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Editorial Note

In this first issue of volume 41 of International Studies in Educational Administration we include
articles from authors based in Canada, England, Greece, Jamaica, Malta and Thailand. The
issue is typified by the diversity of research studies of importance both nationally and
internationally within our field of leadership, management and administration. The range of
studies included here offer insights pertaining to decentralisation, leadership distribution,
internationalisation, cultural leadership, leadership performance, the leadership of teacher
induction and professional development and finally the case for studying policy leadership
at a national departmental level. These studies are ably explained by the authors below and
create many opportunities for reflection and possible action by the diverse readership of this
international journal.

The first article by Christopher Bezzina and Mario Cutajar offers a critical examination of the
current Maltese educational reform process. These authors identify the need for increased
teacher collaboration and more distributed forms of governance if change is to foster
heightened levels of reform through decentralisation. Working in South Africa and specifically
in the Mpumalanga province, Tony Bush and Derek Glover report in the second article that
presently there is only limited adoption of leadership distribution in many school senior
management teams. The article advocates the potential benefits to be obtained if leadership
distribution can be further promoted so that principals can find an appropriate balance
between solo and distributed leadership in their schools. The internationalisation of education
in Thailand and globalisation are central concepts in the third article, provided by Douglas
Rhein. This author analyses current trends in Thai leadership paradigms as well as cultural
characteristics which influence goal setting and leadership behaviour. A particular emphasis
is placed upon cross-cultural leadership within this Asian setting. Cultural awareness is
discussed in relation to international leaders in a Thai context. 

The fourth article, by Disraeli Hutton, considers demographic variables in relation to the
recruitment and incumbency of high-performing school principals in Jamaica. His article
rightly concludes that strategic recruitment, careful succession planning, talent management
and leadership development are important instruments at both national policy as well as local
levels. Dealing directly with the actions of incumbent Cypriot primary school leaders, the
fifth article, by George Iordanides and Michalis Vryoni, investigates the extent to which newly
qualified teachers are suitably inducted into their new professional roles. The article offers a
focus on the creation of a school cultural context in which induction and belonging may
flourish. It holds messages for all stakeholders involved in the important act of assimilating
both new and experienced teachers into their schools. Also dealing with the professional
development of teachers, the sixth article, by Lawrence Kalule and Yamina Bouchamma,
considers supervisors’ perceptions of the instructional supervision of teachers in secondary
school settings in Uganda. In this article, the responding supervisors report gains in teacher
knowledge, self-esteem, motivation and teamwork as a result of supervision. The article also
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points to the importance of developing and maintaining positive perceptions of the process
on the part of all those involved if maximum benefits are to be obtained. In the final article in
this issue, Peter Ribbins and Brian Sherratt report on the highest levels of educational
leadership in the United Kingdom through provision of a study of the policy and personal
relationship of selected permanent secretaries and their secretaries of state. The authors make
a strong case for studying policy leadership at a national departmental level and hope that this
work will encourage others to do so in a variety of different contexts. 

In summary, this first issue of volume 41 of International Studies in Educational Administration
has sought to capture and illuminate something of the scope and diversity of the international
research effort in our field and, we shall seek to continue to add to this shared platform in the
issues to follow.

Christopher Rhodes and Tom Bisschoff

Joint Editors, International Studies in Educational Administration

University of Birmingham, UK

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 20132
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The Educational Reforms in Malta:
The Challenge of Shared Governance

Christopher Bezzina and Mario Cutajar

Abstract: This paper takes a critical look at the current Maltese educational reform process. The study
aims to show the nature of shared governance in a policy context that requires a collaborative culture
between the centre and the schools. Data from face-to-face interviews with different stakeholders from
three colleges and policy-makers has underpinned the importance of shared governance as a core aspect
of this study. Preliminary findings indicate that the newly created post of college principal is just
another notch in the hierarchical structure. Heads and teachers still feel that a top-down approach is
being adopted, leaving limited space for distributed forms of governance. The issue of power and control
remains a bone of contention, with the centre identified as still determining college/school policies. This
study sheds light on the real meaning of governance and governing between central authorities and the
colleges. The dynamics that need to be created for people to work together and break away from the
isolationist mentality that we have been used to require caution as we proceed in the implementation
of the reform.

Introduction
This study aims to show the nature of shared governance in a policy context that requires a
culture of collaboration between education authorities and schools. It explores the evolving
nature of governance and governing within the Maltese educational system and focuses on the
theme of collaboration that is considered as one of the pillars behind the reform and
sanctioned by the Education (Amendment) Act 2006. Striking the balance between centralised
and decentralised practices demands a new culture of cooperation and sharing of good
practices, which have been identified as essential ingredients that have to be addressed in a
strategic manner and sustained over time. The study acknowledges the fact that we are still
in the initial stages of the reform and that the reflections that are shared through this research
are intended to provide an analytical perspective to the implications of collaboration for
governance.

Historical context
The context is definitely crucial to our understanding of governance and how it can unfold and
affect policy-making and implementation. The then Minister for Education (Galea 2006: 4),
argued that education in Malta had to be transformed, to move ‘from a fixed educational
system to a more flexible one…’. Considering the Act of 2006, school governance became



central to our policy-making discourse, particularly with implications for collaboration within
and across levels, encompassing both internal and external accountability. 

This process of change finds its significance in the formation of networks that were expected
to give our education system the needed make-over for it to become compatible with the
globalised world. If the school network reform – which addressed the themes and issues of
autonomy, decentralisation and collaboration – was to come to fruition the development of a
new work ethic, in and beyond schools, was needed. The central administration has to truly
move away from a command-and-control mindset to a supportive and collaborative mentality
while the schools and the teachers had to change their professional approach from one of
isolation to that of collaboration and collegiality. 

The Act also makes provisions for the constitution of two directorates, the Directorate for
Educational Services (DES) and the Directorate for Quality and Standards in Education
(DQSE). The mission of the DES, as laid down in the amended Education Act of 2006, is
threefold:

a. To provide the necessary resources (human and material), services and facilities
required by the colleges and state schools to operate in a decentralised system of
education.

b. To collaborate with the colleges and schools and reinforce inter-school and inter-college
networking, collaboration and collegiality.

c. To form partnerships with parents, the wider community and non-State colleges or
schools.

Articles 10 and 11 in Part II of the Act, among other areas, focus on issues of collaboration,
decentralisation and autonomy in Maltese schools. The Education (Amendment) Act, 2006,
Cap.327, Part II, Article 10:631, stipulates that the DES is ‘to ensure the effective and efficient
operation of and delivery of services to the Colleges and State schools within an established
framework of decentralisation and autonomy’. This directorate has to work ‘in constant
collaboration with the Colleges and schools …, and to encourage and facilitate their
networking and cooperation’ (Laws of Malta 2006 Cap.327, Part II, Article 11 (1):631).

The concept of decentralisation and the issue of delegating more autonomy to the schools and
colleges in the future are consolidated further in Part V of the Bill. It designates the decision-
making role of colleges, noting that ‘The Minister and the Directorates shall promote the
application of the principle of subsidiarity in the management and administration of the
Colleges, within a framework of decentralisation and autonomy of the educational operation
and services given by the Colleges and their schools according to the priorities, targets and
national strategies adopted by the Government’ (Laws of Malta 2006 Cap.327, Part V, Article
57 (1):663).

At the time of writing this study, decentralisation and autonomy have only been
partially achieved. As college and school leaders strive to do their job, they must balance
centralised system control with decentralised institutional management (Leithwood &
Hallinger 2002). The colleges and their schools are experiencing what is known as site-based
management (SBM), having been given a degree of latitude in managing financial and
technological resources. Certain provisions in the Bill and certain praxis seem to imply a
converse scenario to real autonomy for the colleges and their schools. The Bill makes
provisions for:
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a. the function of the DQSE, as the regulator, whose mission is to scrutinise the educational
programmes of the colleges and schools, and

b. the ratification of the Permanent Committee for Education, whose remit is to set out
national policy direction and the power of decision-making vis-à-vis Maltese education.

Paradoxically, the devolution of authority to the colleges is being accompanied by centralised
systems of human resources (e.g. deployment of staff), curriculum (e.g. design and
development of subject areas), assessment (e.g. benchmarking and standards), and quality
assurance (i.e. external review). One can also notice shifts from one form of control to another.
We are developing what Jessop (2000: 3) calls ‘metagovernance’ as central authorities
undertake the difficult task of ‘steering at a distance’. Presently the existing National
Minimum Curriculum, which is in the process of being revised, has reached the consultative
phase. The Education Ministry’s committee with the remit of revising the curriculum has
drawn up the draft of The National Curriculum Framework. In December of 2011 this draft
was presented to the public and academics for feedback. 

The remit of the DQSE, as the regulator, clearly indicated in the Education (Amendment) Act,
2006 Cap.327, Part II, Article 8:629, is ‘to regulate, establish, monitor and assure standards
and quality programmes and educational services in the compulsory educational levels
provided by schools, whether State schools or not, as provided for in this Act’.

In addition, the Bill also sets out the functions and the setting up of the Permanent Committee
for Education, presided by the Minister. Policy direction is given by the Permanent Committee
for Education and the power of decision-making will remain first and foremost the jurisdiction
of this same Committee. The Bill states that the committee is ‘to discuss and evaluate the
policy, the strategy and the direction and the developments in the education sector …, monitor
and follow the implementation of the educational policy and strategy adopted by the
Government’. (Education (Amendment) Act, 2006 Cap.327, Part II, Article 17:636)

The Education (Amendment) Act, 2006 also makes provision for the necessary legal
framework for reorganising the existing kindergarten, primary, secondary and ‘grammar’
school-type junior lyceum state schools into colleges. Four pilot colleges were established in
October 2005, and the full complement of ten ‘autonomous’ regional colleges was in place by
October 2007. 

Part V, Articles 52–62 of the Bill also establishes the governance arrangements and
accountability structures of each college. It makes provisions for:

a. a consultative college board 
b. a college principal, as the chief executive officer of the college, who is accountable to the

college board
c. a council of heads, formed by the heads of all the primary and secondary schools within

the college, who is accountable to the principal
d.a school council composed of educators and parents, whose chairperson is nominated

by the Minister for Education, with the head of school as its secretary
e. a students’ council
f. all members of the college involved in the educational journey of their students to be

accountable for their actions and teaching. 
The college principal, who is appointed by the Minister of Education on a definite or
renewable contract, has executive powers over the college. This is a new post in the
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hierarchical managerial structure of the colleges. The role benefits from an advantageous
position because stakeholders can address identified concerns and attempt to exert their
influence in promoting development. The Act stipulated that ‘Every College shall have a
Principal who shall be the Chief Executive Officer of the College and who shall be responsible
to the Directors General as regards the performance of his functions and of the College according
to respective issues, and to the College Board where matters are incumbent on the Board
according to its functions’ (Education (Amendment) Act, 2006 Cap.327, Part V, Article 52(1):659).

The educational and managerial responsibilities of the principal as stipulated in the Act
include chairing and coordinating the monthly Council of heads of school meetings,
mentoring heads of school, facilitating the coordination and organisation of all activities,
programmes and projects within the college, preparing a three-year business plan for the
college, and its annual estimates.

The responsibilities of the Council are numerous and all-embracing:
● sustain a common identity and a culture of collaboration and collegiality among the

schools
● address staff development needs
● ensure the implementation of national policies, which are expected to be understood by

the members of staff and followed; safeguard inclusive education and against any form
of child abuse

● encourage project partnerships with other local and foreign schools
● maintain and sustain cooperation and partnership with the wider school community,

particularly parents
● support operations performed by the education directorates
● discuss reports presented by the principal or a Head of School
● be accountable for proceedings and decisions adopted by the Council.

