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Abstract 

Background: Barbers Hill Independent School District has a shared vision, A 

Tradition of Excellence...By Any Measure.  Purpose: The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to explore the history, traditions, and climate that have 

created the success of Barbers Hill Independent School District and to gain a deeper 

understanding of the sensegiving and sensemaking process of stakeholders at the 

school district, which have led to the successful implementation of the shared vision.  

The significance of the study was to define common experiences or perceptions in 

order to develop practices and a deeper understanding of the phenomenon to maintain 

this tradition at Barbers Hill ISD or replicate it in other school districts.  Methods: 

The study interviewed the district superintendent, a currently serving school board 

member, current teacher, current principal, parents of students who grew up in the 

community, a parent who moved to the community for the school district, a school 

district graduate who has lived in the community their entire life, a community 

member with no children in the school district, a former school board member, and a 

retired teacher.  Participants were recruited based on the role that they have with the 

phenomenon and the school district.  Transcriptions of the interviews were analyzed 

utilizing the Moustakas’ modification of the Van Kaam method of analysis and QSR 

International’s NVivo 11 software to identify themes associated with the 

phenomenon.  Results: The findings of this study resulted in four core themes that 

defined common experiences that led participants to the perception of successful 

implementation of the vision.  Conclusion: The conclusion of this study is that 

through the intentional sensegiving process leaders can shape the sensemaking of 

members within the organization that can lead to the successful implementation of the 

vision. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Barbers Hill Independent School District (BHISD) is a suburban school 

district located in the corner of western Chambers County serving over five thousand 

students.  Established in 1929, the district has a tradition of community involvement 

and school pride, with accolades that span almost ninety years.  The district’s shared 

vision, A Tradition of Excellence...By Any Measure is not only evident in its current 

successes but has become a phenomenon worth investigating.  The district’s 

superintendent, Dr. Greg Poole defines the district’s vision statement, “Barbers Hill is 

what public education was meant to be.  Celebrating and honoring our rich heritage 

unifies our community and enhances the likelihood of a successful future.”  

There are many honors, allocates, and data sets to support that Barbers Hill 

Independent School District has succeeded in the successful implementation of the 

vision statement.  In 2015, Barbers Hill ISD was ranked second of fifty-eight 

Houston-area districts in the annual “Children at Risk Study” and had the largest 

percentage of National Board Certified teachers in the state.  All campuses “met the 

standard” according to the Texas Education Agency rating.  Barbers Hill High School 

won the UIL District Sweepstakes for the eighteenth consecutive year.  Its softball 

team became a State Semifinalist.  The Barbers Hill Education Foundation also 

became one of the largest foundations per pupil in the state.  Barbers Hill ISD’s 

academic and extracurricular successes are abundant (“About BHISD,” 2016).   

With the affirmation, “by any measure” in its very mission statement, it is 

obvious that Barbers Hill ISD aims to exceed the highest of expectations.  The 

historical successes of Barbers Hill ISD are well documented in newspaper articles, 

yearbooks, and historical narratives that can be found in the literature review.  The 
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connection between the shared vision Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure and 

the success of the school district define the culture and climate of both the district and 

the continually growing community.  Peter Senge (1990) defines a shared vision in his 

work The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the Learning Organization: 

A shared vision is not an idea.  It is not even an important idea such as 

freedom.  It is, rather, a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive power.  

It may be inspired by an idea, but once it goes further - if it is compelling 

enough to acquire the support of more than one person - then it is no longer an 

abstraction.  It is palpable.  People begin to see it as if it exists.  Few, if any, 

forces in human affairs are as powerful as a shared vision. (p. 206) 

 Barbers Hill ISD has managed to place this vision in the hearts of the district 

and community members.  This vision is branded on everything from signage around 

the district to even the school buses.  When community members are asked, they 

know the vision without hesitation.  Employees of the school district know what it 

means to “Be an Eagle.”  This means that everything is connected to the vision of a 

Tradition of Excellence.  To “Be an Eagle” requires stakeholders to always operate 

under this standard of excellence, no matter the measure.  The power of this vision 

exists as a phenomenon jeered by outsiders, but endeared by those wearing “Barbers 

Hill blue.”  

 The shared vision is the start for developing the culture and climate of an 

organization.  The terms culture and climate are often used interchangeably yet are 

distinct.  Climate is viewed as the behaviors that create a shared perception of values 

and norms (Heck and Marcoulides, 1996) while culture is defined as the shared 

values, norms, and beliefs of an organization (Schein, 1996).  The National School 

Climate Council (2016) defines school climate as: 
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“The quality and character of school life.  School climate is based on patterns 

of students', parents' and school personnel's experience of school life and 

reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning 

practices, and organizational structures.”  

 For the purpose of this study, climate is the construct of interest and will be 

investigated to capture shared perceptions of behaviors or actions that lead to a shared 

vision in Barbers Hill ISD.  Climate is considerably less abstract than culture and can 

be measured more empirically for the purposes of a study such as this (Hoy & 

Feldman, 1999; MacNeil et al., 2009).   

 The process of developing the shared perceptions of behaviors or actions that 

form a school’s climate will be examined using the sensemaking theory of Karl 

Weick (2005).  Sensemaking is defined as the process of creating shared awareness 

and understanding from individuals’ perspectives (Weick, 2005).  Sensemaking 

shapes organizational behaviors and actions that create climate within the 

organization.  Coburn (2001) describes sensemaking within the context of school 

climate as a shared understanding of actions.  It is based on how people select 

information from the environment, make meaning of the information, and then act on 

these interpretations.  This cycle is repeated thus creating shared perceptions of how 

people should behave within the organization and creating behavioral patterns that 

reflect the norms, goals, values and beliefs of an organization.  The shared vision 

creates the expectations that shape the sensemaking process and then the climate and 

ultimately the culture of an organization. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the history, 

traditions, and climate that created the success of Barbers Hill Independent School 
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District.  This exploration is being undertaken to gain a deeper understanding of the 

climate and sensemaking process of stakeholders at the school district, which led to 

the successful implementation of the shared vision Tradition of Excellence...by Any 

Measure.  Stakeholders at the district level include district employees, parents, 

students, and community members.  Understanding the perceptions or sensemaking of 

these stakeholders may provide insight on the phenomenon that has occurred within 

the school district and community of Barbers Hill ISD, and provide clear direction for 

maintaining this phenomenon.  Through investigation of these lived experiences, the 

study will utilize a systematic attempt to uncover and describe the structures or 

manifestations of the phenomenon (Van Manen, 1990) in Barbers Hill ISD.  The 

significance of the study will be to define common experiences or perceptions and 

hence and a deeper understanding of the phenomenon.  Such information will help 

maintain this tradition at Barbers Hill ISD and replicate it in other school districts.  

According to Moustakas (1994), “in phenomenology, perception is regarded as the 

primary source of knowledge, the source cannot be doubted.” (p. 52). 

Research Questions 

In a phenomenological study, the central research questions are designed to 

address the meaning of the phenomenon being researched. 

The sub-questions are typically either issue oriented or procedural (Moustakas, 

1994).  Clark Moustakas (1994) expands the characteristics of phenomenological 

research questions to include the following purposes and characteristics: 

1. Revealing the essence and meaning of human experiences; 

2. Uncovering the qualitative instead of the quantitative in behaviors and 

experiences; 
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3. Engagement of the research participants, and maintaining personal 

involvement; 

4. Excluding an intent to determine causal relationships; 

5. Highlighting through descriptions the vivid and accurate renderings of 

the experience, rather than measurements, ratings, or scores.  (p.  105) 

Research Questions 

 The research questions for this study are listed below.   

1. How do members experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD describe 

their experiences and perceptions of the school district? 

2. What is the meaning of Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure? 

3. What are the events or practices that define the tradition of excellence in 

Barbers Hill ISD? 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this study is to provide school leaders with actionable 

practices of excellence to drive perceptions and sensemaking within their 

organizations.  This study will capture replicable actions for school leaders to execute 

in manifesting a culture and climate of “excellence by any measure”.  The body of 

research on shared vision, culture and climate, and sensemaking is explored in the 

literature review as well as the history of Barbers Hill ISD to fully understand the 

phenomenon it its entirety.   

Implications 

 The results of this study will provide school leaders in Barbers Hill ISD with 

specific examples of practices, perceptions, and beliefs to define the phenomenon of 

“excellence by any measure” as the shared vision of the district.  These results will be 

examined in order to maintain the tradition of excellence given that a concrete 
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understanding of these perceptions drives sensemaking within the community.  

Efficacy in sensemaking is necessary for leaders to continue to propel the district’s 

tradition of excellence forward with intentionality.  Implications for the replication of 

this phenomenon will also be examined.  It is the job of leaders to create intentional 

experiences that allow for sensemaking, a shared vision, and an enabling climate and 

culture within the organization.  In creating these experiences through concrete 

practices, leaders can then replicate and sustain the phenomenon of excellence by any 

measure.   

Limitations 

 The sample of this study was limited to one school district and does not 

represent the larger population of school districts in Texas.  This may limit the study’s 

ability to create replicable practices that could be used by leaders in other school 

districts.  In addition, the researcher is a principal in the school district that is the 

focus of this study, potentially introducing bias.  This limitation is addressed through 

the use of Epoche, Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction, and Imaginative 

Variation (Husserl, 1931; Moustakas, 1994).  Details of this process are outlined in 

Chapter Three.   

Definition of Key Terms 

 Climate - According to the National School Climate Council (2007), “school 

climate is based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, 

goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and 

organizational structures” (p. 2). 

 Sensemaking - How we structure the unknown so we are able to operate in it 

and create a plausible understanding of the world (Weick, 2005).   
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 Sensegiving - The process of attempting to influence the sensemaking and 

meaning construction of others toward a preferred redefinition of organization reality 

(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, pg.  442). 

 Shared Vision - “A shared vision is not an idea.  It is not even an important 

idea such as freedom.   

 It is, rather, a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive power...People 

begin to see it as if it exists” (Senge, 1990). 

Methodology 

Phenomenological research relies on long interviews as the method for data 

collection (Moustakas, 1994).  Study participants will be chosen on the basis of 

experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD.  Sampling will aim to represent 

varied perspectives of the phenomenon namely: district leaders, a currently serving 

school board member, teachers, principals, parents of students who grew up in the 

community, a parent who moved to the community for its school district, a school 

district graduate who has lived in the community their entire life, a community 

member with no children in the school district, a former school board member, and a 

retired teacher. 

Moustakas (1994) describes the interview process: 

The phenomenological interview involves an informal, interactive process and 

utilizes open-ended comments and questions.  Although the primary 

researcher may in advance develop a series of questions aimed at evoking a 

comprehensive account of the person’s experiences of the phenomenon, these 

are varied, altered, or not used at all when the co-researcher shares the full 

story of his or her experience of the bracketed question (p. 114). 
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 The data collected from interviews will be analyzed by horizontalizing the 

data to ensure that every topic is weighted equally.  From these horizontalized 

statements, meanings will be listed in clusters in order to create common themes.  

These themes will be used to develop the textural descriptions of the experience.   

From these descriptions, the phenomenon will be captured (Moustakas, 1994).  The 

phenomenon will be further analyzed for concrete practices that relate to the 

implications of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Chapter II: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Phenomenological research describes the lived experiences of the participants 

and the researcher (Merriam, 2002).  A researcher’s epistemology is regarded as the 

theory of knowledge that drives how the phenomenon is studied (Creswell, 1994).  

The phenomenological approach aims to understand the structure of a phenomenon 

while rejecting the notion that there is a dichotomy between the subject and the object 

(Merriam, 2002).  According to Creswell, “the reality of an object is only perceived 

within the meaning of the experience of an individual: (Creswell, 1998, p. 53).  This 

is reminiscent of the popular adage “perception is reality”.   

In this study the background and epistemology of the researcher is relevant as 

the researcher is a part of the investigated phenomenon.  The goal of this study is to 

construct a testable prediction for the observed phenomenon in Barbers Hill ISD and 

to determine the gap in knowledge that could provide district leaders with actionable 

steps to maintain or replicate this in other school districts.  The researcher is a campus 

administrator in the district investigated and has worked/lived in the community for 

five years.  To resolve this, bracketing or the process of epoche (Husserl, 1931) will 

be utilized to allow the essence of the phenomenon to be explained in terms derived 

from the participants and not imposed by the researcher (Ashworth, 1999).  The 

process of epoche will be documented in chapter four as part of the data analysis and 

the specific methodology of epoche outlines in chapter three. 

This literature review begins with a historical description of the school district 

and community to contextualize and establish non-empirical evidence for 

conceptualizing the phenomenon.  The research then focuses on the epistemological 

assumptions of the researcher to derive explanations of the observed empirical data.  
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This body of work explores the phenomenological work of Edmund Husserl and 

draws connections between this work and the sensemaking work of Karl Weick and 

Deborah Ancona.  The value of a shared vision and the impact that it has on 

communities and schools is investigated through the work of Peter Senge.  School 

culture and climate are then explained in relation to student achievement.   

The reviewed literature indicates that a shared vision can change the culture 

and climate of an organization or in this phenomenon, a school district within a 

community.  Through the process of creating intentional experiences that 

communicate the shared vision, the leader intentionally facilitates a sensemaking 

process around the shared vision of excellence, leading to an increase in student 

achievement.   

History of the Barbers Hill ISD Community 

 Barbers Hill ISD is located in Chambers County Texas in the city of Mont 

Belvieu.  Chambers County is a rural district less than twenty miles east of Houston 

located in the Coastal Prairie region of Southeast Texas (Chambers County TX, 

2010).  The 2010 census, Chambers County had approximately 35,000 residents.  The 

demographics were white 82%, Black or African American 10% , Native American 

.5%, Asian .7% , 6% other races, 1.18% two or more races, and 10.79% Hispanic or 

Latino.  Of the 9,139 households in Chambers County, 40.60% had children under the 

age of 18, 66 % married couples, 9 % female only household, and 21 % unrelated 

families.  18% of these homeswere made up of individuals and 7% consisted of 

individuals living alone age 65 or over.  The median age for Chambers County 

residents was 35 years old and the median household income was $52,986.  Chambers 

County has only three school districts: Anahuac Independent School District, East 

Chambers Independent School district and Barbers Hill Independent School District.  
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The community of Barbers Hill Independent School District is made up of four 

incorporated communities: Old-River Winfree, Mont Belview, Beach City, and Cove.  

Each community has roots in the broader historical narrative of Texas and that of 

Chambers County. 

 Chambers County. The first settlers of Chambers County were similar to 

those in many Texan towns.  In the late seventeenth century, the Spanish established 

the first settlements and created missions and presidios to protect the region.  French 

traders to the area threatened the Spanish strongholds around 1754 and that prompted 

further protection of the area throughout the struggle of the French and Indian War.  

After the 1763 Treaty of Paris, Louisiana was awarded to the Spanish and the French 

were pushed out and forced to give up all territories.  Soon after, the area was 

abandoned due to hostile Indian activity and storms which destroyed most of the 

settlements.  By the early 1800s only a small colony of French exiles remained from 

Napoleon’s Grand Army who had plans to overthrow the Mexican throne but was 

driven out by the Spanish.  This included the infamous French pirate Jean Laffite 

eventually left the area in 1820.  Very few Spanish settlements remained and most of 

the county was used as a staging ground for filibusters to mount attacks against the 

impending Spanish Mexico (Chambers County TX, 2010). 

 After the Mexican War of Independence from Spain ended in 1821, Mexico 

gained control of the area now known as Chambers County.  The county is named 

after Thomas Jefferson (T.J.) Chambers who was born in Orange County, Virginia in 

1802.  Chambers encountered some misfortune in his life, but could always secure the 

patronage of influential men thus enabling him to become a lawyer in Kentucky.  He 

then made his way to Mexico City where he learned the language and the culture, 

befriending the Vice Governor Victor Castillo of Coahuila and Texas.  Through this 
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acquaintance, he became a certified surveyor and was named the surveyor general of 

Texas under Mexican rule.  He along with land commissioner Juan Antonio Padilla, 

were tasked with surveying claims and issue titles in Texas to anyone who had lived 

on the land before 1827 with no deeds (Thomas Jefferson Chambers, 2010).   Padilla 

and Chambers reached the area around February of 1830 where they began to send 

out surveyors.  Soon after, the pair became entangled in the Mexican/American 

political arena that was unfolding in Texas during this time, leading up to the Texas 

Revolution.  Chambers was issued the title to land for his work as the surveyor in 

March of 1830.  Some accounts claim this was done fraudulently and that many 

settlers of the area who had come before him were very displeased.  This land 

stretched from around Turtle Bayou and down to Double Bayou in what is now 

known as Chambers County.  After the battle of San Jacinto, T.J. Chambers attempted 

to break into Texas politics but failed to be elected.  He spent his remaining years in 

litigation over land titles and was eventually assassinated in his home in 1865.  Locals 

believe Albert V.  Willcox was responsible for this assassination as the Willcox and 

Chambers families were the wealthiest landowners in the area.  Even after his death, 

T.J. Chambers’ descendants were still in controversial claim of land in Texas 

(Thomas Jefferson Chambers, 2010).  Around the same time, other settlers came to 

the area bringing longhorn cattle, rice, cotton, and the lumber industry that were all 

booming by the 1850s.  Chamber County was formed in 1858 from Liberty and 

Jefferson County.  The 1860 census indicated that there were more livestock than 

people in the area during the time.  Around 1862 with the start of the American Civil 

War, Fort Chambers was established with much of the county seeing no major 

fighting.  After the war, around 1870, the population of Chambers County dropped 

significantly and tensions rose as the Freedmen’s Bureau opened a black school in 
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Wallisville.  By 1898, there were ten black schools with an enrollment of around 211 

and thirteen white schools in the county with an enrollment of around 324.  By 1896, 

the railroad opened the county up for more population growth with the primary 

industries being the close ties to farming, ranching, and the ship channel.  Despite this 

agriculture development, the population still wavered with hurricanes, fires, crop 

disasters, prohibition, and lumber prices.  This decline even prompted attempts to 

dissolve the county in 1915, 1923, and 1925 until the peak of the Barbers Hill and 

Spindletop oilfields (Chambers County, 2010).   

