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EDUCATORS AND THEIR ROLE IN CONTRIBUTING
TO THE SELF-ESTEEM OF ADOLESCENT MIDDLE
SCHOOL GIRLS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY

Garnita L Pleas, Grand Canyon University

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to explore how educators describe strategies
used in contributing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls. It was not known how educa-
tors describe strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls. The
theoretical framework for this study was the Transformational Leadership Theory, which is an inspira-
tional and motivational theory, promoting encouragement and trust. The research question for this study
was “How do educators describe strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle
school girls.” A purposeful sampling approach was used to recruit participants for this study. Data was
collected through the use of an online questionnaire and one-on-one interviews. The sample size for this
study was 25 participants for the online questionnaire and 10 participants for the one-on-one interviews.
Four themes emerged from the analysis supported by the data sources: (a) Educators engage in building
relationships through communication, the foundation of building, (b) Educators empower through affir-
mations, inspiration, empathy, and compassion, (c) Educators enhance self-esteem through programming,
helping adolescent girls work through challenges, and (d) Educators encourage through leadership prac-
tices of being a role model, mentor, or supporter. The study findings revealed strategies that educators
use with adolescent middle school girls in contributing to their self-esteem and align with the tenets of
transformational leadership.

Keywords: Transformational leadership, educators, self-esteem, adolescent girls, middle school

EDUCATORS AND THEIR ROLE IN CONTRIBUTING TO
THE SELF-ESTEEM OF ADOLESCENT MIDDLE SCHOOL
GIRLS: A QUALITATIVE STUDY

First introduced by William James (1890), self-
esteem is an important psychological construct
centered on the confidence or feeling of satisfaction
people have in their abilities and their global evalu-
ation of their worth (Cribb & Haase, 2016; Mruk,
2006; Steiger et al., 2014). It often comes with
the thought of having the feeling of being good
enough, which is a fundamental facet of human
nature (Leary, 1999; Orth & Robins, 2014). Self-
esteem is a key factor in adolescent development,

occurring at a critical time when adolescents are
forming views of themselves; this self-esteem can
increase or decrease between adolescence and
middle adulthood (Cribb & Haase, 2016; Orth &
Robins, 2014).

Scholars have suggested areas where additional
research is needed on strategies to strengthen the
self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls.
According to Torres-Arcadia et al. (2018), the edu-
cator’s role is important in changing the lives of
students through their interactions and practices.
Studies recognize the need for educators to offer
programs of social support and self-esteem (Cakar
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& Tagay, 2017; Cribb & Haase, 2016; Taylor et
al., 2017). Studies also recognize that educators
are important in strengthening not only the aca-
demic skills of adolescents but also their ability to
make social and mental health adjustments (Gerard
& Booth, 2015; Liang et al., 2016; Moksnes &
Reidunsdatter, 2019; Torres-Arcadia et al., 2018).
Therefore, further research would help to identify
how educators describe the strategies they use to
contribute to the self-esteem of adolescent middle
school girls.

The school environment plays a significant
role in the lives of adolescents and the shaping of
their self-esteem (Cribb & Haase, 2016; Schwartz
et al., 2013). The school environment, furthermore,
should be a place that promotes the well-being of
students by offering resources and support, pro-
viding opportunities through supportive networks,
and continually enhancing their development by
strengthening academic performance and foster-
ing friendships, thereby building confidence and
improving self-esteem (Cribb & Haase, 2016;
Gerard & Booth, 2015). Although there has been
research on the impact of the school environment
on the self-esteem of middle school girls, lacking
is research on how the interactions between educa-
tors and adolescent middle school girls impact the
self-esteem of these girls (Cakar & Tagay, 2017,
Cribb & Haase, 2016; Gerard & Booth, 2015; Liang
etal., 2016; Moksnes & Reidunsdatter, 2019; Taylor
et al., 2017; Torres-Arcadia et al., 2018).

Adolescents face many challenges, and in light
of these challenges, feelings of low self-esteem
have been known to occur (Marshall et al., 2014).
Not being good enough, not having enough friends
or being liked by peers, having anxiety, facing
depression—these factors all contribute to adoles-
cents experiencing low self-esteem (Maldonado
et al., 2013; Marshall et al., 2014). Because of low
self-esteem, social concerns begin to develop dur-
ing adolescence (Galeotti, 2015). Societal changes,
role demands, and concerns with self-image are
social concerns that overwhelm adolescents dur-
ing this time of development (Maldonado et al.,
2013). This study offers plans and suggestions for
researchers and educators in the middle-school set-
ting working with adolescent girls.

