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 The purpose of this study was to explore considerable aspects in communication patterns of a school 

setting that might play important roles in principal-teacher interactions. By using a qualitative 

research method, the present study focused on teachers' views on communication styles of the school 

principal in a Turkish primary school. A semi-structured interview form prepared by researchers 

was applied to 14 teachers in a school from Ankara province. Content analysis is employed in the 

analysis of the data. Results illustrated that communication within this school perceived by 

interviewed teachers was inefficient. The school principal doesn’t effectively use communication for 

developing collaboration between teachers and improving school. Findings from this study strongly 

point out the need of developing an interaction between the principal and teachers that can allow 

open two-way communication Recommendations for future research are made including the need 

for an investigation based on the opinions of not only teachers but also principals, parents and 

students. Additionally, school principals and teachers’ interactions can be examined in a more 

detailed way by using a social network analysis approach. 

© 2016 IOJES. All rights reserved 
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Introduction 

 Many studies have recently focused on the importance of interpersonal communication in managing 

schools. In this regard, several investigations have shown that school principals spend a great deal of time 

communicating, and that a significant portion of school principals' time is spent on interpersonal 

communication (Ärlestig, 2007a, 2008; Bredeson, 1988; Gronn, 1983; Laud, 1998; Moller, 2000; Smith and 

Andrews, 1989). Principals approximately spend 70% - 80% of their time in interpersonal communication 

(Lunenburg, 2010). Even though the responsibilities of school principals can be identified in many different 

ways, communication, both directly and indirectly, is the essence of school leadership (Bredeson, 1987; 

DuFour, 2002; Fullan, 2002; Johns, 1997). Communication is as vital as learning in organizations (Ärlestig, 

2008). In order to strengthen teachers’ involvement within a school, clear communication systems are 

necessary (Harris, 2002). However, the quality of communication in schoolhouse should be taken into account 

deeply. 

Principal-teacher communication in school involves the teachers’ interpretation of the school principal’s 

symbolic behaviors. A shared meaning may be difficult to create in schools because of the diversity of school 

principals and teachers. Furthermore, the school’s hierarchy may lead to distortion in the flow of the message 

(Wee, 2011). Face-to-face communication is an effective method of communication in schools (Robbins, 1993). 

Effective communication can also be achieved in nonverbal communication, such as facial expressions, 

gestures and postures (Williams, 2002). Williams (2002) found that eye contact, dress and appearance, voice, 
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humor and being natural were important behaviors in terms of developing interpersonal communication 

skills. 

One of the factors determining the quality of communication in schools is the pressure school principals 

face in having to assume various roles simultaneously (Gantner, Newsom and Dunlap, 2000). The fact that 

school principals who must assume a large number of roles during a business day remain unfamiliar with 

communication patterns inside and outside the school indicates that those principals may encounter difficulty 

in navigating the management process and functions directly related to communication, or may fail altogether 

(Bursalıoğlu, 2010). 

 School principals who often initiate and direct communication with teachers (Açıkalın, 1995; Celep, 

1992) encourage them to be successful in their profession by listening to them consciously (Reitzug, 1994). 

Anderson (2006) asserted that communication helps shape the culture of the school. In other words, school 

principals have the power to transform the school culture in a more collaborative and supportive way. There 

are some researches shows us that school principal leadership has a great capacity to improve school culture 

(Leithwood, 1994; Marks and Prinity, 2003). Furthermore, Halawah (2005) emphasizes the fact that a more 

positive school climate is likely to coincide with a clear articulation of communication methods between 

principals and teachers. There are also empirical data reporting that principals in successful schools use 

multidimensional communication and that they communicate more often about issues related to academic 

and pedagogical tasks (Ärlestig, 2008a). It is therefore important that school principals be regarded as leaders 

with sufficient communication skills in order to create effective interpersonal communication networks in a 

school community. In this regard, as stated by Schein (1991), a leader of any organization with sufficient 

communication skills is more likely to be competent in leading a successful implementation of new practices 

in the organization. 

 Communication is both a means and a way to describe the school vision for principals. 