 Barbers Hill oilfield is located in the northwestern area of Chambers County at 

the junction of Highway 146 and Farm Road 1942 about thirty miles northeast of 

Houston.  The oilfield started as a simple discovery of natural gas in a water well 

around 1889.  Oil exploration in the region was pursued more aggressively in 1901 

after finding the gushing oilfield located south of Beaumont in eastern Jefferson 

County, Spindletop.  After twenty-eight failed attempts, drillers completed a well in 

1916 and the salt dome or “the hill” was named after an early settler to the city of 

Mont Belvieu, Amos Barber.  Though slow producing at first, peak production came 

around 1931 with more than 8,085,278 barrels and by 1951 exceeded ninety-five 

million.  The total output reached nearly one hundred and thirty barrels by the end of 

1984 with large quantities of natural gas being recovered as well.  In addition to being 

a producing well the salt dome stores liquid propane gas for the area’s refineries 

(Barbers Hill Oilfield, 2010). 

 The City of Mont Belvieu.  The city of Mont Belvieu is located at the 

intersection of State Highway 146 and Farm Road 1942 north of Interstate Highway 

10 and thirty miles east of Houston on a salt dome in northwestern Chambers County.  

Amos Barber was one of the first settlers of Mont Bellview (now the city of Mont 
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Belvieu).  He was born in Louisiana, moved to Texas between 1829 and 1831, and 

settled in the current site of what is now known as the city of Mont Belvieu.  In 1849, 

Barber built the first home on “the hill” that still stands today, a double-pen, dogtrot 

log house.  The community that grew around the Barber’s homestead was known then 

as Barbers Hill.  Amos Barber was instrumental in the establishment of the public 

school district in 1877 as well as donating land for a Methodist church in 1878.  He 

died in 1885 and is buried in the Barber Family Cemetery in Mont Belvieu (Amos 

Barbers, 2010).   

By the mid-1930s, after the discovery of the Barbers Hill oilfield, the 

community began to grow with businesses serving the booming oil town and a 

population of over 500 residents by the 1940s.  Mont Belvieu became incorporated in 

1970 with a population of 1,144 and by 1980 a population of 1,730.  The close ties to 

the Houston-Baytown area furthered this growth as the petrochemical industry 

attracted many to the area for work.  In 1985, a gas explosion on “the hill” led to a 

serious effort to commit industry to buy all the homes on the salt dome and move 

them to a safer location two miles east.  By 1990, with the aid of local industry the 

city hall, churches, homes, and even the school district were relocated to their current 

spot on what is now called Eagle Drive (Mont Belvieu TX, 2010).   

According to the 2010 census, the city of Mont Belvieu had approximately 

2,324 residents.  The demographics of the city was White 91%, Black or African 

American 4% , Native American .7%, Asian .4 %, other races 3%, 1.16% two or more 

races, and 6.50% Hispanic or Latino.  Of the 805 households in Mont Belvieu, 49% 

had children under the age 18, 69% married couples, 9% female household, and 17% 

non-families.  15.0% of these households were made up of individuals and 4.0% 
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consisted of individuals living alone age 65 or over.  The median age for Mont 

Belvieu residents was 33 years old and the median household income was $54,732.   

 The City of Old-River Winfree.  The city of Old-River Winfree is located at 

the junction of Farm roads 565 and 1409, about thirty-miles east of Houston in 

northwestern Chambers County.  The community is named after the river that runs 

through the area which early settlers relied on for water and transportation.  The first 

record of settlers in the areas was around 1827.  Old River-Winfree had a school that 

was consolidated with the Barbers Hill Independent School District in 1929 and with 

the development of the petrochemical industry in Mont Belvieu has sustained the 

community's population (Old-River Winfree TX, 2010).According to the 2010 

census, Old-River Winfree had approximately 1,364 residents.  The demographics of 

the city was 92.60% White, 4.25% Black or African American, 0.37% Native 

American, 0.07% Asian, 1.32% other races, 1.39% two or more races, and 5.28% 

Hispanic or Latino.  Of the 475 households in Old River-Winfree, 42.5% had children 

under the age of 18, 69.1% married couples living together, 8.8% female householder 

with no husband present, and 16.4% non-families.  14.3% of these households were 

made up of individuals and 4.0% consisted of individuals age 65 or over living alone.  

The median age for Old River-Winfree residents was 36 years old and the median 

household income was $48,523.   

The City of Cove.  The city of Cove is located at the junction of Farm Road 

565 and Interstate Highway 10 about thirty-miles east of Houston in western 

Chambers County.  The settlement was named after the protective cove location on 

Trinity Bay.  In 1871, the first cotton gin in Chambers County was located in Cove by 

the Icet family.  The family sold the gin in 1880 and began operating a shipyard and 

sawmill.  The first school opened in Cove in 1885 and was consolidated with the 
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Barbers Hill school district in 1937.  As a small town, the neighboring community, 

Beach City in 1970, annexed to Cove (Cove TX, 2010). 

 According to the 2010 census, Cove had approximately 323 residents.  The 

demographics of the city was 92.26% White, 1.86% Black or African American, 

0.31% Native American, 0.0% Asian, 5.26% other races, .31% two or more races, and 

4.64% Hispanic or Latino.  Of the 125 households in Cove, 40.0% had children under 

the age of 18, 56.0% married couples living together, 10.4% female householder with 

no husband present, and 26.4% non-families.  21.6% of these households were made 

up of individuals and 4.8% consisted of individuals living alone age 65 or over.  The 

median age for Cove residents was 36 years old and the median household income 

was $44,750. 

The City of Beach City.  Beach City is located on Farm Road 2354 and 

Trinity Bay about 20 miles southeast of Baytown in western Chambers County.  

Trinity Bay is the northeast portion of Galveston Bay with a network of marshes and 

prairie land extending through the community.  As a coastal community, the 

settlements shared much of the history as Chambers County as well as many historical 

events that affected the Galveston Bay area.  Under Spanish control, the area now 

known as Beach City was under the empresario land grant system.  This system 

awarded land to settlers in exchange for an oath of allegiance to the Spanish State.  

The empresario system remained even under Mexican control and was governed by 

T.J. Chambers and his associates.   Five families were granted land through the 

empresario system that makes up the current Beach City area.  After the Battle of San 

Jacinto and the end of the Texas Revolution, Beach City became the summer home of 

the President of the Republic of Texas, Sam Houston.  He lived in a plantation called 

Cedar Point that was east of Beach City and in west central Chambers County in a 
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manor called Ravenmoor.  Unfortunately, a hurricane destroyed the manor and the 

remains can be seen at low tide.  Afterward, the community of Beach City began to be 

known for its quiet fish camps and ranching life.  From 1898 to 1936 children in the 

area attended the West Bay Common School, a one-room schoolhouse that has since 

been converted into a museum.  Beach City became incorporated on April 11, 1966 

and endured several annexation attempts from the city of Baytown (History, 2017; 

Beach City TX, 2010).   

 According to the 2010 census, Beach City had approximately 1,645 residents.  

The city was White 96% , Black or African American 2%, Native American .12%, 

Asian .06%, other races 1.8%, two or more races .9%, and Hispanic or Latino 4.8%.  

Of the 623 households in Beach City, 35.6% had children under 18, 70.5% married 

couples, 6.1% female only  household, and 21.2% non-families.  16.2% of these 

households were made up of individuals and 9.4% consisted of individuals living 

alone age 65 or over.  The median age for Chambers County residents was 40 years 

old and the median household income was $70,104. 

History of the Barbers Hill Independent School District 

Barbers Hill Independent School District is located in western Chambers 

County, which includes the communities of Old-River Winfree, Mont Belvieu, Beach 

City, and Cove.  The school district limits cover approximately 192.3 square miles.  

Barbers Hill ISD shares borders with the Trinity River, Harris County, and Trinity 

Bay, with Liberty County (About Barbers Hill ISD, 2017).  The district was 

established in 1929 because of the expanding petrochemical industry of the Barbers 

Hill oilfield.  The mascot for Barbers Hill ISD is the Eagle and the colors are blue and 

white.  The significance of the color blue is that everyone calls it Barbers Hill Blue.  

Even the local Sherwin Williams has saved the color in their system as such.  The 
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school district is currently located on Eagle Drive after being relocated from the salt-

dome or “the hill” after the 1985 explosion.   

Barbers Hill ISD currently serves 5,008 students with eight campuses and a 

student teacher ratio of 14.8 to 1.  The average increase in enrollment over the past 

five years has been at a rate of 15.55%, making it one of the districts in the Houston 

area with the highest growth rates (Population and Survey Analysts, 2015).  The 

demographics of the school district are 73% White, 21% Hispanic, 3% African 

American, and 3% other.  Special populations in the district are as follows: 20% 

economically disadvantaged, 6% Special Education, 3% Gifted and Talented, 2% 

Bilingual/ESL, and 26% At Risk.  The graduation rate of the class of 2015 was 99.3% 

with an average SAT score of 1451 and average ACT score of 21.3 (About Barbers 

Hill ISD, 2017).   

In a series of essays, former Barbers Hill High School teacher Elizabeth Gill 

writes in her book “From County Line to Barbers Hill School Days” about her time as 

a teacher in Barbers Hill ISD.  She moved to the city of Mont Belvieu and began 

teaching at Barbers Hill High School in 1949 along with her husband J.B.  She was 

hired to teach English and J.B. was hired by the superintendent, Mr. Jessie Jenson to 

teach Math.  Their first year of marriage and first year of teaching was filled with love 

and support from their Barbers Hill family including providing them with affordable 

housing.  In the summer of 1950, the Korean conflict began and J.B. was called back 

to military duty in the National Guard.  This left Mrs. Gill alone teaching in Mont 

Belvieu with only the new family she had found who remain her family to this day.  

Mrs. Gill taught in Barbers Hill ISD for over thirty years and she can tell you every 

student within the community during this time.  She created the motto We Can, We 

Will, We’re Barbers Hill that is proudly displayed in all areas in the district.  Her 
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memoirs account for years of the tradition of excellence that she continues to be a part 

of as a community member. 

Barbers Hill ISD superintendent 1932-1955.  Barbers Hill ISD has 

recognized distinguished alumni and honored honorary Eagles since 2009.  This is 

just another example of how the school district maintains its roots in the community 

and its tradition of excellence.  Proudly posted on the Barbers Hill ISD web site, and 

written by the district’s Director of Communications, Carla Rabalais, is a biography 

honoring the district’s second superintendent.   

Jessie Justin Jenson served as the second and the longest-acting superintendent 

in the history of Barbers Hill ISD.  Born in 1897 in Cranfils Gap, Texas, near 

Waco, Jenson was the son of a farming family of Scandinavian origin.  He 

graduated from Clifton Academy in nearby Clifton, Texas, and joined the 

military to serve in World War I; however, the war ended shortly after his 

enlistment.  He returned to Texas and married Helen Rohne, and the couple 

had three children: Eugene, Myron, and Junelle, all eventual graduates of 

Barbers Hill in the Classes of 1937, 1941, and 1947, respectively. 

“Daddy was an unsuccessful farmer, so to make ends meet, he taught at three 

small schools near our home,” said Junelle Jenson Kubik. 

The field of education seemed a better fit for Jenson, so he attended Luther 

College in Iowa for one year, then finished his formal education on the Texas 

Gulf Coast, in one of the first graduating classes of the fledgling University of 

Houston.  Following his graduation, Jenson served from 1929-31 as 

superintendent in the Crosby-Highlands school district. 

Jenson came to Barbers Hill as superintendent in 1932, just one year after the 

high school had been officially classified by the State Dept. of Education.  
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Within a few short years under Jenson’s leadership, the high school became 

fully accredited for the first time and graduates could enter college with a 

BHHS diploma. 

According to Kubik, Jenson strove to coordinate school and community 

activities, early in his career.  He did things such as keeping Wednesday 

evenings free of school events to allow local church services to continue 

without school conflict.  He was an avid photographer, and owned one of the 

only cameras in the region.  Jenson used his hobby to photograph the students, 

staff, activities, and facilities of Barbers Hill ISD; thereby providing one of the 

earliest, and in many cases, the only visual record of the district beginning in 

1932.  He also was known to mow the grass, drive the school bus, host student 

piano lessons at his home, and he even began a photography club for students 

in the 1930s. 

In later years, Jenson opened the school on Saturdays for movie time for 

families, and during hurricane threats, the schools were opened as storm 

shelters.  According to Kubik, Jenson’s goal was to build pride and a sense of 

ownership in the Barbers Hill schools, with the high school serving as the 

heart of the community. 

Jenson’s greatest accomplishment, according to Ms. Jenson-Kubik, was 

obtaining state accreditation for Barbers Hill High School, which was 

achieved in the mid-1930s.  A news article reported that through Jenson’s 

efforts, BHHS went from offering only 5 course credits to more than 17 course 

credits, with the addition of classes such as Algebra, bookkeeping, commercial 

arithmetic, plane geometry, and Spanish, among others.  At the time, it was 

one of the largest jumps in credits ever achieved in one year by a high school. 
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To help establish this level of excellence, Jenson was reported to volunteer to 

drive teachers to classes at the University of Houston in order to help them 

achieve their certification, and he traveled to colleges such as East Texas 

Baptist College to recruit new graduates. 

The oil boom that occurred in Barbers Hill in the late 1920s spurred very 

quick growth in the district during Jenson’s early years.  By the time Barbers 

Hill was accredited in the 1930s, there were over 500 students in the district.  

State appropriations were uncertain each year, but Jenson assured the public 

that the district would operate on a nine-month schedule and was financially 

sound enough to fund that, with nearly $5000 in a fund balance and solid tax 

revenues, regardless of the state’s input.  In fact, in the summers of 1933 and 

1935, one news article reported, the elementary buildings were remodeled and 

furnished at a cost of $12,000, and in 1938, a vocational education building 

was constructed and furnished at a similar cost.  No bond issues were 

necessary for any of these projects, as they were funded by cash in hand. 

Jenson established an early taste for academic competition and rigor in 

Barbers Hill ISD.  In the 1940s, students competed in the annual Chambers 

County Literary Meet, with 27 students earning awards. 

“We have the idea of encouraging our pupils to take part in the literary 

contests in the Interscholastic League,” said Superintendent Jenson in a 

newspaper article.  “This is the first year that Barbers Hill has won the literary 

contests over their competitors, Winnie and Anahuac.” 

According to the news story, the trophies and medals for BH students winning 

those awards were made possible through appropriations by the school board 

at the time. 
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“Mr. Jenson was a very kind man,” said Marty Spillers Ball, whose entire 

school career was spent under Supt. Jenson’s leadership until her graduation in 

1945.  “On one hand, he and his family were ordinary people, but on the other 

hand, they set the standard for the whole district.” 

Curt Ball, BH Class of 1942, remembered Jenson as well. 

“He was a good leader,” said Ball.  “He chose his principals well, and he had 

good requirements that teachers and students had to meet.  And he went about 

it in a gentlemanly fashion. 

“He picked good people he could rely on to take care of the details he could 

not personally do.  And I think that’s still going on.” 

Mrs. Elizabeth Gill, a long-time educator in BHISD, said, “My husband and I 

were seniors at ETBC in Marshall in the spring of 1949.  I wrote letters to 

schools inquiring about employment.  Mr. Jenson came to Marshall and 

interviewed us in my dorm the week before we got married.  He hired us to 

come to Barbers Hill, which we had never seen.   

 “Mr. and Mrs. Jenson were known for their down-to-earth goodness.  He was 

more tolerant than most people about other races.  We observed San Jacinto 

Day as a holiday, and I remember in 1953 that we had a picnic down on 

County Lane Road where Mr.  Jenson barbequed rabbits for the faculty.  We 

had only about 25 faculty members in grades 1-8,” said Mrs.  Gill. 

J.  Justin Jenson served the students and families of Barbers Hill for 23 years, 

from 1932 to 1955.  He passed away in 1958, just 3 years after retiring from 

Barbers Hill. 

Jenson carried the district of Barbers Hill through the Depression era, World 

War 2, gas and food rationing, war bond stamps, during the days of limited 
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transportation and only one telephone to serve the entire district.  In spite of 

the cultural odds, Supt. Jenson helped lay a foundation of educational 

excellence, sound facilities, and community involvement in Barbers Hill 

Independent School District that continues today. 