Background of the Study
Self-esteem can be defined as the feelings of

satisfaction people have in themselves and their
abilities, and body image also factors into this defi-
nition (Cribb & Haase, 2016). For adolescent girls,
self-esteem is an important topic and a critical factor
in their development (Marshall et al., 2014). During
this time, adolescents form views about themselves
and the world around them (Cribb & Haase, 2016).
This period in their life comes at a time with many
changes and challenges, which may impact their
self-esteem positively or negatively (Galeotti, 2015).
According to Galeotti (2015), having positive self-
esteem will help adolescents become more positive
and healthy, and they will strive towards great-
ness throughout their lives. To address the issue of
assisting adolescents to have positive self-esteem,
research to date has focused on adolescents build-
ing positive relationships with parents, teachers,
administrators, mentors, and peers, which all help
to create a sense of purpose in an adolescents’ life,
strengthening them to be empowered and increas-
ing their self-esteem (Blattner et al., 2013). By
developing positive relationships, adolescents may
combat the many changes and challenges faced
during this time.

The school environment is defined as the edu-
cational setting that supports students, parents,
guardians, and school personnel in learning and
working together to create a safer, more support-
ive, and engaging environment (Thapa et al., 2013).
Cribb and Haase (2016) conducted a quantitative
study on adolescent girls to measure their socio-
cultural attitudes within the school environment
regarding their appearance, social support, and
self-esteem and found that the school environ-
ment is influential, relating directly to self-esteem.
Gerard and Booth (2015) conducted a quantitative
longitudinal investigation study on adolescents
to examine the relationship between family and
school climate and connectedness on the adoles-
cents’ mental adjustment in middle school. They
found that student hopefulness and their aca-
demic aspirations significantly related to parental
support and school climate and connectedness.
Understanding the roles that educators in the
middle school environment play in contributing to
the self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls
may aid in their social development and school
connectedness.

Research has focused on how principals,
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assistant principals, and teachers within the school
setting have focused their leadership skills on stu-
dent academic achievement and advocacy (Ford &
Nelson, 2007; Fox et al., 2015; McGuigan & Hoy,
2006). Though research has focused primarily on
the connection between school leadership and aca-
demic achievement, scholars have noted the need to
explore how educators describe the strategies they
use to contribute to the self-esteem of adolescent
middle school girls (Cakar & Tagay, 2017; Cribb &
Haase, 2016; Gerard & Booth, 2015; Liang et al.,
2016; Moksnes & Reidunsdatter, 2019; Taylor et al.,
2017; Torres-Arcadia et al., 2018). This current study
thus explores educators in this role to fill the gap in
the literature relating to educators and their contri-
bution to adolescent self-esteem. This information
is important for educators to understand how their
specific role and their strategies are vital factors in
the academic achievement and self-esteem develop-
ment of adolescent middle school girls.

Problem Statement

Current literature has not been clear on how
educators describe strategies used in contribut-
ing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school
girls. The problem, as it manifests in the real world,
is that the adolescent years can be a difficult time
for girls developing their self-esteem (Marshall et
al., 2014; Olsson et al., 2016) as they face thoughts
regarding their body image, peer relationships,
drugs, violence, and family issues (Galeotti, 2015;
Marshall et al., 2014). As girls reach the devel-
opmental stage of adolescence, many begin to
suffer from anxiety, depression, poor eating habits,
loneliness, and low life satisfaction (Chubb et al.,
1997; Cribb & Haase, 2016; Orth & Robins, 2014).
Societal concerns relating to social media, adver-
tising, and current events all begin to shape people
especially in their adolescence (Galeotti, 2015).
Adolescents are faced with thoughts regarding
their body image, peer relationships, drugs, vio-
lence, and family issues (Galeotti, 2015; Marshall
et al., 2014). When adolescent girls increase their
use of social media where messages portray glo-
rified alternative realities, adolescent girls become
preoccupied with thinness and body dissatisfaction
(Cribb & Haase, 2016; Galeotti, 2015; Marshall
et al., 2014). Adolescents are spending more and
more time using social media, which impacts their

psycho-social well-being (Best et al., 2014).

For this study, educators are defined as those
who hold the position of principal, assistant prin-
cipal, classroom teacher, counselor, or any other
educator who works with students in the middle
school setting. Previous research has found that the
school environment, as well as the guidance and
support from educators in the middle school set-
ting, plays a vital role in the healthy development,
identity, and psycho-social development of ado-
lescent middle school girls (Cribb & Haase, 2016;
Gerard & Booth, 2015; Schwartz et al., 2013). The
social support in the middle school setting acts as a
buffer of protection for adolescents from the many
sources of stress (Cakar & Tagay, 2017; Cribb &
Haase, 2016; Taylor et al., 2017).

Methodology

This study uses a qualitative methodology.
Qualitative research refers to methodical scientific
practices focusing on the nature of experiences or
actions, including social processes (Levitt et al.,
2017; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It contributes to
the social understanding of a phenomenon while
giving attention to the meanings, concepts, defi-
nitions, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and
descriptions (Berg, 2004).