It is also to be noted that the Act also stipulates the setting up of a Board of Governors for
every college, and reconfirms the functions of School Councils and Student Councils. Whilst
the latter two have been introduced since the early 1990s, practices have varied from
institution to institution often depending on the willingness of parents, teachers and students
to participate. Naturally, the reform which promotes a change in culture demands more than
just the setting up and running of such bodies. It is to be pointed out that, six years down the
line, these Boards of Governors, an important structure to foster and sustain the
decentralisation model and to give more autonomy to the colleges, is not yet in place. Given
that there is limited research in the area we took the decision not to explore at this stage
governance through the current councils in place.

Aims behind study
The above historical context is definitely crucial to our understanding of governance and how
it can unfold and affect policy-making and implementation. The study aims to show the nature
of shared governance in a policy context that requires a collaborative culture between the
centre and the schools. The direction that the contemporary reforms are taking sees a move
from a highly centralised system that has institutionalised isolationist practices (Bezzina 2006),
to one which calls for decentralisation and more autonomy at the college level and the
implications for a collaborative culture.
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This paradigm shift creates a number of leadership challenges at the organisational and
human levels. A full understanding of educational governance in general and school
governance in particular provides a fundamental starting point to the understanding of
governance processes in the educational sector. James, Balarin, Brammer & McCormack (2008:
394) underlined the perception of governance as a network when they maintained that ‘the
conceptualization of school governance as a network is valuable’.

James et al. (2008) highlight the need for a reflective and analytical exercise of school
governance as a network which sees the bringing together of individuals (from within the
school and the community at large), their capabilities, relationships and motivations. This is
further emphasised by Ranson (2008: 411), who argues that ‘governance … strengthens the
practices which secure institutional performance; it mediates the social and cultural conditions
that engage young people in their learning; and it constitutes the practices of engagement,
participation and deliberation which secure that mediation’.

Considering the importance that James et al. (2008) give to the notion of governance as a
network, understanding the meaning of networks becomes critical. In the widest sense of the
word, a network can be described as an extended group of organisations with shared interests
who interact and remain in formal or informal contact for mutual assistance and support.
Mitchell (1969) cited in Bienzle & Jütte (2008: 2) defines a network as a ‘specific set of linkages
among a defined set of persons’. Focusing on the inter-capabilities of networks, Hannon (2004)
argues that networks are impacting the activities of families, governments and businesses as
they are now the most significant logistical set-up of modern times. These definitions
emphasise the implied association between two players or more and suggest that the linkage
between the stakeholders is advantageous because it will serve as a channel for an exchange
of information or goods between the affected players. Networks embrace common basic
features (particularly, communication and collaboration) that not only make a system a
network but also reinforce it.

Educational research continues to illustrate that educational networks, as learning
organisations, promote collaboration and require people who can work and solve problems
collaboratively (Cordingley & Temperley 2006) so as to develop structures and processes
which would facilitate learning. They offer a chance for teachers to work across school or a
number of schools and in partnership with the outside community (e.g. DuFour & Eaker 1998;
Bezzina 2005; Carter & Sharpe 2006; Connolly & James 2006).

Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative design of case studies to interpret the world that the
interviewees will present since it creates a direct and personal contact with the respondents
in their own environment. Patton (1987: 16) claims that the ‘qualitative approaches emphasise
the importance of getting close to the people and situations being studied in order to
understand personally the realities and minutiae of daily program life’.

The interpretative approach to science prompts fieldwork to identify how participants at the
‘doing’ and ‘receiving’ ends of the inter-school working process in state-maintained colleges
in the Maltese islands regard the issue of governance and governing in a policy context as
sanctioned by the Act, and how the respondents regard implications for this within the
institutions involved. We wanted to explore the interviewees’ narratives and reflections, and
the impact that these were to have upon them as social actors in a joint working endeavour.
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Given this underlying objective of the study we targeted the experiences and accounts directly
involving the professional lives of teachers. We also concur with Ribbins (2007) that
interviewing is the most fruitful since interviews as a data collection method is considered to
be related to naturalness and spontaneity, flexibility and control of the environment, aspects
that we witnessed first-hand during the interviews.

Bryman (2004) argues that semi-structured interviews sustain flexibility, and together with
unstructured interviews are becoming recognised as in-depth or qualitative interviews.
Reflecting on what Bryman (2004) stated, and recognising that they would assist us in
exploring our framework of themes, we opted for semi-structured interviews to help us collect
the data. We wanted to obtain general information as well as a range of insights relevant to
specific issues; wanted to probe the unknown.

In order that the semi-structured interview questions might be finalised, they were piloted
with a sample of interviewees (one principal, three heads of school and ten teachers) randomly
chosen from among three of the first four pilot networks. The interviewees identified
favourably with the whole population of educators in the current four pilot networks of
Maltese state schools and the sample population that was to be interviewed. The exercise
helped us to refine points of details and finalise the data collecting instrument. It helped us
discover problems that we had not predicted or noticed when designing the questions for the
interviews. When we finalised the semi-structured interview questions, based on a pilot study,
we discussed them and the interview mechanics with some of our colleagues at the university. 

In choosing the sample of interviewees we ensured that the elicited data would be
representative of College One. Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2003) argue that the researcher
when choosing the sample has to consider the extent to which the sample represents the whole
population. When choosing the sample of College One for the study we decided to interview
the college principal, all the heads of school (16 in all) and a sample of 34 teachers to form an
adequate representation of the school practitioners of College One. The sample of interviewed
teachers was randomly chosen from the school staff lists that the heads of school willingly
supplied. We chose a representative sample of teachers on the basis of gender and teaching
experience so as to ensure the right mix. The range of professional experience of interviewed
teachers ranged from 2 to 40 years and their professional qualifications ranged from a teacher
training college certificate to a postgraduate degree. 

The heads of school were the main gatekeepers to the school, and obtaining their permission
to enter the schools and interview the teachers was crucial. To maximise the research response
of the sample of teachers, we arranged with the heads of every school involved in the research
to have informal meetings with the selected teachers at their place of work. The purpose of all
the meetings was to explain the objective and background of the study, to inform the
individual respondents that they had a personal choice about whether or not they took part,
to answer any queries or apprehensions, and to assure the interviewees of anonymity and
confidentiality in the content of the interview.

We guaranteed the respondents’ anonymity (Hoinville et al. 1978) and also asked them if they
had any objection to our recording their interview. We took on board Denscombe’s (2007)
recommendations to undertake tape recordings, which helped to make the narrative of the
interviewees less impermanent. Furthermore, data recording made possible member
validation since conclusions could be traced back to the interview transcripts, and would not
be conditioned by our preconceptions. 
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Finally, taking into account the degree to which the researcher’s findings may be biased, we
considered the internal validity of the interviewee’s verbal comments, subjective expressions
and non-verbal reactions and tried to recognise to what extent their data was supported by
other interviewees’ recorded experiences. Furthermore, aware that it was not going to be an
easy task to recognise the extent to which there might be a difference between ‘espoused and
enacted responses’ of the interviewees, we hoped that by getting multiplicity of views,
different pictures and perspectives, by observing people in action and by analysing
documents, we would obtain a full sense of how they were working together. We also attended
a number of Council of Heads meetings and consulted relevant educational and legal
documents. This reinforced the validity of our data collecting instrument.

Naturally, there are a number of limitations that are worth mentioning. The interviews were
conducted within a localised timeframe and a number of personnel identified in the Act had not
yet been appointed. Furthermore, not all ten Colleges had been set up, and the proposed
National Curriculum Framework was still at the consultation stage. All this placed certain
limitations on the data collection of our study. We could not ask questions that addressed policies
that related to areas and issues emanating from the College reform that were not yet in place (as
those mentioned above) because the interviewed practitioners were not in a position to answer
them. Consequently we could not record any related discourse that could have presented the
participants interpretations, opinions, attitudes and perspectives about certain provisions of the
College reform that had not yet been realised. Although there were gaps and missing links in
the administrative structure and practices of the Colleges, which brought on a number of
challenges, all interviewees were exceptionally supportive and receptive. Accordingly, we were
still able to collect robust data on the themes that formed the essence of our research.

Findings and Discussion
All the Colleges visited as part of this study could be regarded as unique educational
institutions within their own right because of their regional and geographical position. The
boundaries that separated them from their counterparts were very real. They were all self-
contained and existed within social and cultural realities that were distinctive. They offered
a comprehensive environment in which to analyse the nature of networking and collaboration
in inter-school working in state-maintained Colleges in the Maltese Islands, and their
uniqueness makes an ideal subject of enquiry. Across the sample there were diverse opinions
about the College reform and the collaborative practice that it kindled, but there was, without
exception, consensus that collaboration was beneficial. 

Collaboration
There was concurrence among all the interviewees that though the College reform was still in
its embryonic stage, it was considered a move in the right direction because it had
institutionalised and refined the crude form of inter-school networking that was already in
practice. As one Head of a Primary school remarked:

Collegiality and collaboration existed prior to 2006 but in a rather crude form. Our
collaboration was focused on mundane and insignificant issues, such as borrowing a
projector, or a number of reading books of which one school happened to have a
surplus. Today, collaboration has been institutionalised, particularly when all the
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Heads meet on a monthly basis. These meetings have helped to instil in us a culture
of collaboration and collegiality. (Primary school Head interview)

There was consensus that the reform kindled a modus operandi of collaborative practice that
was beneficial, enriching and effective. One policy maker’s powerful claim corroborates the
effectiveness of collaboration: 

Proof of the success of the positive workings of collaborative practice is the feedback
from the heads themselves. They said that they do not feel alone any more. Each and
every one of them is not leading their school in the lonely manner that they used to.
They feel that they have the needed support that someone is listening; there is someone
with whom to bounce off ideas. (Policy maker interview)

Overall, respondents felt that the reform empowered inter-school collaboration, cultivated a
culture of inter-college collaboration, strengthened the existing partnerships between parents
and schools and reinforced partnerships with the wider community. It also enthused a good
number of heads of school to cultivate among their members of staff a sense of collegial
relationship. 

The majority of interviewees seem to be in agreement that no single school can achieve all
the goals that a college can and that no single school could hope to provide the diversity
and flexibility that the college system provides owing to the overarching collaboration
that it cultivates and sustains. Furthermore, their responses highlight the notions that
collaboration broadens the teachers’ expertise and learning opportunities that no single school
can offer, since it provokes the sharing of expert leadership and provides a forum for healthy
discussion among them. As one teacher put it, ‘Collaboration has introduced the culture
of sharing best practice, resources and experiences and a culture of shared leadership’ (teacher’s
emphasis).

Another policy maker convincingly articulated his personal outlook about collaborating with
the wider community:

We need to move forward and engage the local community that has so much to
contribute, especially when there already exists within the community that sense of
corporate responsibility towards education. We need to cash in on this in the sense that
the world out there is very much interested in what education has to offer in the
educational processes not solely for the utilitarian perspective but for the validity of the
intrinsic value of the actual collaboration process itself. (Another policy maker interview)

Governance and Governing
All participants were asked to voice their understanding of governance and governing. The
responses provided an insight into the existing diversity and various views that the
interviewees held about the area. Although the interviewees were at different levels in their
careers, falling under different age groups, had passed through distinct experiences and were
working in different contexts, there was a core set of views about what governance and
governing is. On a general note, the respondents talked about superiors, authority and a
system framework that is required for the running of an institution. The respondents were in

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 201310



agreement that governing an institution is not easy and it demands maturity. Many claimed
that one of the requisites behind good governance and governing is shouldering responsibility
and not passing it on to your subordinates. All respondents concurred that governing can be
the remit of one individual or a board. Finally, all agreed that any form of governance and
governing (whether authoritarian or democratic) was synonymous with the politics of
direction in its widest sense; that is where a country or any institution, for that matter, was to
go. This made the governing stakeholders part of the accountability system in their institution.

The interviewees were asked about their perception of educational governance and governing
and whether they were conversant with the structures of governance and governing, on which
the Maltese Education system has been shaped since the education reform of 2006. All
interviewees were in agreement that governance was witnessing a shift from a purely
centralised system of decision-making to one that devolved responsibility to the college site
within a network structure. They acknowledged that the Act was recognising the school as
central to decisions involving children, and the creation of adequate support services at college
level to address identified needs.