In 2015, we named J. Justin Jenson posthumously as a Barbers Hill Honorary 

Eagle.  May we continue the rich tradition of learning and the deep value of 

community that he wisely shaped during the first two decades of this great 

district (Distinguished Alumni, 2017). 

Barbers Hill Independent school district has had twelve superintendents since Mr.  

Jenson and each one has led the district in maintaining a tradition of excellence. 

 Barbers Hill Independent School District today.  The current 

superintendent of Barbers Hill Independent School District is Dr. Greg Poole.  Dr. 

Poole’s time as the district’s leader has surpassed the average lifespan of 

superintendents in Texas and he continues to position the district as a leading outlier 

in many areas.  His biography that is posted on the Barbers Hill ISD web page 

provides more insight about his journey to taking the helm of one of the most 

successful school districts in Texas.   

Dr.  Greg Poole has served as Superintendent of Barbers Hill ISD since 2006.  

With more than 25 years’ experience in education - from the classroom to the 

Capitol in Austin - Dr. Poole has been a passionate voice for Texas students.  

He brings that same passion to Barbers Hill ISD as he continues to lead our 

Tradition of Excellence in every facet of education. 

A native of Cameron, Texas, Dr.  Poole earned his Bachelor’s Degree in 

Mathematics and his Master’s Degree in Educational Leadership, graduating 

summa cum laude, from Sam Houston State University.  He earned his 
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Doctorate in Educational Leadership, summa cum laude, from Texas A&M 

University, College Station. 

In addition to classroom experience as a Math teacher, Dr. Poole has coached 

high school sports to state titles, served as a principal, athletic director, 

executive principal and superintendent.  He has also instructed aspiring 

education leaders as an adjunct professor at the University of Houston-Clear 

Lake. 

On the state level, Dr. Poole served as both a governor, appointed, and state-

elected member of the Teacher Retirement System Board.  He has also served 

as UIL Legislative Council Chair of the Academic and Athletic Committees. 

Throughout his career, Dr. Poole has exemplified the pursuit of excellence that 

he encourages in those around him.  Some of his most distinguished 

recognitions include District and County Coach of the Year Awards, Article of 

the Year Award for Texas Coach magazine, Heart of Patriotism Award 

(Vietnam Veterans of America), H.E.B.  Principal of the Year Finalist Award, 

and 2012 West Chambers County Man of the Year Award. 

Barbers Hill ISD flourishes under Dr. Poole’s guidance, with the district now 

leading the state and nation in Education Foundation balance, financial 

partnerships with industry, starting salaries for educators, and percentage of 

National Board Certified Teachers.  The district continues to earn the highest 

ratings through the TEA State Accountability program, and to develop new 

courses and partnerships with industries that will enable Barbers Hill 

graduates to be competitively prepared to enter the expanding local workforce 

(Superintendent, 2017).   
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Under Dr. Poole’s leadership since 2006, the Barbers Hill Independent School District 

has had successes in all areas including academics and other accolades.  The 

following list of success and accolades are not exhausted as there are many more that 

could have been incorporated including extracurricular athletic, academic, and music 

contests.  These were specifically left off as the focus of the phenomenon remains 

student achievement in the classroom that is accessible to all students in Barbers Hill 

Independent School District.   

Academic success. Barbers Hill Independent School District has not only met 

the standard in all state accountability ratings but also beat the state passing averages 

every year since 2006.  Table 1 shows the results of the sum of all tests for the State 

of Texas as compared to Barbers Hill ISD.  State tests are taken in grades and are the 

combined sums of all subject areas: Mathematics, Reading, Writing, Science, and 

Social Studies.  From 2006 to 2012, the state assessment was the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  The report that the data was gathered from was 

named the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS).  During the transition 

school year of 2012-2013, the state only reported scores for grades 10 and 11 because 

they were the last grade levels to take the TAKS test that school year.  All other grade 

levels took the new state assessment, the State of Texas Assessment of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR).  Starting in 2013, the report that the state publishes is now 

called the Texas Academic Performance Reports (TAPR).   

Table 1 

Percent Passing State Assessment Scores 

Year Texas Barbers Hill 

2006 67 80 

2007 70 85 

2008 72 87 



26 

 

 

 

2009 74 89 

2010 77 90 

2011 76 90 

2012 75 87 

2013 77 90 

2014 77 91 

2015 77 91 

2016 75 90 

 

 From this data, it is evident the large margin that Barbers Hill ISD has 

surpassed the state in the percentage of students passing the state assessment.  While 

the state assessment is not the only source of academic data, it is the most relevant 

and available when comparing Barbers Hill Independent School District to other 

school districts.  In most years Barbers Hill showed improvement in the percentage of 

students passing that state assessment year to year.  It is clear that this academic 

phenomenon is an outlier as compared to most schools in the State of Texas.  This 

study does not examine the specific reasons for this success, but aims to capture the 

lived experiences of the people experiencing this high academic success. 

 Barbers Hill ISD has one of the highest percentages of National Board 

Certified teachers in the State of Texas (About BHISD, 2017).  According to the 

National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (2017), there are currently 849 

National Board Certified teachers in the State of Texas.  Barbers Hill ISD has 23 

National Board Certified teachers.  To become a National Board Certified teacher is a 

long and rigorous process.  A teacher must take a written test, put together a portfolio 

of their work specific to the area that they are becoming certified in, and even video 

their teaching to be scored.  
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 Other accolades.  Barbers Hill ISD has maintained the highest financial rating 

for twelve consecutive years according to the State of Texas’ rating system, Financial 

Integrity Rating System of Texas (FIRST).  The rating of Superior Achievement has 

been given to Barbers Hill ISD since 2006.  The FIRST system is designed to ensure 

that school districts are maintaining fiscal responsibility of tax payer’s funding.  It 

measures the financial management of funding and requires districts to continue to 

improve practices.  The system encourages school districts to manage funding to 

provide the “maximum allocation possible for direct instructional purposes” (Texas 

Education Agency, 2017).   

Barbers Hill ISD has one of the largest Education Foundations in the state 

with over $20 million dollars in pledges (Education Foundation, 2017).  Since the 

inception of the Barbers Hill Education Foundation, over $400,000 in grant monies 

have been awarded to Barbers Hill ISD educators.  The Barbers Hill Education 

Foundation is a non-profit organization that raises funds to be able to support 

innovative and creative learning projects.  It is utilized as research and development 

as a way to support direct instructional practices to improve student achievement, 

through the use of private funding.   

Barbers Hill ISD is known in the community for dedication to service hours 

district wide.  Barbers Hill has been the highest fundraiser for the Bay Area Relay for 

Life for six consecutive years (About Barbers Hill, 2017).  All campuses district wide 

are expected to participate and the entire district works together to raise these funds.  

Barbers Hill ISD also participates in the United Way Day of Caring, where every 

leader in the district is expected to spend the day volunteering.  While these successes 

are not as measurable as others, they again demonstrate how Barbers Hill ISD is an 

outlier in expectations.   
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Barbers Hill has also received awards for their energy management program.  

Barbers Hill received the 2014 Clean Air Award from the Houston-Galveston Area 

Council for the use of alternative fuels in transportation.  Barbers Hill ISD was 

awarded the Neutex “Thinking Outside the Bulb” Award for environmentally-friendly 

initiatives implemented in 2014.  These awards were made possible when Dr.  Poole 

hired an energy manager to help assist not only in assuring that the district was 

leaving a clean foot print, but also saving the tax payers thousands of dollars.   

In 2014, Barbers Hill was ranked #2 out of 58 Houston-area districts in the 

annual Children at Risk study published in the Houston Chronicle.  This study uses 

several factors to determine the rankings of school districts in the Houston area.   

Recently, the Baytown Sun published an article by Christopher James titled 

“Barbers Hill appraisals rising.”  This article was in response to the Chambers County 

Appraisal District Chief Appraiser, Mitch McCullough speaking at the Barbers Hill 

school board meeting.  Mr. McCullough came to the board meeting to address the fact 

that property values would be increasing on average by fifteen percent due to actual 

values and appraised values not matching up according to the State of Texas 

Comptroller’s Office.  McCullough shared that the rapid growth in Barbers Hill ISD 

is affecting property values as fast as two percent per month.  “If you bought a home 

in Barbers Hill ISD in 2007 and you paid a couple hundred thousand dollars for it, 

today it’s probably worth more than $300,000.  The same house, no changes, just 

merely the effect of the market” (James, 2017).  McCullough theorized that this 

increase in property values is directly related to the demand of people moving to the 

area to live in the Barbers Hill Independent School District.   

 It takes powerful leadership such as that of Mr. Jenson and the current 

superintendent, Dr. Greg Poole to continue to move the district forward in achieving 
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the vision of Excellence by Any Measure.  Strategic sensemaking and sensegiving 

delivers social processes that keep organizations moving forward through intentional 

leadership that is goal focused in maintaining the district’s shared vision. 

Sensemaking 

Karl Weick first introduced the term sensemaking in 1995 in his book 

“Sensemaking in Organizations”.  Since then this concept has slowly evolved into 

common leadership theories and is recognized by MIT’s Sloan School of 

Management as one of their four key leadership capabilities: Sensemaking, Relating, 

Visioning, and Inventing.  Sensemaking refers to how we structure and act in the 

unknown - how we perceive our reality.  The adage “perception is reality” embodies 

sensemaking.  There is no right or wrong understanding but rather emerging stories 

and the picture that is recreated to become more comprehensible through data 

collection, actions, experiences, observations, and conversations.  It is the sixth sense 

that one cannot put your finger on but know to be true.  It is the humanistic way of 

taking chaos and labeling then categorizing to stabilize the experience (Weick, 2005).  

 Sensemaking requires “an articulation of the unknown, because, sometimes 

trying to explain the unknown is the only way to know how much you understand it” 

(Ancona, 2012, pg. 4).  “To make sense is to connect the abstract with the concrete” 

(Weick, 2005, pg. 412).  It serves as a springboard for action and fills in important 

gaps that help us construct meanings that guide our behaviors.  To appreciate 

sensemaking is to understand that smallness does not mean insignificant, because 

small meanings can have large consequences (Weick, 2005).   

Sensemaking is very social and relies on systematic communication.  It can be 

transferred through casual conversations in the teachers’ lounge, team meetings with 

an instructional coach, or a staff meeting with the campus principal.  Sensemaking is 



30 

 

 

 

emotional.  “Expectations hold people hostage to their relationships in the sense that 

each expectancy can be violated, and generates a discrepancy, an emotion, and a 

valence interpretation” (Weick, 2005, pg.  418). All relationships involve 

sensemaking. 

 The implications for sensemaking in all organizations rely on the leader’s 

sensemaking to move the organization forward.  Deborah Anchona (2012) of the MIT 

School of Management states that sensemaking “is highly correlated with leadership 

effectiveness - even more than visioning” (pg. 4).  “A vision for the future helps to 

focus sensemaking on the area of importance to the organization” (Anchona, 2012, 

pg. 7).  Finding a leadership theory that does not include visioning is the metaphorical 

needle in a haystack.  Sensemaking, on the other hand, is not in most leaders’ 

vocabulary but the argument presented by Anchona suggests that it should be.  

Sensemaking requires leaders to use their emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and 

intellect to navigate between the “what is” of sensemaking and the “what can be” of 

visioning (Ancona, 2012).  Anchona (2012) describes sensemaking as creating a 

plausible understanding or a map for the changing world.  We test this map through 

data collection, then refine or abandon based on the credibility of the map.  The 

creation of this map takes the fear of the unknown or unfamiliar situations and 

constructs a plausible map that seeks to understand “what is going on here”.  On 

teams, this common map produces effective action as everyone rallies around the map 

that is leading toward the team’s vision.  Mapmaking reduces stress and anxiety and 

becomes essential for teamwork and leadership.   

Weick (1993) illustrates the importance of sensemaking as a leader in his 

analysis of the 1949 Mann Gulch fire disaster that took 13 lives of smokejumpers 

attempting to stop the fire.  His analysis is paraphrased as follows: 
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 “As they approached their drop off they were told that that this would be a 

10:00 fire - meaning that they could surround it and have it out by 10:00 the next day.  

Due to turbulent wind conditions they had to be dropped off from 2000 feet instead of 

their normal 1200 feet and upon deployment, the parachute carrying the radio did not 

open and destroyed their only communication tool.  On the ground, the team met with 

Harrison who had been fighting the fire alone for several hours and then with Dodge 

who was first in command.  Dodge expressed concern that they may have landed in a 

“death trap” after scouting ahead and seeing the thick forest.  He ordered Hellman, 

second in command, to take the team to the north side of the gulch and to march 

sloping toward the river along the side of the hill.  While Hellman did this, Dodge ate 

a quick meal.  He then took his position at the head of the line moving toward the 

river.  This is when Dodge saw the flames moving back and forth on the south slope 

and realized that the fire had crossed the gulch and was moving toward them.  He 

attempted to turn his team around to no avail, as they were losing ground to the 

flames in the surrounding grass.  Dodge then yelled to his crew to drop their tools and 

to the surprise of everyone began to light a fire in front of them.  He then ordered 

them to lie down in the area that had burned.  No one did, and they all ran to the ridge 

while Dodge lay down in the ashes of his escape fire.  Two men, Sallee and Rumsey, 

ran to an unburned crevice hoping that it was a passage to the other side, while all 

others attempted to cross over the ridge in time.  There were only three survivors: 

Dodge, Sallee, and Ramsey."   

Weick (1993) states “sensemaking emphasizes that people try to make things 

rationally accountable to themselves and others (pg. 645).  In this case the 

smokejumpers rationalized that this entire time this was a 10:00 fire when Dodge, the 

leader, was the only one that determined in reality that it was much more dangerous.  
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The crew used sensemaking of the Gulch Mann fire to postulate that this was still a 

10:00 fire, up until their demise.  Weick lists the data collected, which created this 

sensemaking that led to the deaths of these 13 smokejumpers.   

The team’s effort to make sense of a terrifying situation proved lethal.  Once 

they could no longer construct rationally that this was still a 10:00 fire, they panicked 

as their mapmaking was no longer effective.  Their leader, Dodge’s understanding, 

being different from the outcome of the sensemaking process, kept him alive.  His 

failure to understand the sensemaking process of the members of his organization and 

to communicate his own understanding, led to their deaths.  People favor their own 

plausibility over accuracy (Weick, 1995). 

Weick (1995) presents seven characteristics of the sensemaking process within 

an organization.  His work is seminal in the field of sensemaking and presents a clear 

understanding of the definition of sensemaking relative to leadership in an 

organization.  These seven characteristics are then synthesized in relation to the work 

of Ancona (2012) to present not only a concise understanding of what sensemaking is, 

but how leaders can shape sensemaking within their organization with core actionable 

steps. 

Karl Weick’s Seven Characteristics of the Sensemaking Process 

1. Grounded in identity construction 

2. Retrospective 

3. Enactive of sensible environments 

4. Social 

5. Ongoing 

6. Focused on and by extracted cues 

7. Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy 
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 Grounded in identity construction.  Sensemaking is about the individual and 

starts here.  The problem is that in an organization of many, there is never a single 

sense maker or a sense maker that constructs their identity without others.  The trap as 

Weick calls it is that the single sense maker is constantly interacting with others to 

construct his/her identity, which in turn assists others in their own sensemaking 

identity.  This then snowballs into individuals jointly creating the identity of an entire 

organization.  “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” (Weick 2005, pg. 

18).  The four pronouns represent the sense maker.  

 Retrospective.  Perhaps the most important characteristics relative to this 

phenomenological study are the lived experiences of the sense maker.  A look into the 

past allows the sense maker to capture the present reality to know what they are doing 

after they have done it.  The memory of experiences shapes the many possible 

meanings that can be presented.  “As a result, present decisions can be made 

meaningful in a larger context than they usually are, and more of the past and future 

can be brought to bear to inform them” (Weick, 1995, pg. 29).  These meanings are 

then synthesized and reflected on as the sense maker aims to make sense of the 

present and future.   

 Enactive of sensible environments.  The prior two characteristics deal with 

“sensing” and now Weick moves to describe the act of “making” that which is sensed.  

“I use the word enactment to preserve the fact that, in organizational life, people often 

produce part of the environment they face” (Weick, 1995, pg. 30).  Weick pulls from 

the early works of Follet (1924) and her discussion of resistance to change within 

organizations and environments.  Follet’s work is centered on the idea that people 

take in stimuli because of their own activity and that an environment is created by this 

interaction of behavior and stimuli.  This connects to Weick’s argument that action is 
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paramount to sensemaking.  The active people in an organization are the collective 

“they” that control the environment for passive people.  “The word the suggests 

something is singular and fixed; the word environment suggests that this singular, 

fixed something is set apart from the individual.  Both implications are nonsense” 

(Weick, 1995, pg.  31-32). 

 Social.  By simple definition Walsh and Ungson (1991) define an organization 

as “a network of intersubjectivity shared meanings that are sustained through the 

development and use of a common language and everyday social interaction” (p. 60).  

Studies of sensemaking examine these social interactions within the organization and 

looks at the conversation of social contact.  This social construction or shared 

meanings can produce social action as a powerful tool for leaders to create common 

values or beliefs.  These are the proverbial “glue” that hold an organization together. 