The qualitative process centralizes the pro-
cess in which data is collected and analyzed, and
the meanings of this data are generalized (Levitt
et al.,, 2017). Qualitative research answers the
‘how and why’ of a phenomenon, which helps
gain a clearer picture of the process (Srivastava &
Thomson, 2009). Qualitative research starts with
the assumption that individuals play an active role
in constructing social reality, and the research
method that can fully capture this process is nec-
essary (Morrow, 2005). In contrast to quantitative
methodology, which obtains knowledge from
larger, random samples of individuals, qualita-
tive methodology lends itself to various kinds of
knowledge gathered from very few individuals.
(Morrow, 2005). Qualitative studies’ sample size
is usually smaller but large enough to answer the
research questions sufficiently.

Qualitative research is conducted in a natu-
ral setting where participants and researchers can
have face-to-face interactions, usually through
one-on-one interviews. Conducting research in
a natural setting allows the researcher to build a
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holistic picture by reporting details of participants.
In qualitative research, purposeful sampling is
used to identify and select individuals or groups
of individuals with knowledge or experience with
the phenomenon being studied (Palinkas et al.,
2015). Another form of data collection in quali-
tative studies is the use of questionnaires, which
allow participants to give their thoughts and views
through open-ended questions, which in turn allow
the researcher to gain rich narrative data from the
participants’ responses (Morrow, 2005).

Theoretical Foundations

Research has been conducted on ways to
improve adolescent self-esteem (Maldonado
et al., 2013). This study in particular uses the
Transformational Leadership Theory. According
to Bass and Riggio (2006), the transformational
leader empowers others by giving attention to their
individual needs and development. According to
Zimmerman (1995), leaders who use an approach
of empowerment can redefine the roles and rela-
tionships with followers. Offering this support
through a transformational process may help ado-
lescent girls improve self-esteem (Zimmerman,
1995).

Transformational Leadership Theory is a
theory regarding leadership that creates a posi-
tive change in followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Transformational leaders stimulate and inspire
followers to grow and develop through an empow-
ering environment (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Transformational leaders strive to develop success-
ful relationships with followers, building trust and a
sense of belonging through motivation and working
towards shared goals (Rolfe, 2011). Having sup-
portive relationships with educators may positively
affect one’s academic performance and emotional
well-being, helping adolescents in particular gain
the confidence they need and improve self-esteem
(Gerard & Booth, 2015). Through the principles
of transformational leadership, educators should
strive for genuineness in their relationships with
adolescents. Being genuine in their interactions
with adolescents allows them to be accepted and to
recognize their voice (Ruzek et al., 2016). Creating
the right environment is imperative for educators
in their work with adolescents. Transformational
Leadership Theory provides an understanding
of individuals to regulate and encourage healthy

behaviors, which is a crucial component in devel-
oping self-esteem (Bass & Riggio, 2006).

Research Question
This qualitative descriptive study explores how
educators describe strategies used in contribut-
ing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school
girls. Research has been conducted on leadership
in the school environment (Cribb & Haase, 2016;
Gerard & Booth, 2015), but research conducted on
how the educators within the middle school setting
describe strategies used in contributing to the self-
esteem of adolescent middle school girls has been
limited. The work done in previous studies, as well
as the literature gap made apparent by these stud-
ies, has helped to develop the research question for
this study.
The following research question has guided
this qualitative study:
RQ: How do educators describe strategies used
in contributing to the self-esteem of adoles-
cent middle school girls?

This study seeks to determine how educators’
interactions with adolescent middle school girls
contribute to their self-esteem. The theory of trans-
formational leadership describes the importance
of interpersonal relationships. This theory seeks
to change attitudes and beliefs people have about
themselves through inspiration and motivation,
transforming followers into leaders. Gathering data
on participants’ behaviors and strategies offered
the researcher the opportunity to compare findings
with theoretical characteristics. By exploring this
phenomenon and attempting to answer the research
question above, educators in the middle school set-
ting will potentially help empower adolescent girls
to improve their self-esteem during these years.

This study uses a qualitative descriptive
design. This design allows the researcher to obtain
information on the individual’s experiences from
the participants’ perspective, relating to real events
and issues (Percy et al., 2015). This study uses data
collected through an online questionnaire and one-
on-one interviews with educators in the middle
school setting to answer the research question. The
researcher implemented an online questionnaire
consisting of closed and open-ended questions
through the online source Google Forms. The data
collected from the questionnaire and interviews
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underscores the significance of this study.

Population and Sample Selection

This study explores how educators describe
strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem
of adolescent middle school girls. The target pop-
ulation comprises educators in the middle school
setting in a Midwestern city in the United States.
The sample size was 35 educators in the middle
school setting, 25 participants for the online ques-
tionnaire and ten participants for the interview
process derived from the target population.

