandemic, COVID of 2020, proves how high-performing education 

systems worldwide utilized proactive approaches as they implemented and transitioned with ease 

to virtual learning compared to the United States when forced to close schools and teach virtually 

(NCEE, 2020).  

The majority of the chapter synthesizes six common attributes proven to drive academic 

success (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). They are positive climate, focus, goals, 

communication, capacity building, and data. In addition to the academic benefits of a robust 

educational system, social-emotional learning proves to be a new necessary staple within an 

education system. The chapter will investigate how education has shifted over the years, 

common attributes for systemwide change, college and career readiness, and the need for 

educational engagement from all stakeholders.  
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Changing Face of Education 

Educational Shifts 

Over the last decade, education has seen instrumental shifts on a global scale. Studying 

the impacts of education on a community and economy has forced a change in policies and the 

need for a different system to build positive citizens for the future (Holloway & Jöns, 2012). 

Research shows that student’s perception of school climate impacts their emotional, social, and 

educational growth (Ferguson, 2020; Greenberg et al., 2017; Jia et al., 2009; Katzaraska-Millar 

& Reysen, 2019), ultimately affecting society. Education functions differently from previous 

years, moving from an academic structure to scholars needing to interpret social norms, policies, 

connections, and knowledge in a detailed manner (Sobe & Ness, 2010). 

Around the world, education has seen a need to shift from a sit-and-get (Khalid et al., 

2017) approach to a measure of investment and participation from all stakeholders (Al-Alwan, 

2014; Mo & Singh, 2008). Benchmarks for success, known as standards in many countries, have 

been developed by organizations to focus on academic achievement and provide specific goals 

for students worldwide (Gurria, 2011). The Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) functions as a platform for thirty-six countries to compare policy, 

educational performance, systems and assess achievement globally (OECD, 2018a).  

Standards-based systems focused on academics emerged as a need to educate the whole 

child worldwide (Benavot & Naidoo, 2018; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). In an interview with the 

former Director of Global Education (Benavot & Naidoo, 2018), the new global education 

initiative provides individuals, governments, international agencies, civil society organizations, 

and the private sector with a direction and means to link education-specific targets with the 

broader sustainable development goals regarding priorities around people, planet, peace, and 
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prosperity. To align with new global goals, education organizations need to teach more than 

academics and delve into social-emotional learning (Greenberg et al., 2017). True to cognitive 

dissonance, the internal conflict resistance to change, the United States delayed implementation 

of the new norm for school systems which include educating students on the interconnectedness 

between self and world, values, character traits, and life skills (Hoshino-Browne, 2012; 

Katzaraska-Millar & Reysen, 2019). 

A shift towards whole system reform has emerged as a critical change agent. Naicker & 

Mestry (2016) discuss change through a systemic approach. To change the culture of a district, 

one must invest in systemwide collaboration for improvement. The core of these systems is 

educational infrastructures that focus on building capacity for all employees and intentional 

support systems for teachers and leaders (Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015) to maximize the individual 

potential for organizational success (Wooden & Jamison, 2018). Policymakers recognize that 

state, district, and schools connect through intricate cultures and systems vital to change efforts 

(Lai et al., 2015). International researchers and educators Michael Fullan (2016) and John Hattie 

(2014) have extensively studied the history of education, educational leadership, and best 

practices for teachers. Alongside many other authors, all affirm that the time where classrooms, 

schools, districts, states, or countries function as silos in isolation is counterproductive; now, real 

transformation relies on all levels working together to improve (Fullan, 2016; Hattie, 2014; 

Levin, 2012; Naicker & Mestry, 2016; Tatsuoka et al., 2004). Systemwide collaboration, all 

stakeholders working in unison, is the key to systematic improvements (Fullan, 2010; Levin, 

2012; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Successful educational systems best function with synchronous, 

global, systematic change (Augustine et al., 2009; Fullan, 2016; Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015).  
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United States’ Educational Plateau 

“Success will go to those individuals and nations swift to adapt, slow to complain, and 

open to change” (Schleicher, 2009, p. 16). Although the United States was a frontrunner in 

education, over the years, other nations have surpassed it due to the inability to progress (Lewis, 

2014). As a response to A Nation at Risk in 1983, the United States seemed to recognize the 

concern, but lacked solutions or reforms and continued to push against the political analysis 

(Gurria, 2011). In 1992, the United States’ 4th graders scored third, below Finland and Sweden, 

on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) proving their academic 

competitiveness in literacy; however, concern for sustainable international competitiveness 

emerges as U.S. students fall short of skills predicted for 21st century careers (Binkley & 

Williams, 1996). Fullan (2016) reiterates the urgency to evolve with other countries in response 

to the fast-paced, multimedia global competition against the traditional classroom from fifty 

years ago. In many countries, teaching is viewed as a noble and respected profession; however, 

this does not seem to be the United States’ case. The way the United States implements 

education reform is piecemeal and is not likely to make a difference (Fullan, 1996).  

Because there is a direct correlation between school and community, it is even more 

important to redefine the school system to prepare the whole child to be lifelong learners and 

global citizens (Augustine et al., 2009; Katzaraska-Millar & Reysen, 2019; Sebring et al., 2006). 

In the book, The Principal, Fullan (2014) addresses the shift in expectations for the school 

system and the impact of a leader. The leader should be the invisible driver to include everyone’s 

voice and empower leaders in every seat to ensure sustainability (Augustine et al., 2009; Okoji, 

2015). As educational expectations have increased, the principal’s role has also evolved over the 

last few decades. Fullan (2014) states, “principals are expected to run a smooth school; manage 
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health, safety, and the building; innovate without upsetting anyone; connect with students and 

teachers; be responsive to parents and the community; answer to their districts; and above all, 

deliver results” (p. 6). This new role requires intentional and intuitive leadership to leverage 

change while involving all global stakeholders to achieve a positive association between high-

quality administration and effective school systems (Augustine et al., 2009; Naicker & Mestry, 

2016). 

Attributes for Systemwide Education Change to Ensure Engagement 

Six Common Attributes 

Educational systems are interconnected and interdependent, relying on multiple moving 

parts, most in humanistic form, working simultaneously to ensure success (Fullan, 2010). In an 

ever-evolving education system, some common attributes include: establishing a positive school 

culture and climate while holding stakeholders accountable to high standards, providing specific 

and time-sensitive feedback, building partnerships, and the capacity of educators to meet 

frequently shifting targets(Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Murray & Pollard, 2011; Şahın, 2011; 

Senge et al., 2012). Experts continue to study educational systems' complexity (Fullan, 2010, 

2016; Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015; Levin, 2012; Naicker & Mestry, 2016) to try and identify a 

formula or instructional manual for achievement; however, it continues to be a work in progress. 

Common attributes found from specific studies on systemwide change (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & 

Mestry, 2016) encourage stakeholder's engagement and investment in their education system.  
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Table 1  

Eight Common Attributes 

              
Elements of System-Wide Change Elements of Successful Reform 
(Naicker & Mestry, 2016, p. 4) (Fullan, 2010, p. 21)      
Goal setting A small number of ambitious goals 
 
Positive engagement A guiding coalition at the top 
 
Capacity building High standards and expectations 
 
Effective Communication Collective capacity building linked to instruction  
 
Research  Mobilizing the data as a strategy for improvement 
 
Innovation  Intervention in a nonpunitive manner 
 
Focus  Being vigilant about “distractors” 
 
Resources     Being transparent, relentless, and challenging 
   

Out of the elements taken from studies on successful systems (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & 

Mestry, 2016), there are six that seem to be the most common attributes for systemwide change 

in education. These six will be further discussed: positive climate, focus, goals, communication, 

building capacity, and data (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). 

Positive Climate 

Education is a unique system where a positive school climate directly impacts teacher 

and student success (Broadfoot & Little, 2003; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Most big businesses 

are driven by extrinsic, monetary rewards where educators reveal that intrinsic rewards are more 

relevant to them (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Shim & Ryan, 2005). “Teachers have an innate desire 

to belong and contribute- to be part of something bigger than themselves” (Fullan & Quinn, 

2016, p. 51). Therefore, a teacher’s contribution to creating a positive environment is essential to 

success in a system where results relate to individual output and outcome (Hopkins & Woulfin, 
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2015; Levin, 2012; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Transforming a school culture that fosters 

collaboration, develops healthy interrelationships, engages in collective capacity building, 

inspires problem-solving, and encourages networking within a community that requires a culture 

of positive and internal motivation (Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Punitive leadership or fiscal 

incentives may drive educators temporarily; however, personal buy-in to a more significant 

cause increases momentum, purpose, improvement, and ultimately enhances a favorable climate 

(Fullan, 2014; Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Utilizing test results to hold educators accountable and 

reward or punish teachers promotes individuality, fragmented quick fixes, and loss of 

motivation, which is detrimental to the education system (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).  

Creating a forgiving environment that welcomes mistakes, innovation, and learning is 

one factor of a positive school climate (Dweck, 2016; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Freed, 2001). By 

allowing people to make mistakes, people are more apt to take risks. Fullan (2014) emphasizes 

the shift in the teacher’s role in education as facilitators rather than experts. Sharing the 

responsibility for learning with students allows for inquiry and ownership of information. A 

growth mindset model that welcomes mistakes and specific feedback proves to be a better 

approach to learning (Fullan, 1995; Şahın, 2011) and emphasizes improving the process and 

system (Freed, 2001).  

To create a growth mindset culture where all stakeholders invest in learning and mistakes 

is part of the process and a leader must be able to model and encourage practices that support 

teacher’s progress and build capacity (Dweck, 2016; Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015). This mental 

model supports the internal rather than external rewards as it promotes a continuum rather than a 

result. Carol Dweck (2016) has spent decades researching achievement and success and found 

that those who focus on building an environment that promotes a growth mindset rather than 
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fixed, reap the rewards beyond numbers. It is crucial to create a positive culture with norms that 

expand both the leader and teacher’s capacity while reflecting a vision around student 

achievement (Neumerski et al., 2018; Peurach & Glazer, 2011; Spillane & Hopkins, 2013). 

Problems are inevitable; the process in which one perseveres to experience success is the real 

learning opportunity (Duckworth, 2016). Learning organizations centered around educating 

individuals value the importance of taking risks, practical problem solving, and solution-based 

outcomes (Freed, 2001; Fullan, 1996). Creating a positive culture that instills passion, 

exploration, collaboration, and takes the time to develop people working to make the vision a 

reality are the organizations that show the greatest success.  

As a leader sets the tone, teachers lay the foundation for positive school culture (Cogaltay 

et al., 2016). Relationships are a huge component in creating a positive school culture (Arbabi & 

Mehdinezhad, 2016; Guerin, 2014). Teachers must work to understand their students 

academically and work to discover their strengths, interests, and experiences related to learning 

(Mikeska et al., 2009). By promoting a culture of intentionally caring, teachers will not only 

notice but interpret and emulate those actions. The adults on a school campus set, especially the 

adults, set the tone for a positive culture by their behaviors, which signals to students a feeling of 

emotional, physical, and academic safety  (Şahın, 2011). Teacher's actions impact students' 

motivation, cognitive learning, and thinking in class (Lai et al., 2015; Titsworth et al., 2010). A 

proven indicator of success is creating a positive learning environment where both adults and 

students feel safe and connected to their school environment (Waters et al., 2010).  

Students who enjoy school are more successful (Kuperminc et al., 1997; Lai et al., 2015). 

Some indicators of success are fewer disciplinary problems, absenteeism, and academic 
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achievement. In a cross-national study by Lai et al. (2015), students' perception of school 

investigated four statements:  

1. School has done little to prepare me for adult life when I leave school (T1-Little for 

Life); 2. School has been a waste of time (T2-Waste Time); 3. School has helped give me 

confidence to make decisions (T3-Give Confidence); and 4. The school has taught me 

things that could be useful in a job (T4-Useful in Job). (1)–Strongly disagree to (4) – 

Strongly agree (p. 35). 

The results show that a positive attitude towards school connects to a sense of belonging 

in their community and directly impacts future endeavors (Lai et al., 2015). Across continents, 

students who feel connected to their school are more likely to succeed in all areas (Jose & Pryor, 

2010; Waters et al., 2010). A positive connection to the school was also evident in students' 

ownership and investment in climate and culture, which resulted in a higher initiative to 

intervene when other students exhibited negative behaviors (Zeiser et al., 2014). Many factors 

influence attitude, including academic learning experience, school satisfaction, communication, 

self-perception, motivation, climate, and relationships with teachers (Lai et al., 2015). As 

educators around the world continue to research, restructure, and re-culture schools (Fullan 

1995), a clearly defined purpose proves to be another essential success indicator. 

Focus 

When school systems hone in on a small number of specific focus objectives, they are 

more likely to see success (Jacobs, 2016; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). A common problem is states, 

districts, and schools hover their attention over mass initiatives spreading their energy and efforts 

too thin to make a long-lasting impact (Fullan, 2010; Keller & Papasan, 2013). 
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A key driver in simplifying focus is the leader. Strategic leaders are gifted with 

discernment and can identify where the school needs to go, communicate it clearly with staff, 

and motivate others to embrace it (Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Williams & Johnson, 2013). A 

transformational leader solicits ideas from followers and takes the team through the process of 

developing a shared vision that inspires buy-in (Anderson, 2017). The commonalities are clarity 

and belief amongst all stakeholders (Bambrick-Santoyo & Peiser, 2012; Freed et al., 2011; 

Kimball, 2011; Mo & Singh, 2008; Senge et al., 2012; Sinek, 2009). The leader must also 

consider the school and community's values and traditions as both impact school culture. These 

include language, beliefs, experiences, previous influencers, and current practices (Handy, 2005). 

As a role model for their school, a principal must understand the cultural context before 

refocusing the system. Like building a positive culture, the actions of the leader will be 

instrumental in clarifying focus (Şahın, 2011) because all stakeholders will be observing and 

taking notes. Leaders are nothing without followers (Schachter, 2015). 

Collaborating to identify a clear focus for the school is essential. Collective brainpower, 

collaboration, and cooperation from all experts within a system (Şahın, 2011) move a focus to 

fruition. Michael Fullan (1996) shares that visions are superficial products if the only action is 

getting people together to formulate them; the real work comes from the individuals who 

implement the direction through efforts. The power truly comes from the group that enacts it. An 

administrator should strategically identify the school leaders to be a part of the process but serve 

as change agents to continually work together to hold everyone accountable, ensuring actions 

consistently support the focus (Kimball, 2011). This accountability system should stretch beyond 

the school and align with the district, state, and national vision. 
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To align the purpose of education with the shifting needs of societies worldwide, 

standards and accountability systems have been refocused and modified. In multiple studies 

(Cogaltay et al., 2016; Hawamdeh & Jaradat, 2012; Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015; Lai et al., 2015; 

Nukaga, 2003), research reveals that maintaining an academic focus is no longer sufficient to 

meet the needs of students. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD) started giving the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) in 2000 to 

create a baseline for countries in the areas of science, math, and reading (OECD, 2018b). 

Through an academic lens, the PISA highlighted the need for support systems and goals within 

education to prepare students for college or careers regardless of national borders. Examples 

from studies comparing South Africa and India, Columbia and Mexico (Fullan, 2016), United 

States and China (Lai et al., 2015) all reveal the need for focused instruction in a range of areas, 

such as academically and social-emotional wellbeing for students. The results continue to refine 

the focus of education systems around the world. In the United States, Common Core State 

Standards emerged to redesign the education system by creating shared goals across the nation 

(Hopkins & Woulfin, 2015). A positive school climate is only as stable as its vision, which is 

only as effective as the goals it identifies.  

Goals 

Setting clear, specific, achievable goals is essential for growth (McGregor & Elliot, 

2002). Problems for the United States include numerous lofty goals with many unrelated tests 

(Fullan, 2010). Although No Child Left Behind (NCLB) attempted to provide consistency by 

mandating state standards and assessments to report yearly progress, it provided unrealistic goals 

and broadened the achievement gap (Rippeth, 2017) on a national level. The idea behind 

initiating standards proved necessary, but a refinement of purpose, specificity, authentic 
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communication, a strategic plan with common language and ownership were bypassed due to 

partial implementation instead of systematic planning (Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015). Kimball  

(2011) believes that school systems need to tie performance to school goals and support teachers 

as they hold students accountable through regular monitoring and providing feedback and 

support to ensure goals are met. As a result, frameworks began to emerge to support the 

refinement of global standards. 

The vision, as discussed previously, is the why (purpose), but goals are the how (process) 

(Ames, 1992; McGregor & Elliot, 2002; Simon Sinek - Start With Why - TED Talk Short 

Edited, n.d.). In 2015, almost 200 countries committed to working towards 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), which outlines a vision for globalization (OECD, 2018b). As 

Andreas Schleicher (2018), director of OCED, shares, the framework focuses on goals for 

foundational knowledge and skills for literacy, math, and science and includes a strong emphasis 

on learning to live together sustainably. OCED's Program for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) global competence framework infuses the why of education with the how. It is essential 

to understand the purpose in conjunction with problems of practice to clarify areas of focus 

(Mikeska et al., 2009). These frameworks also allow for community, restructuring pedagogy, and 

a shifting of mindset regarding education.  

Research reveals that achievement increases by setting specific and rigorous goals 

(Fullan, 2014; Locke et al., 1981; Punnett, 1986). A study of Learning Community Projects in 

Mexico showed that schools that focus their goals on pedagogy, community building, and 

development of staff experience high success rates moving from "good" to "excellent" on 

standardized tests at a faster pace (Rincon-Gallardo, 2016). Setting goals by all stakeholders help 

solidify this progress. Fullan (2010) discusses the importance of Whole-System Reform and 
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identifies three key initiatives from the state department. First, "focus on a small number of 

ambitious goals; second, create an instructional capacity capability to help lead the field in 

partnership; third, work on changing the culture of the internal coherence and commitment to 

work in partnership" (Fullan, 2010, p. 13). When leaders set clear goals, the hope is that 

expectation cascades down to teachers, students, and parents. In addition to writing specific and 

challenging goals, it is also essential to be aware of the different types of achievement goals that 

can be written, mastery, and performance (Shim & Ryan, 2005). 