 Ongoing.  Sensemaking is a cycle.  It never stops or starts or has duration but 

continues to be how people are extracting cues and chopping moments of time.  

People are always in the middle of sensemaking.  Winograd and Flores (1986) call 

this continued motion of being in the middle of situations as the idea of how people 

find themselves thrown into ongoing situations.  They describe six properties of this 

ongoing sensemaking that lends itself to summarizing the cycle of sensemaking. 

1.  You cannot avoid acting:  Your actions affect the situation and yourself, 

often against your will. 

2.  You cannot step back and reflect on your actions:  You are thrown on your 

intuitions and have to deal with whatever comes up as it comes up.   

3.  The effects of action cannot be predicted:  The dynamic nature of social 

conduct precludes accurate prediction. 
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4.  You do not have a stable representation of the situation:  Patterns may be 

evident after the fact, but at the time the flow unfolds, there is nothing but 

arbitrary fragments capable of being organized into a host of different patterns 

or possibly no pattern whatsoever. 

5.  Every representation is an interpretation:  There is no way to settle that any 

interpretation is right or wrong, which means an “objective analysis” of that 

into which one is thrown, is impossible. 

6.  Language is action:  Whenever people say something, they create rather 

than describe a situation, which means it is impossible to stay detached from 

whatever emerges unless you say nothing, which is such a strange way to 

ensure that the situation is deflected anyway (Winograd & Flores, 1986, pg.  

34-36). 

 As Winograd and Flores described the cycle of sensemaking, the connection 

between emotion and sensemaking begins to emerge.  The sensemaking cycle can be 

disrupted positively or negatively depending on interruptions or problems that arise 

within the organization.  These feelings and emotions are determined by how 

interruptions to this cycle or problems that arise within the organization are solved.  

Sensemaking is shaped by these emotions as members try to make meaning of these 

ongoing events.  “The resulting attempts to use a feeling – based memory to solve a 

current cognitive puzzle may make sensemaking more difficult, because it tries to 

mate two very different forms of evidence.  It is precisely that possibility that we 

watch out for when we acknowledge that sense making is ongoing and neither starts 

fresh nor stops clearly” (Weick, 1995, pg.  49). 

Focused on and by extracted cues.  Weick defines extracted cues as the 

“simple, familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger 
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sense of what may be occurring” (p.50).  Making sense of life is easy as this 

happens every day for everyone.  This phenomenon is simple to study as all 

humans participate in this process and produce sensemaking.  The seed 

planting of extracting cues helps to capture the obscurity of sensemaking that 

makes the vague and indeterminate topic more concrete.  These cues are what 

people focus on and use to create their own sensemaking.   

Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  This characteristic is the 

foundation for sensemaking and produces logic that seems counterintuitive to 

many scholars, however, to leaders, it puts the phrase “actions speak louder 

than words” into a whole new perspective.  “The sensible need not to be 

sensible and therein lies the trouble” (Weick, 1995, pg.  55).  Sensemaking 

does not rely on accuracy; it relies on action.  Weick lays out eight reasons 

why accuracy is secondary.  First, people must filter information or data to 

make sure that they are not overwhelmed, as it is less productive to worry 

about misperceptions and more important to look at the “why” and “what” of 

the filter.  Second, sensemaking is about the elaboration of a single extracted 

cue that is link to a general idea - we call this hindsight.  Third, the speed of 

action reduces the necessity for accuracy as fast response starts to control 

sensemaking before accuracy is ever an issue.  Fourth, if accuracy is ever an 

issue it will only be an issue for a short time before action takes over.  Fifth, 

the definition of what is accurate is defined by the interpersonal, interactive, 

and interdependence within an organization.  Thus, accuracy is relative to the 

shared meanings of what is accurate in the organization.  Sixth, beliefs within 

an organization help stop interruptions or problems as the organization itself 

defines accuracy of these speed bumps.  Seventh, action is simple and leaves 
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no time for elaboration that could possibly lead to accurate perceptions, which 

in turn could paralyze an organization.  Lastly, “it is almost impossible to tell, 

at the time of perception, whether the perception will prove accurate or not” 

(Weick, 1995, pg.  60).  That leads to the questions that if accuracy is not 

important then what is important for an organization? The answer:  a good 

story. 

 Weick defines a good story as “reasonable, memorable, something that 

embodies experience and expectations, something that resonates with other people” 

(pg.  60-61).  Barbers Hill ISD has created a good story for itself that has managed to 

control the sensemaking of an entire community despite the accuracy.  The lessons 

from Weick on sensemaking only describe and label what is happening within the 

phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD.  This relationship to leadership and actions of 

leaders is all about creating this story through strategic sensemaking. 

Perception is reality.  Leaders must have a grasp of what is going on in the 

world through sensemaking and then will have a much clearer idea of how to engage 

the other leadership capabilities (Anchona, 2012).  Every organization experiences 

unpredictable events that without making sense of what is going on will end in the 

unraveling of the organization.   

 Weick (1995) references the work of Emily Dickinson when describing how 

sensemaking is grounded in both individual and social activity and he makes the 

recurrent claim that where the two are separate, it causes a double tension in the 

human condition.   

 Much Madness is divinest Sense- 

 To a discerning Eye- 

 Much Sense – the starkest Madness- 
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 ‘Tis the Majority 

 In this, as All, prevail- 

 Assent – and you are sane- 

 Demur – you’re straightaway dangerous- 

 And handled with a Chain- 

  (cited in Maillous, 1990, p. 126) 

 Weick (1995, pg.  6) goes on with the summation of this poem, “Sense may be 

in the eye of the beholder, but beholders vote and the majority rule”.  This argument is 

the common thread through all the conducted sensemaking research.  Anchona (2012, 

pg.  6), “Sensemaking is not about finding the “correct” answer; it is about creating an 

emerging picture that becomes more comprehensive through data collection, action, 

experience, and conversation”.  Sensemaking is not about the truth or getting the 

answer correct but more about redrafting the organization’s story so that it becomes 

manageable for the members of the organization to process.  It becomes the story 

(Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005).  In this way, the idea of sensemaking is driven 

by the plausibility of the story rather than the accuracy (Weick, 1995).  This 

leadership theory of sensemaking conflicts with age-old managerial practices, where 

the organization is driven by the perceptions of the boss and that the success of the 

organization relies solely on these assumptions.   

As an instructor at MIT, Ancona (2012) presents the steps in which she 

teaches her students sensemaking and how to help them construct the story for their 

organization.  Anchona starts with the foundational understanding of what is required 

from the leader to pursue these actionable steps, the mindset they must adapt.   

“As such sensemaking requires that leaders have emotional intelligence, self-

awareness, the ability to deal with cognitive complexity, and the flexibility to 
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go between the “what is” of sensemaking and the “what can be” of visioning.  

Perhaps equally important, it also requires that leaders be able to engage 

others in their organizations in figuring out how to play the game” (Ancona, 

2012, pg.  5) 

 With these fundamental understandings in place, a leader can then implement 

Ancon’s three core elements in order to control the sensemaking within their 

organization.   

1.  Exploring the Wider System 

2.  Creating a Map of the current situation 

3.  Acting to Change the system to learn more about it 

 Each of these three elements is broken down into behaviors that produce 

sensemaking strategies for leaders to utilize to attach tangible actions to a seemingly 

intangible idea.  Sensemaking is an easy concept to understand as most people have 

experienced this, but the creation of sensemaking is a far more difficult task, as it 

requires keen interpersonal skills and a leader’s ability to interpret and manage the 

social processes within the organization.  Perception of an organization can be 

controlled with systematic steps and is considered a hallmark of what effective leaders 

are able to do within their organization.   

The work of Weick is seminal in Ancona’s development of these skills that 

she teaches leaders.  The difference is that Ancona provides actionable behaviors 

applied to leadership that provides leaders with specific tools to ensure that they are 

utilizing effective sensemaking in their leadership.  To truly understand the 

connections of the work of both Ancona and Weick is paramount for leaders, not only 

to be able to act on the three concise elements of Ancona’s work, but to internalize the 

why or the seven characteristics of sensemaking that Weick presents.  With this 
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knowledge, leaders can effectively control the sensemaking of their organization to 

ensure their actions, behaviors, and interactions are helping to facilitate other 

leadership principles such as visioning.   

Deborah Ancona’s Three Elements of Effective Sensemaking 

 Explore the wider system. (Ancona, 2012, pg. 8). 

1.  “Seek out many types and sources of data.  Combine financial data 

with trips to the shop floor, listen to employees as well as customers, 

and mix computer research with personal interviews.” 

 This connects to Weick’s second and fourth characteristic of sensemaking – 

retrospective and social.  As an educational leader, one must capture the retrospect of 

their organization as they explore the wider system to learn from the lived experiences 

of the members of the organization.  Leaders learn the most from a variety of 

perspectives through the social process of gathering this data, and then combine these 

views to reveal patterns of what is really going on within an organization.  The 

personal element that Anchona describes is the critical social aspect of an 

organization that Weick states leaders must pay attention to.   

2.  “Involve others as you try to make sense of any situation.  Your 

own mental model of what is going on can only get better as it is tested 

and modified through interaction with others.”   

 This action connects to Weick’s first and fourth characteristic of sensemaking 

– grounded in identity construction and social.  By involving as many people as 

possible, to make sense of a situation, is consistent with Weick’s notion that the sense 

maker might be a single person but never does the act of sensemaking involve one 

person.  The organization is a collection of many that guides the sensemaking of all 

individuals.  To define an organization, there must be a construction of identity of the 
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organization as determined by the leader.  Once again, the relationships or social 

interactions are critical.  Leaders cannot be only as good as their own mental model; 

they must be willing to be as good as all the models within the organization.   

3.  “Move beyond stereotypes, rather than oversimplifying - 

“Marketing people are always overestimating the demand - try to 

understand the nuances of each particular situation.”   

 This action for creating effective sensemaking connects to Weick’s fifth 

characteristic – ongoing.  To understand the nuances as Anchona states it is to 

understand the connection of emotion and sensemaking as Weick describes it.  

Sensemaking is ongoing and leaders must be sensitive to the way that people are 

always in the middle of this process.  People within an organization are always trying 

to figure out how to solve problems or how to feel about an issue.  If they feel that the 

leader operates with stereotypes or overgeneralizations/oversimplifications then trust 

cannot be maintained and effective sensemaking cannot be controlled.   

4.  “Be very sensitive to operations.  Learn from those closest to the 

front line, to customers, and to new technologies.  What trends do 

current shifts portend for the future?  What’s behind the trends that we 

see recurring in different parts of the world?” 

 The action Ancona describes is connected to Weick’s fourth and fifth 

characteristics of sensemaking – social and ongoing.  Through ongoing social 

interactions, leaders can learn about the operations on the ground from the front line, 

and begin to explore the wider system.  For leaders to understand their organization, 

they have to gather the perceptions and sensemaking of the individuals and teams to 

be able to steer the organization towards a shared vision that constructs a common 

language and shared meanings.  The sensitivity to the operations is necessary for 
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leaders to possess while interaction is ongoing socially with all the members of the 

organization so as to be able to pull back and see the bigger system while piecing 

together the details of the system.  This will help create an accurate story of what is 

going on in the organization.   

 Create a map or story of the current situation.  (Ancona, 2012, pg. 9-10).   

5.  “Do not simply overlay your existing framework on a new situation.  

The new situation may be very different.  Instead, let the appropriate 

map or framework emerge from your understanding of the situation.”  

 This action connects to Weick’s fifth and sixth characteristic – ongoing and 

focused on and by extracted cues.  By allowing the patterns to emerge instead of 

allowing a leader’s personal sensemaking to drive leadership, action allows for the 

sensemaking process to be driven by all sense makers.  The ongoing process of 

emotions and feelings driving an individual’s ability to solve problems cannot be done 

by leaders; leaders must be able to recognize this within themselves.  Leaders must 

recognize this within their organization and then focus on the extracted cues to plants 

seeds of understanding and continue to utilize these cues to gain an understanding of 

the organization as whole.   

6.  “Put the emerging situation into a new framework to provide 

organizational members with order.  Use images, metaphors, and 

stories to capture key elements of the new situation.” 

 This action connects to Weick’s fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh characteristics 

– social, ongoing, focused on and by extracted cues, and driven by plausibility rather 

than accuracy.  Weick argues that action will always trump accuracy within an 

organization.  Members of the organization must see the story or the vision of the 

organization but they also must feel the action of the leader.  Accuracy of an action is 
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determined by the sensemaking of the organization and a leader must first know this 

to determine which actions are the most appropriate.  To learn the sensemaking of an 

organization, you must explore the wider system and start to create the story of the 

situation through an understanding of the ongoing social cues of the individuals and 

teams in an organization.  These actions over accuracy give order to the organization 

and perpetuate the ongoing sensemaking cycle to plant seeds that create the story of 

the organization.  This story or shared vision shapes the sensemaking of the 

organization and creates the brand that communicates this vision.   

 Act to change the system to learn from it.  (Ancona, 2012, pg. 10-11).7.  

“Learn from small experiments.  If you are not sure how a system is working, try 

something new.” 

 This action connects to Weick’s second, third, sixth, and seventh 

characteristics – retrospective, enactive of sensible environments, focused on and by 

extracted cues, and driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  Learn from the past-

lived experiences to capture what is really going on and utilize this retrospect.  Weick 

suggests that the environment is what can sometimes create inaccurate sensemaking 

and Anchona states that it is the job of the leader to control this environment and that 

if something is not working, to take action to change this – but a small experiment.  

Weick describes how people are resistant to change and that action helps them to not 

fall victim to this complacent mindset.  It is the job of leaders to see a need for change 

and make changes.  In order to know what changes to make, a leader must learn from 

the extracted cues and sensemaking of the organization to ensure that the changes will 

be perceived as accurate and plausible by its members for this small change 

experiment to be successful.   
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8.  “People create their own environments and are then constrained by 

them.  Be aware and realize the impact of your own behavior in 

creating the environment in which you are working.” 

 This action connects to Weick’s third, fifth, sixth, and seventh characteristics – 

enactive of sensible environment, ongoing, focused on and by extracted cues, and 

driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  Anchona describes an element of the 

leadership of sensemaking as creating the story or to be enactive of sensible 

environment as Weick states it.  Leaders must control the environment that persuades 

the sensemaking of its members but also control their own actions that influence this 

environment.  This is an ongoing process that must be monitored by leaders to make 

sure that they are constantly focused on extracted cues that provide feedback to the 

leader about the sensemaking within the organization.  The leader can then make 

determinations for which course of action to take to prevent the constraints members 

create on themselves and their own environment.  The leader must monitor these 

perceptions of actions, as they could become predictors of what the reality may be in 

the environment of the organization.  Leaders must first look in the mirror and 

determine the impact of their own behavior on this environment.  Table 2 

demonstrates the comparison of both Anchona and Weick’s principles of 

sensemaking. 

Table 2 

 

Comparison of Weick and Anchona 
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 Anchona 

Weick 

Explore the 

Wider 

System 

Create a Map or 

Story of the 

Situation 

Act to Change 

the System to 

Learn from It 

1.  Grounded in Identity 

Construction 

X   

2.  Retrospective X  X 

3.  Enactive of Sensible 

Environment 

  X 

4.  Social X X  

5.  Ongoing X X X 

6.  Focused on and by Extracted 

Cues 

 X X 

7.  Driven by Plausibility Rather 

Than Accuracy 

  X 
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Weick provides the foundational understanding of what is sensemaking and 

why it is important for leaders of organizations.  Ancona takes this research and 

applies it to actionable steps to train leaders, and focuses on sensemaking as a 

leadership principle that all effective leaders must possess.  The concept of 

sensemaking is just emerging in leadership research and attempts to define a 

historically indefinable attribute of effective leaders.  The business world has long 

called this “soft skills” or simply, personality traits.  Ancona challenges this with her 

leadership curriculum.  The skill of sensemaking can be learned and is not something 

that effective leaders have to possess innately.  The power of a leader to be able to 

control the sensemaking within an organization is essential for effective leadership.  

Leaders must know what their own sensemaking is and use this awareness in their 

decision – making process.  While sensemaking seems a nuance, one generates a 

construct of the story of an organization.  The knowledge of the sensemaking of an 

organization leads to the process of attempting to influence the sensemaking (Gioia & 

Chittipeddi, 1991) called sense giving or providing a shared vision for the 

organization.   

“Taken together, these properties suggest that increased skill at 

sensemaking should occur when people are socialized to make do, be 

resilient, treat constraints as self-imposed, strive for plausibility, keep 
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showing up, use retrospect to get a sense of direction, and articulate 

descriptions that energize.  These are micro-level actions.  They are 

small actions, but they are small actions with large consequences” 

(Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obsteld, 2005, pg.  419) 

Sense giving and Shared Vision 

 The small actions of sensemaking helps shape and construct an organization’s 

shared meanings and defines the direction of the organization or the shared vision 

through the process of sense giving, to create common language and shared meaning 

within the organization.  “Sensemaking in strategy would then include both 

prospective sense giving that articulates a collective vision for the organization and 

retrospective “sense-discovering” that notices and selects actions and outcomes that 

work well for the organization” (Choo, 2002, pg. 81). 