Communication may also be a process of understanding and conducting leadership within the school 

(Ärlestig, 2008). On an ordinary day, school principals and teachers are busy with a number of meetings and 

interactions. Kremer-Hayon and Wubbles (2005) indicate that teachers’ perceptions of both actual and desired 

school principal behavior are related to teachers’ satisfaction with the school environment. Communication 

provides information to teachers, and teachers’ satisfaction is closely related to the quality of principal-teacher 

communication (Price, 2012). This also means that the quality of communication and the quality of 

relationships are associated with each other. Goleman (2000) draws attention to the fact that leaders must 

support relevant conversations in organizations. The features that identify a conversation as a constructive 

dialogue and that separate it from an ordinary conversation can be considered as facilitating the sharing of 

common goals in the organization, offering reminders of the history of the organization, helping make sense 

of events experienced in the organization, enabling the mutual transfer of ideas and encouraging the act of 

listening to opponents respectfully (Lambert, 2002). 

 Although communication is at the heart of school life, little has been known about the nature of 

teacher-principal communication. Communication networks in schools and the communication forms that 

school principals use have been analyzed in a number of studies, and the principal is considered an important 

factor in the establishment of collegial relationships and in school improvement (Bakkenes, Brabander and 

Imants, 1999; Barth, 1990). The relationships between primary school principals' communication forms and 

teachers' motivation levels (Özgan and Aslan, 2008) and their job satisfaction have been investigated in several 

studies (Özgan and Aslan, 2008; Sias, 2005; Washington, 2007; Whaley and Hegstrom, 1992). These studies 

also revealed that healthy teacher-principal communication is positively correlated with teachers’ job 

satisfaction. Therefore, communication is accepted as one of the most crucial components of a school 

principalship. 

 The variables of teacher and principal professional seniority, education level, gender and age have 

also been examined so as to show how such variations affect the perceptions of teachers towards primary 

school principals (Aydoğan and Kaşkaya, 2010; Çınar, 2010; Kösterelioğlu and Argon, 2010; Sueltenfuss, 2001). 

In addition, the relationship between school principals’ communication skills and the school culture has been 

examined in other studies (Ada, Çelik, Küçükali ve Manafzadehtabriz, 2015; Fidan ve Küçükali, 2014; Şimşek, 
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2003). These studies aimed to determine the verbal communication forms used by school principals with 

teachers in a qualitative approach according to the teachers’ and principals’ perceptions. 

This study provides extra information about school principal-teacher interaction by deeply analyzing 

communication patterns in a primary school. The number of studies focusing on the characteristics of a school 

principal’s communication is quite limited. Moreover, examining the communication patterns in a primary 

school may be useful for understanding both the informal role communication plays in school and the school 

community’s communication network. Research findings may make a significant contribution to the 

understanding of organizational communication within primary schools. 

Method 

This research uses a qualitative interview design to examine how primary school teachers perceive 

school principal’s form of communication. This approach allows selected teachers to define their own 

experiences clearly. Therefore, this study focused on the particularistic aspects of the principal’s 

communication. The research was guided by two main questions: (1) How do primary school teachers perceive 

their school principal’s form of communication on work based issues? and (2) How do primary school teachers 

perceive their school principal’s communication on personal issues? This study used a qualitative semi-

structured interview as the method of data collection. According to Patton (2002), interviews are necessary 

when we cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions, and when we cannot observe how people make 

sense of the world around them. 

Procedure and Participants 

 Data were collected in September 2013 via semi-structured interviews with 14 teachers in a Turkish 

primary school determined by a typical case sampling. The school was selected as an ordinary Turkish 

primary school settled in the urban setting. Moreover, this study used a purposeful sampling of 14 teachers 

stratified by their gender, age, teaching experience, and their branches. Purposeful sampling method and 

maximum variation method were used to gain greater insights in to the phenomenon. According to Patton 

(2002), a maximum variation method purposefully picks a wide range of variation along dimensions of interest 

among participants. Table 1 describes sample characteristics of school. 

Table 1. Sample characteristics of school 

 N Min. Max. 