An achievement goal creates a schema or cognitive framework that incorporates a 

student's belief about the purpose, academic ability, and engagement in an assignment (Dweck & 

Leggett, 1988; Nicholls, 1984). Being that people are competitive, goals promote an internal 

drive for students and are likely to increase their performance results. Setting goals connects how 

students view themselves compared to their academic setting success (Ames, 1992; Fisher & 

Frey, 2014). With a mastery goal, students focus on developing competence and understanding a 

concept (Shim & Ryan, 2005). Mastery of objectives can be associated with positive emotions 

such as resilience and hope (McGregor & Elliot, 2002). A performance goal represents a fixed 

mindset with the belief that intelligence is fixed (Dweck, 2016; McGregor & Elliot, 2002). This 

type of goal creates more negative thinking, viewing mistakes as a failure due to a lack of 

intellect or effort (Ames, 1992). This can have a direct reflection on students' motivation and 

buy-in, which can affect their social-emotional wellbeing as well. 

Build Capacity 

The key driver for building capacity is the leader (Fullan, 1995; Lemons & Stevenson, 

2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). One of the biggest influences for change is leadership 

development based on results from studies on the positive association between high-quality 
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leadership and effective schools (Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Leaders who focus on acting as a 

"facilitator of knowledge" (Fullan, 2014) to understand staff strengths and build a balanced team 

to meet the school, staff, and students' needs prove to be successful. As leaders transfer 

knowledge, skills, innovation, and best practices to staff, personal and professional capacity are 

built shifting learning to empower teachers and students, ultimately creating a positive school 

climate, increased results, and a sustainable system for years to come (Lemons & Stevenson, 

2015; Northouse, 2016; Senge et al., 2012).  

Countries surpassing the United States focus on capacity building, ongoing mentorship, 

and self-evaluation for both students and staff (Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Rippeth, 2017; 

Schleicher, 2009). A capacity-building initiative in the United Kingdom, called Teaching and 

Learning Research Project (TLRP), found that capacity building must be taken seriously for 

long-term and advanced growth within education (Murray & Pollard, 2011). Murray and Pollard 

(2011) identified three major stages: training, social practices, and resources for effective 

capacity building amongst staff. Michael Fullan repeatedly discusses eight critical drivers for 

change for a shift in the educational system (Fullan, 1995, 2010; Fullan & Quinn, 2016), number 

eight being capacity building through shared responsibility (Fullan, 1995). Andreas Schleicher 

(2009), OECD Director for Education and Skills, echoes the importance of professionalizing 

education to focus on building the perception of teachers as prestigious professionals, such as in 

Finland and Korea (Clint, 2017; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). Centered around building the 

capacity of all stakeholders, strategic recruitment, intentional leadership development for 

administrators, providing specific feedback, and empowering students to think innovatively  

have proven to be some of the most reliable best practices for success (Fullan, 1995, 2010; 
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Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Kimball, 2011; Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016; 

Schleicher, 2009). 

According to studies conducted worldwide, building capacity occurs when people focus, 

collaborate, and learn from each other's strengths (Fullan, 1995, 2016; Hawamdeh & Jaradat, 

2012; Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Rath & Conchie, 2008; Schleicher, 2009). Many 

organizations, including education, seek leaders who are great communicators, visionaries, 

activators, and follow-through; however, few classify as superb in all these areas, and those who 

strive to be are least effective overall (Rath & Conchie, 2008). Directly related to strategic 

recruitment, focusing on individual and group strengths proves beneficial for learning 

organizations to build capacity within (Freed, 2001; Lemons & Stevenson, 2015). Based on 

Hawamdeh & Jaradat (2012) and Senge et al., (2012), creating a team with diverse strengths is 

essential for learning organizations. Capacity grows when people with different strengths, skills, 

and opinions trust, challenge, and support each other (Fullan, 2016; Lencioni, 2002; Rath & 

Conchie, 2008). Building networks that are collaborative, diverse, and professional forms stable 

systems ideal for leadership development.  

Through various leadership roles within the organization, lateral accountability is built 

(Schleicher, 2009). This system fosters rich opportunities for individuals to learn alongside each 

other as they plan, implement, and support every individual's development, regardless of whether 

they are staff or student (Lemons & Stevenson, 2015). As an educational system where each 

stakeholder is valued, this platform promotes opportunities for any individual, in any capacity, to 

be a lead learner.  

Whether it be through professional development or mentorship, building and managing 

each individual's capacity on a team is essential. For the highest growth to occur, capacity 
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building should be an investment and commitment from all stakeholders, regardless of role, 

focusing on positive intent to encourage learning through nonpunitive practices (Fullan, 2010). 

Although some leaders possess this gift, this skill is developed through training and must start 

from the top (Murray & Pollard, 2011). For systemic and sustainable change, leadership 

development on building leadership capacity, both individually and collectively, remains a 

crucial component for educational improvement (Naicker & Mestry, 2016).  

Table 2 

Connecting Instructional Leadership to Human Capital Management  

Principals who are   Principals who are  
instructional leaders:  strategically managing  
  Tatent:     

Build a shared instructional  Recruit and select staff who 
improvement vision.  share the vision. 
 
Allocate/reallocate resources.  Induct and mentor new 
  teachers to support the  
  Implementation of the vision. 
                                                                      Teacher 
Develop as an active adult                        Competencies Design, implement, and  
learner.  evaluate school professional  
  development. 
                                                            Teacher Effectiveness  
Monitor curriculum and   Manage performance using 
instruction.  teacher evaluation and student 
  outcome data. 
 
Foster distributed leadership  Create leadership opportunities 
and collaborative work teams  and change schedules to allow 
  time for collaboration. 
 
Celebrate achievements.  Compensate/recognize 
  successes.    

(Kimball, 2011, p. 14)   
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Viewing everyone as a potential change agent (Fullan, 1996), developing each team 

member's strengths through training, collaboration, mentorship, and providing resources will 

support long-term growth. Progressing from the "hit and miss" policies and structures 

(Schleicher, 2009), many countries have found success with intentional development of teachers 

through coaching and mentoring, promoting teachers to share their knowledge through 

collaboration and innovation (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Fullan, 1996; Schleicher, 2009). 

Shared leadership practices allow teachers and administrators to grow together through focused 

conversations, specific modeling, and timely feedback.  

Due to the global push for research on leadership development related to educational 

systems, countries worldwide have intentionally studied best practices. In South Africa, an 

evaluative case study investigated the participants' experiences in Leading for Learning Program 

(LLP) using various research methods, including interviews, observations, and questionnaires 

seeking feedback (Naicker & Mestry, 2016). The results found eight system-wide change 

elements: goal setting, positive engagement, capacity building, effective communication, 

research, innovation, focus, and use of resources. In the book Coherence (2016), Michael Fullan 

also discusses that “focused direction, collaborative cultures, a focus on capacity building and 

learning, and transparent, but nonpunitive accountability” (Fullan & Quin, 2016, p.38) are the 

“glue” to enhance and improve culture. It wasn’t surprising that the evaluative case study on 

South African educational systems (Naicker & Mestry, 2016) found the same results as the 

United States; a lack of effective communication and unclear values and vision harm our schools 

(Gurley et al., 2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016; Senge et al., 2012) 
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Types of Leadership 

One key variable that explains the difference between two sets of schools is leadership—

highly competent principals and teacher leaders who galvanize a culture, align the 

organization, hold unyielding and high expectations for children, and develop the 

necessary professional capacity to serve children and communities exceptionally well 

(Lemons & Stevenson, 2015, p. 18).  

Different studies have proposed a variety of leadership styles deemed successful, 

depending on the community, district, and school needs. Sternberg (2013) names four different 

leadership styles for academic administrators that work: Authoritarian, Administratively-based, 

Authoritative, Faculty-based Authoritative, and Laissez-Faire. Okoji (2015) studied leadership 

styles in Nigeria and revealed three styles: Autocratic, Democratic, Laissez-Faire. Another 

expert, Northouse (2016), discusses Transformational, Servant, and Authoritarian styles; he, 

however, adds that a successful leader must be able to adapt based on goals and organizational 

needs. A school is only as good as its leader (Freed et al., 2011; Schachter, 2015), based on the 

Likert Theory of System for Management. The Likert theory was developed by a theorist who 

studied human behavior and categorized people into four systems: Exploitative Authoritative, 

Benevolent-authoritative, Consultative System, and Participative/Group System (Khumalo, 

2015). This expectation and role have reversed from a previous top-down approach. The result of 

Khumalo’s (2015) case study in South Africa proved that the leader is the most significant 

influence on engagement, productivity, and effectiveness. 

Since education is people-centered, the leader must act as a pendulum and constantly 

shift to adapt to their audience. Okoji (2015) states that leadership is the process of influencing 

others to achieve success while being intentional yet intuitive. To be effective, leaders must be 
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experts in teaching and learning, collaboration, context, continuous learning, change process, and 

have a clear moral compass (Fullan, 1995). Considering the theory behind mental models, shared 

vision, team building, and problem-solving (Senge et al., 2000), “learning organizations” must 

be flexible and fluid (Freed, 2001). The same vital concepts continue to emerge from each study 

regarding effective leadership: engagement, empowerment, and high expectations (Fullan, 1995; 

Okoji, 2015; Senge et al., 2012; Sternberg, 2013). To help produce successful organizations 

while recognizing that each is unique, a leader must first understand, adjust, and develop a 

cohesive vision and framework representing its audience and needs (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; 

Gurley et al., 2015; Senge et al., 2012). 

Transformative leaders have the most significant impact due to their natural ability to 

inspire, manage, encourage, and provide constructive feedback (Cogaltay et al., 2016; Şahın, 

2011). Effective leadership attributes are universal across cultures, and positive leaders are 

proven to set the school's tone (Cogaltay et al., 2016; Northouse, 2016; Okoji, 2015). 

International leadership in education, therefore, goes beyond leadership styles, and seems to vary 

based on systems and expectations.  

Teaching is leading by creating relationships that push academic and personal growth. 

Collay (2013) discusses leadership from the classroom as teaching using evidence-based 

practices, collaboration, inquiry, and developing partnerships. Fullan (1996) concludes that every 

person, in any role, can be a change agent. Leadership is defined as an interactive process with 

three necessary elements: a leader, a follower, and a situation (Okoji, 2015). Depending on the 

situation, one might need to change from leader to follower and vice versa, especially as a leader. 

Transformational leaders might find the need to be Authoritarian in situations regarding safety or 
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take on a Servant leadership role while influencing instructional change (Northouse, 2016); this 

requires excellent intuition and insight. 

Communication 

As research has shown, when leaders create a platform where all stakeholders feel 

included in the vision and implementation plan, buy-in increases outcomes (Anderson, 2017; 

Fullan, 1995; Kimball, 2011; Senge et al., 2012). This is only accomplished through effective 

communication and strategic collaboration. Behind any great plan is a team of balanced 

individuals who believe in the purpose and communicate thoroughly to understand each lens 

(Freed et al., 2011). Establishing authentic communication amongst an organization encourages 

efforts to deepen the understanding of systemwide change (Naicker & Mestry, 2016). When 

individuals feel heard, they are more apt to participate in the goal-setting, implementation 

process, and results (Fullan, 1996, 2010; Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). 

Transparent communication built on trust (Lencioni, 2002) must be allowed, modeled, 

applauded, and applied to promote loyalty to the cause instead of individual success (Kimball, 

2011; Lencioni, 2002; Naicker & Mestry, 2016; Şahın, 2011). Successful leaders encourage 

healthy disagreements, bringing the team along on the journey instead of mandating a destination 

(Fullan, 1996, 2010; Lencioni, 2002; Senge et al., 2012). To ensure involvement in decision 

making, leaders must shift mindsets to promote systems thinking within the school as well as 

building collaboration amongst stakeholders such as families, communities, unions, and district 

personnel to instill an inclusive, collaborative focus (Fullan, 1996; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; 

Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). 

According to international experts in education, successful schools are built on a 

collaborative culture that combines individual responsibility, collective expectations, and 
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corrective action-this is internal accountability (Fullan, 2014; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Changing a culture requires a whole system structure that not only aligns a vision, but includes 

both individual and group investment and implementation from all stakeholders, state, district, 

and community (Gurley et al., 2015; Pisano, 2019). Without input and alignment from all levels, 

communication is superficial and can do more harm than good. Beginning with policymakers, 

adapting within districts, cascading to schools, and including families and the community is a 

recipe for success within a school system. This can be communicated through written policy or 

by modeling with actions (Pisano, 2019). In a South African study on systemwide change 

(Naicker & Mestry, 2016), qualitative data found that effective communication between the 

district office and principal was a key to systemic change. "Effective communication, leadership 

values, and collaboration was the contact session with the largest effect size (0.75)" (Naicker & 

Mestry, 2016, p. 6). Another study revealed similar outcomes on students' academic engagement 

in schools based on the parent-school connection seen through involvement (Mo & Singh, 2008). 

Neglecting to acknowledge the importance of voice through each stakeholder's perspective 

welcomes dysfunction. When an organization lacks effective communication and fails to enlist 

collaboration from individuals inside and outside the organization, they distance themselves from 

cooperation and honest feedback, possibly resulting in discrimination, negative judgment, and 

internal cognitive dissonance (Hoshino-Browne, 2012; Pisano, 2019; Şahın, 2011).  

Many leaders feel they need agreement; however, the information shows that can hinder 

change, be counterproductive, if not poison, to an organization (Naicker & Mestry, 2016; Pisano, 

2019; Şahın, 2011). Effective communication engages all stakeholders and provides a platform 

where they can express their opinions clearly and confidently without fear of retaliation 

(Lencioni, 2002). Establishing a positive culture built on trust is an essential foundation for 
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effective communication practices (Lencioni, 2002; Şahın, 2011). Anchored by a common focus, 

respectful disagreements can be a critical piece of communication. As individuals feel valued 

and encouraged to communicate without judgment, meaningful conversations can emerge around 

perception, understanding, and intercultural dialogue (Naicker & Mestry, 2016; Şahın, 2011). 

Through clear communication and honest conversations, accountability and collaboration 

emerge. "Accountability and collaboration can be complementary, and accountability can drive 

collaboration" (Pisano, 2019, p. 69). Professional Learning Communities (PLC) epitomize 

effective communication, collaboration, and accountability (Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Once 

individuals have learned how to communicate clearly, deep learning and professional growth are 

centered around student achievement (Fullan, 1996, 2016; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). With 

student success as the driver, educators focus on research-based pedagogy while aligning 

standards and policies (Fullan, 2016). Through a lens of continual improvement, educators are 

encouraged to take risks, experiment with innovative tools and techniques, and seek feedback 

and ideas from each other (Fullan, 1995, 2016; Pisano, 2019; Schleicher, 2009). Through clear, 

constant communication centered around data, teachers and students alike engage in deep 

learning practices of collaboration focused on continuous improvement (Fullan, 2016; Naicker & 

Mestry, 2016; Schleicher, 2009).  

Data 

The essential practice of data-driven focus and instruction has proven to ensure student 

and school success regardless of role. John Maxwell (2015) writes, as crucial as it is for a leader 

to instill positivity and hope for school culture, it is equally essential that focus doesn't 

overshadow reality. "Good leaders are both visionary and realistic" (68). Assessing, analyzing, 

and acting using data allows one to be innovative in their strategies and take risks replacing 
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individual blame with data-based decision making (Bambrick-Santoyo & Peiser, 2012; Freed et 

al., 2011). Allowing data to drive discussions creates an unbiased reality that guides the next 

steps (Fisher & Frey, 2014; Powers, 2004). One cannot make decisions without first analyzing 

the facts, inspiring goals, and ultimately determining the destination (Collins, 2001). Providing 

data-driven instruction is about identifying student needs and supporting them every step of the 

way (Bambrick-Santoyo & Peiser, 2012). Bambrick-Santoyo & Peiser ask, "If we teach students, 

but they don't learn, is it really teaching?" (30). Being more productive and efficient with data 

(Freed et al., 2011) provides clarity and focus, which is essential for progress (Pisano, 2019). 

According to Fullan & Quinn (2016), frequent and focused analysis of data in partnership with 

collaboration to learn from and hold each other accountable is the "right drivers" for success 

(Schmoker, 2016).  

Around the world, countries compete to provide the best educational opportunities for 

their children. For the United States, the urgency for school reform was launched in 1957 with 

the Russian satellite's success, Sputnik (Gurria, 2011; Lewis, 2014). With this potential threat, 

the United States implemented reports, policies, and standards to raise rigor and student 

achievement. Across all of these federal reform efforts, the consistent theme has been the 

stunning lack of learners' impact, the sense of urgency to justify fast action, and the lack of 

expectation of accountability for results and student achievement (Marshall et al., 2017). The 

United States missed the mark and failed to utilize an essential standard practice; analyzing the 

crucial data to guide reforms and systemwide change (Levin, 2012). Looking through an 

international lens using the Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 

and Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) as evidence, the United States 

Education System has stabilized, allowing other countries to take the lead in education. Out of 
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thirty countries studied, only four (New Zealand, Spain, Turkey, and Mexico) have lower high 

school graduation rates than the United States (Schleicher, 2009). Regularly analyzing, adapting, 

and applying international data would benefit all countries, especially the United States.  