Sense giving is defined as “the process of attempting to influence the sensemaking 

and also the construction of others towards a preferred redefinition of organizational 

reality” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, pg. 442).  This “preferred redefinition of 

organizational reality” is a shared vision.  Peter Senge (1990) defines as a shared 

vision in the simple terms of answering the question “What do we want to create?”  

The leader of an organization is the inspiration for the shared vision and answers this 

question through every action they take as these actions provide the sense giving to 

members of the organization.  For the purposes of this study, the terms sense giving 

and shared vision will be synonymous.  To understand a shared vision there must be a 

collective understanding of the term ‘vision’.   

 Visioning. Visioning, as well as sensemaking, is one of the four leadership 

capabilities taught at the MIT Leadership Center.  Visioning is defined as the 

“creation of a compelling image of the future” and provides the focus to make this 
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change happen.  The sensemaking creates a map of what is currently happening in an 

organization and visioning creates a map of what could be.  The leader of the 

organization drives this visionary map and it gives members of the organization a 

sense of meaning to their work.  “Like sensemaking, visioning is dynamic and 

collaborative, a process of articulating what the members of an organization want to 

create together” (Ancona, Malone, Orlikowski, Senge, 2009, pg. 5).  Visioning 

generates excitement about the future and possibilities that can be created by an 

organization.  It is more than just creating a poster for the wall or an act of 

compliance.  It plants seeds to help grow the vision and spread it throughout the 

organization.  Members that buy in are constantly engaging in dialogue with those 

that are not buying in.  Leaders ground their vision by storytelling and vivid imagery 

to give the vision a compelling future even if a clear plan has not yet been generated.  

This connects to Weick’s seventh characteristic of sensemaking-plausibility before 

accuracy.  If a vision seems plausible then this is the start of the creation of the plan.  

You do not have to have a plan to have a vision.  In their collaborative work, “In 

Praise of the Incomplete Leader”, Ancona, Malone, Orlikoski, and Senge list five 

steps for creating a vision: 

 1.  Practice creating a vision in many areas, including your work life, your 

 home life, and in community groups.  Ask yourself, “What do I want to 

 create?” 

2.  Develop a vision about something that inspires you.  Your enthusiasm will 

motivate you and others.  Listen to what they find exciting and important. 

3.  Expect that not all people will share your passion.  Be prepared to explain 

why people should care about your vision and what can be achieved through 
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it.  If people do not get it, do not just turn up the volume.  Try to construct a 

shared vision. 

4.  Don’t worry if you do not know how to accomplish a vision.  If it is 

compelling and credible, other people will discover all sorts of ways to make it 

real – ways you never could have imagined on your own. 

5.  Use images, metaphors, and stories to convey complex situations that will 

enable others to act.   

(Ancona, Malone, Orlikowski, Senge, 2009, pg. 6). 

  

Shared vision.   

“A shared vision is not an idea.  It is not even an important idea such as freedom.  It 

is, rather, a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive power; people begin to see 

it as if it exists” (Senge, 1990, p. 206).  Sensemaking within an organization 

establishes the necessary conditions for creating a shared vision within an 

organization.  Without knowing the ongoing process of sensemaking, effective leaders 

could not create the story or the map for their organization that emerges from the 

constant observations, data, experiences, conversations, and analysis (Ancona, 

Malone, Orlikowski, Senge, 2009).  Leaders who know how to read this map can 

make sure that the direction of the organization is moving towards their vision as the 

leader.   There are personal visions that people hold in their heads, but a shared 

vision is when members of an organization have a similar picture and are committed 

to other members in the organization having it.  This is the connection and the bond 

that is experienced by members in an organization.  This connection is the desire to 

attain the shared vision and make their work have a shared meaning that creates 

purpose for coming to work every day.  This inspiration is what rallies teams and 
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organizations to achieve this shared vision and over time it becomes the members’ 

personal vision.  “A shared vision is a vision that many people are truly committed to 

because it reflects their personal vision” (Senge, 1990, pg. 206).   

 The purpose of shared vision is that it provides focus and energy for learning 

within the organization.  A shared vision helps this learning occur when people are 

striving to accomplish something that matters to them.  The difference between a 

vision and a shared vision is that a vision is one person’s vision imposed on the 

organization.  This type of vision is extrinsic and seeks to compare the organization 

with other competitors.  A shared vision that has intrinsic motivation for the members 

of the organization inspires them to create a spark within themselves that generates an 

atmosphere of commitment to the work (Senge, 1990).  This commitment is what 

moves organizations forward even when there are set backs.  Shared visions create 

courage.  Peter Senge defines this courage as “simply doing whatever is needed in 

pursuit of the vision” (Senge, 1990, pg. 208). 

 A shared vision also fosters risk – taking and experimentation (Senge, 1990).  

This is tied to Ancona’s leadership principle regarding taking on small experiments as 

well as Weick’s principle of plausibility over accuracy.  There is no guarantee that the 

members of an organization are problem solving or that they are always going to 

create the right solutions.  For members to have courage, they must try new ways of 

thinking that require risk – taking.  They must know that they are given the latitude to 

do what needs to be done in order to achieve the shared vision.   

“You cannot have a learning organization without a shared vision.  

Without a pull toward some goal which people truly want to achieve, the 

forces in support of status quo can be overwhelming.  Vision establishes an 

overarching goal.  The loftiness of the target compels new ways of thinking 
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and acting.  A shared vision also provides a rudder to keep the learning 

process on course when stresses develop.  Learning can be difficult, even 

painful.  With a shared vision, we are more likely to expose our ways of 

thinking, give up deeply held views, and recognize personal and 

organizational shortcomings.  All that trouble seems trivial compared to the 

importance of what we are trying to create.  In the absence of a great dream, 

pettiness prevails” (Senge, 1990, pg. 208). 

School Climate and Student Achievement 

 Understanding the sensemaking within an organization helps a leader know 

how to shape personal visions into a shared vision.  Sensemaking allows a leader to 

understand the perceptions and realities of members of the organization, also to 

develop a big picture and understanding of the organization by analyzing the small 

parts first through sensemaking.  Peter Senge (1990) calls this concept the ability to 

see the forest (big picture) and the trees (small parts).  Once the big picture is 

established then a leader begins to create a shared vision within the organization.  The 

shared vision creation comes with a mission or purpose for the organization that also 

creates shared values within the members of the organization.  These shared values or 

core values are what create the climate and culture of an organization.  In this 

phenomenon, school culture and climate will be specifically explored and its impact 

on student achievement, with an emphasis on school climate.   

 While there are conceptual differences between culture and climate; this 

difference is important for researchers.  Climate is considered to be less abstract and 

more measurable than culture, as climate is more descriptive and less symbolic (Hoy 

and Feldman, 1999).  Culture is defined as the shared norms of an organization and 

climate is defined as the shared perceptions of the organization.  Focusing on climate 
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or the shared perceptions, lends to the methodology of the study as phenomenological 

research.  The goal of phenomenological research is to examine human experiences 

through detailed descriptions of the people living the phenomenon thus capturing their 

shared perceptions of the phenomenon (Creswell, 1994).   

 Most literature regarding effective schools commonly agrees that school 

culture and climate are central to academic success for students (Mackenzie, 1983).  

Purkey and Smith (1983), found, in their review of effective schools, a close 

correlation between positive school culture/climate and high academic quality: 

The literature indicates that a student’s chance for success in learning 

cognitive skills is heavily influenced by the climate of the school.  A 

school-level culture press in the direction of academic achievement 

helps shape the environment (and climate) in which the student learns.  

An academically effective school would be likely to have clear goals 

related to student achievement, teachers and parents with high 

expectations, and a structure designed to maximize opportunities for 

students to learn.  A press for academic success is more likely to 

realize that goal than would a climate that emphasizes affective growth 

or social development (p. 440). 

 Historically, researchers have examined the relationships between leadership, 

school climate, and student learning (Deal & Peterson, 1990; Maehr, 1990; Waters, et 

al.  2004).   The presence of research that supports the relationship of both culture and 

climate, to student achievement is abundant.  An early study done by Bock and Wiley 

(1976) demonstrated that 70%-80% of the variance in student achievement was 

related to school culture and climate.  Pellicer (2003) stated that campus leaders that 

focus on the areas of culture and climate are promoting student achievement.  
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Effective school leadership that focuses on improvement of school culture and climate 

increases student achievement (Marzano, 2005).  While culture and climate are 

defined differently, Schein (1985, 1996) argues that climate is a manifestation of 

culture, thus acknowledging that one can study them independently but maintain their 

relationship.  There are few studies that do not regard both culture and climate in 

some form while most studies chose to focus on them individually.   

Some studies examine either climate or culture individually.  Baden and 

Maehr (1986) suggested that the “culture” of a school had an effect on student 

motivation and student achievement.   For the purpose of this study, motivation is not 

examined but it is clear that student motivation is a factor that influences student 

achievement (Maehr & Fyan, 1989).  McDougall and Beattie (1998) found that a 

“positive learning climate was a precondition for the individual learning necessary for 

organizational learning.”  The historical findings remain clear that both positive 

school culture and climate supports student academic success.   

 Climate.  The National School Climate Center (2007) defines school climate 

as “based on patterns of people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, 

values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational 

structures” (p. 2).  The National School Climate Center also describes school climate 

as: 

1.  Norms, values, and expectations that support people feeling socially, 

emotionally, and physically safe. 

 2.  People are engaged and respected. 

3.  Students, families, and educators work together to develop, live, and 

contribute to a shared school vision.   
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4.  Educators model and nurture attitudes that emphasize the benefits and 

satisfaction gained from learning. 

5.  Each person contributes to the operations of the school and the care of the 

physical environment.   

 Climate refers to the perceptions of members of the organization and the 

descriptive beliefs they hold.  It also refers to how members of the organization view 

the organization.  Climate is determined by the behaviors of the members of an 

organization.  School climate reflects the perceptions of students, school personnel, 

and parents.  These perceptions include “school life socially, emotionally, civically, 

and ethically as well as academically” (Thapa, Cohen, Higgins, & Guffey, 2012).   

It is the responsibility of the leader to manage the organizational climate.  This 

understanding of the term climate will be increasingly important as the perceptions or 

sensemaking of members experiencing the phenomenon will be examined.  Climate 

can be more systematically and quantitatively captured than culture (Lindhal, 2006).  

In a research summary conducted by the National School Climate Center, it was 

found that “sustained positive school climate is associated with positive child and 

youth development, effective risk prevention and health promotion efforts, student 

learning and academic achievement, increased student graduation rates, and teacher 

retention (Thapa, Cohen, Higgins, & Guffey, 2012, pg. 369).” 

Climate is thought of as the mood or morale of an organization.  It is 

considered the “main leverage point for any culture, which means that if school 

leaders want to shape a new culture, they should start with an assessment of climate 

(Gruenert, 2008, pg. 58.)  If members of an organization are not happy or do not have 

work satisfaction, then the culture of an organization will not be positive.  Hoy and 

Feldman (1999), described the strength of climate in terms of determining culture, as 
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shared perceptions or climate are easier to measure than shared value or culture.  

Climate is less abstract than culture and therefore can be more easily measured.  

Gruenert (2008), summaries “it seems a happy teacher is considered a better teacher, 

and this attitude influences the quality of instruction.  If happy people truly perform 

better, then leaders must create conditions in which happiness thrives (pg. 57).  

Climate is based upon people’s experiences which in turn shape the culture of the 

organization.   

 Culture.  Culture is defined as the shared values and expectations within an 

organization.  Culture is seen as the personality of an organization.  These 

expectations become the unwritten rules to which members of the organization must 

abide by in order to remain in good standing within the organization (Gruenert, 2008).  

Culture is very complex due to the many facets and unique situations each 

organization possesses.  Culture is much harder to quantify than climate and much 

more difficult to control and change.  Michael Fullen (2001) in his book “Leading in a 

Culture of Change” describes the tumultuous and chaotic process of “reculturing” as 

the change of “how we do things around here” (pg. 44).  Culture refers to these deep 

sets of patterns in values, beliefs, and traditions that have been formed over years 

(Deal & Patterson, 1998).  Culture communicates to the members in the organization 

what is important and what to value so that members know how to act.  New members 

to the organization can see the climate upon first arrival, but it takes time for them to 

learn the culture of how to navigate within the organization.   “When an organization 

has a clear understanding of its purpose, why it exists, and what it must do and who it 

should serve, the culture will ensure that things work well.  When the complex 

patterns of beliefs, values, attitudes, expectations, ideas, and behaviors in an 

organization are inappropriate or don’t align with the culture, things will work badly 
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(MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009, pg. 74).  The clear understanding and purpose is 

related to the shared vision of an organization and how it relates to the culture.  If the 

culture of an organization does not have a shared vision then there is not a common 

focus that shapes the culture and climate.  “Strong positive cultures are places with a 

shared sense of what is important, a shared ethos of caring and concern, and a shared 

commitment to helping students learn” (Peterson & Deal, 1998, p. 28).  Peterson and 

Deal (1998) go on to describe schools that have positive cultures: 1.  Staff has a 

shared sense of purpose (shared vision) where they pour their hearts into teaching. 2.  

The underlying norms are of collegiality, improvement, and hard work. 3.  Student 

rituals and traditions celebrate student accomplishment, teacher innovation, and 

parental commitment. 

4.  The informal network of storytellers, heroes, and heroines provides a social 

web of information, support, and history. 

5.  Success, joy, and humor abound.   

In a seminal study conducted by MacNeil, Prater, & Busch (2009) school 

climate was examined using the Organizational Health Inventory (OHI) of the 

Organizational Health Diagnostic and Development Corporation.  This study found 

that students have higher scores on standardized achievement tests in schools with 

positive school climates.  This finding was statistically significant and also suggests 

that when campus leaders interact with the climate of the school in ways that increase 

the OHI dimension Goal Focus, the climate will enhance learning for students 

(MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009).   

According to the Organizational Health Diagnostic and Development 

Corporation (2017), Goal Focus is defined as the ability of persons, groups, or 

organizations to have clarity, acceptance, support, and advocacy of school-wide goals 
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and objectives.  Goal focus is directly related to an organization’s shared vision or 

sense giving, which shapes the culture and climate among members of the 

organization.  In the case of Barbers Hill Independent School District, it is the ability 

of its leaders to shape the sensemaking process through a shared vision that impacts 

the culture/climate and subsequently, student achievement.   

 



 

 

 

 

 

Chapter III 

Research Design 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to qualitatively explore the 

history, traditions and climate that led to the success of Barbers Hill Independent 

School District from the lens of its stakeholders.  The purpose is also to gain a deeper 

understanding of the shared perceptions (climate) and sensemaking process of 

stakeholders including, district employees, parents, students, and community 

members that have led to the successful implementation of the shared vision Tradition 

of Excellence...by Any Measure.   

Understanding the perceptions and sensemaking processes of these 

stakeholders may provide insights to the phenomenon that occurred within the school 

district and community of Barbers Hill ISD and clear directions for its maintenance.  

Through investigation of these lived experiences, the study will use a systematic 

attempt to uncover and describe the structures or manifestations of the phenomenon 

(Van Manen, 1990) in Barbers Hill ISD.  This study is significant because defining 

common experiences can facilitate the maintenance of this tradition at Barbers Hill 

ISD and its replication elsewhere.  According to Moustakas (1994), “ in 

phenomenology, perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the 

source cannot be doubted.” (pg. 52) The phenomenological approach aims to 

understand the structure of a phenomenon while rejecting the notion that there exists a 

dichotomy between the subject and the object (Merriam, 2002).  According to 

Creswell, “the reality of an object is only perceived within the meaning of the 

experience of an individual: (Creswell, 1998, p. 53).  This is reminiscent of the adage 

“perception is reality”.   



58 

 

 

 

The goal of phenomenological research is to capture the lived experiences of a 

phenomenon.  This is done through a qualitative analysis of narrative data.  According 

to Moustakas (1994) there are four major processes in phenomenological studies that 

must be followed:   

1.  Epoche  

2.  Phenomenological Reduction 

3.  Imaginative Variation 

4.  Synthesis  

The first process called epoche involves refraining from judgment or the 

traditional way of perceiving things.  Moustakas (1994) defines epoche as “setting 

aside prejudgments and opening the research interview with an unbiased, receptive 

presence” (p. 180).  The traditional way of perceiving phenomena is the humanistic 

predisposition toward the familiar.  Epoche requires a new lens and the ability to 

distinguish and describe what stands before the eyes.  Setting aside biases allows the 

phenomenon to be presented for what it is and to be understood free of bias.  The 

researcher must be transparent and expose any perceived biases to filter these out via 

writing them down and bracketing (Moustakas, 1994).   

Phenomenological research describes the lived experiences of both the 

participants and the researcher (Merriam, 2002).  A researcher’s epistemology is 

regarded as the theory of knowledge that drives how the phenomenon is studied 

(Creswell, 1994).  In this study, the background and epistemology of the researcher is 

relevant as the researcher is a part of the investigated phenomenon.  The researcher is 

a campus administrator in the district under investigation and has worked/lived in the 

community for five years.  To resolve this, bracketing or the process of epoche 

(Husserl, 1931), will be utilized to allow the essence of the phenomenon to be 
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explained in terms derived from the participants and not imposed by the researcher 

(Ashworth, 1999).  In order to maintain the integrity of the study and to avoid biases 

by the researcher, this systematic process is crucial. 