According to Magilvy and Thomas (2009), the
typical size of a qualitative descriptive sample is
from three to five participants, though a sample
size can be as high as 20 participants. Patton (2002)
states that a qualitative study’s sample size should
depend on what the researcher wants to know, on
the usefulness of the data, and on whether this data
will have credibility. Sandelowski (2000) notes that
the sample size should be large enough to collect as
much data needed to capture all of the elements of
the event that helps it come together. This study’s
sample size consists of 35 participants, 25 partici-
pants for the questionnaire and ten participants for
the one-on-one interviews. The sample size was
selected in accordance with the average sample
sizes in similar qualitative descriptive research
studies, between ten and 70 participants (Granger
et al., 2009; Rissanen et al., 2008). The sample
size is large enough to account for attrition and to
complete the study (Burmeister & Aitken, 2012).
Sandelowski (2001) argues that fewer participants
are needed depending on how usable the data col-
lected from each participant is.

For this research study, purposeful sampling
was used, which allowed the researcher to obtain
information-rich cases for the study (Suri, 2011).
Purposeful sampling also enabled the researcher to
select individuals who were willing to participate
in the research study and understood the phenom-
enon of the study (Palinkas et al., 2015). Within the
sample of educators, the researcher hoped to gain
a mixture of educators who held various positions
within the middle school setting.

The researcher issued a study invitation to
potential participants via email. The question-
naire link was given if they agreed to the criteria
and provided consent to participate in the study.
A second informed consent was needed after the

questionnaire was complete, asking if participants
wished to be considered for the interview process.
All consent forms, parts one and two, were elec-
tronically marked by users selecting “yes” or “no”
to participate in the study before the study begins.
The informed consent form for the interview pro-
cess was sent separately to each participant chosen
to move forward in the interview process. The
informed consent form required a signature, which
needed to be scanned and emailed to the researcher.
A statement describing opting out of the study was
provided on the consent forms.

After educators agreed to participate in the
questionnaire portion of the study, they were
then prompted to answer the following question:
“What is your position within the middle school?”
The choices were Principal/Assistant Principal,
Counselor, Classroom Teacher, and other. Of the
25 participants who completed the questionnaire,
4% were Principal/Assistant Principal, 20% were
Counselors, 56% were Classroom Teachers, and
20% were other educators. The interview process
gathered data from ten participants who com-
pleted the questionnaire. The demographics of the
interview participants were 50% Counselors, 40%
Classroom Teachers, and 10% other educators.

Sources of Data

For this qualitative descriptive study, two data
sources were used. The data sources used were the
online questionnaire and semi-structured one-on-
one interviews. This study sought to explore how
educators describe strategies used in contribut-
ing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school
girls. Triangulation of this data was drawn using
different sources and different people. The use of
different sources and different people ensured the
data was valid (Flick, 2014).

QUESTIONNAIRE

To obtain data from the educators in the mid-
dle school setting, the first data source was an
online questionnaire created by the researcher.
Questionnaires seek to understand how people
experience events in their life (McGuirk & O’Neill,
2016). Furthermore, questionnaires are a good
source of data collection in qualitative studies, and
they can provide helpful insights into processes,
values, and interpretations (McGuirk & O’Neill,
2016).

The questionnaire focused on the practices
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of educators within the middle school setting.
An expert panel of doctorate level professionals
reviewed the questionnaire. Questionnaires are
widely used to collect information from a repre-
sented sample population to infer the results to a
larger population. They can be easily administered
and analyzed (Rattray & Jones, 2007).

INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured one-on-one interviews served
as the second source of data. These interviews were
conducted with the educators in the middle school
setting to determine how their first-hand experi-
ence might contribute to findings relating to the
research question. The research used open-ended
questions, providing prompts and probes, based
on the initial research question. Responses based
on these open-ended interview questions provided
firsthand knowledge of how educators see their
role in contributing to the self-esteem of adolescent
middle school girls. Goodrick and Rogers (2015)
emphasize that semi-structured interviews at times
could combine closed and open-ended questions,
followed by “how” and “why” questions for clarity.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews took
place via Zoom conferencing during non-clock
hours. Interviews were audio recorded using two
recording devices to have a back-up for recording
purposes.

Leech (2002) maintains that in the interview
process, building rapport with participants lets
them know that the interviewer is interested in
their thoughts and that the interviewer is listen-
ing. Conducting interviews can create dialogue
around the research study’s topics, making the
interview free flowing, which allows participants
to be relaxed and engaging. Merriam and Tisdell
(2016) argue that interviews are the best avenue to
gain rich data from participants when behaviors
and past events cannot be observed. The interview
questions were semi-structured and designed to
allow educators to elaborate on the strategies they
used to build the self-esteem of adolescent middle
school girls.

Data from the interviews was transcribed,
coded, and analyzed to help explain the phenome-
non. The researcher used transcript reviewing with
participants to ensure that responses were inter-
preted correctly. Using these two data sources gave
the researcher instruments that yielded rich data to

answer the research question.