Originated in 2000, PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) became a 

global indicator of successful education systems. With only thirty-two participants in 2000 to 

sixty-seven in 2012, the triennial assessment has helped guide policy, educational procedures, 

and engagement worldwide (Lewis, 2014). Purposed as a tool for global transparency, the PISA 

was not intended to standardize instruction or provide a cohesive school system. Instead, it 

provided a comprehensive assessment of core subjects, such as reading, math, and science, and 

assesses innovation and global competence (OECD, 2018b). Education experts design the PISA 

worldwide to determine whether students can apply what they have learned to real-life situations. 

The test does not require rote recall; instead, it assesses the student's ability to apply, analyze, 

and interpret problems using their knowledge and reasoning skills (Mikeska et al., 2009; Schmidt 

& Burroughs, 2015). "The new global 'audit culture' of testing and comparative evaluation has 

significantly contributed to the global governance of education" (Lewis, 2014, p. 321). The 

effects of using a standard set of academic success indicators discount the human side of 

education, hence the addition of social-emotional learning and wellbeing emphasized on both the 

PISA and fused into educational systems around the world.  

Education and Beyond 

College and Career Readiness 

One of the K-12th grade education system's hoped objectives is to prepare future citizens 

to be positive contributors to society, regardless of whether their path leads directly into a career 

to serve their community or if they choose to extend their education through college (Tate, 
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2019). The importance of a country's sustainability and success relies on its education system; it 

proves to be the most critical investment towards a nation's healthy economic, political, and 

social well-being (Ferguson, 2020). Regardless of a student's next step after graduation, they 

need to be able to have core skills that allow them to be successful in the world. In addition to 

enhancing academic achievement (Greenberg et al., 2017), schools also play a crucial role in 

instilling essential attributes such as open-mindedness, ability to communicate effectively, and 

adaptability (Ferguson, 2020) within students. "The nation's founders believed that schools 

should create a competent citizenry made up of independent and critical thinkers who could work 

effectively with others and contribute to a democratic society" (Greenberg et al., 2017, p. 16).  

To support this vision for public education and beyond, students must feel empowered 

through knowledge, invested in learning, compromise and cooperate with others, and acquire 

perseverance through failures (Duckworth, 2016; Greenberg et al., 2017). In a continually 

changing world, academia and character must blend to provide a strong foundation for a student's 

future, even though some believe that stretches outside the traditional role of school (Tate, 2019). 

In a survey by Ferguson (2020), only 35% have confidence in U.S. graduates, and even less, 

26%, believe in colleges’ and universities' ability to prepare students for workplace expectations. 

Academic goals serve as a framework that encompasses a student's belief about purpose, 

engagement, and value of education (Shim & Ryan, 2005) and their personal feelings of success 

and worthiness. Ferguson (2020) finds that as society continues to transition to a technologically 

driven age with unorthodox workspaces and occupations, students must be prepared to adapt to 

new levels of social and emotional insight, shifting perception of social-emotional awareness 

from "soft skills" to essential qualities. 
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Social-Emotional Learning 

With the shift from an academic focus to whole child wellness, social-emotional learning 

(SEL) has become a necessary component of the education system (Ferguson, 2020; Greenberg 

et al., 2017; Shim & Ryan, 2005; Tate, 2019) around the world. Greenberg et al. (2017) write, 

"Evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) programs, when implemented effectively, 

lead to measurable and potentially long-lasting improvements in many areas of children's lives" 

(p. 1). They continue to claim that effective SEL programs' benefits create a ripple effect 

amongst the general population's overall well-being (Guerin, 2014; Tate, 2019). This public 

health approach provides a psychological state of connectedness within a community (Greenberg 

et al., 2017; Jose & Pryor, 2010). In the New Zealand study, a feeling of belonging amongst 

adolescents impacted their connection to their family, school, peers, and community (Jose & 

Pryor, 2010). Studies similar to comparing student perceptions of school climate on 

socioemotional and academic achievement (Jia et al., 2009) confirm the need for a more well-

rounded education system. In a cross-national study on school climate concerning student 

achievement, the United States and China were assessed on emotional wellbeing related to 

academic support and opportunities for autonomy in the classroom (Jia et al., 2009). Although 

very different cultures, there were distinct similarities and differences related to education, both 

socially and academically. There was a strong correlation between how students interpret 

teacher, parent, and student-student support (Jia, Ling, et al., 2009). 

Implementing a holistic approach to educating students creates a safe school climate that 

positively affects students' academic achievement, behavior, mental health, and overall wellbeing 

(Greenberg et al., 2017). Over the last twenty years, there has been an explosion of interest in 

social-emotional learning (Greenberg et al., 2017). School districts around the world have 
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transitioned from a treatment implementation to a preventative approach. This includes SEL 

programs and partnerships with social workers, therapists, and other mental health services 

embedded into their organization due to the overwhelming need and benefit of caring for the 

whole child (Ames, 1992; Greenberg et al., 2017; Tate, 2019). These support systems focus on 

the five competencies of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship 

skills, and responsible decision making (Greenberg et al., 2017; Tate, 2019). As discussed 

previously, students need to manage themselves, set individual goals using tools, communicate 

effectively and accept defeat as learning opportunities in the 21st century (Ames, 1992; 

Duckworth, 2016; Freed et al., 2011). When students feel connected to their school and 

community, find value in education, and are motivated to invest in their future, they grow up to 

be academically prepared and emotionally healthy members of society (Ames, 1992; Ferguson, 

2020; Greenberg et al., 2017; Tate, 2019).  

Social connectedness within students has been proven a key indicator of success and 

predictor of wellbeing (Jose & Pryor, 2010). In Jose and Pryor’s (2010) New Zealand study, the 

psychological benefits of adolescents who felt a connection to family, school, peers, and their 

community resulted in higher self-confidence, interpersonal relations, and view of the future. A 

study in Finland found similar results; students who were invested in their education 

demonstrated resilience skills and were able to thrive in adverse situations (Linnakyla & Malin, 

2008; Yilmaz Findik, 2016). The highest engagement was evident when students showed 

ownership of their education; some examples included planning activities, theme days, 

assemblies, and involvement in extracurricular activities (Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). Analyzing 

15-year-old students in Turkey, a study reveals 322 resilient students who surpassed the 2012 

PISA assessment (Yilmaz, 2016). Self-belief in achievement, connection with school staff, and a 
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feeling of belonging were three common attributes to student success. Because education intends 

to prepare students for their future, these studies prove that focus on academic achievement, 

communication skills, and socio-emotional wellbeing is critical to provide a well-rounded 

education, especially for socially disadvantaged students (Jose & Pryor, 2010; Linnakyla & 

Malin, 2008; Yilmaz Findik, 2016). These findings show that positive attitudes and values for 

education produce resilient students who surpass predicted academic success.  

21st Century Characteristics 

Perseverance, grit, and relentlessness continue to emerge within the research as pivotal 

traits for long-term student success (Brewer, 2019; Duckworth, 2016; Pappano, 2013; Yilmaz 

Findik, 2016). Researchers find that character traits such as resilience, self-control, and 

persistence matter to academic performance more than intelligence (Pappano, 2013). There are 

no quick fixes within education (Greenberg et al., 2017), and students around the world are 

outscoring the United States on the PISA (Shiel & Eivers, 2009). This sparks fear for the future 

amongst business leaders, higher education, and American workers due to the lack of ability to 

produce intellectually and economically competitive individuals who demonstrate a drive to 

succeed (Ferguson, 2020).  

In an international study on workplace skills, only 12% of adults in the United States 

scored at the highest proficiency in literacy compared to 23% in Finland and Japan, and 6% in 

problem-solving, outscoring only two countries (Gewertz, 2013). Investing in the whole child 

fuels the intrinsic motivation to learn because of the feeling of connection and purpose (Pappano, 

2013). The need to instill a growth mindset (Dweck, 2016) and grit (Duckworth, 2016) within 

students is imperative to produce global citizens for the 21st century. Students from high-scoring 

countries on international assessments exhibit ownership of learning, feel connected to a 
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purpose, and persevere when solving challenging problems (Greenberg et al., 2017; Jia et al., 

2009; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008; Yilmaz Findik, 2016).  

Shifting from an “I, we, you” teaching approach to a “You, we, I” forces student-centered 

learning as they grapple with the material, seek a deeper understanding of knowledge, unleash 

intrinsic motivation, and adopt ownership of the learning once it is taught (Brewer, 2019; 

Duckworth, 2016; Pappano, 2013). Reframing educational beliefs and systems to stretch beyond 

academia and intentionally incorporating intellectual virtues provides sustainable and 

transferable tools for successful future global citizens (Pappano, 2013). Countries that teach 

content through perseverance and problem solving allow students to grapple with learning 

instead of memorizing facts to pass a test (Brewer, 2019; Duckworth, 2016; Pappano, 2013). All 

students, especially the most vulnerable, benefit from lessons that teach motivation, resiliency, 

coping skills, goal setting, self-esteem, and problem-solving (Yilmaz Findik, 2016). When 

countries connect with students to intentionally invest in their academic and social-emotional 

well-being, it inspires an investment from students who find value in learning and their 

community. 

Engagement in Education 

Engagement 

The definition of engagement, according to Linnakyla & Malin (2008), refers to “the 

extent to which students identify with and value schooling and participate in academic and non-

academic learning activities" (p. 585). In a study done on Finland’s educational system, one of 

the top-performing countries according to PISA, and Finnish students’ level of engagement, a 

students’ views of school prove to be a success indicator for work and adult life. This is an 

essential aspect of the study as engagement positively or negatively affects students' long-term 
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general well-being, health, and economic success. According to the survey, the highest 

engagement level was evident when students were invested in their education; some examples 

included planning activities, theme days, assemblies, and participating in extracurricular 

activities (Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). Other studies and scholars support that students’ 

perception and connection with their school, primarily as adolescents, affect their academic 

success and social and emotional well-being (Jia, Ling, et al., 2009; Kuperminc et al., 1997; 

Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). Three levels of engagement include emotional, cognitive, and 

behavioral which are demonstrated by student interest, personal identification within the school 

system, strategic thinking, and psychological investment, which results in students attending, 

participating, and personalizing learning for their benefit (Mo & Singh, 2008).  

In addition to the teachers and school staff, parents play an instrumental role in students' 

success. Students are more engaged when parents support their learning. Parent support has 

many levels and can be considered multidimensional (Al-Alwan, 2014; Mo & Singh, 2008), 

hence the need to examine multiple factors and groupings. A study on parent engagement, socio-

economic status, school size, grade level, and the student-teacher ratio were compared 

(Rodriguez & Elbaum, 2014).  

Synergy is a significant indicator of lasting success. Educational change originated by 

gradual shifts in the system prove most sustainable when all stakeholders are involved. Systems 

are interconnected, evolutionary (Naicker & Mestry, 2016), and most successful when in sync 

and aligned at all levels and include students, parents, staff, and community members. 

Considering students spend an equal amount of time at school and home, it is essential to build a 

strong home-school connection (Jia et al., 2009). A school has the potential to be a strong 

influencer in a community. In multiple studies representing America, China, New Zealand, and 
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Finland, schools play a huge role not only in academic success but on the growth and 

development of a society (Jia, Ling, et al., 2009; Jose & Pryor, 2010; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). 

Education lays the foundation for every other profession. It is imperative to align both to ensure 

schools participate and support community involvement, activities, and learning opportunities 

beyond the classroom (Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). Throughout the studies mentioned above, 

educational connection and success impact a community, especially in regards to student’s 

Socioeconomic Status (SES) (Jia, 2009; Jose & Pryor, 2010; Lai et al., 2015; Linnakyla & Malin, 

2008; Mo & Singh, 2008). 

Table 3 

Correlations Between Students’ Attitudes Toward School and Student SES  

 

When a value transfers from the community to school, and vice versa, the two systems 

fuse to work collaboratively towards one outcome; student achievement, where the opportunities 

are endless (Jose & Pryor, 2010). As seen in Table 3, students who see a correlation between 

their education and their future job and life have a higher socioeconomic status (Lai et al., 2015). 
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With student achievement as the goal, success is dependent on the synergy of integration 

between internal and external accountability, with internal preceding external for lasting 

improvement (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). Internal responsibility is reliant on mutual investment 

involving school and home, with the same outcome for the benefit of intrinsic value, and positive 

community climate (Jose & Pryor, 2010; Schleicher, 2009), of the vision rather than the external 

rewards, such as high paying jobs (Linnakyla & Malin, 2008). One indicator that reaps both 

extrinsic and intrinsic rewards is goal setting and specific feedback. When goals are set and 

achieved, employees thrive due to the external reward simultaneously growing and benefitting 

from an inherent need for particular praise (Punnett, 1986). Therefore, to promote students 

becoming positive members of society, all stakeholders, parents, students, school staff, and 

community members must see value in education, linking the school system to societal success. 

Learning should be a consequence of engagement, and successful schools engage 

students in the process to encourage ownership and instill a value for knowledge (Greenberg et 

al., 2017; Jia et al., 2009; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008; Zeiser et al., 2014). Many counties value 

education as a prestigious influence and foundation for future success, such as in South Korea 

(Clint, 2017) and China (Jia et al., 2009). This is evident in adult attitudes that emphasize the 

importance of education to their children and partner with them throughout their educational 

journey (Haljasorg & Lilleoja, 2016; Jia et al., 2009; Rodriguez & Elbaum, 2014). Studies reveal 

that countries where all stakeholders see value in the education system, engage with school 

activities and goals, and connect with the community score the highest on international 

assessments for social-emotional well-being and academic success (Jia et al., 2009; Linnakyla & 

Malin, 2008; McGregor & Elliot, 2002; Pisano, 2019; Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015). 
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Education as a Priority 

Countries that value the educational system as the most significant investment for long 

term success and sustainability make it a priority and reap the results (Ferguson, 2020; Jose & 

Pryor, 2010; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008; Pisano, 2019; Sahlberg, 2011; Schleicher, 2009; Zeiser et 

al., 2014). Schools and districts help shape a community and, ultimately, a country; therefore, it 

is essential to invest in their success. Countries that recognize the importance, challenge, and 

intellectual rigor of educators and the teaching profession, beginning at a young age, are proven 

to produce positive society members (Herrmann, 2018). In top-performing countries such as 

China and Finland, teacher recruitment is a top priority (Herrmann, 2018; Jia et al., 2009; 

Kimball, 2011; NCEE, 2020; Sahlberg, 2011). In China, teachers are highly valued by both 

students and parents and are viewed as role models (Jia et al., 2009). Finland is revered as one of 

the best examples of an exceptional education system (Ryan, 2013) and prides itself on 

intentionally recruiting and investing in the best teachers (Sahlberg, 2011). As discussed earlier, 

Korea also prides itself on using this model and seeks out the top 10% of university graduates to 

become teachers (Barber & Mourshed, 2007). Being intentional about teacher selection for the 

strategic goal of finding the best teachers communicates a message of value, prestige, and honor 

for the profession and education system (Herrmann, 2018). 

In contrast, the United States’ education system is viewed as mediocre on an international 

scale shown in the OECD's ranking (Ryan, 2013). According to a Phi Delta Kappan poll, 70% of 

Americans rate public schools with a C- grade on a national scale admitting to an overall 

pessimistic view of the country’s education system (Schneider, 2017); this is perplexing because 

the United States ranks fifth in spending per student (Ryan, 2013). Therefore, data shows that 

although the U.S. offers a monetary value in education, stakeholders' perception is negative, 
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including its most important participant: the students. Even though there is sufficient financial 

investment in American schools, students show little value in education and learning (Sparks, 

2016). The National Center on Education Statistics conducted a study on twenty of the world’s 

largest economies and found these substantial differences: U.S. students tend to start school at a 

later age, there is a lack of interest in reading despite having more Reading Specialists than other 

countries, American teachers receive more STEM training, yet PISA scores in science and math 

are low (Mikeska et al., 2009; Ryan, 2013; Tatsuoka et al., 2004), and the U.S. spends more per 

student, but has low graduation rates (Sparks, 2016). Therefore, professional development and 

funding do not appear to be a barrier; however, a lack of value and engagement amongst 

American learners continues to emerge (Jia et al., 2009; Lewis, 2014; Mo & Singh, 2008; 

Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015; Schneider, 2017; Sparks, 2016). This leads to the question of who 

is responsible for instilling a value for education and ensuring students learn? 

Who is Responsible for Learning? 

In general, the United States commends itself as high achievers, even though data proves 

differently. Students receive recognition for work that would not be acceptable in high-

performing education systems (Schleicher, 2009). There seems to be a discrepancy between what 

Americans perceive as strengths and actuality, education being one of them (Schrader, 2018). 

American students seem entitled compared to other countries that strive to empower them to take 

ownership of their learning (Ferguson, 2020; Linnakyla & Malin, 2008; Pisano, 2019; Robinson, 

2016; Schleicher, 2009). During an unprecedented time where education continues to shift at an 

accelerated rate, schools must move away from standardized learning in exchange for a 

personalized system of accountability to engage students (Robinson, 2016). Memorizing 

information to do well on a test is not sufficient for sustainable knowledge acquisition; students 
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must retain and apply knowledge (Pappano, 2013). Reframing students’ beliefs to include a 

personal responsibility to learn is imperative for progress.  

The U.S. has a lower-than-average number of ‘resilient students,’ which PISA defines as 

students who are among the twenty-five percent most socio-economically disadvantaged 

students but perform much better than would be predicted by their socio-economic class. 

On average, seven percent of students are considered resilient compared to thirteen 

percent of students from Korea, Hong Kong, China, and Vietnam (Pappano, 2013, p. 1).  

East Asian nations repeatedly outperform the U.S. on international assessments. Clear 

learning outcomes and influential culture of accountability and engagement amongst all 

stakeholders are two proven factors for their continuous success (Schrader, 2018).  