 The next process is phenomenological reduction.  This step is designed to 

systematically present the phenomenon and to reduce it to its pure essence.  The goal 

of phenomenological reduction is to “describe the textural language, what one sees, 

not only in terms of the external object but also the internal act of consciousness, the 

experience as such, the rhythm and relationship between phenomenon and self 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 90).  Phenomenological reduction is the systematic cycle of 

reflection that reduces the narrative data to essential parts of the phenomenon.   

According to Moustakas (1994) the following steps are involved in 

phenomenological reduction: 

1.  Bracketing the topic or question 

2.  Horizontalization: Every statement has equal value 

3.  Delimited Horizons or Meanings: Horizons that stand out as invariant 

qualities of experience 

4.  Invariant Qualities and Themes: Non-repetitive, non-overlapping 

constituents clustered into themes 

5.  Individual Textural Descriptions: An integration, descriptively, of the 

invariant textural constituents and themes of each research participant 

6.  Composite Textural Description: An integration of all of the individual 

textural descriptions into a group or universal textural description 

(Moustakas, 1994, pg. 180). 

 In step one, the researcher will bracket the focus of the research and use the 

process of epoche to set aside preconceived notions.  In step two, the researcher will 
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horizontalize the narrative data by assigning value to each statement as equal and will 

be receptive to each statement.  This ensures an opportunity for reflection and exposes 

the essence or character of the phenomenon.  In step three, repetitive or non-relevant 

statements are identified as these are viewed as having delimited meanings.  In step 

four, these non-relevant and non-repetitive themes will be collated and removed.  In 

step five, the remaining horizons will be grouped into themes that will provide the 

context for the textural description of the phenomenon from each participant.  This 

process involves continually looking and describing the patterns and referencing 

textural qualities that emerge.  The last step involves pulling all the themes together 

into universal themes of the phenomenon.   

 The next major process in phenomenological research is imaginative variation.  

Moustakas (1994) describes this process as “the task to seek possible meanings 

through the utilization of imagination, varying frames of references, employing 

polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent 

perspectives, different positions, roles, or functions” (pg. 97-98).  This means that the 

countless possibilities of the phenomenon begin to emerge and they are connected to 

the meanings and the essence of the experience of the phenomenon.  Moustakas 

(1994) goes on to explain, “the aim is to arrive at the structural descriptions of an 

experience, the underlying and precipitating factors that account for what is being 

experienced; in other words, the “how” that speaks to the conditions that illuminate 

the “what” of experience.  How did the experience of the phenomenon come to be 

what it is?” (p. 98).   

 Moustakas outlines four steps within the process of imaginative variation: 

 1.  Systematic varying of the possible structural meanings that underlie the 

 textural meaning; 
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 2.  Recognizing the underlying themes or contexts that account for the 

 emergence of the phenomenon; 

 3.  Considering the universal structures that precipitate feelings and thoughts 

 with reference to the phenomenon, such as the structure of times, space, bodily 

 concerns, materiality, causality, relation to self, or relation to other; 

 4.  Searching for exemplifications that vividly illustrate the invariant structural 

 themes and facilitate the development of a structural description of the 

 phenomenon. 

 (Moustakas, 1994, pg. 99). 

 The final major process in phenomenological research is synthesis of the 

meanings.  This process brings all the structural and textural descriptions together into 

an understanding of the phenomenon as a whole.  These meanings can never truly be 

exhausted as the totality of the experience.  However, the systematic process outlined 

above attempts to capture the experiences of the phenomenon as a fundamental 

structural-textural synthesis.  The researcher will use intuition and reflection to 

integrate the composite textural and structural descriptions into the synthesis of 

meanings for understanding the phenomenon. 

Questions 

In a phenomenological study, the central research questions are designed to 

address the meaning of the phenomenon being researched.  The sub-questions are 

typically either issue-oriented or procedural (Moustakas, 1994).  Furthermore, Clark 

Moustakas (1994) expands the characteristics of phenomenological research 

questions: 

1. It seeks to reveal more fully, the essences and meanings of human 

experience; 
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2. It seeks to uncover the qualitative rather than the quantitative factors in 

behavior and experience; 

3. It engages the total self of the research participant, and sustains 

personal and passionate involvement; 

4. It does not seek to predict or to determine causal relationships; 

5. It is illuminated through careful, comprehensive descriptions, vivid and 

accurate renderings of the experience, rather than measurements, 

ratings, or scores.  (p. 105) 

 Research questions. 

1. How do members experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD describe 

their experiences and perceptions of the school district? 

2. What is the meaning of Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure? 

3. What are the events or practices that define the tradition of excellence in 

Barbers Hill ISD? 

Setting and Subjects 

Phenomenological research relies on long interviews as the method for data 

collection (Moustakas, 1994).  Study participants will be chosen on the basis that they 

are experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD.  Participants will represent 

varied perspectives of the phenomenon to attempt to capture the phenomenon first 

hand.  These multiple perspectives are as follows:  district leaders, a currently serving 

school board member, a current teacher, current principal, parents of students who 

grew up in the community, a parent who moved to the community for the school 

district, a school district graduate who has lived in the community their entire life, a 

community member with no children in the school district, a former school board 
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member, and a retired teacher.  Participants will be recruited based on the role that 

they have with the phenomenon and the school district.   

Procedures 

The data collected from interviews will be analyzed by horizontalizing it to 

ensure that every topic is relevant by having equal value.  From these horizontalized 

statements, the meanings will be listed in clusters to create common themes.  These 

themes will be used to develop the textural descriptions of the experience.  From 

these descriptions, the phenomenon will be captured (Moustakas, 1994).  The 

phenomenon will be further analyzed looking for identified concrete practices that 

relate to the implications of this study.   

 Once the participants have been established, they will be contacted by phone 

and given an explanation of the study to request their participation in an interview.  At 

this time, a mutually agreed upon location and time for the interview will be 

established.  Once a participant agrees to participate, they will be sent an email 

containing the Consent to Take Part in a Human Research Study, at least (7) days 

prior to the interview date mutually agreed upon.   

Instruments 

Moustakas (1994) describes the interview process: 

The phenomenological interview involves an informal, interactive process and 

utilizes open-ended comments and questions.  Although the primary 

researcher may develop a series of questions aimed at evoking a 

comprehensive account of the person’s experiences of the phenomenon, these 

are varied, altered, or not used at all when the co-researcher shares the full 

story of his or her experience of the bracketed question (p. 114). 
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Limitations 

Participation is limited to one school district and does not represent the larger 

population of school districts in Texas.  This may limit the study’s ability to create 

replicable practices that could be used by leaders in other school districts.  The 

researcher is a principal in the school district being studied and has experienced the 

phenomenon for five years.  The potential for bias inherent in this, is addressed 

through the use of epoche, phenomenological reduction and imaginative variation 

(Husserl, 1931; Moustakas, 1994). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter IV 

Introduction 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the history, 

traditions, and climate that created the success of Barbers Hill Independent School 

District specific to the district’s vision statement.  This exploration was undertaken to 

gain a deeper understanding of the climate and the sensemaking process of 

stakeholders at the school district that led to the successful implementation of the 

shared vision Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure.  Understanding the 

perceptions or sensemaking of these stakeholders may provide insight on the 

phenomenon that has occurred within the school district and community of Barbers 

Hill ISD, and provide clear direction for maintaining this phenomenon.  Through 

investigation of these experiences, the study utilized a systematic attempt to uncover 

and describe the structures or manifestations of the phenomenon (Van Manen, 1990) 

in Barbers Hill ISD.  The significance of the study will be to define common 

experiences or perceptions and hence achieve a deeper understanding of the 

phenomenon.  Such information will help maintain this tradition at Barbers Hill ISD 

and replicate it in other school districts.  According to Moustakas (1994), “ in 

phenomenology, perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the 

source cannot be doubted.” (pg.  52)   

Research Questions 

How do members experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD describe their 

experiences and perceptions of the school district? 

1. What is the meaning of Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure? 
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2. What are the events or practices that define the tradition of excellence in 

Barbers Hill ISD? 

Participants 

Phenomenological research relies on long interviews as the method for data 

collection (Moustakas, 1994).  Study participants were chosen on the basis that they 

are experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD.  Participants represent varied 

perspectives of the phenomenon in an attempt to capture the phenomenon first hand.  

These multiple perspectives are as follows:  district leader, a current serving school 

board member, current teacher, current principal, parents of students who grew up in 

the community, a parent who moved to the community for the school district, a school 

district graduate who has lived in the community their entire life, a community 

member with no children in the school district, a former school board member, and a 

retired teacher.  Participants were recruited based on the role that they have in the 

school district.   Data gotten from the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 

verbatim.  The interviews were analyzed looking for patterns and themes using 

Moustakas’ (1994) modified Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data 

and utilizing QSR International’s NVivo 11 qualitative data analysis software.   

Participant 1 is a parent that has students attending Barbers Hill ISD.  

Participant 1 was selected as he moved his family to the community so his children 

could attend Barbers Hill ISD.  When asked about his relationship with Barbers Hill 

ISD he stated, “We could not have come here fast enough.”  Both of his children have 

attended Barber Hill ISD since they started Kindergarten and he has no plans of 

moving them.  Participant 1 and his wife are both active parent volunteers at the 

school as well.   
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Participant 2 is a district leader and has worked at Barbers Hill ISD for the 

past 13 years; his wife is also a teacher in the district.  Two of his three children have 

graduated from Barbers Hill and his third child is positioned to do the same.  In his 

interviews he mentions that he has known about Barbers Hill and their reputation for 

success since the early 1980s.   

Participant 3 is currently a principal in the district.  He started out as a teacher 

and coach in the district before being promoted to the position of an Assistant 

Principal and eventually, head Principal.  He had two daughters that graduated from 

Barbers Hill and his wife is also a teacher in the district.  When asked about his 

relationship with the district he states, “My relationship is; I feel like I’m part owner, 

part promoter, and I ride for the brand.  I truly do.” 

Participant 4 is a Barbers Hill ISD graduate who has lived in the community 

after his graduation.  He now also works for the school district in maintenance and 

operations.  Participant 4; prior to working for the district worked for the City of Mont 

Belvieu, the city that Barbers Hill ISD is located in.  He says that he feels that this has 

helped the relationship between the school district and the city.   

Participant 5 is a retired schoolteacher from Barbers Hill ISD.  She taught in 

the district for 25 years and feels very fortunate to have been able to work there.  She 

has one child that graduated from Barbers Hill ISD and although she did not live in 

the community at the time, she made the choice to make the drive so her daughter 

could attend school there.  She mentions specific names of people that interviewed her 

and helped her get on with the district.  She referred to them as “very dear” to her.   

Participant 6 is a community member that does not have any children in 

Barbers Hill ISD.  However, she does work as an instructional aide for the district as 

this is her first year.  She is working towards becoming a certified teacher and was 
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excited to “get her foot in the door” by being hired as an instructional aide.  She plans 

to raise her future family in Barbers Hill ISD.   

Participant 7 was born and raised in the Barbers Hills community.  After 

college, she returned with her family to “raise them to be Eagles.”  Her mother 

worked for the school district and even her first job was for Barbers Hill ISD.  She is 

going to be receiving a pin this year for 30 years of service to Barbers Hill ISD.   

Participant 8 is currently a school board member on the Barbers Hill ISD 

Board of Trustees and has been for the past 22 years.  Participant 8 also serves on 

committees at the state level to represent the school district.  He is a transplant to the 

community after marrying a Barbers Hill ISD graduate.   

Participant 9 is currently a teacher in the school district.  This is her fourth 

year in the district and she does not have any children in the district.  She enjoys 

working for the district and feels that “it has been nothing but a great experience.”   

Participant 10 is a former school board member and - a lifelong resident of 

Barbers Hill ISD.  His father was also a former school board member.  Not only did 

he graduate from there but his wife also worked for the district.  He was on the board 

that hired Barbers Hill ISD’s current superintendent, Dr. Greg Poole.   

Data Analysis 

The method of analysis used was Moustakas’ (1994) modified van Kaam for 

this phenomenological research study.  This method is comprised of seven major 

steps that were used to organize, analyze, and synthesize the transcribed interview of 

each research participant (Moustakas, 1994).  The following steps were used to 

analyze the interviews: (a) listing and preliminary grouping, (b) reduction and 

elimination, (c) clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents, (d) final 

identification of the invariant constituents and themes by application– validation, (e) 
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individual textural description of the experience, (f) individual structural description 

of the experience, and (g) individual textural-structural description of the meanings 

and essences of the experience.  All of the processes in each step are listed below.   

  Listing and preliminary grouping.   

The first step of listing and preliminary grouping was done by transcribing each 

interview verbatim.  This established the process of horizontalization that ensured 

every statement from the interviews conducted had equal value.  From these; 

statements, common themes and meanings could be established.   

 Reduction and elimination.  

 This involved eliminating all expressions that were not relevant to the study, 

repetitive and overlapping so as to begin to develop common themes, thus reducing 

the data.  Each statement or expression was tested to determine the invariant 

constituents utilizing the following questions: (a) is the expression necessary and 

sufficient for understanding the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD? and (b) can the 

expression be abstracted and labeled? (Moustakas, 1994).  Expressions or statements 

that did not meet the criteria were eliminated.  Expressions that met the conditions 

were identified as invariant constituents of the phenomenon.  A total of thirty-two 

invariant constituents were identified and as such were reduced to specific themes.   

 Clustering and thematizing the invariant constituents.   

Clustering identified core themes of the interviews and labeling related invariant 

constituents; (Moustakas, 1994) themes that described the perceptions stakeholders 

held of Barbers Hill ISD, perceptions of the vision statement – Tradition of 

Excellence…By Any Measure, and described actions and practices of Barbers Hill ISD 

that have led to the successful implementation of the district’s vision statement as 

perceived by members experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill Independent 
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School District.   

  Final identification of the invariant constituents and themes by 

application.   

Validation was completed in this study by checking the invariant constituents and the 

themes against each participant’s transcript.  Each invariant constituent and theme 

was examined to make sure that these met the criteria of being explicit in the 

transcriptions and were relevant and compatible.  The data from the interviews were 

used to validate the clustering of the invariant continents into the following core 

themes ranking from the highest percent to lowest percent for each of the research 

questions (Moustakas, 1994). 

 Individual textural description of the experience.   

The relevant and validated invariant constituents and themes were used to construct 

an individual textual description of the experience for each participant.  Verbatim 

examples were used from the transcripts of participant interviews to describe their 

experiences and perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD and the vision statement Tradition of 

Excellence…by any Measure.  The process was used to understand “what” the 

participants in the study experienced with the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).   

  Individual structural description of the experience.   

The individual structural description of the phenomenon was created for each 

participant using both the individual textural description and imaginative variation.  

“Structural description involves conscious acts of thinking and judging, imagining 

and recollecting, in order to arrive at core structural meanings” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

79).  The feelings and thoughts of the participants were used to create a description of 

“how” the participants in the study experienced the Barbers Hill ISD and the vision.  
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“This description reflects on the setting and context in which the phenomenon was 

experienced” (Creswell, 2007). 

 Individual textural-structural description.  

 From the combination of the individual textural description (the “what”) and the 

individual structural description (the “how”), the final analysis of understanding the 

phenomenon is synthesized.  The intention of this synthesis is to summarize the 

meanings and experiences of representing the group of participants as a whole 

(Moustakas, 1994).  The following are the individual textural description, the 

individual structural description and the individual textural-structural description for 

each participant in the study based on the four identified themes.  The summary ends 

with the composite description of the meanings and shared experiences of the 

participants. 

Research Question 1 

The goal of research question one was to begin to understand and describe 

how members of the phenomenon  - Barbers Hill ISD- described and perceived the 

school district.  Eight themes emerged from this question as the understanding of the 

phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD begins to emerge (See Table 3).  These eight themes 

represent the big ideas of how the members feel about the organization and their 

perception of it.   
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Table 3 

Perceptions of Barbers Hill Independent School District 

Invariant Constituents Number of Sources Percent 

Promote Growth 3 20.0 

Support from Barbers Hill 3 20.0 

High Expectations 3 20.0 

Trust 2 13.2 

Discipline 1 6.7 

Friendliness 1 6.7 

Leadership 1 6.7 

Experience of wealth 1 6.7 

 

After reviewing all eight of the themes, both positive and negative perceptions 

were analyzed (see Table 4 and Table 5).  These findings revealed more sources that 

had an overall positive perception of Barbers Hill ISD by all ten participants (see 

Table 4).  These positive experiences were categorized into five themes and thirteen 

sources. 

Table 4 

Positive Perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD 

Invariant Constituents Number of Sources Percent 

Place of Excellence 4 30.77 

Best School 3 23.08 

Progressive 3 23.08 

Wealthy 2 15.38 

Focused 1 7.7 
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The negative perceptions were clustered into three themes with only three 

sources compared to the thirteen sources of positive perceptions (see Table 5).  It is 

noted that the negative perceptions identified into these themes suggest external 

factors common to all school districts or organizations.  These are noted to show the 

comparison between the positive and negative perceptions as discussed by 

participants.   