Data Collection and Management

The researcher developed two data sources to
answer the research question. The data collection
methods an online questionnaire and semi-struc-
tured one-on-one interviews. The questions asked
educators to describe strategies used in contribut-
ing to the self-esteem of adolescent middle school
girls. The target population comprised educators in
the middle school setting in a Midwestern city in
the United States. The sample size was 35 educa-
tors from middle schools derived from the target
population. The questionnaire was given to 25
participants, and interviews conducted with ten
participants.

DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURES
The purpose of this qualitative descriptive
study was to explore how educators describe
strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem
of adolescent middle school girls in midwest-
ern Missouri. This study included the research
question:
RQ: How do educators describe strategies used
in contributing to the self-esteem of adoles-
cent middle school girls?

The research question guided the data collec-
tion and data analysis of this study. The researcher
explored the questions through themes that devel-
oped from the data collected in the study. Data was
collected through an online questionnaire and one-
on-one interviews.

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) affirm that data
analysis makes sense of the data, which is consoli-
dating, reducing, and interpreting what participants
have said. In qualitative data analysis, triangula-
tion is used to reduce bias and add depth to data
collected through multiple sources of data (Fusch
et al., 2018). This supports the link between trian-
gulation and data saturation (Fusch et al., 2018).
Saturation of the data occurred when responses
were repeated, and no new answers are being
given.

For this study, each source of data was analyzed
separately, and results from each source were com-
pared and analyzed together. The questionnaire
for this study evaluated how educators describe
strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem of
adolescent middle school girls. The questionnaire
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was uploaded into a Google Form document for
completion. For the questionnaire portion of this
study, the data analysis was analyzed and coded by
hand, where the researcher recognized themes and
patterns within the data. Data was sorted, sifted,
and analyzed using manual codes to identify key
themes (McGuirk & O’Neill, 2016).

For the questionnaire and one-on-one inter-
views, the data was transcribed, coded, and
thematically analyzed manually with all data
summarized. After reading the transcripts, the
researcher labeled relevant words, phrases, sen-
tences, and paragraphs. The researcher decided
which codes were most important and created cat-
egories or themes, possibly bringing some codes
together. The categories or themes were labeled
to identify how they are connected. The connec-
tion was described in the study’s results portion.
According to Basit (2003), electronic methods of
coding are increasingly being used. The researcher
continued to create the categories and coding,
marking up, cutting, sorting, reorganizing, and col-
lecting the data (Basit, 2003).

The researcher conducted a thematic data
analysis. The thematic analysis method is a
foundation in qualitative analysis and follows a
step-by-step analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step method for the-
matic analysis includes preparing and becoming
familiar with the data, deconstructing the data by
identifying initial codes, reconstructing the data
by organizing the codes into themes, reviewing
the themes, finalizing the themes, and drafting a
report of the analysis. This process offered flexibil-
ity and was a systematic method for identifying,
organizing, and understanding the patterns of
themes within the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic
analysis allows the researcher to see and make
sense of participants’ experiences. The researcher
recorded and transcribed all interview data in prep-
aration for data analysis. Thematic analysis was
suitable for this study because discovering themes
in the data will address the research question.

The inductive reasoning approach, used in
qualitative research, applied to this study. This
approach developed a general conclusion from spe-
cific observations of the phenomenon and allowed
the emergence of themes and categories from the

data through careful examination and compari-
son (Thorne, 2000). The inductive approach is
appropriate for creating and examining in quali-
tative research. It is essential in the thematic
analysis, where creating and finding themes is
done (Rudnick, 2014).

For the trustworthiness and quality of this
study, the concept of data saturation was used.
According to Guest et al. (2006), data satura-
tion is the point in data collection where no new
data, themes, or coding are present to those
already observed. To achieve this data satura-
tion, the researcher looked for codes that began
to overlap. The researcher knew that saturation
was achieved when the answers to the interview
questions became familiar and no new answers
emerged. Fusch and Ness (2015) argue that inter-
views are one method to reach data saturation and
that a small study will reach saturation quicker
than a larger study. Interview questions should be
structured to ask multiple participants the same
questions. This study utilized a small group of par-
ticipants and used one-on-one interviews as one
data collection component.

DATA TRIANGULATION

Fusch et al. (2018) maintain that triangulation,
using multiple sources of data, helps to promote
social change and reduce bias. It also allows the
researcher to gain a clearer picture of when data
saturation is reached. Anney (2014) argues that
triangulation is useful to examine the honesty of
the participants’ responses. Data triangulation was
used to process the multiple data sources about
strategies educators use in their work with adoles-
cent middle school girls and their self-esteem. To
address the research question, participants were
asked about the strategies used to contribute to the
self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls.

