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Introduct ion

Why Messaging Matters
The art of communication is the language  
of leadership.

—James Humes

In a January 29, 2015, episode of Invisibilia, a National Public Radio 
podcast about the invisible forces that affect us without our awareness, 
reporters spoke about a phenomenon known as entanglement. The con-
versation began with a description of a physics experiment in which 
scientists were able to isolate atoms in separate locations, change the 
molecular structure, and manipulate the two separate atoms into becom-
ing one atom, though still in separate locations (Miller & Spiegel, 2015).

That’s right: atoms contained in boxes four feet away from one 
another demonstrated simultaneous responses. These atoms are not  
mirror images of one another, however; they are one another—sepa-
rate but one. This is entanglement. Charles Q. Choi (2015), in a Live 
Science article titled “Quantum Record! 3,000 Atoms Entangled in 
Bizarre State,” explains that scientists theorize entangled atoms may 
stay connected even if they are a universe apart.

Scientists are able to explain how to make this happen, but they still 
cannot explain why this is possible. So, why should you be fascinated 
with this idea of entanglement? Well, before I answer that question, let 
me describe another entanglement phenomenon. This may seem like 
common sense, but Invisibilia reporters also explain how psychologists 
have proven that a person’s environment influences his or her uncon-
scious behavior—a kind of social entanglement (Miller & Spiegel, 2015).
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In one example from the podcast, an unsuspecting individual enters 
an elevator with groups of people who exhibit predetermined move-
ments (like facing the wrong direction or taking their hats off at the 
same time). Over and over again, and with multiple test cases, the 
individuals follow the movements of the group. Interestingly, they are 
not just responding to the group’s movements (unconsciously taking the 
same actions as the group), but they are also simultaneously following 
their actions.

For instance, an individual wearing a hat enters an elevator with a 
group of people wearing hats. Without any advance notice, the hatted 
folks reach up and remove their hats, and the unsuspecting individual 
follows suit—often without any hesitation and often at the very same 
time! What is the explanation for this phenomenon? Entanglement.

So why is entanglement important to educators or school leaders 
interested in messaging? In a world of easy access to information, the 
way we communicate is critically important. Our words—conversations,  
announcements, praise, criticism, celebration, and so on—frame the 
message others hear about you and your school. Messaging is the mindset 
that defines the way you communicate. It is the platform you use for 
promoting what others perceive and believe about you or your school. 
This messaging is entangled in everything you do and say. In some ways, 
experiments with entanglement confirm what we’ve always known: 
our surroundings influence us more than we often recognize. We may 
connect with one another in ways more mysterious than we’ve ever 
imagined. In other ways, entanglement opens our eyes to incredible pos-
sibilities in how we communicate and influence others (Parker, 2015a).

Here’s a simple application. If you take the idea of entanglement to its 
logical conclusion, you must seriously grapple with the power of your 
position as a school leader and ask yourself some questions.

 � “What persons or ideas consistently surround me, and how do 
these affect who I am?”

 � “How do I purposely and intentionally influence my home, 
work, and surroundings to bring about the most positive 
outcomes possible?”

 � “How do I tailor messages within the school environment—to 
teachers, students, and the community—to reflect the true 
culture of the school?”
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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

As school leaders, we cannot ignore how incredibly (and sometimes 
mysteriously) significant a part we each play in molding the school 
environment. We can accomplish this molding in many ways, but I can’t 
think of a more powerful way than messaging. The messages teachers, 
staff members, students, parents, and the community receive about your 
school culture shape their perception of the school, your leadership, and 
often their general opinion about education and schooling. As a school 
leader, it is your responsibility to positively influence the messages the 
school community consistently receives. You are part of a web of entan-
gled messages and influences; how can you meaningfully play your part?

Entanglement has many implications. In the Invisibilia episode, sci-
entists ask if it is possible for bits of ourselves to actually be present in 
the places or people with whom we are entangled—like the same atom 
present in two separate locations (Miller & Spiegel, 2015). Regardless 
of how strange or mind blowing those implications may be, one of the 
most powerful takeaways is simply that the people and places all around 
us are consciously and unconsciously entangled.

Ask yourself if you are intentional about the messaging you send 
about your school—both within the walls and to the community 
beyond them. What part do your messages play in building and sup-
porting a positive school culture? 

A Messaging Crisis
Many schools are facing a leadership crisis—not because there are no 

strong leaders in schools but because school leaders often do not connect 
with the most powerful learning moments happening in their schools, 
nor celebrate them. Most school leaders feel overwhelmed, overworked, 
and overcommitted. With the ever-increasing responsibilities of the 
school principal, it should be no surprise that in 2012, the Center for 
Public Education found that the average principal stays on the job for 
five years or fewer (Hull, 2012). 

A school leader’s job often involves putting out situational fires, 
responding to urgent needs, or satisfying the requests of a multitude of 
stakeholders. It’s no wonder that school leaders must battle for time to 
enjoy the best parts of school—being with the students and teachers 
who experience amazing moments of learning and celebrating them.
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Even as school leaders learn to prioritize time for the most meaningful 
moments of school, difficult or negative situations often make it into 
conversations, social media, or mainstream media. As a result, the public 
gains a mistaken perception that schools are generally failing.

In Richard DuFour’s (2015) book In Praise of American Educators, he 
explores this popular but misguided notion that schools are failing and 
cites a Gallup poll asking parents how they would grade American schools:

The majority of parents gave Ds or Fs to U.S. schools.  
But when these same parents were asked how they 
would grade their own local school, the overwhelm-
ing majority assigned As or Bs . . . slightly more than 
1 percent have indicated the [local] school is failing. 
(DuFour, 2015, p. 18)

Why is there such disparity between the perceptions of schools at large 
and particular local schools? Part of the reason rests with how the media 
generally portrays schools negatively. Also the current political divide in 
the United States has created incentives for politicians or lobbyists to 
emphasize negatives that work to their political advantage. Regardless of 
the reason, these larger perceptions drive public opinion. Public opin-
ion drives public policy. And public policy provides or doesn’t provide 
resources for our schools. Schools are providing amazing service to 
students, but that message is not always making it beyond the school 
or local community. What would happen if a movement began among 
school leaders to make messaging a higher priority? Imagine a different 
scenario for the larger perception of America’s schools.

 � What would happen if school leaders prioritized the incredible 
learning opportunities, the meaningful human connections, 
and the powerful engagement of their schools while strategi-
cally promoting, publishing, and celebrating those moments?

 � What would happen if school leaders across a community, 
state, nation, or the globe committed to the same goal of 
encouraging and sharing positive moments?

 � What would happen if you influenced the perceptions of your 
school or district based on overwhelming positive outcomes 
rather than negative, isolated incidents?
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