There was consensus among the interviewed principals and heads of school that they were
witnessing one of the most engaging periods of reform ever experienced in Malta. They
claimed that the Amended Education Act (2006) presented them with the shift in decision
making that saw its inception a decade before, in the mid-1990s, as the Maltese Government
sought to respond to the need to adopt a more collaborative and collegial culture that would
bring about a paradigm shift in the style of governance and governing.

Consequently, they were conscious of a re-culturing and restructuring process at the heart of
the reform. They were also knowledgeable of the fact that central authorities was now divided
between two Directorates (the DQSE and the DES) and that the intended objective was to
have the Maltese educational system managed and serviced more efficiently and effectively.
Where in the past everything was controlled by one Director General now the regulator
(DQSE) worked independently of the employer (DES). However, the majority of the
interviewed leaders, particularly the heads of school, held that although Maltese education
was undergoing these innovative reforms, decentralisation seems to be limited because of
certain practices that were surfacing. One Head of School claimed:

The running of the Education system is still controlled by the Central Authorities,
because the Centre still has the statutory right to establish the National Curriculum, a
detailed policy outlining the subjects that are taught in schools, class sizes, the aims of
the educational system and how these should be achieved. It also has full control over
recruitment, deploying, discipline and promoting member of staff.

(Head of School interview)

The interviewed policy-makers were of one mind that only the right form of leadership and
governance can take the College reform forward. They were also in agreement about the
mammoth responsibility of the selection board to identify those college and school leaders
most suitable for the job. All this could be encapsulated in the words of one policy maker:

Some individuals are born leaders but some others are not so good and this makes all
the difference between a school that is run first class and another which has huge
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problems in spite of all the financial and human resources invested in the school. The
selective boards of college principals and heads of school will be held accountable by
society for their choices.

(Policy maker Interview)

Addressing the themes of governance and governing, we noticed that the college reform had
introduced the structure of a Council of Heads for every college and the Educational Leaders
Council (ELC). Both bodies are a living example of a new form of culture of collaboration,
collegiality and governance. The introduction of the Council of Heads that the reform had
established found justification in its stakeholders. All the heads of school appreciated the
function of the Council of Heads within every College. They agreed that the Council did not
only bring all the Heads of that particular college together but introduced a collaborative
approach to improvement. They contended that a collaborative culture among the heads of
school was crucial in sustaining change and the on-going execution of educational policies as
laid down in the Act. As one Head of School aptly surmised:

We have come to understand that each and every one of us was no longer on his/her
own but all formed part of a larger group of primary and secondary Heads led by a
college principal. Each and every one of us is leading his/her school within a college
context. This has reinforced existing collaborative practice and in certain instances even
introduced the practice. It has reduced isolation and created collective governance and
collective accountability.

(Head of School interview)

A number of interviewees, predominantly heads of school felt concerned with the outcome of
events, particularly noting that the Act makes provisions for new college personnel, but from
the interviews it emerged that a year and a half since the inception of the Act central
authorities had not taken steps to establish the posts. All this seemed to render the
transformation in certain sectors rather fragmentary. One particular head of a primary school
eloquently encapsulated what other heads had shared: 

At the end of the day the head of school has to oversee everything and be accountable
for everything. For example, I have to check when the fire extinguishers need to be
refilled, because if it is not done I will be accused of neglecting the health and safety
of the staff and children, or a child is hurt and is not cared for well or medicated
unprofessionally, because I do not have a school-based nurse, I risk facing criminal
proceedings. (Primary head of school interview)

Heads of school noted that the workload had increased considerably and, as a result, even
though they have assistant heads to help them, they cannot find the time to mentor and
monitor lessons. Overcome with infuriation, a head of school retorted:

When the building needs repairs and maintenance I still have to oversee that the work
is done well, even though there is supposed to be a college precinct’s officer in charge.
But one person is not enough for the whole college. Furthermore, apart from
supervising the work, I have to send feedback to the precinct’s officer to give him
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feedback about the works. This means that the mentoring and monitoring that we are
expected to do are restricted. (Head of primary school interview) 

They were sceptical about the success of the reform, particularly because of the existing
systemic lacunae, and as an example many of the interviewees referred to the National
Curriculum Framework (NCF) that was still under review. Some said that central authorities
should have first and foremost embarked on the transformation of the National Minimum
Curriculum introduced back in 1999. ‘The curriculum should have preceded other reforms
so that teachers can work together to implement a common National Curricular Programme’,
said one cynical secondary school teacher. 

Reflecting issues directly related to school improvement, the majority of school leaders and
teachers expressed a certain disgruntlement about the question of decentralisation and
governance. They underlined the argument that the directorates, director generals and
directors need to improve the culture of discourse with the colleges because the existing link
is too bureaucratic and top-down. They felt that the communicative link between the
directorates and the colleges was rather fragile and one-way to the point that there was the
need to explore new avenues. It was argued that the directorates need to develop a listening
culture. Consequently, a group of heads that were interviewed complained that they see a
lack of coordination between the schools and the directorates. The voiced experience of one
head of a primary school came across as the representative stance of a number of heads: 

The central authority has to understand that the college structure does not function in
a vacuum. We cannot have the DQSE, through the education officer for music, taking
a unilateral decision to have the children taking music to buy a flute without
considering whether their parents can afford it. Or start the scholastic year without a
syllabus and telling the heads to work with what they have. Worse still, let the teachers
work with the children on a particular topic and then come January tell us that the
topic has been removed from the syllabus. All this shows that the directorates are not
working in tandem and there are gaps in the collaboration process between the schools
and the central authority.

(Primary head of school interview)

Such findings resonate Dean’s research (2007). In her study on the development of shared
leadership she found that although schools in America have experienced a move towards
decentralisation the reality is that this has not brought a complete transfer of responsibilities
since certain responsibilities are still centrally controlled. She admits that SBM does not mean
complete decentralisation.

Shared governance
The job of the principal is to create a school culture that transcends personality, even his or her
own. A strong culture offers a clear sense of expectations to everyone about what is important.
This includes how to teach students, as well as how to interact with other adults. In talking
about culture, Deal & Peterson (2003: 1) note that ‘highly respected organisations have evolved
a shared system of informal folkways and traditions that infuse work with meaning, passion
and purpose’. They also observe that ‘cultural patterns are highly enduring, have a powerful
impact on performance, and shape the ways people think, act, and feel’ (2003: 4). A setting in
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which teachers and educational leaders work as colleagues, and one in which every teacher
grows, takes time to be forged (Bezzina 2006). Creating such an environment requires vision,
energy and tenacity on the part of leaders. The challenge will be to sustain the ‘fire’ and keep
the ‘flame’ alive.

On their part the heads of school also expressed similar concerns about a top-down style of
management. They spoke about the Education Leaders Council (ELC), another important
consortium in Maltese education. They were aware that this was composed of the two director
generals, all the directors within the two directorates and all college principals. This consortium,
which has monthly meetings, serves as a forum to discuss not only national policies but issues
and policies pertaining to the colleges. The heads of school believe that this consortium, even
though it does not have a statutory standing plays an important role in the governance of the
colleges since its policies and recommendations have the potential to impact colleges and their
schools. However, they feel that they are being left out of such important discussions because
the college principals from their end do not discuss with the heads issues that concern the college
and which can be taken to the ELC meetings. One disgruntled head of school claimed:

How can we move forward when we heads do not have a voice on a consortium that
formulates policies for the schools that we lead? When we meet in the council of heads,
the principal brings to the forum new policies that have been decided at the ELC level.
We are issued with directives which the ELC feels are needed and for which there has
not been any consultation with the stakeholders. (Head of secondary school interview)

Whilst heads of school expressed their concern about their limited impact on decision making
within the college network system, such feelings were also being felt at the teachers’ level.
The interviewed teachers complained that the system of governance was still top down and
it did not reinforce the practice of collegiality and shared governance, which would help to
sustain the model of collaboration proposed for the colleges. They admitted that the top-down
approach still tends to reign, in which the head of school is of great influence on the school and
is perceived as the key leader within the school by the school practitioners, parents and
external agencies. They contended that the heads meet in a council of heads under the
chairpersonship of the principal of the particular college, once a month. These council
meetings are places where school leaders meet to discuss common issues and concerns, and
to reflect on their collective work. However, they felt left out of the discussion and decision-
making equation. As one teacher pointed out:

We teachers do not seem to have a voice in policies or plans that are proposed for our
college, because the head of school rarely consults the teachers before the monthly
council of heads meeting. The agenda of those meetings does not include any of our
suggestions, which we feel are needed for the school and our students. Who else can
offer better ideas than the teachers who are the grassroots and the pulse of Maltese
schools and colleges? (Primary school teacher interview)

What have we learned?
This study has helped us in a number of ways. As researchers it has helped us to better
understand the dynamics that are taking place between people operating at different levels,
the shifts in power and control over decision-making, the frustration with politics and
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bureaucracy, the increased workload of heads in particular, and the devolution of
responsibilities to the school site without the authority to affect practices.

One of the main findings sees a return to the bureaucratic-rational conception of the role of the
head of school, with the head being first and foremost an administrator, ensuring that
mandates, policies and procedures decided at ELC level are implemented. So, whilst
historically this was a thing of the past – up to say the mid-1980s – now we are seeing a move
towards formal authority – mainly emanating from the centre. The reform helps to confirm
that leadership is contextual, that, as Gardner argues ‘Acts of leadership take place in an
unimaginable variety of settings, and the setting does much to determine the kinds of leaders
that emerge and how they play their roles’ (2000: 8).

So, whilst we are witnessing a move towards increased accountability at college/school level,
the decentralisation of decision-making has not yet come down to the school level. The
important decisions seem to be taking place at ELC level, and the college principals are
transferring and implementing events and policies within the college structure. This scenario
suggests that the DQSE would have a conflict of interest if it attempted to audit or hold school
leaders accountable for decisions which had been taken at ELC level. 

Furthermore, some of the respondents describe a context that sees college principals reflecting
strong interpersonal skills and encouraging culture-building tasks; others talk of principals
exhibiting unilateral exercised authority with the power vested in him or her.

This is one of the challenges facing the move towards devolution of authority at whatever
level we are working in. The Act presents a future that sees a new image of leadership – one
that empowers and builds capacity in others. At the same time the heads of school express
concern about the increased workload, with demands coming not only from the education
authorities but also from other quarters such as parents, agencies and the community. This
study confirms that heads are concerned about the expansion of the role and the consequence
that they cannot accomplish all that is expected of them, especially in relation to school
improvement issues.

As much as increasing responsibilities and lack of time, the obstacles posed by politics and
bureaucracy are major frustrations. This study has shown that organisational red tape and
political manoeuvring are perceived as a significant problem that affects the overall
enthusiasm of heads.

Linked to this is that, whilst the role has expanded, authority to accomplish the new duties has
not. The lack of authority to match increased responsibilities is a key concern. A consequence
of this double bind – more responsibilities and less perceived authority – is that heads feel that
their efficiency has diminished. They have to address urgent issues that demand their
immediate attention but not the important issues related to teaching and learning. Their time
is consumed by often urgent but unimportant matters.

These concerns, as highlighted through this study and others, throw light on the concern raised
by Fullan (2001), who notes that the head’s role is about reculturing the school organisation.
But, for this to happen, the kind of change necessary is deeper and more complex. It involves
changing how people relate to each other and to their work (Fullan 2001: 157–158).

As Sergiovanni, Kelleher, McCarthy & Wirt (2004: 206) note, in the bureaucratic-rational
model, leadership resides in a few top-echelon positions. In an institutional, systemic model,
leadership is distributed throughout organisations and across levels. It does not reside in
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particular roles or individuals, but in the relationships that develop between the individuals
in the roles. Whilst this model is recognised as the way forward, it will take time, sacrifice,
perseverance, tenacity and trust across all levels of the reform and not just in certain parts. This
is one of the main challenges we face.

There were also other important lessons.