Age 14 29 57 

 N       %   

Years of experience at current school    

1-3 years 3      21.4   

4-10 years 7      50.0   

>10 years 4      28.6   

Years of experience as a teacher    

1-3 years 3      21.4   

4-10 years 5      35.7   

>10 years 6      42.9   

Years of experience with current school 

principal 

   

1-3 years 2     14.3   

4-10 years 8     57.1   

>10 years 4     28.6   

Gender    

Male  8     57.1   

Female 6     42.9   

A brief description of the school. This is a state primary school located in Ankara, Turkey. It is a 

primary school containing 1-8 grades students. At the time of data collection in 2013, the roll was about 700 

students with 30 teachers. The success of the school could be seen as average in terms of students’ test scores 

acquired from the national level determination examination. Moreover we can describe this school as a typical 

primary school in Turkish educational system.  
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The Ministry of National Education (MoNE) is responsible for development of the national educational 

program on all educational levels and simultaneously serves as controlling body of all educational 

establishments. Turkish educational system is highly centralized. Therefore school autonomy is quite limited. 

As a consequence relationships between school principal and teachers can be seen as an ideological control 

tool which is held by school principal. We try to describe teachers’ point of views on communication patterns 

in school in order to understand nature of the relationships in a highly centralized education system. 

Data Analysis 

 Prior to the interview, all participants were informed about the purpose of the study and provided a 

permission form. Each participant was interviewed individually for about an hour during which each 

responded to five research questions. Each of these questions was formed in open-ended style and probes 

were added when necessary so that teachers' perceptions can be examined in more detailed way. Participants 

also completed a short questionnaire that contained five questions focusing on gender, age, level of academic 

degree, seniority, and teaching branches. The interviews of the participants were conducted in a one-on-one 

format. This setting allowed teachers to be more comfortable and secure in their surroundings. After getting 

permissions from participants, the interviews were recorded to gain accurate findings. 

After transcribing the participants’ interviews, the data were analyzed using the interpretational 

analysis method. This method allowed us to determine themes and codes within the interviews clearly. In 

order to ensure their confidentiality, each participant was given a code name such as T1, T2, T3, etc. These 

code names were in no way connected to the participant’s real properties. Furthermore, original views of 

participants were reflected to readers via direct quotations. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that credibility 

and transferability were the key principles in ensuring the accuracy of a qualitative study. In this study, 

strategies employed to adhere these principles include the collection of rich data, member checking, prolonged 

engagement, purposeful sampling, and peer debriefing. These strategies provided that the data were as valid 

and credible as possible. 

Results 

Four major themes concerning teachers' perceptions of school principal’s communication emerged from 

the data analysis. Themes identified in that analysis are presented in tables respectively. Table 1 illustrates the 

content analysis of communication style of the school principal on instructional issues. 

Table 2. Content analysis about principal communication style on instructional issues 

Theme Codes 

School principal communication style  

on instructional issues 

Sermonizing (n = 6) 

Communication overload (n = 4) 

Over familiar (n = 4) 

Inappropriate communication modes (n = 2) 

According to Table 2, majority of the participants (n = 6) expressed that the principal sermonizes to 

them. Teachers thought school principal has a tendency to turn every chance to speak into a lecture on rules 

and prohibitions in school. Moreover, four participants thought school principal talks a lot more than they 

want or need. It was clear from Table 2 that some teachers (n = 4) stated that school principal becomes too 

familiar in communicating with them. As can be seen from Table 2, inappropriate communication mode (n = 

2) is another main statement that asserted by teachers about their principal’s way on communicating with 

them. Here, we presented two teachers’ opinions; 

"I think the principal's communication style is little bit problematic. There is a negative atmosphere in 

the school because of insufficient teacher-principal communication." 

(T4). 

“… When we talk about a serious problem, the principal often tries to make a joke for reducing tension. 

However, we cannot solve our problems by ignoring them. Our principal tries to be a ‘close friend’ to us, but 

I think our school will be more successful if he would have more leadership skills." (T1). Table 3 illustrates the 

content analysis of communication style of the school principal through decision making process. 
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Table 3. Content analysis about principal communication style in decision making process 

Theme Codes 

Principal’s communication style in 

decision-making process 

Patronizing (n = 7) 

Getting teachers opinions only through meetings (n = 4) 

Ignoring teachers’ opinions (n = 3) 

 

 As can be seen from Table 3, the most of the participants (n = 7) thought principal of their school 

patronized to them. Furthermore teachers stated that, school principal takes their ideas via meetings (n = 4), 

but he ignores teachers ideas (n = 3) in school practices. For example, teachers stated: 

“Our principal asks for our ideas in many different ways to make a decision on an issue. I’m happy to 

represent my ideas about any subject, but it’s clear that our ideas do not make any significant influence over 

our school practices.” (T11). 