Countries, communities, families, students, and educators all need to recognize and 

promote the critical value in learning and engage in their education system (Fullan, 1996; 

Haljasorg & Lilleoja, 2016; Rodriguez & Elbaum, 2014). As a child’s first teacher, parents lay 

the foundation for how they view and ultimately value school and learning (Al-Alwan, 2014). 

Studies on students' perception and success as a student reveal that parental engagement and 

involvement are critical factors and contributes to academic and social-emotional well-being 

(Mo & Singh, 2008). “This involvement is initiated by the parents as part of their responsibility 

for children’s psychosocial and educational development and is likely to influence student’s 

educational engagement and performance” (Mo & Singh, 2008, p. 1). In addition to a family’s 

perception, educators also need to believe in the education system's power. Teachers need to find 

value in their responsibility and role in shaping a community and country (Fullan, 1996). Both 

families and educators set the tone and act as facilitators of knowledge; however, the student is 

ultimately responsible for their learning (Yilmaz Findik, 2016). Global studies of the top-
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performing education system  (Brewer, 2019; Hawamdeh & Jaradat, 2012; Lai et al., 2015; 

Nukaga, 2003; Sahlberg, 2011; Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015; Yilmaz Findik, 2016) establishes 

that resiliency in students and value for learning results in the highest academic growth. Students 

who can analyze information, practice perseverance, and maintain an open mindset engage in 

learning for themselves rather than a test score and genuinely value the opportunities education 

presents (Duckworth, 2016; Dweck, 2016; Khaliqi, 2016; McConney et al., 2014; Zeiser et al., 

2014).  

Why Does it Matter? 

“America’s stature as an economic powerhouse is being threatened by societies above us 

and below us on the achievement scale as more wealthy and less-wealthy countries are 

improving” (Schrader, 2018, p. 2). According to the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP) and the Programme International Student Achievement (PISA) results (OECD, 

2018b), there has been little change since 2000, when the U.S. was viewed as a competitive 

education system. Compared to China, only 9% percent of American students are high achieving 

compared to their 55%, and even our top performers are two years behind China (Ryan, 2013). 

According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), U.S 

students placed 28th in math and science, while Singapore was in first place. In addition, results 

show that 24% of American students have not acquired necessary skills, ranking the U.S. as the 

second-worst high-income country in the world (Schrader, 2018). “The United States is losing its 

advantage” (Schleicher, 2009, p. 1). As the world continues to change rapidly, it is more 

important than ever that students acquire problem-solving skills and learn how to adapt to a 

shifting society (Robinson, 2016).  
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During the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic, top-performing countries were better positioned 

for the quick transition to distance learning than the U.S. because of their prior preparation 

(NCEE, 2020). The National Center on Education and The Economy (2020) reports that 

countries such as Singapore, Hong Kong, Poland, Finland, Estonia, and Canada implemented 

emergency plans for distance learning in place, provided training for teachers each year, and 

developed tools and resources years before the pandemic. As evidenced in the last fifty years, the 

United States continues to be reactionary with its education system. Because human capital 

investment constitutes 80% of the United States, the U.S. must shift to a proactive and innovative 

system and invest in the value of education to inspire students to engage in their learning for 

their country's long-term success and investment (Kremer & Holla, 2009). Students who enjoy 

and engage in learning demonstrate higher academic achievement and lower incidences of 

disciplinary problems, absenteeism, truancy, and dropping out of school (Hallinger, 2003; Jia et 

al, 2009). Countries worldwide recognize the value of education as the highest investment for 

their communities and nation and understand the need for students to be active participants in 

their learning for future sustainability and wellbeing. 

Summary 

To conclude, the United States will continue to forfeit its distinction as a top-performing 

county due to its stagnant and reactionary education system implemented decades ago if it cannot 

shift best practices to mirror the need of the 21st century. Six standard practices produce the best 

results for academic and social-emotional wellbeing. The six evidence-based practices are 

positive school climate, focus, goals, communication, building capacity, and data. However, 

without a strong belief in its education system that enforces accountability of students, families, 

educators, and policymakers to engage in learning with the purpose of deep understanding and 
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application, the United States will continue to decline in reputation, profit, well-being, and 

academia. Educators have the critical job of laying a strong foundation for their country. With 

technology advancing daily, we prepare students for future employment, many that have not 

even been invented yet. A value and eagerness to engage in deeper learning must be ignited 

within students to empower future scholars, innovators, and productive community members. 

Compared to other top-performing countries, the discrepancy between American students seems 

to be insufficient engagement and a value of learning.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This Mixed Methods phenomenological study's primary purpose was to investigate the 

educational engagement of stakeholders within schools through a global lens. A mixed method 

approach using a cognitive dissonance framework and phenomenological design was most 

appropriate to achieve the goal of researching engagement in education through a global lens. 

This chapter discusses settings and participants, sampling procedures, instrumentation and 

measures, synthesis of survey questions, data collection plan, and data analysis. 

Setting and Participants 

The survey was sent electronically to participants and educational connections both the 

researcher and her dissertation chair had with educators teaching around the world via email and 

social media platforms. Targeted participants included teachers, administrators, and family 

members (over age 18). The survey was posted to the researcher’s personal Facebook page, 

individually sent to personal contacts via messages, and shared on the dissertation chair’s 

LinkedIn. Over 200 teachers, administrators and family members from 42 countries around the 

world participated in the study. There were 101 participants from the United States and 117 

representing other countries. Of those participants, 78.1% were female and 21.9% were male 

(see Figure 2). Most participants were teachers (𝑛=134), following family members (𝑛=47), and 

lastly administers (𝑛=40). The researcher focused on recruiting educators in hopes that they 

would then pass the survey onto family members, however the goal of reaching 100 families was 

not achieved. Of the 40 administrators that participated in the survey, 24 stated they would be 

interested in a follow-up interview, yet only seven took the next step to email the researcher. The 

seven administrators who participated in an interview represented five countries. 
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Sampling Procedures 

Participants were recruited using a Snowball Strategy by sending the survey out to 

colleagues around the world. This strategy removed boundaries creating a phenomenon by 

reducing any geographical limitations and expanding the audience of participants. A short 

description of the study and its purpose was posted to social media platforms, such as Facebook 

and LinkedIn, with the survey link. All viewers were asked to pass the survey on to potential 

participants, especially educators in other countries to encourage as many people as possible 

from around the world to complete the study. An invitation with a short description of the study 

and a consent form was also sent via email to the researcher and chair’s international colleagues 

through personal travels and global networks.  

Participants were asked to complete the survey and then forward it to any other 

educational connections with the hope of gathering a maximum number of English-speaking 

international educators and families using the snowball sampling approach. Consent form 

explaining security for each participant, purpose of study, and release of information to publish 

results was included in the Google Form. Participants were prompted to either accept or deny 

consent. Only participants who agreed to consent were directed to take the survey. A follow-up 

message was sent to the participants after completing the survey thanking them for their 

participation and asking them to forward the survey to any other global educational networks. 

There were no restrictions regarding participants and countries; all participants were welcome. 

The goal was to collect data from 100 teachers, 100 family members, and three administrators 

from a minimum of three different countries outside the United States. Because the survey was 

anonymous, administrators were asked to email the researcher if they consented to a follow-up 

interview. A timeline was provided to participants to guarantee a timely process and the survey 



 48 

window was only open for four weeks. After the four weeks, the researcher transferred the 

quantitative data from the Google Form into an Excel to disaggregate the data. The researcher 

used the data and research questions to generate interview questions. 

Seven administrators emailed the researcher expressing their interested in a follow-up 

interview. The researcher set up interviews over a two-day period to accommodate the wide 

range of time zones. Interview day, time, questions and link were sent to the administrators. 

Interviews were scheduled for 30 minutes and conducted over Zoom. Participants verbally 

consented to recording the interviews for transcription purposes. A Google Doc was created for 

each participant to record their answers using the Voice Typing tool. Responses were then coded 

using Excel and Delve to identify themes and similarities. Administrators were sent a separate 

email thanking them for their time and participation. 

Instrumentation and Measures 

All participants were asked to complete a survey using Google Form. Follow-up 

interviews were conducted with willing administrators through a digital platform, Zoom, to 

relieve geographical barriers and reach as many participants as possible. The study's intentional 

design and phrasing of the questions allowed the researcher to obtain unbiased data from 

participants while covering multiple topics, such as value and engagement. The researcher 

compared survey data to PISA scores to note any correlations between survey findings and 

international assessment scores.  

Likert Scale survey questions were derived from multiple sources, including similar 

studies on attributes and educational engagement factors. A rough draft of questions was sent to 

educators, parents, members of the researcher’s cohort, the dissertation chair, and committee 

members to offer insight before sending the study to participants. The survey began with a brief, 
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optional section collecting demographic information. The first set of questions collected 

perception data from all stakeholders: families, teachers, and administrators. The last question in 

the first section inquired about participants' specific role in education; based on that answer, each 

participant was rerouted to another set of questions focused on their perspective within their 

particular position. The questions were general so that each target group could answer from their 

lens while grounded around research-based factors and attributes of educational engagement. 

Administrators were provided two open-ended questions and asked if they were willing to 

participate in a 30-minute interview with follow-up questions based on the survey results 

providing a deeper dive into data around educational engagement through a leadership lens. All 

instruments were web-based tools with secure databases to protect participant confidentiality. 

See Appendix for additional survey details.  

Survey Questions 

An online survey was designed to gather data from participants seeking their perceptions, 

thoughts, and opinions regarding educational value, investment, engagement, and leadership. 

The questions were strategic, based on research and other related studies to conclude engagement 

in education from each specific lens. Quantitative data was gathered using Likert scale, multiple-

choice, and checkboxes. Qualitative data was collected using open-ended questions on the survey 

and during the follow-up interviews. Table 4 below provides examples of the different formats of 

survey questions utilized. 

The survey was piloted to a sample population of families, teachers, and administrators to 

improve the instrument's quality. The researcher tested it with colleagues, cohort members, and 

family members to gather feedback and adjust the survey before sending it. Piloting the study 

also allowed the researcher to collect data on time needed to take the survey and adjust 
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accordingly to ensure participants would engage instead of feeling overwhelmed by the process. 

Informal dialogue also added insight into pilot participants' understanding of each question to 

solidify the specific and relevant questions. 

Table 4 

Types of Survey Questions for Study 

              
Type of Question Question Explanation of type of question 
Likert Scale My job as a teacher is viewed  Value 
 as a highly valued profession  
 by my community. 
 
Multiple Choice Who is primarily responsible  Investment 
 for a student’s academic  
 success? 
 
Checkbox What are the three most  Engagement 
 important factors to a  
 student’s engagement  
 in their education? 
 
Open-Ended Description of roles and  Leadership 
 responsibilities as the  
 head/administrator of a school.       

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability is interchangeable with consistency. Creating a clear plan produced reliable 

results for future researchers; however, it was essential to be aware of potential discrepancies 

such as subject and observer errors and biases (Gibbs, 2012). Using the same method of inquiry, 

questions, and procedure for each interview was imperative to create investigative clarity. A 

metaphor of a target (Gibbs, 2012) offers a visual to solidify the difference and importance of 

having both. If one repeatedly hits a target’s center, the research is valid and reliable; however, it 

is reliable but not valid if one is consistently hitting off to one side. Shipman’s four key questions 
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about the quality of research, reliability, validity, generalizability, and credibility provide 

specific guidelines to determine the study's quality (Gibbs, 2012).  

To guarantee focused and valid data, specific and strong questions were established. 

Designing questions that provoked accurate, detailed, and content-rich data was important to 

ensure participants completed the survey entirely. The triangulation of multiple resources and 

enabling external audits from cohort members, chair, and educators was necessary to produce 

sound results.  

To uncover evidence-based strategies, principles, and practices around educational 

engagement, asking the right questions is imperative to ensure the research is both strong and 

consistent with the purpose. The design aligns with the concept of operationalizing new terms; 

they propose techniques such as prolonged engagement in the field and the triangulation of data 

sources, methods, and investigators to establish credibility (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Through 

triangulation, drawing on multiple sources, methods, and theoretical frameworks, the data's 

validity and reliability will be more detailed and precise while eliminating conscious or 

subconscious biases. It will be important to recognize the different lens’ and utilize multiple 

strategies for validation through a phenomenology framework. Some of the strategies the 

researcher found most useful for this particular study were: “collaborating evidence through 

triangulation, clarifying researcher bias or engaging in reflexivity, member checking or seeking 

participant feedback, collaborating with participants, and enabling external audits” (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018, p. 260).  

As the researcher continued to narrow the study's purpose, she continued to uncover 

personal biases hidden amongst her passion for the research. Therefore, employing the reliability 

and validity strategies acted as a preventative to reign in personal biases and allow the data to 
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drive the research while holding the researcher accountable through peer review and participant 

collaboration. The study carries a strong qualitative focus. As Creswell and Miller (2000) 

purport, qualitative researchers approach their studies from a lens based on people's views and 

perceptions, not scores. Using both open-ended and questions with a range of perception data 

from all stakeholders, the purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand global 

engagement in education from the perspective of students, teachers, administrators, and families 

representing multiple countries from around the world.  

Data Collection  

Surveys were sent out through social media platforms, such as Facebook and LinkedIn, 

with a short description of the study and a link to a Google Form with the questions. Participants 

completed a short section to collect demographic data, another section containing perception data 

on the value of education regardless of role, and finally, conclude with a section specific to their 

role in education. Having all participants answer the same initial questions provided data and 

insight into understanding how each views their role, followed by additional, more specific 

questions allowing a greater understanding of each stakeholder’s belief and investment based on 

their position in education. A sample of survey questions and data analysis can be found in Table 

5 below. After they submitted the survey, a message was sent thanking them for their 

participation and automatically calculated the responses. Questioning each participant, regardless 

of role in education, with the same questions initially, but expanding with additional role-specific 

questions resulted in codable data that told a story of educational engagement strengths and 

discrepancies. Using Google Forms, the researcher analyzed data collected using different forms 

such as histograms and bar graphs. The ability to download all data into an Excel form so data 

could be sorted, grouped, and analyzed was essential to the data analysis process. 



 53 

Data Analysis 

Data was gathered using an anonymous online platform, Google Form, then transferred 

into an excel worksheet for analysis. ELSTAT, data analysis, and statistical solution for 

Microsoft Excel were used to analyze demographic and inferential data. The quantitative data 

used varied ranges to analyze. The researcher used Creswell’s Template for Coding 

Phenomenological Study to map answers into Open Coding Categories, Axial Coding 

Categories, Selective Coding Categories, and Conditional Matrix (p.217). This process is 

described by Patton (1980) as a procedure where the researchers return to their analysis “over 

and over again to see that the constructs, categories, explanations, and interpretations make 

sense’ (p.339). Altheide and Johnson (1994) describe this as the validity of reflexive accounting 

where the topic studied, the researchers, and the sense-making process all interact. 
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Table 5 

Data Collection and Analysis Sample 
              
Survey question Data Collection Type of Analysis  
Who is primarily responsible for a  Multiple Choice Inferential statistics  
student’s academic success? 
 
What are the three most important  Checkbox  Correlation, coding  
factors to a student’s engagement  
in their education? 
 
What are the three most important  Checkbox Correlation, coding 
subjects taught at school to support  
long-term student success? 
 
Top motivators for teachers Checkbox Correlation, inferential 
  Statistics 
Primary roles and responsibilities Checkbox Correlation,  
of each stakeholder role.  demographic statistics 
 
Description of roles and  Open-ended Coding   
responsibilities as the  
head/administrator of a school.       
 

Ethical Issues 

The researcher is an avid traveler who has visited schools worldwide and continues to be 

perplexed, yet impressed by students' perceived level of engagement. As an administrator in the 

United States, the researcher understands first-hand the difficulty it is to engage students in their 

learning within the United States. The begrudged, “Why do I have to…,” a common phrase 

within many U.S. schools, however, conversing with students in other countries, the frequent 

statement of, “I get to learn,” from students is connected with a sense of excitement. The 

researcher is intrigued by the perceived value in correlation with the academic regression the U.S 

has experienced over the last century. 

“Whether we are conscious or not, we tend to strive for consistency between our attitudes 

and behaviors or between our preferences and the choices we make” (Hoshino-Browne, 2012, p. 
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1). When first learning about theoretical frameworks, it was clear that the researcher’s biased 

lens would be one of an American educator. With this perspective, it was challenging to 

differentiate personal experiences and former opinions of the U.S education system from the 

research. Research shows that when people are forced to choose one thing over another, 

dissonance (psychological tension) is experienced. Recognizing a subconsciously influenced lens 

as an American educator before data collection and analysis was necessary for the researcher. To 

ensure biases were reigned in and not evident in the questions asked, applying triangulation and 

Creswell’s Strategies for Validation was of utmost importance as a check and balance 

accountability system. The researcher sought colleagues and educational professionals' support 

to check the data interpretation to ensure no unintended biases were found in the data. 

The researcher completed the CITI-SBE (Appendix A) modules and submitted a formal 

university-approved Institutional Review Board application. The application contained the 

consent forms in Appendix B. Participants were told they could begin and stop the study at any 

time, and their identity would remain completely confidential. Data will be kept for three years 

from the end of the written dissertation.  