First, the decision to create a network system supported by a stronger centralised system of
policy-making and decision-making has led to the creation of both new opportunities and
new challenges. First, at the heart of the reform are people, and it is essential for the education
authorities to adequately prepare personnel at all levels to handle shared and distributed
forms of governance. Some evidence shows that this is successfully being implemented in a
number of schools whilst others are facing difficulties. Devolving responsibilities may not be
easy especially in a context that has been used to a centralised system of control. A system of
ongoing directorate/college and school-based support is needed. We also encourage
continuing professional development sessions that see education officials at both directorate
and college level engaged to tackle issues of direct relevance. Such situations provides people
with opportunities to learn to appreciate each other, to learn from each other, to challenge
existing habits and practices, and to learn what distributed forms of leadership imply as they
engage. Only through such efforts are people able to overcome the often isolationist, selfish
and self-centred approach to doing things that is embedded in our culture. In this way we
will look forward and ensure that sustainability becomes part and parcel of our life.

Second, the same Education Act calls for a new form of governance, one that will allow schools
to work together as a result of the new system of networks into which Maltese state schools
have been clustered. In the wake of such government policies much will be expected to
increase the validity, role and power of collaboration in future collective agreements between
the Teachers’ Union and the state, and between colleges and the wider community. This is
essential if we are to avoid a fragmented, isolated and ineffective education system.

Third, this new culture of collaboration has one major shortfall, which this study has brought
out. While the focus is on a team approach the work is taking place in a context where teachers,
in the main, have little time for what is essential to establish the fundamental principles behind
networking and networked learning. The new culture of collaboration needs to be taken down
to a lower level to ensure the sustainability of shared governance that heads of school need
to continue to foster. 

We hope that such points can help other countries facing similar situations as they too grapple
with the complexities of educational reform.

Conclusion
The results of our study indicate that sustainable leadership cannot be left to individuals,
however talented or dedicated they are. If we want change to matter, to spread and to last,
then the systems in which leaders do their work must make sustainability a priority, hence
creating opportunities for shared and distributed forms of governance.

Decision-making needs to filter down to both the school and teacher’s level, where, because
of a number of constraints, it has had very limited space to be implemented. Regrettably,
because of timetabling issues and the lack of human resources, this new culture of
collaboration among teachers is rather limited, especially in the primary sector. Although the
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best recipe for change management in schools is for all stakeholders to discuss and shoulder
responsibilities, the central authorities need to find ways for national policies to be translated
into practice. The state also has to ensure that the required resources, human and/or financial,
are provided. 

Consequently, encouraging and facilitating a collaborative culture and sustaining a mentality
of shared governance and collective accountability may very well be a challenge, especially
when one considers that change and reforms do not exist in a vacuum but in a context in
which the human dynamics are complex and play a defining role. 

To conclude, we have to admit that our intention behind this paper is to highlight the
importance of governance, especially shared governance in a context that has been quite alien
to people working together and sharing responsibilities. Maltese policy-makers need to
respond more robustly to the educational reforms which address the paradigm shift from
centralisation to decentralisation and eventually to a culture of shared governance that is
being adopted internationally in the educational sphere. This study provides evidence that a
number of institutions and educators are engaging with the challenges and pressures that
devolved responsibilities bring with them. 

At the same time, like so many other countries Malta too is facing economic constraints, and
over the past years we have had to grapple with the fact that whilst the reform called for
massive financial investments the economic crunch has meant that we have had to slow down
the implementation process. This, in itself, implies that we need to place the study of
governance at the centre of our discourse. Whilst it is difficult to predict the way the winds
will blow with respect to changes in the governance of schooling, we have to give the
educational stakeholders the proper tools and opportunities that will help them navigate even
through a gregale (i.e. north easterly) wind. We are witnessing the new growth of both the
state’s role in shaping and administering educational policy and that of the colleges through
its network system. We sincerely hope that the Maltese authorities grasp the importance of
shared governance or else we may have lost the opportunity to take Maltese education to a
new level.
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School Management Teams in South
Africa: A Survey of School Leaders in
the Mpumalanga Province

Tony Bush and Derek Glover

Abstract: Heroic models of leadership based on the role of the principal were common in the segregated
education systems which prevailed before the South African Schools Act (SASA) (1996). Accountability
frameworks were based around the hierarchy with principals being answerable to the racially stratified
education department. The SASA began the process of democratising school management and governance
through the introduction of school governing bodies (SGBs) and school management teams (SMTs). This
process of widening participation can be conceptualised through the notion of ‘distributed leadership’.
The work of effective SMTs is a potential manifestation of distributed leadership but little is known about
the work and effectiveness of SMTs in South Africa. This paper reports the findings of research on SMTs
in South Africa. It is grounded in a review of the international and national literature on senior leadership
teams (SLTs) and SMTs, which concluded that there is very limited empirical work on SMTs in South
Africa. The research adopted a survey approach with 180 school leaders from the Mpumalanga province,
undertaken in July 2012.

Introduction
Heroic models of leadership based on the role of the principal were common in the segregated
education systems which prevailed before the South African Schools Act (SASA) (1996).
Accountability frameworks were based around the hierarchy with principals being answerable
to the racially stratified education department. Except for the former model C (white) schools,
there was no formal role for educators or parents in the school’s policy-making and decision-
making structures. The SASA began the process of democratising school management and
governance through the introduction of school governing bodies (SGBs) and school
management teams (SMTs). This process of widening participation can be conceptualised
through the notion of ‘distributed leadership’ (Gronn 2008; Harris 2010). The work of effective
SMTs is a potential manifestation of distributed leadership but little is known about the work
and effectiveness of SMTs in South Africa (Ali & Botha 2006; Hoadley & Ward 2007; Bush,
Joubert, Kiggundu & Van Rooyen 2010; Bush in press). 

This paper reports the findings of research on SMTs in Mpumalanga, conducted for the Zenex
Foundation.1 It is grounded in a review of the international and national literature on senior



leadership teams (SLTs) and SMTs, which concluded that there is very limited empirical work on
SMTs in South Africa. The research adopted a survey approach with 180 school leaders from the
Mpumalanga province, who were all registered on the ACE: School Leadership programme being
delivered by the University of the Witwatersrand. The survey was undertaken in July 2012. 

Background

Distributed Leadership
Harris (2010: 55) defines distributed leadership as ‘the expansion of leadership roles in schools,
beyond those in formal leadership or administrative posts’, adding that it is ‘the leadership
idea of the moment’ (Harris 2010: 56). While participative, shared, collaborative and collegial
theories are well established, distributed approaches have gained currency in the 21st century
(Harris 2004; Spillane 2006). This change is attributable to increasing recognition that there are
multiple sources of influence in schools (Harris 2010). Influence is a form of power which can
be exercised by anyone in the organisation, and is not confined to those holding formal
leadership positions (Bush 2011). Gronn (2010) argues for a ‘hybrid’ approach, connecting
individual and distributed leadership. 

There is emerging evidence that distributing leadership may have a positive impact on school
and student outcomes. A widely cited paper from Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris &
Hopkins (2006) presents ‘seven strong claims’ about successful school leadership. Two of these
relate to distributed leadership:

● School leadership has a greater influence on schools and students when it is widely
distributed.

● Some patterns of distribution are more effective than others.
Leithwood et al. (2006: 12) add that ‘there is no loss of power or influence on the part of
headteachers when the influence of others increases’. 

Establishing and Developing Leadership and Management Teams
Higham, Hopkins & Ahtaridou (2007: 20), investigating leadership in English schools for the
OECD, claim that ‘day to day school leadership is usually distributed across a range of school
staff with leadership teams becoming more diversified with regards to members’ background
and expertise’. Landrum et al. (2000) conclude that, given the complexity of leadership in
schools, establishing a team capable of defining and delivering strategic change is essential.
They add that no school can manage without an effective leadership team and a strong
commitment to distributed leadership models. 

In South Africa, the composition of SMTs is determined by the provincial department, which
decides how many deputy principals (if any), and heads of department (HoDs), each school
should have, based on a formula. Principals have little, if any, scope to determine the size or
membership of their SMT, and have to work with the deputies and HoDs they inherit. As we
shall see later, this sometimes creates difficulties (Bush et al. 2010).

Applying Distributed Leadership
Distributed leadership has a direct impact on team development. Headteachers in all 20 of
Penlington, Kington & Day’s (2008: 73) English case study schools viewed the development of
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leadership capacities within their staff team as a central part of their role. A similar approach
was noted in research conducted by Chapman, Ainscow, Bragg, Gunter, Hull, Mongon, Muijs
& West (2007: 7):

The principal argued that he had moved from a ‘delegated form of leadership to a
distributed model’, and a member of the SLT described this shift as an increase in
autonomy and trust combined with lower levels of monitoring. 

The shift from delegation to distribution is less prominent in South African schools (see below).

Methodology
The authors were funded by the Zenex Foundation to conduct a baseline survey of SMT
members from Mpumalanga taking the ACE: School Leadership programme presented by the
University of the Witwatersrand from 2012 to 2014. The broad aim of the research was to
establish how SMTs in Mpumalanga operate. It examined several key issues:

● the frequency of SMT meetings
● the organisation of SMT meetings
● the content of SMT meetings
● the effectiveness of SMT meetings
● links between SMT meetings and the management of teaching and learning (MTL).

The survey was conducted in July 2012.

Research Questions
The overarching research question is: How effective are School Management Teams (SMTs) in
Mpumalanga? The sub-questions emerge from the key issues, and are:

1. What is the frequency of SMT meetings?
2. How are SMT meetings organised?
3. What issues are discussed at SMT meetings?
4. How effective are SMT meetings?
5. How, if at all, does the SMT manage teaching and learning?

We will show how these questions were answered in the conclusion.

Sampling
The sample included the whole population of SMT members taking part in the WITS/
Mpumalanga ACE programme from 2012 to 2014. The sample comprises 180 SMT members
from 164 Mpumalanga schools (16 schools have two participants). This is a purposive2 sample,
designed to facilitate a large number of responses, and there were 168 replies (93 per cent), a
very high response rate, which yields statistically significant results.
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Findings

Participants
Respondents were asked to give details of their age, gender, current position, and type and
location of school. The age profile is shown in Figure 1 and reflects an experienced group of
teachers.

Almost half (72 = 43 per cent) of the responses are from females and 55 per cent (n=92) from
males, with a very small minority who declined to answer. The participants are from primary
(37 per cent), secondary (47 per cent) and combined schools (16 per cent). In the analysis that
follows, a distinction is made between rural (including farm schools) and urban (including
townships and informal settlements).

Attitudes, practice and experience are likely to be affected by the position of respondents. This
is shown in Table 1, which links acting posts with substantive roles.

Table 1: Posts held by respondents

Position NUMBER %

Non-response 1 0.6%

Principal 48 28.6%

Deputy principal 29 17.3%

HoD 77 45.8%

Other 13 7.7%

TOTAL 168 100%
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Figure 1: Overall age profile of respondents (age, %)



Just over one-quarter of respondents are principals, and about half are heads of department or
senior teachers (shown as ‘other’ in the table). About one-fifth are deputy principals. 

SMT Practice
Respondents were asked to outline the way in which the SMT was organised for its work, with
frequency of meetings as an indication of involvement, and the preparation of agendas and
reports as a guide to the centrality and formality of SMT meetings. 

Frequency of Meetings
The frequency of meetings is shown in Table 2. Most meet fortnightly but almost as many meet
either weekly or monthly. The one SMT respondent reporting that the group never meets is a
head of department from a township secondary school, and further examination of the open
comments suggests that there are tensions with the principal, who is perceived to be
authoritarian.

