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Mentoring the Emotional Dimensions of Leadership: The Perceptions of Interns

While completing my superintendent’s internship in 2003 and having just enrolled in the University of Washington’s new Leadership for Learning doctoral program, I read an article in the National Association of Elementary School Principals’ Communicator, where then president Paul Young (2003) was quoted as saying: “We all have a responsibility to plan our own succession, and mentoring is a great way to ensure tomorrow’s leaders are prepared for the challenge” (p.2). Because I was experiencing an internship where open dialog and supportive reflection was the norm and because I was contemplating leaving my current principalship in a successful, but complex, urban school the quote struck a cord in me. 
In contrast to my superintendent’s internship, I was not nurtured or mentored during my principal internship; rather, I was given a series of tasks to do. As I completed each task, it was acknowledged and checked off the list, but little reflection time was shared between my supervising principal and me.  The importance of the mentor/intern relationship is critical, complex, and understudied (Daloz, 1999; Norris et al., 2002; Zachary, 2000). A mentor may be defined this way:

A mentor has a high level of personal involvement with the colleague being mentored; through guidance, and stimulation, even challenge, the content of the learning that results will be implicit, and the mentor may gain equally. It is the most intimate of learning approaches, with primary focus not on the development of technical competence or the giving of advice, but on the acquisition of the largely intuitive skills that allow people to operate effectively at higher degrees of management or in a wide range of different situations. (Clutterbuck, 2002, p. 2)

Becoming a leader of the complex enterprise we call schooling is no small task, and it is certainly not like learning a “new software package” (Senge, 1999, p. 133). It is much more than completing a series of tasks. 
As a principal I discovered that Michael Fullan (1997) was correct when he stated, “The best way to deal with change is to improve relationships” (p. 13). Successful administrators understand that interpersonal skills are needed to create the relationships that will allow them to lead effectively (Donaldson, 2001; Lovely, 2004).
Leadership, that is, does not reside in the individual; it resides in the interpersonal networks among the members of the group, the faculty, the workforce, the nation. Many theoreticians (Boleman & Deal, 1997; Burns, 1978; Heifetz, 1994; Rost, 1993; Wheatley, 1992) as well as increasing numbers of practitioners and observers (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hammond, 1997; Lambert, Walker, Zimmerman, Cooper, Lambert, Gardner, 1995) now offer evidence supporting this notion (Donaldson, 2001).
During this same time, I was also reading brain research, in particular, Dr. Antonio R. Damasio (1994), a neuroscientist, whose research tied together the emotional and cognitive brain systems and makes a case for how emotions influence our reasoning. His work is based on his and his colleagues’ research with neurological patients. In Descartes’ Error, Damasio (1994) states, 

I do not see emotions and feelings as the intangible and vaporous qualities that many presume them to be. Their subject matter is concrete, and they can be related to specific systems in body and brain, no less so than vision or speech. Nor are the responsible brain systems confined to the subcortial sector. Brain core and cerebral cortex work together to construct emotion and feeling, not less so than in vision…  (p. 164) 
Humans have a greater range of responses to their world and the situations they confront because a complex neocortex allows us to have “more expansive and nimble repertoire of emotional assessment and behavior responses” (Dickmann & Standford-Blair, 2002, p. 75). Dr. John Ratey (2001) in  A User’s Guide to the Brain writes:

Emotions are essential to our identity as human beings. We are also learning that emotions are essential to the trait that makes us most human, the ability to reason. In contrast to the steadfast belief that we must be calm, cool, and collected to make a proper decision, it is as likely that our gut feelings, impulses, and intuitions guide us to any particular decision. Emotions tap into areas of our brains that judge situations effectively without our having conscience access to them.” (p. 250)

Because I was thinking about internships, mentoring, emotional intelligence and leadership versus management, I decided to examine the extent to which principal interns and their mentors reflected on the emotional dimensions of the work of leadership, specifically, I wanted to examine if a focus on identifying and managing emotions might be related to the intern’s perception that the internship was more successful than those where there was less reflection on the emotional dimensions of leadership. I used the ability model of emotional intelligence as the foundation for my study. Caruso and Salovey (2004) describe the “four related abilities” (p. 26) in the following manner: 
Emotional intelligence, then, consists of these four abilities: to identify how people feel, to use emotions to help you think, to understand the causes of emotions, and to include and manage emotions in your decision making to make optimal choices in life. (p. 26)
Specifically, my questions were: 

· To what extent do principal interns and their mentors reflect on identifying and managing emotions during the internship
· To what extent are measures of interns' perceptions of success in the internship related to their perceptions of the focus on the emotional side of leadership provided by their mentors?