Summary 

Implementing research-based protocols for data collection, a mixed-methods 

phenomenological study on educational engagement from an international lens was completed 

with reliability and validity to determine the common attributes and factors behind educational 

investment from all stakeholders. “Validity is strength and reliability are consistency” (personal 

communication, May 4, 2019). Using a mixed-method approach, quantitative and qualitative 

data were gathered using a web-based system to accommodate geographical limitations. Likert 

scales, multiple-choice, checkbox, short answer questions, and follow-up interviews were 
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utilized, and results are analyzed in the following chapter. The data was consistently compared to 

research on Global education. Global engagement in education will be generally defined as the 

investment in education examined through different lenses to uncover common attributes of a 

successful educational system, both academically and emotionally (Embleton, 2015). 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This mixed-methods phenomenological study investigated the educational engagement of 

stakeholders within schools through a global lens. The study focused on three main stakeholders: 

administrators, teachers, and families. The survey reached over 200 participants representing 

forty-two countries. The participants answered five questions collecting demographic 

information followed by four questions gathering data around their perception of engagement in 

education. After completing the surveys' demographics and perception sections, each participant 

was directed to the final set of questions specific to their role in education. For example, 

administrators were routed to a section with three open-ended questions concluding with a final 

question on whether they would be open to a follow-up interview.  

Teachers were taken to a section with six additional Likert scale and checkbox questions. 

Families were asked to complete nine questions, both Likert and checkbox, based on engagement 

through their student and their perceptions of education. The researcher conducted 30-minute 

follow-up interviews via zoom with six administrators from four different countries. Utilizing the 

demographic, perception, and targeted questions based on role in education and follow-up 

interviews with administrators, the researcher was able to draw a triangulation of analysis around 

engagement in education. This study's purpose was achieved by examining the responses 

participants provided through the survey collecting quantitative data and comparing it to 

qualitative data collected during follow-up interviews. This chapter presents the data analysis of 

the answers to the research questions:  
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1)  How do staff, students, and families engage, value, and view education around the 

world?  

2)  Who is responsible for instilling a value for education and ensuring students learn? 

3)  How does perceived engagement correlate with a county’s academic success on 

international assessments? 

  4) What are the top attributes countries around the world use to ensure engagement in 

education from every stakeholder? 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Demographic Survey Results 

Statements 1-5 collected demographic data such as gender, age, income, ethnicity, and 

current country of residence. Of the 200+ participants, 78.1% (𝑛=178) were female and 21.9% 

(𝑛= 49) were male (see Figure 2) ranging from 23-79 years old. 

Figure 2 

Gender of Participants 

 

Demographic data on total household yearly income resulted in 17.4% (𝑛=39) reporting 

less than $50,000; 32.6% (𝑛=73) making $50,000-$100,000; 36.6% (𝑛=82) earning $100,000-
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$200,000; and 13.4% (𝑛=30) at $200,000+ annual income per year (see Figure 3). Representing 

over 40 countries, there were 14 ethnicities including but not limited to: Timor-Leste/Pacific 

Islander, Black/African American, Gypsy, Hispanic/Latino, Indian, Middle Eastern, and White. 

 

Figure 3 

Total Household Yearly Income 

 

Perception Data 

All participants completed the Perception section of the quantitative survey. To 

understand the global view of participants, the figure below reveals the total number of 

participants and their role in education. The majority of participants were teachers at 59.8% 

(𝑛=131), family members at 21% (n=48), and administrators at 19.2% (n=40) (see Figure 4). The 

goal for 100 teachers, 100 family members, and three administrators from different countries was 

partially met. 

To further understand the study's data in connection to the purpose of the study, 

participants were analyzed by role and location, either within the United States compared to 
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other countries (see Figure 5). There were 102 total participants from the United States 

representing 20 administrators, 51 teachers, and 31 family members. There were 117 total 

participants from other countries representing 20 administrators, 80 teachers, and 17 family 

members. 

Figure 4 

Percentage of Participants in Each Role 
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Figure 5 

Number of Participants from the USA Compared to Other Countries Who Took the Survey 

 

 

The first question asked in the survey's perception data section was “Who is responsible 

for a student’s academic success?” The choices included policymakers, school, parent, and 

student. Participants were only able to choose one that forced them to reflect and identify which 

stakeholder they perceived as the most instrumental to a student’s academic success. When 

analyzing the data for all participants the results are as follows: school with 39.3% (n=88), 

student with 33% (𝑛=74), parent with 25.4% (n=57) and finally policymakers with 2.2% (n=5) 

(see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6 

Who is Primarily Responsible for a Student’s Academic Success 

 

 

When dissecting the results even further, the researcher separated the data to understand 

how many participants voted for each stakeholder group. The data is represented below in Table 

6. As one can see, both the number of participant votes and percentage of votes are calculated for 

each stakeholder group and compares the United States (U.S.) to other countries (OC) outside the 

U.S. The two visual representations included show the breakdown of data. The first graph (see 

Figure 7) indicates the number of votes for each stakeholder responsible for a student’s academic 

success based on participants' perception within the U.S. compared to those in other countries. 

Based on this data, it is clear that participants outside the U.S. believed that the school is 

primarily responsible for a student’s academic success (n=58), following the student (n=34), 

parent (𝑛=21), and lastly, policymakers (𝑛=4). Participants within the U.S. chose both parents 

and students (𝑛=36) as primarily responsible, followed by the school (𝑛=28) and only 1 

participant choosing policymakers. 
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Table 6 

Who is Primarily Responsible for a Student’s Academic Success 

        
Stakeholder U.S.# O.C.# U.S.% O.C.% 
Policymakers 1 4 0 3 
School 28 58 27 50 
Parent 36 21 36 18 
Student 36 34 36 29  
 

Figure 7  

Number of Participant Votes for the Stakeholder Primarily Responsible for a Student’s Academic 

Success 

 

The next graph (see Figure 8) compares data by percentage of participants within the U.S. 

to those in other countries in a side-by-side comparison of the stakeholder they perceived as 

responsible for a student’s academic success. The results show that in other countries, 50% of 

stakeholders view the school as primarily responsible for a student’s academic success, followed 

by the student (29%), parent (18%), and last policymakers (3%). In comparison, 36% of 
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stakeholders in the United States perceived that both the student and parent are primarily 

responsible for a student’s academic success, followed by the school at 27%, with 0% holding 

policymakers responsible. 

Figure 8 

Percent of Participants Votes for the Stakeholder Primarily Responsible for a Student’s 

Academic Success Comparing Other Countries to the U.S. 

 

The next question within the perception section of the survey asked, “What are the five 

most important attributes to encourage engagement in education from every stakeholder?” This 

is taken directly from my fourth research question, “What are the top attributes countries around 

the world use to ensure engagement in education from each stakeholder?” The choices include 

parent support, teacher, administrators, socioeconomic status, technology available, 

attitude/resilience, clear vision, safety, trust, fun, clear/high expectations, social-emotional 

support, specific feedback/praise, collaboration with others, accountability, effective 

communication, innovation, and attitude/resiliency. All participants were asked to choose up to 
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five from the list. The data is represented in a double bar graph (see Figure 9) to compare the top 

five attributes for the U.S. than other countries outside of the United States.  

As you can see from Figure 9, the top five attributes according to administrators, 

teachers, and family members from the U.S. are parent support (𝑛=77%), teacher (𝑛=54%), 

social-emotional support (𝑛=52%), effective communication (𝑛=44%), and clear/high 

expectations (𝑛=42%). The top five attributes according to administrators, teachers, and family 

members of participating countries outside of the United States were a teacher (𝑛=77%), parental 

support (𝑛=65%), effective communication (𝑛=54%), social-emotional support (𝑛=44%), and 

attitude/resiliency (𝑛=39%). All countries voted parent support, teacher, social-emotional 

learning, and effective communication as the top four attributes to encourage engagement in 

education. The fifth attribute for the United States was clear expectations, while the fifth attribute 

for countries outside of the United States was attitude/resiliency. 

Figure 9 

Top Attribute Based on Percentage of Votes 
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Looking further into the top five attributes’ data, the researcher calculated the number of 

votes for each attribute based on stakeholder. Table 7 breaks down the data by the number of 

votes from each stakeholder, administration, family member, and teachers outside of the United 

States, and Table 8 compares votes for each attribute from stakeholders within the United States. 

Like the data above, administrators, family members, and teachers outside the U.S agreed on 

three important attributes: parent support, teachers, and effective communication. However, 

administrators outside the U.S. included effective communication (𝑛=11), administrators (𝑛=8), 

clear vision (𝑛=8), and trust (𝑛=8) as the other important attributes. Families from other 

countries voted for effective communication (𝑛=12), social-emotional support (𝑛=7), and trust 

(𝑛=6). Teachers added social-emotional support (𝑛=40), effective communication (𝑛=40) and 

attitude/resiliency (𝑛=37) as their final three most important attributes. 
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Table 7 

Top Attributes Based on Number of Votes from Participants Outside the U.S. 

             
Attribute Administrator Family Teacher  
Parent Support 12 13 51 
Teacher 13 14 63 
Administrator 8 1 9 
Socioeconomic Status 3 4 7 
Technology 0 4 15 
Attitude/Resilience 5 4 37 
Clear Vision 8 4 8 
Safety 4 2 14 
Trust 8 6 29 
Fun 3 3 13 
Clear/High Expectations 5 4 31 
Social Emotional Support 5 7 40 
Specific Feedback/Praise 6 5 27 
Collaboration 5 3 20 
Accountability 5 2 20 
Effective Communication 11 12 40 
Innovation 0 1 7   
 

When analyzing the top attributes of different stakeholders who participated in the survey 

from within the United States, the top three were parent support, teacher, and social-emotional 

support, which matched the overall percentage data. Separating the data based on participant 

groups, administrators within the United States mirrored the overall percent results rating clear 

expectations (𝑛=10) and effective communication (𝑛=10) as the other top two attributes. 

Families rated effective communication (𝑛=14) and attitude/resiliency (𝑛=12) the remaining top 

attributes for a student’s academic success. Lastly, teachers from the United States rated the 

other two attributes as clear/high expectations (𝑛=22) and trust (𝑛=21). These results are 

compiled in Table 8 and also represented in Figure 10 and Figure 11 below. 
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Table 8 

Top Attribute Based on Number of Votes from Participants Within the U.S. 

             
Attribute Administrator Family Teacher  
Parent Support 10 26 42 
Teacher 11 23 21 
Administrator 2 6 2 
Socioeconomic Status 2 4 6 
Technology 1 6 7 
Attitude/Resilience 7 12 16 
Clear Vision 1 5 7 
Safety 4 8 7 
Trust 7 11 21 
Fun 1 10 9 
Clear/High Expectations 10 10 22 
Social Emotional Support 10 14 29 
Specific Feedback/Praise 6 8 10 
Collaboration 5 6 8 
Accountability 5 9 13 
Effective Communication 10 14 20 
Innovation 4 1 1   
 

The final question in the perception data section asked, “What are the most important 

subjects that should be taught in school to support long-term student success?”  Participants were 

asked to select three from a list of choices: reading, math, science, social studies, finance/life 

skills, arts/music, college and career preparation, and social-emotional learning. 
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Figure 10 

Top Attributes Based on Number of Votes from Participants Outside the U.S. 

 

 

Figure 11  

Top Attributes Based on Number of Votes from Participants Within the U.S. 
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Participants within the United States ranked the subjects in the following order: reading 

(𝑛=92%), math (𝑛=62%), finance/life skills and social-emotional learning (𝑛=46%), science 

(𝑛=18), arts/music (𝑛=17%), college and career preparation (𝑛=12%), and social studies 

(𝑛=8%). Countries outside of the United States ranked the subjects in this order: reading 

(𝑛=88%), math (𝑛=60%), social-emotional learning (𝑛=44), finance/life skills (𝑛=31%), science 

(𝑛=27%), social studies (𝑛=19%), arts/music (𝑛=18%), and college and career preparation 

(𝑛=8%). The results comparing this data are displayed below in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12 

Most Important Subjects Taught to Support Long-Term Success 

 

Teacher Data 

The first statement in the section collecting teacher data was, “My job as a teacher is 

viewed as a highly prestigious profession by my community.” Teachers were provided a Likert 

scale to choose from 4 (agree) to 1 (disagree). Results were then calculated into percentages and 

compared teachers within the United States (U.S.) to other countries (O.C.). Of the teachers 

within the U.S., 13% (𝑛=7) agreed, 42% (𝑛=22) marked a 3, 40% (𝑛=21) indicated a 2, and 4% 

(𝑛=2) selected disagreed. Responses from teachers in other countries, 33% (𝑛=26) picked 4 

(agree), 39% (𝑛=31) chose a 3, 26% (𝑛=21) chose 2, and 2% (𝑛=2) marked 1 (disagree) (see 

Figure 13). 
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Figure 13 

My Job as a Teacher is Viewed as a Highly Prestigious Profession by My Community 

 

 

The next statement for teachers to respond to was, “I believe my work as a teacher 

strongly impacts the community I serve.” Both this question as well as the following support my 

first research question, “How do staff, students, and families engage, value, and view education 

around the world?” Again, participating teachers used a 4 (agree) to 1 (disagree) Likert scale. 

Teachers from the United States (U.S.) responded 56% (𝑛=29) 4 (agree), 40% (𝑛=21) a 3, 4% 

(𝑛=2) a 2, and none chose a 1 (disagree). Participating teachers from other countries (O.C.) 

answered: 60% (𝑛=48) 4 (agree), 30% (𝑛=24) with a 3, 10% (𝑛=8) with a 2, and non-selected 1 

(disagree). Figure 14 synthesizes the data in a double bar graph comparing teacher responses 

from within the United States (U.S.) to other countries (O.C.). 
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Figure 14 

I Believe My Work as a Teacher Strongly Impacts the Community I Serve 

 

Another statement asked of teacher participants was, “Administration seeks and listens to 

my voice/opinions.” Again, teachers were provided a four-point Likert scale, 4 (agree) to 1 

(disagree). Results show that all teachers, within and outside the U.S., marked a favorable score, 

either 4 (agree) or a 3, totaling 63% and 37% selecting a score of 2 or 1 (disagree). Although 

there is a slight difference in the number of percentages for each scale, teachers worldwide 

believe that administrators seek and listen to their voices and opinions, as seen in Figure 15 

below.  
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Figure 15 

Administration Seeks and Listens to a Teacher’s Voice/Opinion 

 

As a proven top attribute towards a student’s success (Table 8), teachers are essential for 

engagement in education. Understanding teacher motivators connects to the research questions; 

therefore, the next question provides a deeper understanding of why teachers worldwide teach. 

Teachers were asked to select their top three motivators from the following list: monetary, 

prestige, benefits, work schedule, and impact. The top three motivators for teachers around the 

world are the same and include impact, monetary, and work schedule. There was a difference in 

the percentage of votes for countries outside the U.S. to within the United States (U.S.), as seen 

in Figure 16. Top motivators for teachers within the U.S. in order from greatest to least are 

impact (𝑛=77%), monetary (𝑛=50), work schedule and benefits (𝑛=35%), and prestige (𝑛=6) 
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compared to results of teachers outside the U.S. Other countries ranked impact (𝑛=81%), 

monetary (𝑛=56), work schedule (𝑛=34), benefits (𝑛=18) and prestige (𝑛=5). 

Figure 16  

Top Motivators for Teachers 

 

The final statement on the section for teachers to complete this statement, “My main roles 

and responsibilities include…” Teachers were asked to choose three roles and responsibilities 

from this list: plan/teach standards to students, raise academic achievement, set clear goals and 

high expectations for students, prepare students to be self-starters, communicate with families, 

collaborate with colleagues, and prepare students for college or career. Teachers outside the 

United States ranked the roles and responsibilities in this order: prepare students to be successful 

citizens 60% (𝑛=48), plan/teach standards 56% (𝑛=45), set clear goals and high expectations 

51% (𝑛=41), empower students to be self-starters 40% (𝑛=32), raise academic achievement 33% 
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(𝑛=26), collaborate with colleagues 30% (𝑛=24), communicate with families 19% (𝑛=15) and 

prepare students for college and career  14% (𝑛=11). Data collected from teachers within the 

United States prioritized the provided roles and responsibilities in the following order: prepare 

students to be successful citizens 63% (𝑛=33), set clear goals and high expectations 60% (𝑛=31), 

plan/teach standards 52% (𝑛=27), empower students to be self-starters 50% (𝑛=26), raise 

academic achievement 31% (𝑛=16), communicate with families 21% (𝑛=11), prepare students 

for college or career 15% (𝑛=8) and collaborate with colleagues 13% (𝑛=7). In the graph below, 

the main roles and responsibilities chosen by teachers within the U.S. are compared to teachers 

in other countries (O.C.) (see Figure 17). 
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Figure 17  

Comparison of Roles and Responsibilities of Teachers Within and Outside the U.S. 

 

 

The next section of the survey collected data from family members on their perception of 

engagement in education. 

Family Data 

The Family section of the survey used a Likert scale, 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree), connected 

to this statement, “I am aware of my son/daughter’s educational goals and learning 

expectations.”  Results from families within the U.S. are as follows: 4% (𝑛=1) selecting one 

(disagree), zero answering two, 16% (𝑛=12) choosing a three, 40% (𝑛=12) selecting a four, and 

40% who agree. Families in other countries had zero participants who selected either a one or 

two, 29% (𝑛=5) chose a three, 24% (𝑛=4) marking a four, and the highest score of 47% (𝑛=8) 
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who agreed with the statement (see Figure 18). These results support the first research question 

showing that 80% of families within the U.S. and 71% in other countries are involved in their 

son/daughter’s educational goals. 

Figure 18  

I am Aware of My Son/Daughter’s Educational Goals and Learning Expectations 

 

The next question was a checkbox format allowing families to choose up to three of their 

perceived main roles and responsibilities from this list: supporting son/daughter’s academics, 

hold son/daughter accountable, hold the school accountable, communicate/partner with the 

school, monitor academic progress, provide tools to son/daughter, get son/daughter to school 

every day, and prepare son/daughter for college or career. In Figure 19 below, the results are 

shown comparing the results from both clustered United States’ responses compared to other 

countries. In this side-by-side cluster by country, the top two roles and responsibilities families 

around the world agreed upon were to support son/daughter’s academics with 90% (𝑛=27) for 
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the U.S. and 94% (𝑛=16) for other countries and communicate/partner with the school 67% 

(𝑛=20) and 65% (𝑛=11).  