Table 2: Meeting frequency (percentages)

Frequency Once a Twice Once a Twice a Once a Twice a Once a Never 
type day a week week month month term term

(n=7) (n=8) (n=40) (n=49) (n=41) (n=11) (n=9) (n=1)

Primary 6.6 6.6 26.2 34.4 13.1 8.2 4.9 0.0

Secondary 2.6 5.1 20.5 26.9 26.9 7.7 6.4 1.3

Combined 3.8 0.0 19.2 26.9 46.2 0.0 3.8 0.0

TOTAL 4.2 4.8 23.8 29.2 24.4 6.5 5.4 0.6 

Overall, primary school teams are likely to meet more frequently than their secondary
colleagues. Eight primary schools, one combined and eleven secondary schools meet only once
or twice per term. Almost half (48 per cent) of the respondents whose SMTs meet infrequently
consider that SMTs are ineffective, compared with the total sample of 37 per cent. Care should
be taken in interpreting these findings, which are based on self-reporting. The findings contrast
with highly effective English schools which typically meet several times a week, with at least
one extended meeting (Bush & Glover 2012). 

Agenda Preparation 
Respondents were asked to state who prepares the agenda and who takes minutes of meetings.
The results are shown in Table 3. Practice is overwhelmingly that one of the group, other than
the principal, is responsible for both. There is comparatively little difference in practice between
the sectors, with about three-fifths having the role devolved to another member of the SMT. In
the combined and secondary schools, the principal is less likely to be the responsible person,
but attention has already been drawn to one school where no meetings occur. Five made no
response to this question and this may reflect lack of knowledge of procedures or an
unwillingness to offer detail. There was no mismatch between the responses from people from
the same schools, indicating consistency of practice. 
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Table 3: Agenda and minute preparation by type of school (percentages)

Preparation Primary Combined Secondary
(n=61) (n=28) (n=76)

Written agendas and minutes, prepared by
the principal 23 18 12

Written agendas and minutes, prepared by
another member of the SMT 66 68 58

Written agendas, but no minutes, prepared
by principal 11 14 18

Written agendas, but no minutes, prepared by
another member of the SMT 0 0 7

No agendas or minutes 0 0 5

Priorities for Meetings 
Respondents were asked to assess the priorities given to a range of leadership and management
issues in their meetings. First and second listed priorities are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4: Perceived priorities for SMT meetings (percentage mentions as first or second
priorities)

Listed as first or second priority items Principals Deputies HoD/ST 
(n = 48) (n = 29) (n = 90)

Curriculum management 56 39 71

Monitoring teaching and learning 54 32 62

Evaluating learner tests 51 31 28

Planning events 44 20 30

Educator attendance and punctuality 69 16 14

Learner attendance and punctuality 51 18 24

Classroom observation 61 35 23

Budget matters 53 8 17

Site matters 18 11 13

SGB 64 0 13

Union activities 37 17 8
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Table 4 shows that there is considerable variation in perceptions of what has been discussed,
with principals more than twice as likely as the total cohort to think that priority has been given
to budget, attendance and punctuality for learners and educators, SGB matters and evaluation.
Deputies are only half as likely as the overall cohort to see curriculum management as a priority,
whilst the heads of department and senior teachers attribute greater importance to curriculum
management, and monitoring teaching and learning. Secondary school teams are more likely (40
per cent compared with 20 per cent for primary schools and 30 per cent for combined schools)
to attribute importance to planning events and twice as likely as primary and combined school
schools to give priority to budgetary and site matters. Learner attitudes and punctuality are
seen as more significant for secondary schools (41 per cent compared with 22 per cent in primary
schools) and for males (29 per cent compared with 16 per cent females), as is attention to staff
issues (62 per cent secondary compared with 22 per cent primary). However, responses are
similar for union matters, around 8 per cent for all schools. Curriculum management, and
monitoring and evaluation, are generally accorded the same importance for sectors, suggesting
that these are seen as the main focus of SMT attention. This contrasts with earlier research by
Bush et al. (2010), which showed that most SMTs gave little attention to MTL.

SMT Effectiveness
Respondents were asked to assess the current effectiveness of their SMT. The results are shown
in Table 5 and indicate an overall high level of satisfaction, with little deviation from the mean.
Fewer primary respondents believe that their SMT is barely effective or ineffective (22 per cent),
compared with their secondary colleagues (34 per cent). The combined school respondents
perceive an intermediate 27 per cent. Given that this is self-reporting, and may be an
underestimate, the figure of 28 per cent saying that their SMTs are ineffective or barely effective
shows a need for considerable improvement.

Table 5: Perceptions of SMT effectiveness (percentages)

SMT effectiveness Overall Primary Combined Secondary 
(n =165) (n = 71) (n =26) (n = 68)

Highly effective – no changes
required 8 10 4 8

Fairly effective – minor changes
required 64 69 65 59

Barely effective – some changes
required 22 15 23 27

Ineffective – major changes
required 6 7 4 7 

Table 5 shows that 6 per cent of principals consider that major changes are necessary, while 14
per cent of other SMT members consider that this is required. The size of the sample is such that
these should be reliable data from which valid conclusions can be drawn and points to a rosier
interpretation of practice by principals. Analysis of open comments from all respondents,
asking for their views on possible changes to achieve effectiveness, supports the view that
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principals may be less ready to accept SMT deficiencies, as shown in the following comments:

‘SMT should build cohesion on curriculum management activities including planning,
implementation and analysis of results. Effective monitoring – policies implementation
and compliance. Sound implementation of code of conduct for learners and educators.’
(Male principal from combined urban school)

‘SMT to become more proactive and intensifying on curriculum management. They
should strengthen relations with all stakeholders.’ (Male principal from primary urban
school)

However, there are counter-claims of leadership deficiencies from members of other SMT
groups.

‘The principal not doing laissez-faire leadership style [would enhance effectiveness].
The principal involving all the SMT in the decision making, not his preferred people,
especially SMT members, in meetings. The principal treating everyone (staff members)
equally.’

(Male HoD from rural primary school)

‘Consultation with all SMT members and act on decisions taken collectively. Decisions
should be taken after educators have been consulted. SMT members be treated fairly
and equally as they form one body.’

(Female HoD in urban combined school)

Such acerbic comments suggest that personality problems inhibit SMT effectiveness, including
references to principals being afraid of stronger members of staff and acting inconsistently. The
most telling comment is from a male HoD in an urban primary school:

‘The Principal must work with her Deputy Principal as well as the SMT in collective.
The Deputy Principal – he hardly does [anything]. He does not know why he is there
and for what purpose. The Principal must be firm and involve all stakeholders and
conduct staff meetings and SMT meetings regularly, which are minuted, and meeting
procedures must be followed to the letter.’

There were 441 comments in total. They show considerable concern with leadership matters
and reflect the concern of principals that SMTs should be more effective, and of other SMT
members that there should be consistency of action and fairness in dealings (26 per cent of
comments). The analysis also shows that principals are concerned with the broader aspects of
school development whilst other members of the SMT are looking for functional gains in
educational management, for help with teaching and learning aspects of the SMT work, and
for coping with the needs of learners. There were 30 comments indicating awareness of the
interaction between the SMT and the school. Of these, one-third offered implied criticism of the
limited impact of SMT and educator management but the other two-thirds were concerned
with enhancing educator involvement. There were 280 positive contributions, with suggestions
for improvement in practice and the enhancement of SMT impact, and 161 critical
contributions. An example of the latter is shown below:
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‘We need to achieve better co-ordination within the SMT and to become more involved
in school activities so that we, and not the Principal, own decisions. This might lead to
managing educators with better human relations.’ (Male deputy principal in a rural
secondary school)

But others are much more positive, for example:

‘Deputy to enthuse pro-active SMT members. Team spirit among all SMT members. To
have an enquiring mind on management issues and execution of teacher
empowerment to improve the quality of teaching and learning.’ (Female deputy
principal in an urban secondary school)

In general, there was a higher degree of optimism on the part of principals and a more critical
view shown by HoDs and other SMT members. Deputy principals appear to be the most
entrenched, offering 67 per cent of the negative general comments, with references to inept
principals and indolent educators. Further investigation offered statements about leadership
practice and the extent to which these reflect a team approach (see Table 6).

Table 6: Perceptions of leadership practice (percentages)

Leadership statements Overall Primary Primary Secondary Secondary
principals SMT principals SMT

(n=168) (n= 20) (n =34) (n = 22) (n =51)

Principal consults and follows SMT
opinion 59 70 57 86 43

Principal consults and then acts alone 20 6 18 9 34

Principal does not consult 4 0 6 0 6

Educators are included in consultation 66 88 69 77 60

Educators are simply told of decisions 10 0 7 5 17

SMT consults parents on major issues 53 59 52 56 49

SMT does not consult parents 5 0 4 5 11

Principal consults with the district
officers 38 53 37 32 31

Principal takes instruction from the
district officers 37 24 35 41 43

Table 6 shows that there are marked differences of opinion in that 70 per cent of primary
principals, and 86 per cent of those in secondary schools, see themselves as consulting and
acting with the SMT whilst SMT members rate this much lower at 57 per cent in primary
schools, and 43 per cent in secondaries. This perception continues in the assessment of the
extent to which principals act alone, and to a lesser extent in views about educator inclusion. 
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Relationships 
The questionnaire sought views about the ways in which leadership contributed to the general
development of the school and, hence, to SMT effectiveness. The results are given in Table 7 and
indicate continuing differences of view between principals and other SMT members.
Highlighted figures are more than 5 per cent points from the mean.

Table 7 shows that, in general, most respondents (81 per cent) regard these relationships as
good or very good but, for each of the relationships cited, up to 20 per cent feel them to be
unsatisfactory. There is a feeling that educator relationships are a cause of tension (77 per cent
good or better, and 23 per cent unsatisfactory), and links between the SMT and the SGB are
unsatisfactory for nearly one-quarter of schools (24 per cent). Relationships between the SMT
and all stakeholders appear to be poorer in urban areas, although a mean of 21per cent sees all
stakeholder relationships as generally good.

Commonalities and Differences within Schools
Sixteen schools had two respondents and an attempt was made to ascertain the match between
them. Evidence from these schools showed that, in seven of the schools, there was agreement
on the frequency of meetings, and in five there was agreement on minuting procedures only.
Surprisingly when greater subjectivity was possible – for example, in estimating school
effectiveness – there was greater agreement with 10 concurring, and 6 disagreeing, at the barely
and fairly effective borderline. There was only one difference which could be indicative of
serious problems, with a primary principal rating relationships as good or very good
throughout, and a head of department in the same school rating most as unsatisfactory. These
findings illustrate that perceptions within schools are likely to vary and also show the
limitations of self-reported data.

Overview of the Survey Data
All respondents were invited to comment upon any aspect of SMT function, organisation and
impact. There were 437 comments, only seven of which could be classified as negative. One
highlighted the problems of relationships:

‘My SMT is not working as a team. There are some members who are afraid of the
principal. They agree with everything that the principal is saying because the principal
threatens to fire them. (Female HoD in a rural primary school)

Others point to difficulties in SMT behaviour:

‘I wish that we should be united and work as a real team. It is disturbing and hurtful
that one works hard but never gets appreciated. One tables an input but it is never
accepted or even appreciated … One finds it difficult to work in such conditions, the
only option is quitting but one thinks of the learners who make one hang on there.’
(Female HoD in an urban secondary school)

‘The SMT lacks team spirit and does not respect one another’s confidentiality (private
affairs). Should also do away with the back door meetings.’

(Male HoD in a rural combined school)
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However, the vast majority of comments were positive, looking to the future: 

‘The school is growing and new members are being appointed to the SMT and it is not
enough for me to rely on outdated methods of teaching while education is changing
every day. To be a resource person for challenges that are faced by SMT members.’
(Male principal in an urban primary school)

‘The SMT is an integral part of the school. Building its capacity will ensure that a school
functions effectively and produces quality learners’.

(Male principal in an urban secondary school)

When the roles of respondents are taken into account, it seems that primary principals are
concerned to emphasise leadership and management gains from developing teams to face
issues connected with dilatory SMT members, whilst secondary principals are more concerned
with achieving school improvement. SMT members across the range are concerned with
leadership and management issues, often in a functional way:

‘Motivating staff and learners is another area on which I want to improve my practice.
Finally team building, especially of the SMT, and the entire staff, is also very
imperative. This also involves the SGB.’