“…one of the most important problems on decision making process in our school is the silence of 

teachers on meetings. But I couldn’t find this situation strange because of school principal’s egocentric 

behaviors. Instead of regarding teachers’ views on problems, he prefers doing everything in his own way.” 

(T4). 

Table 4. Content analysis about principal communication style in disagreements 

Theme Codes 

Principal’s communication style  

in disagreements 

Aggressive (n = 8) 

Formal discourse (n = 7) 

Authoritarian (n = 3) 

Imposing his own ideas (n = 3) 

Table 4 demonstrated that school principals become more aggressive (n = 8) and school principal’s 

discourse getting more formal (n = 7) in case of disagreements between principal and teachers. Additionally it 

can be said that teachers found their principal an authoritarian manager (n = 3) and teachers complained about 

school principal imposing his own ideas (n = 3) during disagreements. Here, we presented two teachers’ 

opinions; 

”I think there is no one size fits all formula for every problem in this century. We must discuss different 

perspectives respectfully in the schoolhouse. If we can’t share our own ideas then how can we expect it from 

our pupils? Our principal dominates every meeting and doesn’t provide enough time for teachers with 

different ideas and doesn’t encourage inexperienced teachers to participate actively in meetings.” (T8). 

“…I think the main problem in communication process in the schoolhouse is that school principal 

prefers unsuitable communication modes. A family metaphor is favorable for all of us in this school, but it 

might better to makes use of more formal communication styles in the schoolhouse.” (T7). Table 5 illustrates 

content analysis of the school principal’s listening skills. 

Table 5. Content analysis about principal listening skills 

Theme Codes 

Principal’s listening skills 

Insufficient feedback (n = 9) 

Not making eye contact (n = 6) 

Tendency to listen with gestures and mimics (n = 4) 

As can be seen from Table 5, majority of the participants (n = 9) complained about their principal’s 

insufficient feedback. Moreover teachers claimed that their principal usually doesn’t make eye-contact (n = 6) 

during a conversation. Teachers also stated that their principal usually tries to express gestures (n = 4) while 

listening them. Teachers said: 

“… Actually he listens to me but he doesn’t respond my questions seriously. He asks a question and 

doesn’t wait until response. That is to say, the quality of principal-teacher communication is quite limited.” 

(T4). 
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“… Just like everyone, our school principal has some unique facial expressions during a conversation. 

He usually avoids making eye contact and tries to focus on different issues simultaneously. At the end of the 

conversation, he seems confused of what I try to talk about.” (T6). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study aims to understand the nature of principal-teacher communication; teacher perceptions of a 

better communication process with their principal generally indicate the importance of supportive 

communication patterns in a school organizational setting. As a qualitative study, this research was conducted 

in a Turkish primary school characterized as an ordinary urban school.  

There are several limitations to our work. First, our work suggests that a communication pattern in the 

school can be revealed by teachers’ perceptions. In this regard, there are only teachers in the study group of 

this research endeavor. Another limitation concerns the ability to generalize the findings. Although we tried 

to use maximal variation sampling methods to reach different teachers’ points of view, there is only one school 

in our study.  

This study produced several important findings in terms of school principal communication with 

teachers in both formal job requirements and informal relationships. The study revealed that teachers 

perceived the school’s actual communication as being generally inefficient. In other words, the school 

principal didn’t adequately use the communication process to develop teacher collaboration and improve 

school activities. 

This qualitative study suggested that teachers tend to have a negative attitude towards their school 

principal’s communication style. The majority of teachers interviewed described the school principal’s 

communication style as disturbing and aggressive. Some teachers described their principal’s communication 

style as authoritative and aggressive, while some complained about the principal’s limited communication. In 

parallel to this, Yavuz (2010) stated that school principals have the necessary listening skills, but they don’t 

listen to teachers equally. Also there are some evidence from other studies teachers stated that principals’ 

communication skills are strong but need to be developed; there is a meaningful difference between teachers’ 

and school administrators’ perceptions on school administrators’ communication skills (Ada, Çelik, Küçükali, 

& Manafzadehtabriz, 2015). 