Table 5 

Negative Perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD 

Invariant Constituents Number of Sources Percent 

Self-Serving Bias 1 33.3 

Impact of Growth 1 33.3 

Impact of Demographics 1 33.3 

 

While significant, this research question was used as a baseline of 

understanding how participants felt overall allowing for a broader perception to 

emerge.  As the research questions persist, this understanding is drilled down to 

specific actions and perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD specific to the vision statement 

Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure. 

Research Question 2 

The goal of research question two was to develop a clear understanding of 

participants’ perceptions and interpretations of the district’s vision statement and to 

determine if it is consistent with the intent of the vision statement as defined by the 

school district’s superintendent.  The findings from this question proved that there is a 

common, clear understanding by all ten participants that is consistent with the 

definition of the vision statement as defined by the Barbers Hill ISD superintendent, 
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Dr. Greg Poole. 

“Barbers Hill is what public education was meant to be.  Celebrating and 

honoring our rich heritage unifies our community and enhances the likelihood 

of a successful future.”   

Table 6 

Perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD Vision: Tradition of Excellence…By Any Measure 

Invariant Constituents Number of Sources Percent 

Standard of Excellence 5 41.7 

Striving for Success 4 33.3 

Setting Goals 3 25 

 

Research Question 3 

Research question three embodies the entire significance of the study as the 

intent is to examine what are the specific practices or actions of Barbers Hill ISD that 

members perceive to be the reasons for the successful implantation of the district’s 

vision –  Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure.  As such, this research question 

has been given a more thorough analysis that will be discussed in Chapter 5.  The 

order in which the research questions were presented is significant in establishing or 

ruling out that members experiencing phenomenon held a common positive 

perception of Barbers Hill ISD and a clear understanding of the vision statement as 

defined by the district superintendent.  This is important to the study because if there 

was a discrepancy between how the superintendent defined the vision statement and 

how the members of the organization defined the vision statement, then a connection 

could not be made to the successful implementation of the vision statement.  From 

these findings, four themes emerged that provided concrete actions or practices that 
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were performed by Barbers Hill ISD that led to the successful implementation of the 

vision as perceived by the stakeholders experiencing this phenomenon.   

Table 7 

Perceptions of Actions/Practices that Led to Implementation of BHISD Vision 

Invariant Constituents Number of Sources Percent 

Leadership 10 45.5 

Valuing Tradition 6 27.2 

Community Involvement 5 18.2 

Resources 2 9.1 

 

Theme 1: Leadership 

 Leadership was the number one perceived action or practice that participants 

felt led to the successful implementation of the district’s vision.  All ten participants 

defined textural and structural descriptions that were identified under the theme of 

leadership.  Participants described leaders from the school board, district and campus 

level and had an overall positive perception of all leadership in Barbers Hill 

Independent School District. 

 Participant 1 stated “I think they’ve always had great leadership, forward-

thinking, especially now, leadership can adapt to the growth.  We have always had 

leadership that looks ahead and is more proactive than reactive.”  Participant One 

implied that leadership has done an effective job in managing the student growth in 

the district and discussed about the changing student demographics in the community.   

  Participant 2 described specifics about the school board and the goal setting 

process that the board has implemented to achieve the vision of a Tradition of 

Excellence…by Any Measure.  He connected the Barber Hill ISD Board of Trustees 
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leadership and vision statement by describing the development process of the vision.  

“We didn’t want to be measured in one way.  The accountability system had one 

measure…it’s an anti-accountability measure in the sense that we don’t ever classify 

any good thing by one measure.  And so it was, in a sense, an encouragement to find 

other ways to measure us and we feel like the more methods that you’ll find to 

evaluate us, the better.”   

 Participant 3 described his work in other districts and what living in other 

communities was like.  He went on to connect a positive feeling in the community to 

the branding that has been done by leadership.  He stated, “It is branded in us.  We 

drink the Kool-Aid and it will just make you better.”  

 Participant 4 explained; “the school is a prime example of a tradition of 

excellence.  That has been the motto for every teacher, every principal, every 

superintendent and that’s been their expectations.”  He went on to describe his 

personal relationship with the superintendent of Barbers Hill ISD and how he 

acquired his position in the district.  Participant 4 concludes, “ Not every district has 

the same opportunities that we do, but we’ve made the most of our opportunities and I 

think that is a testament to our board, to our superintendent and to others before 

him…There a lot of good districts out there, there really are, but they don’t have that 

vision or they don’t have the right people in the right places.” 

 Participant 5 described her teaching experience at Barbers Hill ISD specific to 

the support that she received from her administrators.    

“The administration has been exceptional all the years that I have been there,.  

They were always very personable.  They demanded respect, and discipline, 

and high expectations from the teachers, as well as the kids and everybody 

else.  Fortunately, when I taught ESL, I taught Pre-K through 12, so I got to 
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see, I got to meet and to know all the principals.  I knew the values that were 

taught and expected in all the level from Pre-K through 12.  That’s what was 

cool about that.  And a lot of kids who did not speak English came in and I 

taught ESL.  There were high expectations even for those kids and it was just 

so great.” 

 Participant 6 discussed personal connections to the district such as her job and 

her family connection to the Barbers Hill community.  She commented that “the 

tradition of excellence is that we hold everybody to a high standard – our 

administrators, I mean.  Not an unrealistic standard, but everybody has to get their job 

done no matter who they are.  We all have one great mission and it’s the kids in the 

district.” 

 Participant 7 connected leadership to those past leaders of Barbers Hill ISD 

and the passing of the proverbial baton that has continued the tradition of excellence.  

“I think that they are the ones that started it and we’ve kind of continued and passed 

the baton to people in leadership positions that understand and continue that mindset.”  

She goes on to describe how the district has changed that it is much more diverse and 

as such causes leaders to have more “complex” problems.  She also states that “by 

having facilities and staying on the cutting edge of technology, and the facilities show 

from a leadership standpoint, that we’re defining excellence there too.  It’s the same 

mindset from the top to our kids.” 

 Participant 8 spoke about leadership of the school board and superintendent 

for passing a one hundred and twenty million dollar bond by the largest margin in 

school history of eighty-eight percent.  He went on to describe how leadership 

maintains facilities, buses, and UIL (University Interscholastic League) programs 

such as athletics and academics.  When speaking about the vision statement a 
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Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure, he is quoted as saying: “ It’s extremely 

difficult to live up to those expectations, but I think if we have the right leadership in 

place, from school board to superintendent, principals and, teachers, we can make it 

happen.” 

 Participant 9 stated that working in Barbers Hill ISD has everyone having high 

expectations for her but also being very supportive  by offering help whenever she 

needed it.  She continued: “they (administrators) are very good with letting you try 

new things and do what’s best for kids.”  Also that “having strong administrators are 

going to help guide the teachers to make sure that they’re doing everything they need 

to make sure the kids are successful and excel in everything from academics to 

athletics to extracurricular. 

 Participant 10 described the branding of the school district done by leadership 

and the recruitment tactics that leadership has implemented.  “Barbers Hill strives to 

raise the bar to whatever they can to lift themselves up – to be one of the premier 

school districts in the state…they have a very high standard of recruiting and hiring 

some of the employees in the state and it reflects in a lot of the grades and the 

academics of the students.”  He went on to state that “very good management from 

our past and current superintendents have done an excellent job in making it a premier 

school district in Texas.”   

Theme 2: Valuing Tradition 

 The second most referenced theme was Valuing Tradition.  Participants stated 

specific examples of how district leaders have valued traditions and made connections 

to the vision statement - Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure - in regard to the 

district’s history.  Valuing Tradition took the form of specific events that honored the 

past as well as tied to the pride in the community.   
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 Participant 2 defined how the district has valued tradition: 

“I think any school district in the state has its moments when it’s been 

exceptional and done something to be proud of.  The difference is the districts 

that find a way to carry on that tradition and to honor it.  Barbers Hill has 

resources that have allowed it to hold onto the staff and to be able to keep 

people that would carry on those traditions…but when you have strong 

leadership style, people are usually apprehensive – it is their nature.  But when 

you honor the past, you’ve negated those negative feelings.  When you are 

recognizing the past, what you are really saying is that your job is to do what 

you can to carry on the past and not replace it.  What they are really nervous 

about is that you are going to replace those things that they have honored and 

held up as traditions.  When you honor the past, you also get a buy-in from the 

past and you also get a buy-in from people that have brothers, uncles, sisters 

and ancestors from generations ago.  Then your legacy will take care of itself.”   

 Participant 4 discussed how the vision has been passed down from teachers to 

students and even the families of the teachers.  He felt that the “continuity of the 

teacher” was one of the strengths of the Tradition of Excellence.  “When I started 

school there, most of the teachers had taught there for 20 years.  When you start there 

young, the teachers stay there until their kids have graduated from high school and 

they continued there.  Continuity of teachers is like stability of teachers.”  

 Participant 5 talked about traditional events such as convocation and how she 

was told before her first day how much she was going to love convocation.  She 

discussed specific names of Barbers Hill graduates and teachers that have been 

honored at convocation and how the district has honored the past and tradition to keep 

it alive.  She gave several stories about Carmena Goss, Nancy Collins and other 
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historical Barbers Hill stakeholders.   

 Participant 6 discussed the history that she knew of the district as it was 

founded in 1929.  She spoke proudly of how “they’ve followed this tradition of 

excellence all the way till now.”  She stated that, “my nephew is going to be in the 

centennial graduating class of Barbers Hill ISD – the 100th class.  This just goes to 

show you how awesome their tradition is here.” 

 Participant 8 stated “I think that the people that started this school district in 

1929 set the standard.  And this community expects nothing less than what was 

started then.”  He went on to revisit several examples of success that the district has 

had since the twenty-nine years that he has lived in the community.  “We continue to 

support and recognize those people that came before us, because without them, we 

wouldn’t be here today.” 

 Participant 10 discussed several historical successes that the district has had 

and connected these to past leadership.  “Barbers Hill has been UIL district 

champions for years and years and they just keep building upon those traditions and 

expectations.”  He concluded with “it seems like the more success they have, it just 

becomes infectious to do better, to strive to do better.” 

Theme 3: Community Involvement 

 The third theme that was analyzed was the theme Community Involvement.  

Participants referenced this theme as the collaboration of the district with the 

community through events and parent involvement in the schools, which helped the 

district reach the vision a Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure.  This theme also 

cited specific knowledge that the community had of the successes that Barbers Hill 

ISD has experienced.   

 Participant 1 stated “the district really promotes parent involvement at the 
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school.  They really like for parents to volunteer, be on campus and interact with 

children, whereas a lot of schools really don’t want that.”  He continued on to say that 

his experience in other schools were not positive about parent involvement neither did 

they promote it at all.   Participant 1 also added specific events and practices that 

Barbers Hill ISD does to encourage community involvement; they include community 

Fall Fest, and allowing the little league football teams to use the Barbers Hill ISD 

fields.   

 Participant 3 talked about how positive the community is about the school 

district and how involved the community is with the success of the district.  He 

describes his experience in his previous district saying that in that community, he 

would always hear negative talk about his previous school district.  He stated “I don’t 

run into that in Barbers Hill.  When I go to the grocery store, 1 out of 50 people have 

a complaint and the rest are like- Oh, man.  You’re doing a good job – and there is 

this perception in the community.” 

 Participant 4 talked about how much better the school district’s relationship 

with the city has been since he started working for the school district.  He feels that he 

has really helped build this relationship and is proud of this accomplishment.  

Participant 4 also talked about how many people he graduated from high school at 

Barbers Hill and how positive he talks about the district when his classmates ask him 

what it’s like working for the district.   

 Participant 8 discussed specific events that Barbers Hill has been successful in, 

such as winning UIL academics at the high school for the past twenty-two years, 

passing a school bond and even attending state level events where Barbers Hill ISD 

are a topic thanks to the many accolades.  “Being on the state board with districts 

from all of the state of Texas and other regions; Barbers Hill is always discussed.  It’s 
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because of the things that we do, not the things that we talk about doing.  It’s one 

thing to say you’re going to be the best, but we are the best.  There’s lot of areas that 

need improving and I think that the hardest thing is accepting the fact that you need to 

work to get better.” 

 Participant 10 discussed how the community knows that Barbers Hill has 

always had a high standard and that it is the “mindset of people around here.”  He 

went on to talk about how the district has always had a reputation in the community 

for being a great district and that it is just expected.  He stated “the parents have 

extremely high parent involvement with the students in the school.  Whenever there 

was parent involvement, they required more and more from their students and more 

from their children.  It just becomes expected that you be the best you can be at 

Barbers Hill.” 

Theme 4: Resources 

 The last theme was Resources.  This theme was defined as resources that the 

district had, to assist in the successful implementation of the vision.  Participant 8 

stated “financially we’re in a really good position; not knowing what the future is for 

school finance.”  He connected resources back to the leadership by complimenting the 

superintendent, chief financial officer, and business manager “for working tirelessly 

trying to find out more ways, better ways to get more finance and not just sit back.”  

 Participant 10 discussed how Barbers Hill is “a very unique school district …I 

won’t say it has limitless resources, but it was dealt just the right hand of cards and 

with the entire commercial industry tax base it has.”  He then proceeds to talk about 

the management of this funding by current and past superintendents that have led the 

district to success.   
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Summary 

 Participants held an overall positive perception of Barbers Hill ISD that was 

defined by eight themes or perceived characteristics of the school district.   

1.  Promote Growth 

2.  Support from Barbers Hill ISD 

3.  High Expectations 

4.  Trust 

5.  Discipline 

6.  Friendliness 

7.  Leadership 

8.  Experience of Wealth 

 Participants were very clear as to their understanding of the shared vision 

statement – Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure – as they defined it in the same 

way that was intended by the district leadership.  This positive perception and 

understanding of the vision statement supported the ultimate findings of four themes 

that provide concrete practices that Barbers Hill ISD has engaged in, that has led to 

the successful implementation of the vision statement.  The conclusions and 

recommendations from this data collection and analysis are presented in the following 

chapter.  



 

 

 

 

Chapter V 

Introduction 

 Barbers Hill Independent School district has maintained a reputation of 

success that is supported with awards, honors and state accountability data since 

opening its doors in 1929.  This historical success is captured in their vision 

statement, A Tradition of Excellence…by Any Measure.  Superintendent Dr.  Greg 

Poole describes this vision as “what public education was meant to be.” Almost all 

organizations including school districts have vision statements but the challenge is 

putting this intangible vision into actionable practices that drive results or in the case 

of a school district, enhance student success.   

The phenomenon of Barbers Hill Independent School District is known 

throughout the state as their success is well documented by many measures, from state 

STAAR scores, to UIL competitions, community awards, overall organizational 

health inventory data and many more.  The people that live in the community of 

Barbers Hill are proud to wear Barbers Hill Blue and the culture is contagious.  

Outsiders jeer at the concept of this strong devotion yet they too strive to accomplish 

the level of excellence that Barbers Hill has been able to achieve.   

Summary 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine the phenomenon 

of Barbers Hill ISD specific to the district’s vision statement - Tradition of 

Excellence…By Any Measure.  This study investigated the school district from the 

perspective of ten different stakeholders experiencing the phenomenon.  The intended 

outcome of this investigation was to produce tangible actions or practices from these 

perspectives that would provide Barbers Hill Independent School District with 

concrete evidence of what has been done to achieve a “Tradition of Excellence.”  The 
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other intended outcome of this study was to determine if these actions or practices 

could be replicated for other school districts to benefit from this knowledge.   

 The following research questions were examined: 

1. How do members experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD describe 

their experiences and perceptions of the school district? 

2. What is the meaning of Tradition of Excellence...by Any Measure? 

3. What are the events or practices that define the tradition of excellence in 

Barbers Hill ISD? 

 Research question one was intended to begin to understand the overall 

experiences and perspectives of the participants regarding Barbers Hill ISD.  This 

determined whether participants had positive or negative feelings towards the district.  

This question was intentionally vague to allow for the development of an overall 

perspective of the school district from the views of participants. 

 Research question two was intended to understand how participants 

interpreted the Barbers Hill ISD vision statement.  This was done to examine if a 

connection existed between the desired interpretation of the vision statement by 

district leaders and the perceptive understanding of participants.  When examining 

this connection, if no connection existed, then the last research question looking at 

actions or practices may not have been viable evidence.   

 Research question three was intended to determine concrete actions or 

practices that guided the narrative or the sensemaking of participants that led to the 

successful interpretation and implementation of the district’s vision statement.  These 

practices and actions would allow Barbers Hill ISD to be intentional with maintaining 

these especially in continuing their tradition of excellence.  Furthermore, these actions 
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and practices were examined to determine if they could be replicated for other school 

districts. 