(Male principal in a rural secondary school)

Overall, the comments reflect an awareness of the needs of the SMTs. The minority of critical
comments reflect what one principal described as the ‘ancient way of doing things’. 

Discussion
The survey data provide a mixed picture about the operation and effectiveness of SMTS in
these Mpumalanga schools. While many respondents, notably the principals, are positive, other
SMT members tend to be more cautious, and a significant minority are critical of SMT
structures and processes. Interpreting the data is difficult because we have not been able to
corroborate these self-reported findings. The discussion below links the data to the South
African and international literature on leadership and management teams. 

Leadership Team Experience and Continuity
Bush & Glover (2012) note that outstanding leadership teams in England are characterised by
the long service of most of their leadership team members. The implication is that effective
team working takes time to develop, and that ‘quick fix’ solutions to inadequate team work
are inappropriate. Their nine case studies collectively provide powerful evidence of the value
of stability and continuity within SLTs, enabling the development, articulation, embedding
and implementation of a clear vision, focused on student learning. Effective team work, and
distributed leadership, require mutual trust and confidence, and need time to develop and to
take root.

The Mpumalanga respondents are all experienced educators and previous research (e.g. Bush,
Kiggundu & Moorosi 2011; Bush, in press) suggests that they would have spent most, or all, of
their career in their current school. More research is required to establish whether SMT
experience and continuity are an asset in these schools or whether their limited experience
narrows their perspective. 
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Leadership Team Structures 
Bush & Glover (2012) say that SLT structures in England are influenced by two considerations:

● distributing leadership responsibilities
● Ddtermining the size of the team.

Distributing Leadership
Effective teams distribute leadership among SLT members, in ways which give them a strong
collective overview of teaching and learning, and of learner welfare. ‘The most successful
headteachers are sharing or distributing leadership responsibilities across their leadership
teams’ (NCSL 2009: 31).

The evidence about leadership distribution is much more mixed in the Mpumalanga SMTs.
While many respondents are positive about their opportunities to lead, and to contribute to
decision-making, others lament the lack of team-work, within and beyond SMT meetings.
There is little evidence of principals being imaginative about allocating responsibilities or
encouraging innovation. 

Leadership Team Size 
Distributed leadership is linked to the size of leadership teams in that larger teams can handle
more responsibilities. In England, there is a trend towards larger and more diverse leadership
teams (NCSL 2009); those at Bush and Glover’s (2012) secondary schools have between six and
nine members. This is within a context which allows principals and school governing bodies
(SGBs) to determine their own leadership structures without external prescription. 

In contrast, South African SMT membership is determined by the provincial departments of
education, and is linked to school size. Principals cannot make paid appointments beyond the
prescribed number and there is little evidence from the survey of the addition of unpaid senior
leaders to the SMT. 

Leadership Team Practice 
Court (2003: 34) stresses that effective leadership teams ‘scheduled time together for
professional dialogue’, and most of Bush & Glover’s (2012) case study schools devoted
considerable time to team meetings. Typically, these SLTs have a formal meeting every week,
often lasting 2–3 hours, focusing on strategic issues. They also meet most mornings before the
school day begins, to address daily operational matters. The overall impression is that
leadership team practice at these schools is purposeful, as suggested by Thomas (2009: 2):

Effective teams … have a ‘clear and compelling purpose’ and undertake tasks which
are relevant to that purpose. They possess strong team-working skills and high levels
of integrity and the head exhibits strong leadership within a team framework.’

In contrast, Table 2 shows that the median position is that the Mpumalanga SMTs meet
fortnightly, with less than a third meeting at least weekly and a significant minority (36.9 per
cent) meeting at best monthly. The data also show that SMTs that meet infrequently are
perceived to be less effective than those which meet more often. It is not possible to establish
a causal link between meeting frequency and effectiveness without further research. 
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Purposes, Roles and Responsibilities of the SMT
Wallace (2002: 174) emphasises the importance of interpersonal relationships within teams,
including shared purpose and core values, and monitoring to ensure continuity and
progression. Clear, and widely shared, child-centred visions were a feature of Bush and
Glover’s (2012) high-performing English schools. They were also characterised by role clarity
– school leaders were clear about their roles and responsibilities. This supports the findings
from Hall and Wallace’s (1996) research, which pointed to the need for a clear understanding
of individual and group roles, and careful management of team boundaries.

The South African survey data present a more mixed picture. A significant minority (17) of
respondents provided unprompted open comments suggesting role confusion and ambiguity.
Some (9) also complained about role overload arising from departmental management and
whole-school SMT responsibilities.

‘Each department head to have help so that he or she can run the department, as well
as being part of the SMT.’ (Male HoD in a rural secondary school)

SMT Effectiveness
The nine English schools studied by Bush & Glover (2012) were deemed to be highly effective
(‘outstanding’) through the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) inspection process. Their
teams exemplify the centrality of shared values and objectives, mutual understanding,and co-
operative working. There was also evidence of high levels of trust, echoing Fischer & Boynton’s
(2005: 119) comment that ‘there should be no micro-management or intrusive scrutiny from
above’. Maintaining high performance was also associated with a strong focus on standards
and an absence of complacency. Practice at these English schools supports Katzenbach &
Smith’s (1993) emphasis on the ‘fearless pursuit of performance’, but within a framework of
warm personal relationships.

In the South African schools, results were mixed with just over a quarter (28 per cent) of
respondents saying that their SMTs were barely effective or totally ineffective. Effectiveness
was perceived to be particularly problematic in secondary schools (34 per cent). Principals were
more positive about team effectiveness than the other SMT members. The latter sometimes
complained that their principals were not acting collectively, and less ‘favoured’ team members
were often excluded. Table 6 shows that only half of the SMT members agreed that their
principal consults and then follows SMT opinions, compared to 78 per cent of principals. 

Internal Relationships 
Wallace (2002: 174) argues the need for strong links between the leadership team and other
staff, ‘which win their respect’ and ‘reduce the headteacher’s isolation from staff colleagues’.
This issue was a central theme of the Bush & Glover (2012) English research, and most of their
case study schools appear to have given considerable attention to developing and maintaining
good links with other staff, often based around a shared vision. Hall & Wallace (1996) showed
the dangers of SMTs being seen as remote from the rest of the school.

The South African research provides mixed evidence about the relationships between
principals, and the SMT, and internal stakeholders. Table 7 shows that more than three-quarters
(77 per cent) of respondents believe that principals have good relationships with educators but
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this is higher for principals (unsurprisingly) than for other SMT members. A slightly higher
number (80 per cent) claim that there are good relationships between the SMT and educators,
but this must be treated with caution as the finding is based on self-reporting. The remaining
respondents say that educator relationships are a source of tension.

SMT Unity
While much of the literature assumes a ‘harmony’ model, where team members work
collaboratively to achieve clearly articulated objectives, the reality is that teams may also
experience disagreement, leading to conflict. Cranston & Ehrich (2005: 81), for example, refer
to several factors that may impair team effectiveness:

Failure to recognise systems, such as sufficient notice of meetings and agenda; tensions
between people who do not feel valued or feel that others are preferred; individual or
group micro-political pressures; defensive behaviour and power struggles, are
mentioned as detractors from team effectiveness.

The overarching message from Bush & Glover’s (2012) English research is that the SLT, as
individuals and as a group, must present a united front even where this masks tensions within
the team. There was unanimity that any differences that do arise should not become evident
outside the SLT. Several participants referred to ‘cabinet rules’, meaning that full and frank
discussion was acceptable within the SLT, but that a united front was to be presented to the
school. 

Ngcobo & Tikly’s (2010) research on the relationship between principals and educators in
successful high-poverty South African schools shows that trust, fairness and collaborative
action contributed to their effectiveness. There was limited evidence on this point from the
Mpumalanga survey findings although some open comments suggest a wish for principals
and SMT members to operate in ways consistent with the English and South African literature:

‘There should be consultation with all SMT members and then action taken on the
collective decision, after educators have been consulted … All SMT [members] should
be treated fairly and equally by the principal so that we are one body.’ (Female HoD
in an urban combined school).

SMT Leadership
Leadership of SMTs provides a test for the normative shift away from solo leaders towards
distributed leadership. Is there genuine team-work or is the SMT simply a vehicle for principals
to articulate their policies and decisions? As reflected in much of the literature (e.g. Gronn 2010;
Harris 2010; Bush 2011), distributed leadership depends heavily on heads’ willingness to share
power.

Bush & Glover’s (2012) English research showed that most heads chaired all meetings and
determined the agenda. One deputy head said that the head is ‘democratic but there is a subtle
hierarchical force’. Another deputy described the SLT/SMT leadership style as ‘a mixture of
directive and democratic’. These comments show that the heads retain a powerful role despite
the rhetoric of distribution. This supports Gronn’s (2010) concept of ‘hybrid’ leadership,
combining solo and distributed elements. 
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The South African literature (e.g. Naicker & Mestry 2011) suggests that there is only limited
distributed leadership in South African schools. The Mpumalanga data show a spectrum of
opinion, ranging from strong directive approaches (the principal is ‘held in fear’) through a
large middle group where principals are perceived to lack the skills required for collaborative
approaches, to a small minority who seem to be exercising distributed leadership. The desire
for more democratic approaches is illustrated as follows:

‘The principal should take a higher leadership role and be less biased and more neutral
in decision-making so that the entire SMT works as a team, sticking to plans and
priorities.’ (Male HoD in a rural primary school)

Answering the Research Questions
This findings presented in this paper show that SMTs are operational and effective in many
schools but most are in need of further development. About 20 per cent meet infrequently, with
an uncertain remit and within an atmosphere of misunderstanding or mistrust. The majority
(60 per cent) are functional, meeting monthly or more frequently, but with uncertainty about
the SMT role and its impact on the school. The remaining 20 per cent, on the evidence given
by SMT members, are well organised, working to known parameters, with clear leadership
and a vision for their schools.

The data provide powerful insights into how principals, deputy principals and HoDs perceive
the operation and effectiveness of their SMTs. The very high response rate (93 per cent) provides
confidence about the reliability of the data, but its validity cannot be fully assessed without
further (school-based) research to provide direct observation of practice as well as to ascertain
the perceptions of managers and educators who were not part of the survey sample. 

What is the Frequency of SMT Meetings?
Previous small-scale research in South Africa (Bush et al. 2010) shows a direct link between
frequency of SMT meetings and their effectiveness. Schools with good matric and ANA scores
held regular SMT meetings. In underperforming schools, SMTs met rarely or not at all.

The frequency of meetings in Mpumalanga is shown in Table 2. While responses vary
significantly, the typical frequency is fortnightly. This contrasts with highly effective English
schools which typically meet several times a week (Bush & Glover 2012). The data also show
a link between meeting frequency and school effectiveness, with almost half of the respondents
whose SMTs meet infrequently believing that their SMTs are ineffective. More frequent SMT
meetings are likely to lead to enhanced school and learner outcomes. 

How are SMT Meetings Organised?
Research in England (Wallace 2002; Bush & Glover 2012) shows that high-performing SLTs
have formal agendas and minutes, meet at specified times, and mandate the attendance of all
senior staff. In contrast, some of the SMTs studied by Bush et al. (2010) had no formal record
of SMT meetings, and attendance of SMT members was irregular.

The Mpumalanga data (see Table 3) show that the great majority of SMTs have written agendas
and minutes, prepared by the principal or, more often, by another member of the SMT.
However, almost one-third (30 per cent) of secondary schools had no minutes and a significant
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minority (12 per cent) had no agendas or minutes. This suggests that these SMT meetings were
neither structured nor strategic.

What Issues are Discussed at SMT Meetings?
The international evidence (e.g. Wallace 2002; Day, Sammons, Leithwood, Hopkins, Qing,
Brown & Ahtariodou 2011; Bush & Glover 2012) shows that successful SLTs focus their meetings
on teaching and learning. In contrast, evidence from South Africa (Bush et al. 2010) indicates
that SMTs often focus on peripheral issues, such as agreeing dates and planning school events,
rather than addressing teaching and learning.