Hall and Danby (2005) reported that school principal often determine the topics to be communicated 

and initiate changes of topic in meetings. Similarly, interviewed teachers in this study described the school 

principal as egocentric and annoying in terms of his attitude during meetings. The study also showed how 

teachers felt about the school principal’s verbal and nonverbal communication. The study's findings showed 

that the school principal should be aware of the power of words. It can be said that “what you say is as 

important as how you say it.” Because the principal serves a managerial function, communication should be 

clear while fostering positive interpersonal relationships in the school (Thakathi and Lemmer, 2002). Thus, the 

school principal’s discourse is much more powerful than many other aspects of school life. 

The results revealed that teachers commented on the school principal’s communication style with 

respect to instructional issues. Approximately half of interviewed teachers get annoyed when the school 

principal tried to sermonize to them. Additionally, some teachers stated that there was a communication 

overload in the school. There are many reasons why communication overload develops in modern 

organizations, such as too many communication channels, including too many messages at the same time. 

However, the school principal’s communication style can play an important role in transferring crucial issues 

and avoiding communication overload. 

The results demonstrated that half of the participant teachers perceived their school principal’s 

communication style in the decision-making process to be patronizing, and that the principal ignored them. 

In addition, the school principal rarely took into consideration the teachers’ opinions. According to the results, 

the school principal asked for teachers’ opinions only during formal meetings. A school is an organization in 

which informal communication between people is crucial for attaining organizational goals. In this regard, the 

school principal should be able to use both formal and informal communication patterns to create a positive 

school environment and boost teacher job satisfaction. These findings are in line with the notion stated by 
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Price (2012), reporting that teacher job satisfaction is related to the quality of communication and interaction 

between the school principal and the teachers. 

One of the most interesting results from the present study is that the majority of teachers perceived the 

school principal’s communication style in disagreements as aggressive. As the relevant literature indicates, a 

school principal’s daily working elapsed time is spent in interpersonal communication (Ärlestig, 2007b, 2008; 

Bredeson, 1988; Smith and Andrews, 1989); this result showed that the school principal’s aggressive behavior 

may prevent teachers from explaining their opinions and participating in school decision making processes. 

In another study, teachers’ perceptions of actual and desired principals’ communication styles revealed that 

teachers tend to classify their principals’ communication styles as authoritative and aggressive (Kremer-

Hayon and Wubbles, 2005). Consequently, a school principal’s aggressive and authoritarian communication 

style might produce a closed school climate in which all participates cannot share in and support the school 

vision. 

It should be noted that teachers had not only negative opinions about the principal’s communication; 

they expressed several positive opinions as well. Still, according to the results, the majority of respondents felt 

that the principal maintained insufficient listening skills, and teachers indicated that their school principal 

didn't make eye contact during conversation. This finding corroborates Williams’s (2002) finding, which 

showed that effective communication extends to forms of nonverbal communication such as eye contact, facial 

expressions, gestures and postures. Many scholars have reported on the importance of face-to-face 

communication in schools (Arlestig, 2008; Fullan, 2002; Robbin, 1993). On the other hand, some teachers 

reported that the principal was good at listening to them by using nonverbal expressions such as gestures and 

mimics. This difference in teachers’ perceptions of the school principal’s communication may be attributed to 

the multidimensional characteristics of personal communication and teacher’s individual differences. The 

school in this study has unique organizational and managerial features which could be different in another 

school setting. As a qualitative investigation, this case study and its results should be assessed with respect to 

its own reality and limitations in terms of generalizing. 

Overall, the findings of this study show a thematic consistency among the statements given by teachers. 

Ärlestig (2007a) reported that communication concerned everyday activities and information in the school. 

Likewise, participant teachers perceived communication as a daily requirement instead of a tool for 

developing the school. The findings from this study strongly point out the need to develop an interaction 

between principal and teachers that can allow for open two-way communication. It might also be suggested 

that the school principal needs an opportunity to develop his interpersonal communication skills for 

establishing clear, meaningful and two-way communication with teachers. Development of such skills may 

also include building open communication between the school principal and school stakeholders. 

It’s clear from this research that teachers’ expectations of good interpersonal communication with the 

school principal may be varied. The findings also have some implications for future studies that may be 

conducted to examine both school principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal communication. In 

future research, school principals' communication styles may be investigated based on the opinions of 

students and principals as well as teachers. 
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