The third role and responsibility based upon a percentage of votes for the United States 

were to provide tools to son/daughter at 43% (𝑛=13). Other countries viewed monitoring 

academic progress to be a top role and responsibility with 35% (𝑛=6). The remaining roles and 

responsibilities for the United States were ranked by importance in this order: hold son/daughter 

accountable at 37% (𝑛=11), monitor academic progress 30% (𝑛=9), prepare son/daughter for 

college or career with 17% (𝑛=5), get son/daughter to school every day at 10% (𝑛=3) and lastly 

hold the school accountable with 7% (𝑛=2) of votes. Countries outside of the United States 

prioritized their role and responsibilities as follows based on a percentage of votes: prepare 

son/daughter for college or career and hold son/daughter accountable with 24% (𝑛=4), get 

son/daughter to school every day and hold the school accountable with 18% (𝑛=3), and no one 

selecting provide son/daughter tools. 

To understand the level of investment to support a child’s academic success, the 

researcher wanted to investigate the level of accountability from different stakeholders in a 

child’s life. Families were asked to answer the following question using a Likert scale of 1 

(disagree) to 5 (agree). 
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Figure 19  

Top Three Roles and Responsibilities for Families 

 

“If you were to ask your son or daughter if they have an adult outside of school who 

checks their work regularly and holds them accountable, what would they say?”  The results 

were organized in Figure 20, comparing answers from families within the U.S. to countries 

outside of the United States. Within the United States, 86% (𝑛=26) of families agreed, selecting 

either a three or four on the Likert scale, that students have an adult outside of school who 

regularly checks their work and holds them accountable compared to only 76% (𝑛=13) from 

participating families outside of the United States.  

To deeper understand engagement from a family and student lens, the researcher posed 

the question, “If you ask your son or daughter if they are responsible for their academic success 
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on a scale of 1 (disagree) to 4 (agree), which would they choose?” Families were provided a 

Likert scale to answer. 

Figure 20 

Accountability from Adults Outside of School 

 

 

A unanimous 100% (𝑛=30) of families within the United States claimed that students 

would agree that they are responsible for their academic success by selecting either a three or 

four (agree). Most families, 88% (𝑛=17), outside of the United States agreed, choosing either a 

three or four, with only 12% (𝑛=2) marking a two and none selected a one in disagreement (see 

Figure 21). This addresses the first research question seeking to understand how students and 

families engage, value, and view education around the world.  
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Figure 21  

Student Perception of Responsibility for Their Academic Success 

 

Another factor around engagement encompasses the investment a student has in their 

learning, such as feeling as though they have a voice in what they learn. Students who feel 

connected to the content are more apt to engage in the learning process (Linnakyla & Malin, 

2008; Mo & Singh, 2008; Newmann, 1992). Families were asked, “If you were to ask your son 

or daughter if they have a choice in how and what they learn in school, how would they 

respond?”  Participants were provided the same Likert scale as before, one representing 

disagreement and a four, representing agreement. Families from other countries were almost 

evenly split between each number representing 24% (𝑛=4) of the participants. The only 

exception was the two Likert scale which scored 28% (𝑛=5) of participants' votes, disagreeing 

slightly (see Figure 22). The U.S. results revealed a majority in disagreement with the question, 

33% (𝑛=10) selecting a one and 30% (𝑛=9) a two, totaling 63% (𝑛=19). The remainder of the 

participants agreed with 10% (𝑛=3) and 27% (𝑛=8), totaling 37% (𝑛=11). The results show that 
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families and students from all countries surveyed do not feel as though they have a choice in 

what they learn. 

Figure 22 

My Son/Daughter has a Choice in What They Learn 

 

In addition to the time spent in class, students often have homework or studying to 

complete after school. Additional time studying after the school day can have a direct impact on 

engagement level. The researcher was interested in understanding how much time in a day a 

student spent learning. Families who completed the survey were asked to estimate, “On average, 

how much extra time does your son or daughter spend studying and learning after the school 

day?” Based on these results (see Figure 23), 10% (𝑛=3) spend more than four hours a night on 

additional studying and learning, 20% (𝑛=6) report spending three hours, 37% (𝑛=11) spend two 

hours, 30% (𝑛=9) one hour, and only 3% (𝑛=1) said they do not spend any additional time 

outside of the school day on extra work. Participating families from countries outside of the U.S. 

did not report any students spending four hours or more on additional schoolwork after class, 

18% (𝑛=3) working an additional three hours, 28% (𝑛=5) completing two more hours, 42% 
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(𝑛=7) with an hour of homework and 12% (n=2) not having to do any surplus studying or 

learning after school. Therefore, 67% (𝑛=20) families within the United States report spending 

more than two hours a night on additional work compared to only 46% (𝑛=8) of students in other 

countries. These additional hours of learning have a negative impact on engagement (Linnakyla 

& Malin, 2008). 

Figure 23 

Average Time Outside of School Studying 

 

Another factor connected to engagement includes social-emotional balance (Greenberg et 

al., 2017; Griffith & Slade, 2018; Guerin, 2014). The researcher was interested in seeing if the 

amount of time on extracurricular activities impacted student engagement. Families were 

provided a list of extracurricular activities, sports, volunteer work, arts (song/dance/theater), and 

none to choose as many as applicable. The results from this survey show that students who 

choose not to participate in activities beyond the school day are three times greater outside of the 

United States with 16% compared to students within the U.S. with 5% of families noting they do 

not engage in extracurricular activities (see Figure 24). Families from all countries are similar in 

the number of students involved in sports, 44% for the U.S. versus 40% in other countries; 

however, volunteer work is twice as popular amongst American students, 26%, compared to 
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other countries at 12% seeking volunteer opportunities. Lastly, the arts were a greater interest for 

students outside of the U.S., representing 33% of the votes than the U.S., with 25% participating 

in dance and theater activities.  

Figure 24 

Extracurricular Activities 

 

Families and Teachers 

The next question was posed to both teachers and families seeking input on which 

statement would resonate with how their student or child felt about school, either “I have to go to 

school.” or “I get to go to school.” As seen in Figure 25, most families and teachers from other 

countries chose “I get to go to school” compared to families and teachers within the United 

States who selected, “I have to go to school.” Families in the United States' beliefs around these 

statements were nearly split, with 52% (𝑛=16) selecting “I have to go to school” compared to the 

48% (𝑛=15) who chose “I get to go to school.” Teachers from the U.S. agreed with families as 

they also favored “I have to go school” with 58% (𝑛=29) of the vote in comparison to the 42% 

(𝑛=22) who selected “I get to go to school.” Teachers and families from other countries were 
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opposite in their responses, with the majority voting for “I get to go to school.” The majority, 

56% (𝑛=9) of families marked their son/daughter would say, “I get to go to school,” and 44% 

(𝑛=7) selected “I have to go to school.” Teachers from other countries mirror the same results as 

families, with 57% (𝑛=44) claiming students would state they get to go to school and only 43% 

(𝑛=34) predicting students would relate with “I have to go to school.” 

Figure 25 

“I have to go to school.” vs. “I get to go to school.” 

 

Findings of Qualitative Research 

Administrative Data 

Administrators who participated in the online survey through Google Forms were 

included in the perception data analyzed above and were asked one question regarding leadership 

style and two open-ended questions. Forty administrators participated in the survey, twenty from 

the United States and representing 14 other countries. The last question asked if they were 

willing to engage in a follow-up interview. Twenty-four administrators responded yes, they 

would be interested in an interview; however, only seven emailed the researcher to set up a day 
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and time. The seven leaders open to an interview represented five countries: Timor-Leste, India, 

Canada, China, and the United States.  

 After completing the perception section, the first question for administrators was, “How 

would you describe your leadership style?”  There were four options presented: transformative, 

servant, authoritarian, and adaptable. The majority of leaders, 37.5% (𝑛=15) chose adaptable, 

35% (𝑛=14) selected servants, 22.5% (𝑛=9) related to transformative, and 5% (𝑛=2) responded 

with authoritarian (see Figure 26). 

Figure 26 

 

Leadership Styles of Administrative Participants 

 

 

The next question posed to administrators was open-ended, stating, “Briefly describe 

your roles and responsibilities as the head of the school. The researcher highlighted common 

roles and responsibilities in Figure 27. The more frequently the role or responsibility was 

mentioned, the bigger the font within the visual representation. Administrators from other 
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countries highlighted eight primary roles and responsibilities, with the most common including 

professional development (𝑛=6), school policies, setting a vision and long-term goals, 

behavior/Social Emotional Learning (SEL), coaching and curriculum (𝑛=5), and academics and 

instruction (𝑛=4). Within the United States, administrators mentioned twenty-three roles and 

responsibilities, with only a few mentioned by multiple administrators. Those include support 

(𝑛=6), academic and instruction (𝑛=4), vision and long-term goals, behavior and Social-

Emotional Learning (SEL), assessment, evaluation, budget, engaging staff, and building trust 

(𝑛=3). 

Figure 27 

 

Roles and Responsibilities of Administrators 
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The second open-ended question asked, “How would you describe engagement in an 

academic setting?” Statements around active engagement, shared decision making, inspiring and 

empowering others, clear vision and goals, involving all stakeholders in the learning process, 

student-centered classrooms, Social Emotional Learning culture, and productive struggle for 

students were common themes found amongst the forty answers from administrators. Table 9 

quotes a few statements from educational leaders within the United States, and Table 10 

highlights a few responses from administrators from other countries regarding academic 

engagement. This question supports the researcher’s first research question, “How do staff, 

students, and families engage, value and view education around the world?” 
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Table 9 

Other Countries Responses to Question: How Would you Describe Engagement in an Academic 

Setting 

             
OC Findings           
OC1 “Engagement occurs when students actively participate in the learning (working 

with peers, researching on their own etc.).” 
 
OC3 “Shared decision making involving all stakeholder groups.” 
 
OC7 “Engagement comes from having a clear, realistic, and achievable (but flexible) 

vision plan that all stakeholders can understand based on their roles in the 
school.” 

 
OC10 “Inspiration to learn is one of the most key aspects in school; without it, learning 

is nearly impossible with it learning is almost guaranteed.” 
 
OC11 “Engagement in the academic setting means that students are at a comfortable 

level to struggle and succeed, but also in a comfortable environment where there 
is trust to ask for help and the resources to dig deeper or remediate if a need 
arises.” 

 
OC13 “Students should be provided agency with how they engage with their learning. A 

clearly established and articulated set of standards and learning targets provide 
teachers with a guide of what students should know and be able to do.” 

 
OC16 “Students drive their own learning with the support of teachers who are willing to 
  adapt to and be inspired by the skills, interests, and perspectives of all students.” 
 

𝑁=20; OC= Other Countries 
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Table 10 

U.S. Responses to Question: How Would you Describe Engagement in an Academic Setting 
              
US           Findings  

 
US1 “Attendance, active dialogue, teacher preparation, parental support, student prepared to 

learn based on social, emotional, nutritional status, appropriate support, trust.”  
US3 “When students are active participants in learning, taking responsibility for their progress 

and seeing the purpose behind the learning and how it will benefit them.”  
US4 “Students are active in the learning process. Ideally, in a collaborative setting working 

with the peers and having choices and based on inquiry.”  
US9 “Students have a variety of opportunities daily to participate in innovative lessons where 

they can collaborate, communicate, create, and critically think with their teacher and 
peers. Their interests and academic needs are taken into consideration during lesson 
development and their learning transfers to real world application.”  

US15 “Student-driven instruction; students collaborating with each other to reach an assigned 
task; student interest/research/excitement determining the next learning goal.”  

US18 “Students are participating in some hands-on or applied aspect of academics that is 
differentiated to their level, but the group is participating as a whole while that 
differentiation is facilitated.” 

US20 “Knowing which engagement techniques are most effective based on research. Know 
your student abilities to design lessons that meet their needs but are challenging. Provide 
feedback often and give students multiple opportunities during the lesson to tell you what 
they learned so you can change or pivot during the lesson.” 

 

𝑁=20; US= Other Countries. 

Administrative Interviews 

Of the seven administrators who emailed the researcher expressing interest in a follow-up 

interview, six completed a 30-minute interview via zoom, answering seven additional open-

ended questions. Interview participants were sent the questions to review and process in advance. 

The seven questions were as follows:  

1)  Can you please state your name, country you are currently a leader in and describe 
your leadership role and school? 
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2)  How would you describe your leadership strengths and style as a leader? 

3) As an educational leader, how do you engage staff, students, and families?  

4)  In your opinion, who is responsible for instilling a value for education and ensuring 
students learn?  Explain. 
 
5)  Based on my research, six most common attributes for systemic educational change 
are positive climate, focus, goals, communication, building capacity, and data. Of those, 
which resonate with your as top attributes to student success? Feel free to include any 
additional attributes as well.   
 
6) When I asked both families and teachers which phrase, either “I have to go to school” 
or “I get to go to school” would resonate with their students, both families and teachers in 
the US said “ I have to” compared to “I get to” of countries outside the US. What are 
your thoughts regarding this? 
 
7) Review the data below. What are your beliefs around these results? 

Table 11 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2018 Results 

              
Country Reading Math Science           

 
China 555 591 590 
Canada 520 512 518 
United States 505 478 502 

 
 

For anonymity, the names were replaced with the country of residence in the following 

tables. The countries represented include Canada, China, India, Timor-Leste, and the United 

States. Two administrators were interviewed from China, and their answers have been 

synthesized based on themes in the following data. All participants currently have a leadership 

role that impacts students, teachers/staff, and family within their country. 

The second question elaborated on the data collected from the survey, represented in 

Figure 25, asked administrators to describe their leadership strengths and styles. Table 12 
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synthesizes the central themes regarding the qualitative data collected from administrators in 

each country. The leadership strengths center around team building, servant leadership, 

empowering others, and setting a clear vision. 

Table 12 

How Would you Describe your Leadership Strengths and Style 

              
Country Findings 

 

Canada Authenticity is my approach, and I believe in a servitude style. I try to do what I 
can so that others' jobs are more manageable. 

 
China My leadership strength is trying to build professional relationships with staff. I 

want to empower my teachers. I want to give them a voice and opportunity to 
build each other and lead. I live by the three Ls: listen, learn and lead. Listen to 
them, learn about the culture so you can lead and evolve with people. 

 
India My style is about creating more leaders and expecting my team to do things 

according to their job description. Also, to ensure that the values of the 
organization get transmitted to the last person. 

 
Timor-Leste Establishing a vision and ensuring the pathways to that vision is clear.  
 
U.S.A. Lead alongside everyone, build relationships, and have them learn your leadership 

strengths and learn their strengths and weaknesses, and as you're doing, you build 
a relationship on trust. 

 

N=5 

The following question asked by the researcher was directly related to the primary 

research question for the study, “As an educational leader, how do you engage staff, students, 

and families?” The common themes include culture, partnerships, communication, voice, 

relationships, vision, goals, and outcomes. Table 13 provides more details from administrators 

representing five countries.  
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Table 13 

As an Educational Leader, How do you Engage Staff, Students, and Families 

             
Country Findings           
Canada My genuine desire is to make education humane to help everyone reach their full 

potential, that includes my students and staff. I believe in a strengths approach 
where I come in alongside to help them reflect and grow in areas that aren’t 
strengths.  

 
China With the culture here, parents have a lot of control so need to ensure information 

is shared with them and not just all talk but bring all parties together with a clear 
vision plan to understand where we’re going, why and how we are going to get 
there. 

 
India We train parents to understand and work with their children. Parents are an 

integral part of our system and we provide support teams for them. The whole 
team, staff, students and parents, are a part of our work. 

 
Timor-Leste Making sure that every stakeholder has a say in what is happening is important. 

They need to know they are heard but also knowing it is acted upon. 
 
U.S.A. Build relationships, build trust and look at data together and make sure not to 

blame anyone; simply talk about how our kids are doing and what the teachers 
need, remove barriers. By the third year, create clear goals so that engagement 
becomes a commitment from everyone. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

𝑁=5 

The next question aligns with the study’s second research question, “Who is responsible 

for instilling a value for education and ensuring students learn?” This question was also posed to 

all stakeholders in the quantitative survey and analyzed above (see Figure 6). The researcher 

wanted administrators to have an opportunity to further elaborate on their answers to gain a 

greater understanding behind the responses. The qualitative data found that administrators 

struggled to choose just one stakeholder responsible. Common trends of leaders from around the 

world emphasized the importance of all stakeholders engaging in education to create value for 



 95 

learning within students. Table 14 provides more statements from the participants who were 

interviewed.  

Table 14 

In your Opinion, Who is Responsible for Instilling a Value for Education and Ensuring Students 

Learn 

              
Country Findings            
Canada It's a village; it can’t be just me. I work hard to get to know people, students, 

families, staff on a personal level so that I can help them understand where I come 
from and am more predictable in regards to goals or expectations. I do what I can 
to celebrate others when they hit their goals.  

 
China Everyone should be involved in the school. For children, as they grow, they need 

to feel that sense of ownership that they’re empowered and in charge of their 
learning. Teachers and the adults kids interact with are also important as well as 
their parents and building the connection with them, so they see the power they 
have. Our culture has a strong value in education. 

 
India Both, parents as well as the teachers/schooling. You can’t segregate a child. 
 