 Participants for this study were chosen based on their relationship with 

Barbers Hill ISD, to try and gain many perspectives of the phenomenon.  Working 

with the district superintendent, participants were chosen from ten different roles and 

relationships to the school district.  These roles represent a variety of perspectives of 

Barbers Hill ISD.  The roles of the participants chosen were: 

 Current Teacher  

 Retired Teacher  

 Current Superintendent 

 Current School Board Member 

 Retired School Board Member 

 Current Campus Principal 

 Community member with no students in the district 

 Parent of students that moved the community for the school district 

 Graduate of BHISD that lives in the community 

 Parent of BHISD Graduate that lives in the community 

 The methodology of the phenomenological study that was employed was 

Moustakas’ (1994) modified Van Kaam method of analysis of phenomenological data 

and utilizing QSR International’s NVivo 11 qualitative data analysis software.  The 

data collected from interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.  These 

transcriptions were analyzed by horizontalizing the data to ensure that every topic is 

weighted equally using QSR International’s NVivo 11 qualitative data analysis 

software.  From these horizontalized statements, meanings were listed in clusters or 

invariant constitutes in order to create common themes.  These themes were analyzed 
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to develop the textural and structural descriptions of the experience from the 

perceptions of the participants.  From these descriptions, the phenomenon was 

captured (Moustakas, 1994).  The phenomenon was specifically analyzed for concrete 

practices or actions that related to the vision statement of Barbers Hill Independent 

School District. 

 The results of this phenomenological study yielded concrete actions and 

practices specific to an intended understanding or sensemaking of the district’s vision 

statement.  The first question that was investigated examined how members 

experiencing the phenomenon of Barbers Hill ISD described their experiences and 

perceptions of the school district.  Eight themes emerged from these questions that 

were positive and negative in nature regarding the school district.  Participants 

identified promoting growth, support from the district and holding high expectations 

as being the top three perceptions of the school district.  The next theme constructed 

was trust, being the fourth overall highest theme.  The last four themes were all 

valued equally; discipline, friendliness, leadership and experience of wealth.   

These eight themes were then analyzed specific to positive or negative perceptions of 

the school district to present an overall feeling of the phenomenon being studied.  All 

positive statements were reviewed and participants presented five positive perceptions 

of the school district.  Overall, more positive themes and sources were identified 

leading to the interpretation that most participants had positive experiences and 

perceptions of Barbers Hill ISD.   The top perception was that Barbers Hill ISD was a 

place of excellence.  The next themes constructed were that the district had the best 

schools, was progressive in nature, goal focused and wealthy.  Only three themes 

emerged that were negative and these all shared the same number of sources.  These 

themes were a self-serving bias, the impact of growth and the impact of 
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demographics.  While these themes are negative in nature, they are all perceptions 

that are extraneous to the school district. 

 The establishment that participants held a positive perception of Barbers Hill 

ISD was critical to achieving the overall purpose of the study, which was to determine 

practices or actions that Barbers Hill ISD has executed that led to the successful 

implementation of the vision statement.  If participants held a negative perception of 

the school district, then the data produced would not have led to an accurate 

achievement of the purpose of the study.  The findings of this study would have been 

less meaningful to the school district or relevant to outside districts.   

The second research question was intended to capture participant’s perceptions and 

understanding of the district’s vision statement.  These perceptions were then 

compared to the intended interpretation of the vision statement Tradition of 

Excellence…By Any Measure as defined by the district superintendent.  The purpose 

of this was to identify if participants accurately perceived the vision statement as the 

district intended for them to do.   

 This question revealed three themes that proved positive that participants 

perceived the district’s vision statement as intended by district leadership.  These 

themes were a standard of excellence, striving for success and setting goals.  If a 

positive affirmation could not be made that participants had accurately perceived the 

vision statement consistent with district leadership, then the purpose of this study 

would not have yielded data that would be valuable to the actions or practices that led 

to the successful implementation of the vision statement.   

 After finding that participants held a positive perception of the school district 

and had perceived the vision statement accurately according to the definition of the 

district; actions and practices that led to the successful implementation of the vision 
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statement were identified in research question three.  Four themes emerged that 

provided concrete actions that have been executed by Barbers Hill ISD and has led to 

the successful implementation of the vision statement.   

 The first theme that emerged was the actions of leadership at both the campus 

and district level that participants felt resulted in the success of the vision statement.  

This finding was consistent with the work of Debra Anchona from the MIT School of 

Business as it demonstrated a connection between a leader’s actions and a shared 

vision.  The next theme that was identified was valuing tradition.  This theme was 

specific to the actions that the district has done to prove that valuing tradition was a 

priority.  The next theme was community involvement that included events specific to 

the connection of the community and the school district.  The last theme that emerged 

was resources specific to the finances of the school district.   

Conclusions 

 The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in research by both Karl 

Weick and Debra Anchona on sensemaking and leadership.  In this phenomenological 

study, sensemaking is defined as how participants structure the unknown, so they are 

able to operate in it and create a plausible understanding of the world (Weick, 2005).  

This study defines a leader’s ability to guide the sensemaking or narrative of members 

within the organization as sensegiving.  Sensegiving is defined as the process of 

attempting to influence the sensemaking and the construction of others toward a 

preferred redefinition of organizational reality (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, pg.  442).  

Sensegiving and the development of a shared vision are closely aligned as a shared 

vision is defined not as an idea but as a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive 

power...People begin to see it as if it exists” (Senge, 1990).   This study defines sense 

giving as a leader’s ability to accurately provide members of the school district with a 
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preferred meaning and construction of the shared vision A Tradition of 

Excellence…By Any Measure that promotes a climate that improves student 

achievement.   

Figure 1 illustrates the process that leaders must go through in order to 

effectively manage the sensemaking within their organizations.  As shown, the 

development of a shared vision is accomplished through the leader’s ability to provide 

sense giving to the organization.  Sensegiving is the process of creating a shared 

vision.  Seeley (1992) describes vision as a "goal-oriented mental construct that 

guides people's behavior."  A shared vision provides guidance for the organization as 

to how we are going to accomplish our goals.  This guidance provides a clear 

understanding and expectation for how members of the organization begin to develop 

their sensemaking or how they are going to operate within the organization.  Without 

this guidance, members operate independently or outside of the leader’s expectations.  

They begin to form their own sensemaking that may or may not be the correct 

interpretation that is desired by the organization’s leaders.  It is a force that provides 

meaning and purpose to the work of an organization (Mendez-Morse, 1993).  

Sensemaking then goes on to impact the climate within an organization.  According to 

the National School Climate Council (2007), “school climate is based on patterns of 

people’s experiences of school life and reflects norms, goals, values, interpersonal 

relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures” (p.  2).  

The climate is derived from member’s sensemaking that guides them to operate under 

these norms or practices that make up the climate of an organization.  Most literature 

regarding effective schools commonly agree that school climate is central to academic 

success for students (Mackenzie, 1983).  MacNeil, Prater, & Busch (2009) examined 

school climate and found that students have higher scores on standardized 
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achievement tests in schools with positive school climates.  This finding suggests that 

a leader’s ability to provide accurate sense giving or a shared vision to an organization 

impacts student achievement.   

 

Figure 1.  The Sensemaking Process in Schools. 

 

The reviewed literature indicates that a shared vision can change the climate of 

an organization or in this phenomenon, a school district within a community.  The 

leaders can intentionally facilitate a sensemaking process around the shared vision of 

excellence by creating intentional experiences that communicates the shared vision, 

inevitably leading to an increase in student achievement.  Much research is centered 

on the understanding of a shared vision and the value of it for an organization but 

little research is found on how to take such an intangible and abstract concept and put 

it into meanings that are concrete and actionable practices for leaders.  All school 

districts have vision statements and these might be hanging on the walls or at the top 

of letterheads, but the process of transforming these statements into the force which 

molds meaning for the people of an organization (Manasse, 1986) is far more 

difficult.  The answer to this transformation is only guided by the results of this study 

as the needs of each school district are different and the utilization of these findings 

must be filtered through the sensemaking of the leader to discern the best course of 

Shared Vision 
& Sensegiving

Sensemaking Climate
Student 

Achievement
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action to produce the desired results.  It is also implied in this study that the results or 

desired outcome for school leaders is to ultimately increase student achievement.  The 

ability for instructional leaders to move their campus or district forward with the 

successful implementation of a shared vision is foundational to improving climate and 

thus improving student achievement.   

By guiding the narrative of the members in Barbers Hill ISD, leaders have 

created a clear vision that is accurately interpreted and has led to the overall success 

of students in the school district.  This success did not happen overnight; it took many 

years and many leaders.  The common thread is that all of these leaders provided 

effective sense giving or a shared vision that influenced the sensemaking of members 

within the Barbers Hill ISD community and school district to impact the climate and 

improve student achievement.   

The following themes are the ultimate findings of this study and contribution 

to the body of knowledge specific to the successful implementation of a shared vision 

by Barbers Hill Independent School District leaders and potential replicability for 

other district leaders.  Several assumptions must be met in order for the potential 

plausibility of these findings to be maintained by Barbers Hill ISD or replicated by 

other school districts.  Once again, the generalizations of these findings must be 

examined by leaders with the leadership skill of sensemaking (Anchona, 2012) to 

determine the course of action best suited for each organization.   

The first assumption met in this study is that participants have a positive 

perception of the school district.  Research question one findings suggest that 

participants hold a very positive view of Barbers Hill ISD.  This view gives insight 

into the climate of the school district from many different perspectives that are 

combined to give an overall glimpse of how members feel about Barbers Hill ISD.  
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This begins to provide leaders with an understanding of the phenomenon of the school 

district and a view into the reality of participant’s sensemaking of the organization.  

Without this assumption being met then the following findings will not meet the 

purpose of this study. 

The second assumption met in this study is that participants have an accurate 

sensemaking of the intended definition of the district’s vision statement A Tradition of 

Excellence…By Any Measure.  Once again, the knowledge of a participant’s 

sensemaking specific to the vision statement seeks to understand the phenomenon and 

how the sensegiving of this shared vision has shaped the sensemaking of participants.  

Without an accurate establishment of correct sensemaking specific to the vision 

statement, these findings could not be attributed to the leader’s ability to guide the 

narrative or provide sensegiving for the district’s vision.  Both assumptions must be 

met before the following findings can be replicated for other school districts.   

Theme 1: Leadership 

 The most dominant theme that emerges from the data is that of the perceived 

actions of leadership.  In some fashion, one could ascertain that all of the themes that 

will be explored are the result of the actions of the leaders in Barbers Hill ISD, but 

this theme is specific to participants stating examples of leadership, using the word 

leadership and making a positive connection to actions performed by leadership that 

have resulted in the successful implementation of the district’s vision statement.  This 

finding is consistent with a review of the literature on the effects of leadership on 

student learning.  Leaders have an impact on student achievement mainly through 

their influence on teachers’ motivation and the climate of the school (Leithwoood, 

Louis, & Anderson, 2011).  This influence is known as a shared vision (Senge, 1990) 
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and through the sensemaking process it impacts climate that in turn affect student 

learning.   

Evidence suggests that those leadership practices are included in Setting 

Directions account for the largest proportion of a leader’s impact.  This set of 

practices is aimed at helping one’s colleagues develop shared understandings 

about the organization and its activities and goals that can under gird a sense 

of purpose or vision.  People are motivated by goals which they find 

personally compelling as well as challenging, but achievable.  Having such 

goals helps people make sense of their work and enables them to find a sense 

of identity for themselves within their work context (Leithwood, Seashore, 

Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). 

 It is evident that leadership with emphasis on a vision, is imperative for the 

success of a school district.  The process starts with the shared vision and the 

sensegiving of the leader as they guide the narrative of the district through the shared 

vision.  This guidance or leadership then helps members of the district “make sense of 

their work” through their own sensemaking process.  This process happens 

individually and collectively to form the climate within the school district that then 

impact student achievement.   

Theme 2: Valuing Tradition 

 The next theme that emerged from the findings is valuing tradition.  

Participants define this as the district’s commitment to honoring the past and 

celebrating the traditions that make Barbers Hill ISD the best school district in the 

state of Texas.  There is a strong loyalty and pride that exists between participants and 

the school district because of the actions of the district that placed emphasis on 

tradition.  While the word tradition exists in the vision statement, it is the specific 
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practices and time - honored traditions that give the vision life in the hearts of its 

stakeholders. 

 Barbers Hill ISD connects its current success to the past success through 

events such as honoring graduates, honoring individuals who have positively 

impacted the district and maintaining prestigious halls of honor for academics and 

athletics.  These events create a strong loyalty to the district that perpetuates the 

vision of excellence.  Traditions or values are communicated through simple practices 

such as maintaining a high standard of excellence in board policy such a student/staff 

dress code and academic expectations.  Traditions are not only events but they are 

also embedded in the climate and culture of the organization. 

 Valuing tradition cannot be just a symbolic gesture, but must truly add value 

to the school district’s current reality.  By honoring the past, district leaders are 

clearly communicating their expectations of what is valued and providing clear 

sensegiving as to what is expected for all members.   Taking such opportunities to 

value tradition, alleviates stakeholder anxiety over change initiatives because there is 

a constant comfort in consistent expected actions such as valuing tradition.  When 

leaders value the tradition before them, the message that is sent to the organization is 

less intimidating and thus change initiatives are viewed as necessary to maintain 

tradition.  Anchona (2012) describes sensemaking as the “what is” in an organization 

and visioning to be the “what can be.”  Valuing tradition is simply the “what did we 

do” to get to our current reality. 

This finding is the most surprising and potentially valuable contribution to the 

body of work on school leadership and visioning in this study.  Research is found on 

the successful implementation of a school district’s vision and the connection to 

valuing tradition through the improvement of school culture.  The literature is specific 
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to school culture and the role of visioning and tradition.   Deal and Petterson (2009) 

connect the school vision to creating the story of the campus that creates the culture.  

The heart of a school’s culture is the mission and vision that focus on the beliefs of 

what people , think, and do.  The definition of culture that is explored in their work, 

utilizes tradition and rituals as a part of actions that shape culture in a school.  These 

traditions reinforce the vision and shape the culture that lead to improved student 

success.   

Often, valuing tradition is not at the forefront of a school leader’s mind and is 

not something that is actively pursued as is done in Barbers Hill ISD.  Most visioning 

is done looking to shape the future and has little to do with valuing tradition.  By 

matching actions with the vision statement Tradition of Excellence…By Any Measure, 

Barbers Hill ISD has leveraged the true story of their historical success to guide the 

narrative of future performance.  While most districts will have to seek out these 

historical successes and possibly derive their own traditions, the time spent on these 

actions will pay off in the form of a stronger vision or sensegiving to the district.  This 

vision will then guide the narrative or tell the story that will provide members the 

sensemaking that will impact the climate and student achievement.   

Theme 3: Community Involvement 

 The theme of community involvement includes events and practices of 

Barbers Hill ISD for involving parents and the community in the sensegiving or 

visioning process.  Relentless efforts aremade to maintain positive branding for the 

school district through social media and news outlets as well as showcasing 

student/staff achievements in all areas.  Every school board meeting is started with 

special recognitions of these accomplishments.  Parent and community involvement 
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within the schools through mentoring and parent involvement programs are 

coordinated district wide.   

This branding or marketing is providing sense giving to the community whose 

sensemaking is shaped by these positive messages.  This support and involvement of 

the community extends the school climate of Barbers Hill ISD outside of the walls of 

the district and it is no surprise many people are confused and call the city Barbers 

Hill rather than Mont Belvieu which is the original name of the city.  This community 

climate indoctrinates students as a Tradition of Excellence…By Any Measure 

surrounds them both at home and at school.  The power of this, continues to relate to 

the shared vision and its ability to create a force in the hearts of people that compel 

the future (Senge, 1990).   

Theme 4: Resources 

 The last theme is resources and it specifically focuses on  financial resources.  

Barbers Hill ISD is a property rich school district or a Chapter 41 district.  Chapter 41 

of the Texas Education Code outlines provisions for school districts with higher 

taxable value of property per its number of students, in weighted average daily 

attendance, to share its wealth to help finance public education across the state.  While 

the district is naturally positioned with successful financial resources, leadership has 

done an effective job managing these funds.  Participants in this study felt that these 

resources helped Barbers Hill ISD successfully implement the vision and that 

leadership is responsible for this triumph.  This theme may not be reproducible in 

other districts, but an analysis of fund management with the guidance of a vision is 

attainable by all school districts.   
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Recommendations 

 Based on the scope and limitations of this study, further research is 

recommended.  The phenomenological study was limited to one school district and 

hinders the generalization to other school districts.  The experiences and perceptions 

of the participants cannot represent other districts, but does capture the phenomenon 

of Barbers Hill Independent School District.  These findings are only relevant to those 

in the Barbers Hill ISD community and thus expansion of the research to other 

districts that have successfully implemented a vision would add to the body of 

knowledge.   

 The specific finding of valuing tradition for the successful implementation of a 

school district’s vision is worth further investigation to explore leadership actions in 

this area.  This finding is not as prevalent in current research and the guidance that it 

has provided Barbers Hill ISD is compelling.  A deeper look into the specific actions 

of valuing tradition at Barbers Hill ISD may drill down to provide leaders with more 

accurate feedback as to what has caused this phenomenon.   

 The recommendation is made to replicate this study to other school districts 

that have successfully implemented a vision statement.  This investigation could 

provide more data on the possibility of replicating the findings in other schools 

districts.  These findings may help school leaders with more concrete practices and 

actions that help move a vision statement from simple words on paper to notable 

improvements within the school district. 
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