· To what extent do interns' perceptions of their mentors’ emphasis on reflection on emotions encountered in the internship vary by gender of the intern?  To what extent do they vary by the gender of the mentor?

· To what extent do interns paired with same gender mentors differ in their perceptions of success in the internship from those paired with opposite gender mentors? 

A survey was sent to interns throughout the State of Washington asking questions


about how frequently they reflected on emotions with their mentors principal. The questions were all framed from the ability model of emotional intelligence. There were also questions asking interns to rate how successfully their internship prepared them to lead a school for instructional improvement. Over one hundred interns responded about their experiences. Based on the intern’s total point responses to the questions of how successful the internship had been in preparing them to lead, the interns were divided into two groups, a successful internship group and a less successful internship group. Statistical analysis was completed on the differences in responses to the frequency of reflection on emotions questions between the two groups. 
The resulting p values of an independent sample t-test demonstrated statistical significance on every item when comparing the means of the successful group to the means of the less successful group. The p values for every item were < .001 indicating that there was a 1 in 1000 probability that the difference in the responses of the successful internship group and the less successful internship group occurred by chance. Statistically significant results were also achieved when a one-way ANOVA was performed on each of the eleven questions operationalizing the constructs of identifying and managing emotions. The relationship between interns and mentors reflecting on identifying and managing emotions and the perceived success of the internship by the intern would appear to be real. 

This finding suggests that interns and their mentors would benefit from training in the branches of emotional intelligence and how to apply their learning in leadership situations. As one intern wrote on a returned survey; “My mentor focused on management (status quo) over leadership. These conversations [about emotions] would have been helpful and valuable.” In Staffing the Principalship, Lovely, (2004) advocates reflection as one of the strategies necessary for a successful internship.

Set aside time daily for reflection and evaluation: Time has to be devoted to reflection and debrief about daily events and issues. As the participant’s “critical friend,” the master principal needs to provide constructive feedback and guidance. Candidates should feel comfortable asking questions as they strive for ways to improve. (p. 47)

Comparing the means of the internship group and the less successful internship group and finding p < .001 on every item strongly suggests that reflection focused on emotions, not just “events and issues,” adds value to an intern’s learning during the internship. One respondent wrote across the reflecting on managing emotions questions, “I so could have used more of this!” The notion of the act of reflecting as a way of learning is foundational to this study. “Reflective practitioners can stand at a distance from a difficult environment and see it for what it is---and isn’t. They are less likely to be overwhelmed or overcome by it, and more able to improve their school” (Barth, 2001, p. 69).

Since the findings of this study suggest that interns perceive that their internships are more successful in preparing them to lead a school to instructional improvement when they more frequently reflect with their mentor about emotions, districts should consider more carefully the selection process for mentors. Perhaps it is time to intentionally place interns with proven instructional leaders, rather than just assign interns to whatever principal they are currently working with at the time of the internship application.  

Good intention is not enough to facilitate effective learning in a mentoring relationship. Mentors who become students of their own experience use reflection to inform what it is they do and how they do it. In reflecting on their experience, they learn something about themselves and as a result are better prepared to facilitate effective learning relationships. They become reflective practitioners, modeling the self-directed learning they seek to promote in others. When the mentoring experience is consciously grounded in learning, the likelihood that the mentoring relationship will become a satisfactory learning relationship for both mentoring partners dramatically improves.  (Zachary, 2000, p. xv)
The findings of this study suggest that a culture of mentoring and learning that incorporate reflection on emotions would support leaders in their work of instructional improvement.
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