The Mpumalanga survey data show that curriculum management, and monitoring teaching
and learning are the top priority items for SMT meetings (see Table 4), in contrast to previous
South African evidence (Bush & Heystek 2006; Bush et al. 2010). Evaluating learner tests, and
classroom observation also receive significant support. These are self-reported data so may not
reflect actual SMT practice. What they do show, however, is that respondents recognise the
importance of these activities, an essential starting point for modifying practice.

How Effective are SMT Meetings?
This is a more general question designed to establish whether or not SMTs operate effectively.
Table 5 shows that the perceived level of effectiveness is higher than that found by Bush et al.
(2010). Almost three-quarters of respondents say that their SMT is highly or fairly effective.
The figure is higher for primary schools (79 per cent) than for secondaries (67 per cent). Open
comments suggest that less-effective SMTs are characterised by lack of cohesion and of
genuinely collaborative team-work. Cohesion and collaboration are signature features of high-
performing leadership teams in England (Bush & Glover 2012).

How, if at all, Does the SMT Manage Teaching and Learning?
The international research evidence (Wallace 2002; Day et al. 2011; Bush & Glover 2012 )
indicates that successful SLTs focus their meetings on aspects of teaching and learning,
including evaluation of test results, monitoring classroom teaching, modelling good practice,
mentoring and coaching educators, and providing appropriate professional development. In
contrast, the limited evidence from South Africa (Ali & Botha 2006; Bush et al. 2010) shows
little co-ordinated attention to these factors. As noted above, and in Table 4, most Mpumalanga
respondents appear to give a high priority to curriculum management and MTL, although
previous research (e.g. Hoadley & Ward 2009) shows that principals and SMT members in the
Eastern and Western Capes regard administration as their main tasks, with ‘overseeing teaching
and curriculum’ ranked only fourth. Further research is required to establish how the
Mpumalanga respondents carry out these activities.

Conclusion: Team-Work and Distributed Leadership
Distributed leadership is strongly advocated in the literature (e.g. Harris 2010) and there is
emerging evidence that a distributed approach leads to enhanced student outcomes
(Leithwood et al. 2006). School management teams can be regarded as a vehicle for the
implementation of distributed leadership. The survey data provide fascinating self-reported
insights into the operation of SMTs in South African schools. SMT practice can be analysed
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and interpreted through distributed leadership, although most of the survey schools appear to
offer a more nuanced approach, mixing solo and team leadership in a manner consistent with
Gronn’s (2010) ‘hybrid’ model. Their strong focus on curriculum management and MTL also
suggests an increasing emphasis on instructional leadership (see also Bush, in press).

Harris (2004: 13) comments that the literature is not clear on ‘the exact form’ that distributed
leadership takes. She asks two key questions about the nature of distributed leadership:

● How is leadership distributed?
● Who distributes leadership?

A third question can also be asked:
● What is distributed?

In this concluding section, we draw on the research findings to address these questions. 

What is Distributed?
Harris (2004: 19) distinguishes between distributed leadership and ‘delegated headship’, where
tasks are imposed upon people in the organisation. This is a key distinction and it is important
to recognise that leaders may use the term ‘distributed leadership’ as it is more ‘acceptable’
than delegation. However, where specific tasks are required of someone, by a more senior
person, this may just be delegation. Hartley’s (2010: 271) comment that the popularity of
distributed leadership ‘may be pragmatic; to ease the burden of overworked headteachers’,
suggests, at best, a modified version of delegation. In contrast, distribution implies sharing
responsibility for decision-making, for example within SMTs, and enabling deputy principals
and HoDs to lead on certain specified activities. The evidence from Mpumalanga is
that delegation may be a more appropriate descriptor of SMT activity than distributed
leadership. 

How is Leadership Distributed?
Harris (2004: 20) claims that a ‘top down’ approach to distributed leadership ‘is possible’, but
Phillips (2001) argues that hierarchical and status-based leadership models are less effective in
securing outcomes than consensus-based models. Court (2003: 34) stresses that effective
leadership teams ‘scheduled time together for professional dialogue’ but only a minority of
the South African survey schools devoted significant time to team meetings. These meetings
provide the main opportunity for shared leadership, partly in reaching agreement, or
‘consensus’, about strategic issues, and partly in enabling managers to report on the activities
for which they have responsibility. The survey data suggest that leadership distribution in
Mpumalanga is limited and determined by the principal.

Who Distributes Leadership?
Despite the rhetoric of distribution, it is clear that the principal has the central role in deciding
what is distributed, and how distribution is accomplished. As Thomas (2009: 2) suggests, heads
exhibit ‘strong leadership within a team framework’. The South African survey principals are
instrumental in drawing up agendas, chairing meetings and, in some cases, providing the
school’s vision and sense of direction. The evidence also suggests that many principals take the
major decisions themselves or share them only with ‘favoured’ colleagues, rather than the
whole SMT. 
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Overview
The experience of the survey schools shows that distributed leadership is used in different
ways, and to varying extents, but many SMTs are still emergent and do not yet exemplify a
distributed approach. Because school contexts vary significantly, it is not possible to present a
‘blueprint’ for effective distributed leadership, but a few of the survey schools do provide
helpful examples about how good SMT practice might enhance school outcomes.

Despite the contemporary focus on distributed leadership, principals retain a central role, not
least because of the accountability framework within which schools operate. ‘Distributed
leadership resides uneasily within the formal bureaucracy of schools’ (Hartley 2010: 282). The
relatively recent advent of SMTs provides the potential for effective distribution but most of the
Mpumalanga teams still have some way to go to reach this stage. It is no longer possible for
principals to lead all aspects of their schools. Distributing leadership is essential not only to
ensure that all leadership activities are handled competently but also so that the collective
talents and experience of all SMT members are deployed to best effect. Principals need to find
an appropriate balance between solo and distributed leadership.

References
Ali, F. & Botha, N. (2006), Evaluating the Role, Importance and Effectiveness of Heads of Department in
Contributing to School Improvement in Public Secondary Schools in Gauteng (Johannesburg: MGSLG).

Bush, T. (2011), Theories of Educational Leadership and Management, fourth edition (London: Sage).

Bush, T. (in press), Instructional Leadership and Leadership for learning: Global and South African
perspectives, Education as Change

Bush, T. & Glover, D. (2012), Distributed Leadership in Action: Leading High Performing Leadership Teams
in English Schools, School Leadership and Management 32(1): 21–36. 

Bush, T. & Heystek, J. (2006), School Leadership and Management in South Africa: Principals’ Perceptions,
International Studies in Educational Administration 34(3): 63–76.

Bush, T., Joubert, R., Kiggundu, E. & Van Rooyen, J. (2010), Managing Teaching and Learning in South
African Schools, International Journal of Educational Development 30(2): 162–168. 

Bush, T., Kiggundu, E. & Moorosi, P. (2011), Preparing New Principals in South Africa: The ACE: School
Leadership Programme, South African Journal of Education 31(1): 31–43. 

Chapman, C., Ainscow, M., Bragg, J., Gunter, H., Hull, J., Mongon, J., Muijs, D. & West, M. (2007), Emerging
Patterns of School Leadership (Nottingham: NCSL).

Court, M. (2003), Different Approaches to Sharing School Leadership (Nottingham: NCSL). 

Cranston, N. & Ehrich, L. (2005), Enhancing the Effectiveness of Senior Management Teams in Schools,
International Studies in Educational Administration 33(1): 79–91

Day, C., Sammons, P., Leithwood, K., Hopkins, D., Qing G., Brown, E. & Ahtaridou, E. (2011), Successful
School Leadership: Linking with Learning and Achievement (Maidenhead: Open University Press).

Fischer, B. & Boynton, A. (2005), Virtuoso Teams, Harvard Business Review 83(7/8): 116–123.

Gronn, P. (2010), Where to Next for Educational Leadership, in T. Bush, L. Bell and D. Middlewood (eds),
The Principles of Educational Leadership and Management (London: Sage).

Hall, V. & Wallace, M. (1996), Let the Team Take the Strain: Lessons from Research into Senior Management
Teams in Secondary Schools, School Organisation 16(3): 297–308.

Harris, A. (2004), Distributed Leadership and School Improvement: Leading or Misleading, Educational
Management, Administration and Leadership 32(1): 11–24.

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 2013 39



Harris, A. (2010), Distributed Leadership, in T. Bush, L. Bell and D. Middlewood (eds), The Principles of
Educational Leadership and Management (London: Sage).

Hartley, D. (2010), Paradigms: How Far Does Research in Distributed Leadership ‘Stretch’?, Educational
Management, Administration and Leadership 38(3): 271–285.

Higham, R., Hopkins, D. & Ahtaridou, E. (2007), Improving School Leadership: Country Background Report for
England (London: Institute of Education).

Hoadley, U. & Ward, C. (2009), Managing to Learn: Instructional Leadership in South African Secondary Schools
(Cape Town: HSRC Press).

Katzenbach, J.R., & Smith, D.K. (1993), The Discipline of Teams, Harvard Business Review 71(2): 111–120.

Landrum, N.E., Howell, J.P. and Paris, L. (2000), Leadership for Strategic Change, Leadership and
Organisational Development 21(3): 150–156.

Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A. & Hopkins, D. (2006), Seven Strong Claims about Successful
School Leadership (London: DfES).

Naicker, S. & Mestry, R. (2011), Distributive Leadership in Public Schools: Experiences and Perceptions of
Teachers in the Soweto Region, Perspectives in Education 29(4): 99–108.

NCSL (National College for School Leadership) (2009), School Leadership Today (Nottingham: NCSL).

Ngcobo, T. & Tikly, L. (2010), Key Dimensions of Effective Leadership for Change: A Focus on Township
and Rural Schools in South Africa, Educational Management, Administration and Leadership 38(2): 202–228.

Penlington, C., Kington, A. & Day, C. (2008), Leadership in Improving Schools: A Qualitative Perspective,
School Leadership and Management 28(1): 65–82.

Phillips, V. (2001), Leadership in Education: Flavour of the Month or Serious Business? (Nottingham: NCSL).

Spillane, J. (2006), Distributed Leadership (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass).

Thomas, D. (2009), Working Together is Success (Nottingham: NCSL).

Wallace, M. (2002), Modelling Distributed Leadership and Management Effectiveness: Primary School
Senior Management Teams in England and Wales, School Effectiveness and School Improvement 13(2): 163–186.

Author Details
Tony Bush
School of Education
University of Nottingham
Nottingham
NG8 1BB
UK
E-mail: Tony.Bush@nottingham.ac.uk

Derek Glover
Education
University of Keele
Keele
ST5 5BL
UK
E-mail: Derek@derekglover.co.uk

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 201340



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 2013 41

The Workplace Challenge: Cross-Cultural
Leadership in Thailand

Douglas Rhein

Abstract: The combined forces of internationalisation of education and globalisation have led to a
resurgence of leadership and culture studies, particularly in Asia. Current recommendations from the
Thai Ministry of Education have done little to clarify the leadership role of educators during this
dramatic social change. This article examines current trends in the Thai leadership paradigms as well
as cultural characteristics which influence goal setting and leadership behaviour. Of particular emphasis
is cross-cultural leadership within an Asian setting. A final recommendation which emphasises cultural
awareness and the establishment of a well-informed dominant hierarchy is discussed in relation to
international leaders in a Thai context. 