Timor-Leste Statistically, you want to look at who are students spending the most time with, 

which are teachers. Establishing the social emotional relationship between the 
student and the teacher is incredibly important. Empowering the teacher to 
understand, without intimidation, their role in that child’s life holistically, but not 
just the child’s life, but with the parent to establish a culture built on trust and 
care. 

 
U.S.A. If you can get the community valuing education, then the schools have to have 

systems to support that value. Both have to work together, but the community has 
to value education. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

𝑁=5 

 

Administrators were provided the six most common attributes for systemic educational 

change based on the research from chapter two. They include positive climate, focus, goals, 

communication, building capacity, and data. Of those, they were asked which resonate with them 
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as top attributes to student success and were told they could include any additional attributes as 

well. The top attributes mentioned were capacity building amongst staff, using data, and 

communication. Table 15 elaborates on each, which each country highlighted in more depth. 

Table 15 

Common Attributes for Systemic Educational Change 
             
Country Findings           

Canada Those are all interwoven. I get excited about the data because I see the people in 
the data having conversations around the data to provide alternative pieces to 
extend learning through reflective questions and kindness. 

 
China Building capacity really resonates with me because of the importance behind 

education. Building capacity within kids, just people in general, is a big part of 
education. High expectations from teachers within the classroom is huge. 

 
India Compassion and communication. The rest is easy to get externally, such as data, 

but compassion and communication is something that you have to strive for if you 
are not born with it. That is the most important. 

 
Timor-Leste Capacity building strikes a chord with me because, to me, it really means finding 

out people’s strengths which are often related to their passions which are related 
to what they are good at. Capacity building is related to trust and vision and 
flexibility, but number one to building that capacity is patience to help everyone 
realize they have a role to play in the organization. 

 
U.S.A. Some of the biggest attributes are setting goals and positive communication is 

really important. Building a staff that can talk about difficult topics and data are 
important when you're making some changes for continuous improvement. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
𝑁=5 

As discussed above in Figure 25, the researcher provided families and teachers two 

phrases, either “I have to go to school.” or “I get to go to school.” The research shared the results 

from the quantitative data collection with the administrators during the interview. After learning 

that both families and teachers in the U.S. chose “I have to” compared to “I get to” as countries 

outside the U.S. favored, administrators were asked to share their thoughts on the findings. 



 97 

Countries other than the United States agreed with the data collected, as seen in Table 16, stating 

that students and families value the school system, feel as though it is a privilege to attend 

school, and represents a place where students feel heard. The United States administrator 

reflected that the results might represent the messaging sent to families, “You have to go to 

school, you have to be here.”  

Table 16 

“I get to go to school.” vs. “I have to go to school.” 

              
Country Findings           

Canada We, as a school, represent a place where students are heard. There is a structure 
and consistency, so for our kids, they come every day regardless. 

 
China School is valued as a privilege and that is first communicated from the adults 

around them. It is a harder admission process, so they don’t have to come to our 
school, however if they get admitted they value it because they want to be here. 

 
India I get to go to school. The maximum of parents and students love to come to the 

school. This is not a difficult question.  
 
Timor-Leste I have moved away from domesticating students. It’s not about saying, “you will 

do this because I said so or am the alpha.”  If it is a symbiotic relationship, the 
brain is more open to stimulus compared to if it is a more cohesive relationship 
with schooling.  

 
U.S.A. It's in our messaging to kids and families, “You have to go to school, you have to 

be here” as opposed to saying, “You know you get to come today because we’re 
doing this.”  

             

𝑁=5 

The final question included data from the 2018 Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA). Administrative participants were sent the data the day before, and the 

researcher reviewed it with them during the interview. After sharing the data, the interviewer 

asked the leaders their beliefs after reviewing Canada, China, and the U.S.’s 2018 PISA results 
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(see Table 17). This qualitative data question directly relates to research question number three 

for the study, “How does perceived engagement correlate with a country’s academic success on 

international assessments?” Although only three of the countries represented by administrators 

participated in the PISA, each was able to share their reflections around the data.  
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Table 17 

Beliefs Around 2018 Programme of International Student Assessment 

             
Country Findings           
Canada Proud that Canada’s education system still puts us at the top and the metrics used 

with PISA works well with the content-based learning that China uses and does 
very well. It is a value system and Canada as a diverse country with wide 
ethnicities, you see family culture plays a big role in how they view education and 
place their focus on. 

 
China The emphasis on student results is huge here, it's everything that we’re driven for. 

We’re trying to implement a more holistic approach to learning so it isn’t just 
about the marks, but I’m not surprised that China is at the top because of the 
emphasis within the culture.  

 
India I can only speak from our perspective about these countries and data since we 

don’t take the PISA. The Chinese education system is similar to the Indian system 
probably because there is a lot of rote learning. From what I understand about the 
U.S. is that there is too much personal freedom. China and the US are on either 
side of the spectrum. The amazing atmosphere of personal freedom which is not 
conducive to education because at certain ages in our lives, we are not capable of 
making the right decisions. You need someone else to guide you and the concept 
of personal freedom hinders you to accept guidance. 

 
Timor-Leste We don’t participate in PISA, so I hesitate because I can’t speak with fidelity. The 

United States, China, and Canada overall policies are government policies in 
education, this is where it is coming from. That is the reason behind why 
education exists, it’s top down. 

 
U.S.A. Certain countries that value education, their value overrides the teaching 

techniques. Doing homework, taking music classes, those are all pieces of data. 
Looking at equity to ensure that high expectations and opportunities, like ensuring 
all students are able to apply for AP classes, are offered to all students not just the 
ones who we feel deserve it. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
𝑁=5 

Summary 

The study findings reveal a difference in engagement amongst stakeholders within the 

United States compared to other countries. According to the survey data, other countries place 

high regard for the school and hold them primarily accountable for student academic success.  
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The United States selected that the parent and student are primarily responsible with the school 

close behind according to the data. Teachers worldwide feel as though their role positively 

impacts the community they serve, which fuels their motivation. Results show families and 

teachers from other countries think students view learning as a privilege and are more engaged 

than students from the United States. Feedback from families indicates that students within the 

United States spend more time on additional work after school and are more involved in 

extracurricular activities than students in other countries. 

Administrators provided perception and qualitative data through the survey and follow-up 

interview. Most administrators surveyed identified with the adaptable leadership style. Their 

ability to quickly shift as needed allows them to complete the many demands of their job. 

Findings from the survey aligned with the data from the research on engagement. Shared 

decision-making, active participation, and empowerment were noted as qualifiers of engagement 

in an academic setting. The common attributes of systemic change (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & 

Mestry, 2016) were also highlighted during the administrative interviews. Clear vision, data, 

collaboration, and capacity building were necessary attributes among administrative participants. 

Another common theme from leaders was the importance of incorporating all stakeholders in 

learning to ensure strong engagement and academic support. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This study examined engagement in education through a global lens by collecting 

qualitative and qualitative data from educators, administrators and teachers, and families in 

multiple countries. Evidence and data provided by survey participants validated the theory that 

there is a higher level of engagement in education in countries outside of the United States. This 

is supported by this study's results, throughout the literary analysis in Chapter 2, and compared to 

academic achievement as seen on the PISA, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

The data from this comparative study consistently revealed that both educators and 

families outside of the United States have a greater value for their educational system and view 

learning as a privilege. In addition, the study shows that countries outside of the United States 

hold high regard for the school and view it as primarily responsible for a child’s academic 

success compared to the United States, which places the school, student, and parent as equally 

responsible. The study also collects data around perceived roles, responsibilities, and common 

attributes for academic success. In addition to the survey using Google Forms, the researcher 

also conducted follow-up interviews with administrators from five countries to further explore 

the findings of the data collected in comparison to PISA results from 2018. 

Summary of the Study 

Data was collected from over 200 participants representing teachers, administrators, and 

families from forty-two countries. Participant ages ranged from 23-79, and most, 78%, were 

female (see Figure 2). Total household yearly income was collected from participants in 

American dollars and a majority, 69.2%, claimed to be making $50,000-$200,000 (see Figure 3). 
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The researcher is unsure how accurate this information is and would recommend a currency 

converter for future studies.  

As this was a snowball study and promoted strictly through social media connections of 

the researcher and the dissertation chair, both educators, the majority of the participants, 79% 

(see Figure 4), were educators, with only 21% of the participants representing families. For 

replication of this study, an emphasis on family recruitment and participation through 

networking and partnerships is recommended. 

The majority of participants were from other countries for every group except for 

families, which only had seventeen families participate compared to thirty within the United 

States (see Figure 5). The number of administrators who took the survey was nearly even, with 

nineteen from the U.S. and twenty from other countries; however, surprisingly, only one 

administrator from the United States followed up with interest to conduct a follow-up interview. 

Participation of teachers from other countries was surprising as eighty teachers worldwide 

completed the survey.  

When looking at the trends of participation data, it was gratifying to see multiple 

participants from the same country, especially when all stakeholder groups were represented, 

found with Australia, Canada, Italy, and the United States. The Snowball Strategy to distribute 

the survey on a global scale proved successful after reaching well populated countries, such as 

China, to smaller countries such as Timor-Leste and Oman. As more time passed, the survey 

continued to snowball and reach even more educators and families around the world without any 

additional promotion. For this study, data was collected and analyzed after only four weeks 

representing 224 participants. Because the survey was distributed using the Snowball Strategy, 

there were also many countries with only a few participants. This was one reason that most of the 
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data in Chapter 4 was grouped as “other countries” and analyzed in comparison to the United 

States.  

Summary of Research Questions  

All of the survey questions (Appendix B) and follow-up interview questions were directly 

connected to the research questions. The following four research questions will be further 

discussed and analyzed in this section.  

1) How do staff, students, and families engage, value, and view education around the 

world?  

2)  Who is responsible for instilling a value for education and ensuring students learn? 

3)  How does perceived engagement correlate with a county’s academic success on 

international assessments? 

4) What are the top attributes countries around the world use to ensure engagement in 

education from every stakeholder? 

Engagement in Education 

As defined in Chapter 1, engagement is an investment in learning (Embleton, 2015; 

Linnakyla & Malin, 2008; Mo & Singh, 2008). When students feel disconnected, are not 

invested, or do not see a value for learning, it directly impacts their success. To further 

understand engagement on a global scale through multiple stakeholder’s lenses’, the first 

question was addressed in the participant survey and follow-up interview with administrators. 

Some of the findings regarding how staff, students, and families engage, value, and view 

education around the world will be covered in this section. 

Specific questions were asked to understand a teacher’s view of their profession and top 

motivators to explore teacher engagement. One question asked teachers if they felt their work 
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had a strong impact on their community (see Figure 14). Overall, 90% of teachers, both from 

other countries and the United States, agreed with this statement. This relates to engagement as 

an indicator of investment in their role as an educator. Research discussed in Chapter 2 explains 

that intrinsic motivation is more important than extrinsic (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Hopkins & 

Woulfin, 2015; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Aligning with the research, teachers feel as though 

they have a positive impact on their community. Therefore, regardless of extrinsic benefits, such 

as pay or summer breaks, many teachers view their role as influential and choose teaching to 

fulfil a purpose as opposed to simply a profession. An additional question around engagement 

asked teachers to select their top three motivators for teaching (see Figure 16). By far, the highest 

motivator for teachers was impact. The literary research also supports the findings regarding 

teachers around their roles and responsibilities (see Figure 17). The top selected role and 

responsibility for most teachers worldwide was to prepare students to be successful citizens 

proving teachers are most engaged and motivated when they feel their work impacts students and 

their community.  

Overall teachers in multiple countries believe their work influences their community, 

however teachers in the United States do not feel their job is valued as a highly prestigious 

profession by their community (Figure 13). This poses a systemic problem for the U.S.’s 

educational success. Recognizing that there is a disproportionality between a teacher’s view of 

their profession compared to the community’s would benefit the U.S., in addition to learning 

how to shift the mindset of communities to trust and find value in the school system, as other 

countries have, would benefit the U.S. 

Families were surveyed to understand their son/daughter's level of engagement regarding 

education. Results reveal that families from all over the world believe their main role and 



 105 

responsibility is to support their son/daughter’s academic success, followed by communicating 

and partnering with the school (see Figure 19).  Research explains that partnerships between 

families and the school positively impact student achievement (Jia et al., 2009; Mo & Singh, 

2008; Zhao et al., 2005). One factor supported by research and reconfirmed by data from this 

survey is goal setting and clear expectations regarding academics (Gurley et al., 2015; Punnett, 

1986). The survey included a question involving family awareness of their student’s educational 

goals (see Figure 18). The results showed that 80% of parents from the United States agreed with 

this statement compared to 71% of parents from other countries. These results will be further 

discussed later in the chapter; however, the sampling of family participants from this study 

affirms the research that a school-family partnership is an attributor to student engagement.  

At the heart of this study, the researcher wanted to further understand engagement from a 

global lens from different stakeholder’s perspectives.  This was inspired by informal data 

collected throughout her travels that initiated a perceived perception that students in other 

countries have a greater value for learning compared to those in the United States. On the 

perception survey, families and teachers were provided two statements, “I get to go to school” 

and “I have to go to school,” and asked to choose the one that would best relate to how their 

students or children feel about school. In Figure 25, the results reveal that both teachers and 

families from outside of the United States resonated with the statement “I get to go to school” 

compared to teachers and families within the United States who chose “I have to go to school,” 

providing data confirming the researcher’s hypothesis.  

The results around teacher impact and motivators were similar on a global scale. Families 

worldwide shared similar beliefs about their role and involvement in their children’s academic 

success. However, the results from these statements show a distinct difference regarding 
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engagement in education. It was clear based on this study's results that teachers and families 

from other countries view student engagement and value for school as a privilege compared to 

those within the United States. These results support the hypothesis that although there are many 

similarities within educational systems and practices around the world, there is a lack of 

engagement and value for education within the United States compared to other countries which 

ultimately threatens the United States academic success with the potential to have an impact on 

their economic stability and global competitiveness.  

The results from Figure 25 were revealed to administrators in the follow-up interview, 

and they were asked to share their perspectives (see Table 16). Leaders from other countries 

were not surprised by the findings; India's administrator stated, “The maximum of parents and 

students love to come to the school. This is not a difficult question” (Personal Communication, 

January 17, 2021). Other international administrators shared the same sentiment stating that 

school is viewed as a privilege, a place where students feel heard, and more about a symbolic 

and cohesive relationship with the school. This is consistent with other administrator’s answers 

from the survey when asked to describe engagement (see Table 9). The administrator 

interviewed from the United States shared a valuable explanation, “It’s in our messaging to kids 

and families, ‘You have to go to school, you have to be here’ as opposed to saying, ‘You know 

you get to come today because we’re doing this’” (Personal Communication, January 18, 2021). 

This statement echoes the researchers’ feelings as an American administrator. The value of 

education is contrived from the messages relayed to students, either from their parents or the 

community, and without choice, voice, or understanding behind why learning is important, 

students disengage.  
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When administrators were asked to describe engagement on the survey, some similarities 

included active participation, shared decision making, collaboration, and student-centered 

learning (see Table 9). These findings revealed that other counties find value in promoting 

productive struggle, instilling inspiration, and allowing student voice and choice in their 

learning. In addition to how other countries promote a love for learning, the study findings reveal 

they also emphasize inspiring students to learn by allowing them a choice and voice in what they 

are learning while creating a comfortable environment that encourages structured struggle. As 

indicated above, when a community, especially students, see education as a privilege, they are 

more apt to engage, invest and trust the school and find value in learning. Based on the evidence 

from this study, one reason for the lack of value amongst Americans is the mixed perceptions on 

who is responsible for instilling a value for education to ensure students learn, as discussed in the 

next section. 

Responsibility for Student Success 

The second research question proved a challenge for participants. Multiple participants 

sent emails to describe their selection and voice the struggle to choose only one stakeholder 

primarily responsible for a student’s academic success. Participants overall placed almost equal 

accountability between the school, student, and parent, in that order, as seen in Figure 6, when 

asked to identify only one. As the responses for the question, “Who is primarily responsible for a 

student’s academic success?” were grouped by participants within the United States compared to 

other countries, there was a distinct difference, as seen in Table 6 where the responses compare 

country and stakeholder. This data clearly shows that other countries place a high responsibility 

on the school (𝑛=50%) to ensure a student’s academic success compared to the United States, 

which is undecided on who should be held accountable. The U.S. data identified students and 
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parents (𝑛=36%) with the school close behind (𝑛=27%) as responsible. This was astounding to 

the researcher; however, it makes sense when considering the research. 

A united effort between all stakeholders proves to be valued amongst school systems 

around the world (Griffith & Slade, 2018), however other countries are experiencing greater 

academic success compared to the United States because they trust the school to teach their 

children (Ryan, 2013; Schneider, 2017; Sobe & Ness, 2010). The researcher sought to 

understand “why” there seems to be a higher value in learning with stakeholders from other 

countries than the United States. Based on this study's results, one reason is that they are clear 

about who is primarily responsible for students learning: the school (see Figure 8). As explained 

above and seen in Figure 19, families are active partners in student learning and understand their 

roles and responsibilities to promote engagement and academic success; however, they place a 

higher value and responsibility on the school compared to the United States. Reinforced by the 

research, countries surpassing the United States have a greater focus on teacher recruitment 

(Freed et al., 2011; Herrmann, 2018; Kimball, 2011), ongoing support and mentorship of 

teachers, and self-reflection for both students and staff (Lemons & Stevenson, 2015; Rippeth, 

2017).  