Data from both sources were coded and catego-
rized separately, and then the codes and categories
were combined. Codes were created by look-
ing at the data and recognizing words or phrases
that were repeated creating primary codes and
categories. The themes were generated from the
combined analysis of both data sources from the
categories created by the initial codes and were
used to analyze and answer the research ques-
tion. This process allowed the intersection of the
findings from both sources of data used in this
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study. Through combining the data from both data
sources, the researcher was able to gain the per-
spectives of the participants more accurately. The
results section shows the findings gathered through
themes from the analysis of the combined data.

Ethical Considerations

This study maintained confidentiality and the
rights of participants. According to Health and
Human Services (1979) and Gabriele (2003), three
ethical principles should be adhered to in a research
study: respect for persons, beneficence, and jus-
tice. Ensuring that participants were treated with
respect, their best interest was top priority, and the
benefits and burdens of the research are distributed
fairly was adhered to in this research process. The
researcher placed no pressure on participants to
participate in this study, and participants were free
to ask questions before, during, and after the study
was complete. Furthermore, ethical standards for
gathering and analyzing questionnaire and inter-
view data were observed. This study centered on
indirect interaction through the completion of the
online questionnaire and direct interaction through
Zoom conferencing with human subjects through
the interviewing process.

All participants received an electronic copy of
their Informed Consent form with their agreement
pages and electronic signature. Participants’ names
and all other identifying information was deleted
from forms electronically or manually. Identifying
personal identification codes were given to protect
participants’ identity and privacy. Data collected
for this study was strictly accessible only by the
researcher. The complete set of interview data
collected was stored in a locked file cabinet and
will be destroyed three years after the completion
of the study through a secure shredding facility.
Data collected in digital form was stored on the
researcher’s computer with a secure password and
ID only known to the researcher. The researcher is
the sole person to have access to the stored data.

Results

This section presents the results of the analysis
for the data collected for this qualitative descriptive
study. The present study explored how educators
describe strategies used in contributing to the
self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls in
the midwestern region of the United States. Data
sources used in this study included an online

questionnaire and one-on-one interviews and were
used to collect data in answering the research
question, providing a detailed view of the research.
Participants in the questionnaire portion were
anonymous, and their identity could not be rec-
ognized. Participants in the interview portion of
this study were assigned identification codes and
were referenced by their codes in all documenta-
tion throughout the study. Findings developed
through the categories and themes within the data
answered the research question in this study. The
analysis of data collected in this study showed that
educators use multiple strategies in their work with
adolescent middle school girls contributing to their
self-esteem. Through the questionnaire and inter-
view process, participants described a variety of
strategies used in contributing to the self-esteem of
adolescent middle school girls. The data analysis
generated four themes that emerged from the ques-
tionnaire and interview data.

THEME 1: EDUCATORS ENGAGE IN BUILDING
RELATIONSHIPS THROUGH COMMUNICATION, THE
FOUNDATION FOR BUILDING TRUST

This theme pertains to the importance of
building relationships with students. Educators
described the necessity of effective communica-
tion with girls, which helped in their building
those relationships. Trust in the educator/adoles-
cent relationship is built over time. This theme was
discovered throughout the findings, but this theme
was particularly present in the questionnaire and
interview questions on strategies for instilling con-
fidence, on educators’ interactions with girls, and
on methods educators used to promote growth.
This theme aligns with the Transformational
Leadership Theory by highlighting encourage-
ment, innovation, and trust. The following are
examples of educator responses from the question-
naire and interviews regarding communication
through building relationships and trust (see Figure
1 and Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Theme 1. Engage in building relationships through communication, building trust.

Figure 2. Theme 1. Engage in building relationships through communication, building trust.
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Having the opportunity to build relationships
with students has the potential to lead them in a posi-
tive direction. Participants explained how adolescent
middle school girls felt when they had someone they
could talk to, someone in their corner. This is done
through one-on-one time with girls, in the class-
room setting, or in formal group settings

THEME 2. EDUCATORS EMPOWER THROUGH
AFFIRMATIONS, INSPIRATION, EMPATHY, AND
COMPASSION

Theme two emerged to identify and define
the strategies that educators use in inspiring and
encouraging adolescent middle school girls through

positive words and actions. The characteristics of
this theme align with transformational leadership
by promoting growth, inspiring, and offering sup-
port. Support is offered through the relationships
with educators and the safe space they provide,
which gives the adolescent middle school girls a
place to grow. Using affirming language, educa-
tors were able to offer added support to adolescent
middle school girls (See Figure 3 and Figure 4).

Figure 3. Theme 2. Empower through affirmations, inspirations, empathy, and compassion.
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Figure 4. Theme 2. Empower through affirmations, inspirations, empathy, and compassion.

Source Code
P1 “Ttell them they are smart, —
capable, building their Pc!sm\_a'e
confidence, instilling mohval_lon—
competence. They want to bEIC_ﬂ?J_ﬂg'
know that vou care.” validation

P3 “Tlet them know that I
believe in them. I work to
empower fhem with posifivity.”

_ | Empowemment-
| encouragement

PO “Helping with problem-
solving, use positive praise and
lots of encouragement.”

[l

P7 “Ttry to lead by example. I
use positive affirmationsall the | ™

time when we're in a group ~.
setting.” T

S Positive
Affimmation/
inspiration

P10 “Give them nry undivided
attention. Share in their
successes. [ teach them how to
use T statements.”™

Category Theme
Mofivation
n through
validation
Empower through
Empowering affirmations,
through inspiration,
compassion empathy. and
compassion
e
o
/s
o
e
A
o
Affimming |
their worth

Most of the educators used some form of affir-
mation and inspiration in their work with adolescent
middle school girls. The majority of educators used
affirmations, either in the classroom or during
group sessions or individual sessions. This theme
requires educators to be active in their interactions
with adolescent middle school girls and references
the tenets of transformational leadership in being
inspirational and motivational. The leaders inspire
followers, helping them with specific skills. The
results of this research have shown a need for edu-
cators to continue using the strategies of positivity
in their work with adolescent middle school girls.

THEME 3. EDUCATORS ENHANCE SELF-ESTEEM
THROUGH PROGRAMMING, HELPING ADOLESCENT
MIDDLE SCHOOL GIRLS WORK THROUGH
CHALLENGES

Adolescence is a critical period in an individ-
ual’s development. During the middle school age
of adolescence, girls are continuing to go through
many challenges that affect their self-esteem.
Challenges such as risky behavior, physical aggres-
sion, and poor hygiene have been indicators of low
self-esteem. Other challenges that questionnaire par-
ticipants noticed of girls with low self-esteem were
failing grades, being promiscuous, showing disre-
spect to adults, accepting verbal abuse, being overly
emotional, being preoccupied with body image con-
cerns, distancing themselves from their peers, and
using negative self-talk. Implementing positive pro-
grams can combat the challenges that adolescents
face regarding their self-esteem. Additional ques-
tionnaire responses are noted in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Theme 3. Enhance self-esteem through programming, helping adolescent middle school girls work through challenges.

Educators are working to enhance the self-
esteem of adolescent middle school girls through
positive programs that address concerns and strive
towards building a more positive self. In six out of
11 questions on the questionnaire, participants ref-
erenced using some form of positive programming
to help girls with their self-esteem. Examples from
the questionnaire were: Cheerleading program,
Girls in the Know, Leadership groups, Friendship
Circles, Empowerment groups, social skills and
social situations, Lunch Bunch, and small groups
with the Counselor. Nine out of 10 interview
participants noted that they were involved with
implementing or partnering with an outside agency
to offer a positive program at their school for girls
enhancing their self-esteem. Interview participants
stated that offering positive programs was another
strategy that helped adolescent middle school girls
gain positive skills working towards their self-
esteem (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Theme 3. Enhancing self-esteem through programming, helping adolescent middle school girls work through challenges.

THEME 4. EDUCATORS ENCOURAGE THROUGH
LEADERSHIP PRACTICES OF BEING A ROLE MODEL,
MENTOR, AND SUPPORTER

The fourth theme was created during data anal-
ysis through the responses given by educators on
how they see themselves as a positive presence in
the lives of adolescent middle school girls. They
described their presence as interactive, caring, and
responsive to the needs of the girls they encoun-
ter either periodically or daily. This theme aligns
with the tenet of transformational leadership of
idealized influence and individual consideration,
which states that the leader is a role model and
mentor to followers, offering encouragement and
support, thereby accepting followers as individuals
(Stewart, 2006) (See Figure 7). Other questionnaire
responses were:

As a counselor, I hope that 1 am doing
this (being a role model) every day, lead-
ing by example! I’'ve done this for 19 years
and | try to be a role model every day and
encourage girls to be their best and learn
how to forgive themselves when they make
mistakes.

Several educators stated that they did not see
themselves as role models to students, but more of
a mentor or supporter. One educator responded,
“l haven’t been a mentor, however, | worked to
develop a positive relationship with the adolescent
girls assigned to my grade level.” Another educa-
tor related his mentoring experience to fatherhood,
stating:

Never a role model so to speak, just some-
one who has raised four daughters, who
understand the trials and tribulations girls
go through and am able to speak on what
helped my daughters navigate situations
and issues relating to adolescent girls.
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Figure 7. Theme 4. Encourage through leadership practices of being a role model, mentor, or supporter.

Interview participants also responded favorably
to being a role model, mentor, or supporter. Many
felt that their presence with the girls allowed them
to see positive role models and to witness how
they handled different situations. There were some
educators who felt that their leadership presence
was based more on mentorship or support. They
understood that their role was equally important
and strived to help adolescent middle school girls
through their challenges. Being a role model was
not something that they thought came naturally in
their leadership role (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Theme 4. Enhance through leadership practices of being a role model, mentor, or supporter.

One educator emphasized that he did not feel
he was a role model.