As discussed in the literature review, teaching is one of the most prestigious and highly 

competitive professions outside of the United States (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Ryan, 2013; 

Sahlberg, 2011). Based on survey participants, 72% of teachers outside the United States 

compared to 55% of teachers within the United States agree that their job is viewed positively by 

their community (see Figure 13). Although globally, teachers feel as though their work impacts 

their community, there is a distinct difference in the value placed on the teaching profession 

within the United States compared to other countries. Trust placed in the school and educational 
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system by a community is essential to a student’s success. As the administrator form the U.S. 

shared in her interview, the message cascaded to students has an impact on the value placed on 

learning. All stakeholders within the United States would benefit from acknowledging the 

findings of this study, reflect on ways to shift the message sent to students regarding school, and 

work to rephrase how they promote learning within the U.S. to students. 

As with many participants, administrators struggled to identify one main stakeholder 

responsible for a student’s academic success during the interview, and many mentioned the need 

to share a value for education as a culture. The administrator from Canada stated, “It takes a 

village; it can’t be just me” (Personal Communication, January 18, 2021), and an administrator 

from China confirmed their strong value regarding education (Personal Communication, January 

18, 2021). The administrator's response in the United States also mentioned needing the 

community to value education followed by schools needing systems to support that value. 

(Personal Communication, January 18, 2021). The phrasing administrators used to answer the 

question reaffirmed the difference in value for education within other countries. They used more 

decisive verbiage than the United States administrator, who used more tentative language, such 

as “if you can” to describe education's cultural value. Shifting the mindset of a nation will 

require intentionality, but more importantly trust must be built between the community and the 

school. Educators, especially the administrator, have the obligation and privilege to be the 

positive promoters to reengage all stakeholders to increase the value of learning. As we all work 

to advocate and support our schools within the U.S., we confirm the importance of education on 

a community and ultimately a nation’s long-term success and sustainability. The data collected 

for this study is based on a sampling of administrators, teachers, and families’ perceptions 

involving engagement in education; the next question compares the importance of perception on 
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academic success using an international assessment, Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA). 

Perception Data Compared to PISA Data 

As discussed in this study's problem statement and the literature review, the United States 

seemed to be a top contender in education; however, an academic regression since the 1950s is 

cause for concern (DeVos, 2020; Gurria, 2011; Lewis, 2014). Administrators were provided the 

interview questions and 2018 PISA data (see Table 11) before the interview. Of the five 

countries with administrator representation, only three of their countries participated in the PISA: 

Canada, China, and the United States. Out of the three with current PISA scores, Canada and the 

United States also had teachers and families who had participated in the researcher’s study. The 

researcher used the survey and PISA data from numerous years to compare level of engagement 

to academic success. The academic comparisons and results from the Engagement in Education 

survey support the problem statement and literature review findings revealing a problem for the 

U. S’s educational sustainability, which could negatively influence their economic and global 

competitiveness.  

Based on the international assessment, found in Table 11, and the Chapter 2 data 

comparing results and ranking of China, Canada and the United States, China leads academically 

in reading (𝑛=555), math (𝑛=591), and science (𝑛=590). Canada ranked next scoring 520 in 

reading, 512 in math, and 518 in science. The United States placed last, within this subgroup of 

administrator representation, in reading (𝑛=505), math (𝑛=478), and science (𝑛=502). Reviewing 

previous PISA results, the data confirms the U.S.’s pattern of declining global competitiveness. 

In 2012, the United States scored three times lower than Canada in all subjects.  These 

international academic results are consistent with this study's findings on educational 
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engagement; there is a direct correlation between level of engagement and academic success on a 

global scale. Each administrator interviewed was asked to share their insight into these findings 

(see Table 17). 

The administrators from Canada and China were not too surprised by the data. Canada's 

representative shared that their content-based learning, like China, fairs well on international 

assessments like PISA. She also credited their family culture, which places a strong value and 

focus on education. Both administrators interviewed from China echoed that student results' 

emphasis is huge and ingrained in the culture (personal communication, January 18, 2021). The 

administrative representative from the United States reflected that countries that value education 

sometimes prioritizes it over teaching techniques and include homework, music, and equity 

opportunities for all students as part of data. Like the American administrator, China also 

mentioned transitioning to a more holistic approach to include more than just an emphasis on 

marks. Other countries seem to be refining their educational systems to meet the needs of their 

students, community and nation. If the United States does not recognize the threat in their 

academic stabilization, other countries will continue to surpass them threating a domino effect on 

the U.S.’ academic and social emotional well-being of their students, future economic success 

and international competitiveness.  

Data collected from all participants on the survey's perception section asked each to 

identify the three most important subjects taught from a list of eight options. Reading and math 

were chosen as the top two subjects from both the U.S. participants and those outside the United 

States, which align with two academic subjects on the international assessment, PISA. This did 

not surprise the researcher. Instead of science as third, it was outvoted by social-emotional 

learning and finance/life skills as the next two most important subjects selected by participants. 
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The survey's perception data correlates to administrators' insight during the follow-up interviews 

and research found in the literary review, 21st century students need more than simply an 

academic education.  

Shifting from an academic-only approach to the whole child has quickly become a staple 

in educational systems worldwide (Greenberg et al., 2017; Hoshino-Browne, 2012; Katzaraska-

Millar & Reysen, 2019). Studies have been conducted between the United States and China to 

assess emotional well-being in relation to academic success (Jia et al., 2009) and prove a strong 

correlation, as seen in both the perception data from all stakeholders and found mentioned in the 

interviews with administrators. From around the world, administrators interviewed, and 

stakeholders who participated in the perception survey recognize a need for a holistic approach 

to education that spans beyond academics and provides social-emotional learning support.  

Top Attributes 

A leader of an organization holds the most influence for systemic change (Khumalo, 

2015; Northouse, 2016; Okoji, 2015); for a school, that includes level of engagement and 

academic success. Studies on the importance of leadership in countries such as Nigeria (Okoji, 

2015) and South Africa (Khumalo, 2015) prove that leaders must adapt. The results of this study 

support that research, see Figure 26, illustrating most administrative participants related to an 

adaptable leadership style (𝑛=37.5%). Adaptability within leadership, especially in education, 

encourages engagement as it relates to both investment from stakeholders and academic success. 

The Coronavirus of 2020 offers a recent example of adaptability in regards to a nations response 

and academic success. Many countries were able to quickly shift because they had a pandemic 

plan in place that helped limit impact on student achievement. The United States was not 

prepared for such an event leaving school districts, educators, families and especially students to 
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suffer as they reacted as the pandemic grew resulting in school closures. As a nation or a school 

leader, the ability to quickly adapt can have an impact on the system. A leader’s ability to 

intuitively shift to meet their audience's needs is essential in setting a positive tone for their 

school and enlisting buy-in from all stakeholders (Fullan, 1995; Senge et al., 2012; Sternberg, 

2013). Creating a positive learning environment where individuals (staff, students, and parents) 

invest in each other's cultural and academic success is one of six common attributes for systemic 

change (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). 

The study intends to understand “why” other countries seem to have a different level of 

engagement in their education, which was discussed earlier in correlation to the second research 

question. In connection to “why” is also understanding “how” true engagement in education 

occurs. Recognizing that a leader’s role is instrumental in an organization's success, their 

responsibilities should mirror their style. As seen in Figure 27, an administrator's roles and 

responsibilities include professional development, setting a vision, and acting as an instructional 

coach. These roles and responsibilities were similar for all counties and aligned with the research 

behind common attributes found within successful educational systems. 

The researcher compiled a list of attributes mentioned throughout the research and 

included a question on the survey asking all stakeholders to choose the five they found most 

important (see Figure 9). Based on the research and thoroughly discussed in Chapter 2, there 

were six common attributes: positive climate, focus, goals, communication, building capacity, 

and data (Fullan, 2010; Naicker & Mestry, 2016). Although seventeen attributes were provided, 

this analysis focuses on the ten proven by research to be most influential, represented in Figure 

28. 
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Using eight elements of system-wide change (Naicker & Mestry, 2016) and successful 

reform (Fullan, 2010) from the literature review, the question on common attributes provided the 

researcher a more explicit understanding of “how” countries engage stakeholders. Surprisingly to 

the researcher, the six common attributes supported by the research scored lower than 

anticipated. For example, positive climate, focus, and building capacity ranked low compared to 

strong research behind their importance (see Figure 28). Still, the favor for building capacity and 

use of data amongst other countries supports the research behind the emphasis placed on hiring 

practices, training, and responsibility on the school to engage stakeholders (Barber & Mourshed, 

2007; Ryan, 2013; Sahlberg, 2011). Countries such as Finland and China place a high value on 

recruitment and investing in their teachers (Jia et al., 2009; Ryan, 2013; Sahlberg, 2011), 

resulting in a value in the profession and school amongst the community. It is imperative that the 

United States put a greater emphasis on prioritizing, promoting, and preparing teachers. 

Education is the foundation for every profession, it seems only appropriate the U.S. works to 

emulate countries like Finland and China’s hiring and retaining practices. There are also some 

differences in priority of attributes when comparing the United States to other countries, the 

survey, interviews, and research show the strongest results when multiple attributes are 

implemented in unison. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 115 

Figure 28 

Common Attributes for Educational Engagement 

 

During the follow-up interviews, leaders agreed with the research and six most common 

attributes for systemic sustainability. Aligning with the data, administrators from other countries 

highlighted capacity building and communication (see Table 15). This, once again, supports the 

research involving the priority other countries place within the staff and school ( Hooper & 

Bernhardt, 2016; Murray & Pollard, 2011). In addition to building capacity amongst all 

stakeholders, communication resonated with administrators. Communication built on trust, 

aligned with vision, and infused with compassion were mentioned during the interviews. The 

United States administrator also included the importance of creating a safe environment where 

staff feel comfortable discussing difficult topics and centered on data. Administrators echoed the 

research in stating that the educational system and the attributes that comprise success are 

interwoven (Fullan, 2010; Levin, 2012; Senge et al., 2012). Just as stakeholders all play an 

important role in educational success, so do the attributes implemented. 
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Implications for Practice 

As a result of this study, the hypothesis was supported finding a stronger level of 

engagement for education in countries outside of the United States. This phenomenon is proven 

through perception data, Likert questions, qualitative data collection, and research connecting 

positive levels of engagement to higher academic results. Administrators, teachers, and family 

participants worldwide credit a strong responsibility placed on the school, competitive hiring 

practices, concentration on capacity building for staff, and a privilege mindset fueled by 

resilience and focus on academic success as key factors for engagement in education.   

Understanding “why” stakeholders in countries outside of the United States view going to 

school and learning as a privilege compared to the U.S. where students feel they “have to” is 

beneficial for policymakers, administrators, teachers, and especially families. As evidenced by 

study results, students in other countries spend less time outside of the school day on 

extracurricular activities and completing additional assignments allowing them time to balance 

and focus on social-emotional well-being. The cultural mindset that emphasizes a value for 

learning and trusting the school as the primary stakeholder for academic success results in 

powerful findings. Other country's intentional systems, beliefs, and practices to recruit, build, 

and retain strong administrators and teachers is another implication for practice that fosters a 

high prestige for the teaching profession (Jia et al., 2009; Ryan, 2013; Sahlberg, 2011). It is 

imperative that the United States begin to use international data such as the PISA in addition to 

the findings of this study to learn from and begin to shift their educational system to ensure their 

international competitiveness and prestige. 

Utilizing the finding of the research and this study, the United States would benefit from 

learning “how” other countries emphasize a culture of engagement through all stakeholders 
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within a school system. Research and study findings revealed that other countries encourage 

productive struggle in education, allowing students to build academic resilience (Linnakyla & 

Malin, 2008; Pappano, 2013; Yilmaz Findik, 2016). Shifting to a student-centered approach 

engages students as active participants in their learning (Brewer, 2019; Duckworth, 2016; Keller 

& Papasan, 2013). Research and the findings of this study reveal that engagement in education is 

interwoven, complicated, layered, and yet gravely important for the United States' academic, 

economic, and societal success. Focusing on engaging all stakeholders to value learning and 

view education as a privilege is necessary for the United States to re-establish itself as a top 

international competitor once again.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

The shift in education since the 1950s requires school systems to reach the whole child 

and teach more than academics. A new holistic approach incorporates social-emotional 

awareness to support a student’s well-being and academic success. Evidenced in the research and 

through the study, the need to intentionally invest in Social Emotional Learning (SEL) sparks 

other curiosities for future research. As a newer attribute within education, SEL has quickly 

become a strong contender regarding a student’s engagement level.  

Worldwide, studies revealed a connection between a feeling of belonging to academic 

success. The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) now includes questions 

targeting Social-Emotional Learning. Resilience within students, feeling of belonging, and 

connection to school staff correlate with engagement and academic success levels. Although 

some research was conducted to connect engagement in education with Social Emotional 

Learning as an attribute for student success, further studies would provide a deeper 

understanding of best practices that produce the highest learning levels. 
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In addition to SEL as a newer attribute found to promote student success, continued 

investigation around common attributes would be beneficial. The vast amount of research on 

common attributes for engagement in education produced a challenge during data analysis. The 

participant survey included seventeen attributes compiled from the research. Future studies 

would focus on the six main attributes from Chapter 2 and limit answer choices. Categorizing 

attributes and reducing the number of options would produce stronger data collection, analysis, 

and results to solidify top attributes that ensure engagement from every stakeholder. 

Strong findings collected from the research and reiterated during the follow-up interviews 

involving recruitment and capacity building provoke further research around these topics. 

Countries outside of the United States invest in building the capacity of school staff to promote 

sustainability. As a result, the teaching profession is viewed as one of the most prestigious 

professions in countries such as Finland. Throughout the study, academic success was connected 

to strong cultural investment from stakeholders for educational engagement.  

This study proves the hypothesis that other countries exhibit a stronger value for 

educational engagement; however, additional participants would strengthen the study results. 

With only thirty-one families participating in the survey, future studies would intentionally target 

families around the world. Although the goal for families was not met, the response from 

administrators worldwide compensated for it. With an impressive response from administrators, 

data collected during the follow-up interviews provided valuable insight into education 

engagement and future curiosities around the findings. 

The administrator's response from India, even though they do not participate in the PISA, 

demonstrated intuitiveness. From an unbiased lens, the administrator shared that China and the 

United States are opposites on the spectrum. She described China’s educational system as rote 
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learning compared to the U.S., which provides too much personal freedom which is not 

conducive for learning (personal communication, January 17, 2021). She elaborated by 

explaining that students cannot make the right decision to learn at certain ages, one must be 

guided and the concept of personal freedoms, especially afforded to young children, hinder them 

from accepting guidance. This observation ignites potential research interests encompassing 

privileges afforded within the United States compared to other countries connected to 

engagement and academic success. Is it possible that the United States belief and affordances of 

different freedoms are play a role in the academic plateau and lack of engagement? 

Consideration around this thought ignite additional curiosities and potential studies.  

Conclusions 

Connecting and analyzing data from perception surveys, interview answers, and PISA 

scores, the researcher found that there is indeed a strong correlation between engagement from 

all stakeholders and academic success. Cultural beliefs around value in learning and an 

investment in the educational system have the power to produce either a positive or negative 

effect on engagement in education resulting in limited academic improvement on a global scale.  

Countries that create an educational system that encourage a cultural mindset where all 

stakeholders invest in learning, experience sustainable academic and social emotional success. 

Data from the study concludes that countries outside the United States hold schools responsible 

for student academic success. Supported by educational systems that intentionally recruit, invest, 

and build capacity amongst school leaders and teachers reinforces all stakeholders' value and 

engagement. China and Canada are two examples that prove academic success directly relates to 

cultural value in engagement in education. Administrator representatives interviewed from these 

countries confidently state their strong focus on education and cultural emphasis on results are 
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major factors to their success. Additionally, they emphasize the importance of involving all 

stakeholders in the school.  

The study confirms a discrepancy of value in educational engagement amongst students 

in the United States compared to those in other countries. Families and teachers in countries 

outside of the United States reveal that students view learning as a privilege and would relate to 

the statement, “I get to go to school” as opposed to students within the U.S. who selected “I have 

to go to school.” Stakeholders from the United States view American public schools negatively 

with a pessimistic perception of the country’s education system (Ferguson, 2020; Schneider, 

2017), as predicted by the researcher and proven from the research and study results. 

Administrators interviewed were not surprised by this data. Canada and China representatives 

echoed the value found throughout their cultures around the importance of engagement in 

education. International assessment data align with these findings and the initial problem 

statement. 

The United States’ educational success continues to remain stable while other countries 

increasingly progress on international assessments. The National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP) reports that since colonial times, American's academic plateau in main content 

areas remains a cause for concern in the 20th century (U.S. Department of Education, 1994). As 

an initial international frontrunner in education (NAEP, 1992; Schmidt & Burroughs, 2015; Sobe 

& Ness, 2010), the limited academic progress from the United States invites other countries to 

take the lead, posing a potential threat to our educational sustainability, economic success, and 

global competitiveness (DeVos, 2020; Jacobson, 2019; Lewis, 2014; OECD, 2018b). The results 

from this study prove a disengagement from stakeholders impacting academic success of our 

nation on a global scale. 
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Survey data from all stakeholders reveal similar attributes implemented in schools around 

the world; however, one difference stands out: Students in other countries possess a stronger 

level of resilience. Educational structures that promote productive struggle, student-centered 

learning, and perseverance increase the level of investment in learning for students in other 

countries. They become active participants in their learning, resulting in a higher level of 

educational engagement and academic success. Throughout the research, reiterated by perception 

data, and reinforced by administrator interviews, stakeholders from countries outside the United 

States possess a higher value in educational engagement resulting in continued academic growth.  

This study's results verify the lack of engagement from American stakeholders resulting 

in an academic plateau for the United States. The potential long-term threat of these results could 

be detrimental to the United States’ academic, economic, and global competitiveness. The 

findings from this study provide a global lens on engagement in education and present research-

based evidence to encourage value from all stakeholders to increase academic success. 
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