P1 stated, “whereby virtue of me being a man,
I don’t really see myself as a role model. | see
myself as a role model with the young men.
You know, if the theory is in order to be it, you
have to see it. Well, I can’t be a role model for
girls because | can’t show them. | can’t be a
successful woman for them. No, but | can be
a successful man for the boys. | see myself
more as a (how do I put it). I don’t know, |

see myself more as a mentor, and not neces-
sarily a role model. But | can be a mentor, |
consider myself I mentor to a lot of these girls
by virtue of just teaching them and talking to
them about how to always be the best version
of themselves that they can be each and every
day. Anything I tell them that they could do
and that have a chance of going is by virtue of
what out by virtue of what I’ve watched my
daughters do? Not anything specific that I've
done as a young lady that could help them.

Although this educator did not recognize that
the interactions with the adolescent middle school

girls were that of a role model, there was recogni-
tion of being a mentor and supporter.

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive
study was to explore how educators describe strat-
egies used in contributing to the self-esteem of
adolescent middle school girls. Conducting this
qualitative descriptive study allowed the researcher
to gain data on the experiences of the participants
(Sandelowski, 2000). A strength of this study
was the use of questionnaires and one-on-one
interviews. The participants for the one-on-one
interviews were those who also participated in the
questionnaire portion of the study. The strength
was recognized that the interview participants
were open and free to express more about the strat-
egies they used. They were able to go in-depth
with their responses, which gave the researcher a
clearer picture and understanding of the phenom-
enon. An additional strength of the study its ability
to gain the perspectives from a variety of educators
in different roles. In particular, there were other
educators who were not in the traditional role of
principal/asst. principal, counselor, or classroom
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teacher. Their inclusion allowed the researcher to
gain the perspectives of these other educators who
may not work with adolescent middle school girls
regularly but still have an important role in con-
tributing to their self-esteem. Another strength of
the study was the experience of the interview par-
ticipants. The range of experience of the educators
was from three years to over 30 years, highlighting
the vast difference in knowledge and experience
of the educators working with adolescent middle
school girls helping them with their self-esteem.

A possible weakness of this study is related
to the need to conduct the one-on-one interviews
online through Zoom. The Zoom online site was
used due to COVID-19 Pandemic, making it unsafe
to conduct interviews face-to-face. Using the
Zoom online website limited the researcher’s abil-
ity to build a rapport with the participants, gaining
their trust. Another weakness of this study was
the possibility to researcher bias. The researcher
has been an educator for over 30 years as a class-
room teacher, working with grades four through
six, and a professional school counselor, work-
ing with grades Kdg. through six. The researcher
made every attempt to reduce bias and worked to
interpret the data as truthfully and as accurately
as possible. Fadnes et al. (2009) note that research
results can be sabotaged by bias, leading to false
associations or failure to identify true relationships.
The researcher used open-ended questions and
transcript reviews with participants to reduce pos-
sible bias. Cope (2014) stated that transcript review
allows the participant to view and approve the
interpretation of the data. The researcher attempted
to reduce bias by implementing this practice.

Recommendations

The researcher recommends the following to
connect the study’s significance and advancing
the scientific knowledge of this study. The recom-
mendations align with the literature review and
the study’s findings. The first recommendation is
to continue research to understand the phenom-
enon of how educators describe their experiences
as a catalyst for using strategies to assist adoles-
cent middle school girls with their self-esteem.
The research should focus on the educators’ past
experiences and the impact they have had on ado-
lescent middle school girls’ self-esteem. Gaining
insight on how educators continue to work on their

self-esteem may reveal rich details and strate-
gies for future educators to use. Continuing with
the theory of transformational leadership (Bass
& Riggio, 2006), the findings could increase the
degree to which the data could be transferred to
other populations.

Another recommendation is to conduct a quali-
tative descriptive study on educators from larger
school districts. The district that contributed to
this study was a smaller district consisting of two
middle schools. Conducting a qualitative study on
educators in a larger district may yield different
results, benefiting those who work with a larger
number of adolescent middle school girls. A third
recommendation is to conduct a qualitative study
with other middle school personnel that interact
with adolescent middle school girls regularly. The
personnel could hold the title of Custodian, Bus
Driver, Secretary, or Cafeteria Worker. Their inter-
actions with adolescent middle school girls can be
another factor contributing to their self-esteem.
Gaining information on how they view their role
in helping adolescent middle school girls with self-
esteem may assist in recognizing other beneficial
strategies that can be used in contributing to the
self-esteem of adolescent middle school girls.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that edu-
cators implement a vast number of strategies that
contribute to the self-esteem of adolescent middle
school girls. The strategies varied depending on
the role of the educator, but all strategies were
important in contributing to the self-esteem of
adolescent middle school girls. Practical strategies
were used and recommended to address the needs
of the adolescent middle school girls. The results of
this study can be helpful to educators in the middle
school setting and all educational levels helping to
contribute to the self-esteem of adolescent middle
school girls.
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