Leadership and the Internationalisation of Universities in Thailand
Global economic competition has rapidly placed the importance of education in the center of
the public sphere. Educational institutions in Thailand are, increasingly, feeling the pressure
to become more internationalised and international student mobility has increased
considerably (OECD 2007). It is expected that the international student market will increase
to about 5.8 million by the year 2020 (British Council 2004). Moreover, the youth and student
group accounts for over 20 per cent of international tourist arrivals, and the spending of this
sector is more than any other group within international travel (UNWTO 2008). The
importance of the youth and student market has been increasingly documented by the global
market, governments, academics, and private sectors because students engaged in
international mobility and the global university student population presently represents a
significant proportion of the world’s general population (Carr 2003). Students are now
consumers who define quality education from a global perspective (Drucker 1995). To attract
these students many countries and individual universities within national systems have
expanded their attempts to internationalise their programmes. More and more schools are
looking to the international student market for economic and social rewards. As a result,
educational institutions in Asia are now in direct competition to accomplish goals such as
creating modern programmes, internationalising their curriculum and developing modern
departments which understand the pace of innovation in many fields (Hallinger 2004). The
process of internationalisation is not limited to the diversity of the student body. It
incorporates all aspects of promoting, managing and staffing the educational or corporate
organisation (Richards & Wilson 2003). 



In order to attract international students, more Thai universities compete by providing their
own international or exchange programmes. This is also referred to as the internationalisation
of Thai education. English-language-based programmes are not the sole benchmark by which
the internationalisation process is measured. This paper will use the working definition
developed by DeWit and Knight (1994: 16) who claimed that ‘Internationalization of higher
education is the process of integrating an international/intercultural dimension into the
teaching, research and service functions of the institution’. 

This internationalisation process is widely discussed at universities in Asia but very little
attention has been given to the responsibilities and problems faced by the faculty on an
operational level. There are many dimensions in enhancing the internationalisation of an
institution, such as quality of leadership or education, availability of programmes,
international faculty or staff, and improving international alliances, but student and employee
retention is also a fundamental aspect of the internationalisation process.

Any leadership framework must consider the culture it is to be implemented in prior to
execution. This paper will explore the practical and theoretical issues associated with
leadership and the internationalisation process at Thai universities. A further description of
the various theories of leadership within an Asian context and the challenges associated with
leadership are discussed in relation to normative Thai culture. Finally this paper concludes
with a possible resolution to these issues of culture and leadership in a Thai contextual
framework.

Conceptualisation of the Challenge 
Many areas of leadership and public administration in Asia are highly centralised, including
the Thai education system (Meesing 1979; Ketudat 1984). Recently there have been more
demands for educational change, which suggests a movement away from traditional Asian
values and social norms (O’Toole 1995). However, the implementation of a major change will
face great resistance. In much of Asia, members of an organisation assume that all orders or
directives are from a higher position within the organisational hierarchy and are therefore
tasks to be completed without questioning necessity or practicality. This lends to a compliance
culture (Wheeler, Gallagher, McDonough & Sookpokakit-Namfa 1997). As a result of
conversations with members of the Thai Ministry of Education (MoE) and various university
leaders, I am led to understand that there is a collective agreement regarding the need to
reform the current inefficient and ineffective education system and yet it is the national culture
which is creating many of the obstacles. 

The changes necessary for modernisation conflict with traditional cultural norms in Thailand
(Sykes, Floden & Wheeler 1997). Both the student market and the local policy-makers demand
a more international approach to education while at least partially knowing that this change
may lead to educational and social instability. This section of the paper will provide an
overview of the Thai education system and discuss some of the relevant attributes which
inhibit change. 

Decentralisation and Educational Reform in Thailand
Since the early 1980s decentralisation of school systems has become commonplace. We have
seen many countries move toward a scheme based more on the model of a local education
authority (LEA) or, as in Thailand, school-based management (Gamage & Sooksomchitra
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2004). This approach, which incorporates community and culture, has taken root in the tertiary
programmes. However, the university-level programmes have been split into two
classifications: public and private. Even this distinction is vague, as many of the international
programmes, including my employer of 12 years, is classified as a private college within a
public university. Essentially, this semi-autonomous status means that while we collect both
private and public grants and government funding, the college is also allowed to set its own
tuition rates, salaries and so on just as any other private institution would. Within this public
school there is a private cash stream. This unusual situation is a result of the 1997 economic
collapse in Thailand which, to a large extent, was blamed on a weak human resource base
that was the result of a poor education system and a historically entrenched hierarchical
bureaucratic system. The changes that commenced in 1997 were largely the result of a nation
that wanted to create a higher-quality education system which would increase Thailand’s
competitiveness during rapid globalisation (ONEC 1997). There are two points which deeply
resonated with my experiences here: bureaucracy and preparation for rapid globalisation.
However, these are not the only two factors of Thai education and culture which have been
identified and studied. 

Theories of Cross-Cultural Organisation 
There are an increasing number of multinational and international organisations which are
entering Thailand. Each of these organisations brings with it a new culture or way of doing
things. The organisational cultures that are introduced are dynamic systems of rules that are
shared by members of the organisation. This includes their attitudes, beliefs, values, norms
and behaviour. There are three levels of comparison for cross-cultural organisations: the
individual level, the intra-organisational level and the inter-organisational level. The
individual level refers to the culture that individuals bring to the organisation. The intra-
organisational level compares people within departments and units, thus including rules,
human resource policies, compensation, promotion and so on. Lastly, the inter-organisational
level explores how the company interacts with others in the market (either domestic or
international). Robbins (1987) claimed that within an organisational culture there were three
aspects which needed to be analysed: complexity, formalisation and centralisation.
Complexity refers to the degree to which organisations create differentiation of tasks, duties
and activities. Formalisation is the degree to which organisations provide structure and rules.
Centralisation is the degree to which they concentrate their operations and decision-making
capabilities in a limited number of business units or people. Berry, Poortinga, Segall & Dasen
(1992) added that various factors determine how organisations deal with these: for example,
the size of the organisation, the technology available, resources and history all impact the
levels of complexity, formalisation and centralisation. This analysis of cross-cultural
organisations and leadership led me to the work by Lammers & Hickson (1979) on regionalism
and cultural attributes, where they claimed that three types of work culture were
predominant. These were the Latin type, which was characterised as a classic bureaucracy,
featuring centralised power and decision-making with many hierarchical levels; the Anglo-
Saxon, which was the opposite of the Latin model in that it had less centralisation, a diffusion
of power and decision-making, and less hierarchy; and the Third World Type, which they
described as having greater centralisation of decision-making, less formalised rules and more
paternalistic or traditional family orientation. Trompenaars (1993) implemented seven factors
to predict intercultural differences, which show clear similarities with Hofstede’s work. The
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use of individualism and collectivism and other cultural measurement dimensions are
discussed in detail later in this paper. Importantly, of the culture theories above, none
adequately provided a clear framework for leadership in a Thai educational context.

Culture, Leadership and Management Styles
Hollander (1985: 486) defined leadership as ‘the process of influence between a leader and
followers to attain group, organizational, or societal goals’. However, it is important to
recognise that different cultures appreciate and value different leadership techniques. The
leadership behaviour in the west will not be as well received or as effective in the east. In
many western organisations there is a clear boundary between work and life, and leaders are
aware not to become involved in the personal affairs of their employees. However, the east has
a more integrated approach to work and social life, which is a further example of the impact
of collectivism. Leaders in collective cultures see their responsibilities as extending beyond the
work environment to a much greater extent than those from individual cultures. Other cross-
cultural studies of decision-making introduced other important differences of leadership and
decision-making. For example, Yates & Lee (1996) found that people of East Asian cultures
were more confident than Americans that their decisions were right. The authors suggest that
people of South East Asia tend to select what appears to be the first adequate solution as
opposed considering a wide range of alternatives and narrowing down to the best solution.
This preference for convergence rather than divergence can be seen by educators who
regularly assign group work or team projects in Asia. Other studies such as those by Radford
(1991), Hall, Jiang, Losocco, and Allen (1993), and Smith, Wang & Leung (1997) all found that
Chinese organisations were more centralised than American ones were. The studies above all
pointed to differences in culture, organisational structure and leadership. Therefore, to
properly frame an exploration of educational leadership, the unique attributes of culture must
be incorporated. 

Intercultural Communication within the Thai Context 
There is a natural symbiotic relationship between work culture and national culture. Generally
when people refer to their work culture they are talking about the experience they are having
with their immediate team and managers. This culture impacts the organisation’s ability to
change, to respond to market or administrative challenges and to comply with laws and
regulations. For example, a culture that is ‘uncontrolled and unmanaged’ risks accidents to
employees or contravention of quality standards. Culture also impacts the organisation’s
ability to retain and attract the best people from its talent pools. People constantly talk about
an organisation’s culture (without even knowing it). For example, when a person meets
someone new they will ask ‘where do you work?’ and ‘how is it?’ or ‘what is it like to work
in that organisation? Enquiries such as these are often seeking information regarding
leadership and culture. Culture also impacts on the organisation’s ability to achieve high
performance at the individual, team or organisational level. A fundamental contributing factor
to performance is motivation. A culture may be negatively motivating for an individual if it
doesn’t meet or surpass their expectations. Culture’s influence on behaviour is tremendous
and it was with this understanding that culture studies flourished.

In the 1960s, the IBM Corporation enlisted the assistance of an engineer and cross-cultural
researcher, Geert Hofstede, to perform a long-term study of cultural differences among the
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employees at the corporation. Hofstede chose to define culture as ‘the collective programming
of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others’
(Hofstede 2011: 3). His work has had a great impact on the study of culture both in academia
as well as in the corporate or private sector. Hofstede identified four characteristics which
shed light on the various differences in national culture; power distance, uncertainty
avoidance, individualism–collectivism and masculinity–femininity. Hofstede categorised
Thailand as a nation which is high on power distance, high on collectivism, high on
uncertainty avoidance and high on femininity. Each of these cultural dimensions has a
profound influence on and assists in the analysis of education in Thailand. Therefore a
description of each dimension within a Thai context is necessary.

Power Distance
Thailand was described as a nation of high power distance. Power distance is used to describe
the extent of power inequality among members of an organisation. This high power distance
influences the behaviour of administrators, lecturers and other members of faculty, students
and their families. This is often seen within the unusually high level of personal esteem or
social deference (referred to as greng-jai in Thai) given to members near the top of the hierarchy
or those who have senior status. Thai language has specific honorifics which indicate social
standing for each sex, age, position, title or occupation. This is done for lower-status
individuals to save face, as one need not ask personal questions of a possibly higher-status
individual. In many areas of Asia power distance is a fundamental aspect of history,
socialisation and learning. Educators must be able to determine which members of the
organisation have attained their status through achievement and which have status of
ascription (status given for an accomplishment is achieved whereas status given for non-
accomplishment characteristics such as a hereditary title is ascribed). This power distance is
often justified by the leader’s social position or innate charisma as described by Gronn (1995)
in his exploration of transformational leadership. Power distance pervades all social
relationships in Thailand, and this is not unique in Asia. Sin-ming Shaw has written: 

Blaming Asian schools for focusing on memorization – as opposed to ‘thinking’ – is too
pat an excuse, as schools reflect the basic values of a society. It is ingrained in the Asian
psyche that ‘correct’ answers always exist and are to be found in books or from
authorities. Teachers dispense truth, parents are always right and political leaders
know better. In executive-led societies such as China and Hong Kong, leaders act like
philosopher-kings, often uttering unchallenged banalities. Senior officials sometimes
resemble the powerful palace eunuchs of the past dynasties: imperial, unaccountable,
incompetent. Questioning authority, especially in public life, is disrespectful, un-Asian,
un-Confucian. (Shaw 1999: 23)

The effect this has is tremendous as most people will wait for decisions to be made by those
of senior status and authority and avoid proactive behaviour. To further illustrate, Pillar (2007)
interviewed Thai professors regarding their major influences on educational issues and the
respondents commented (in order) that the leaders at the MoE, the royal family and then
international experts were most influential. The influence of power distance is also visible in
certain tasks such as group work, where to speak up or speak out against change is interpreted
as a direct challenge to the power holder. This is a socially legitimate method of leadership as
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all orders are seen as ‘coming from the top’ and must be followed. Therefore, administrators
lead by a socially reinforced authority which is not to be questioned. 

Individualism and Collectivism
Thailand is characterised as having a strong collective culture. Within this mindset one must
consider the needs of the group as superseding the needs of the individual. Emphasis is placed
on group orientation and teamwork. This collectivism is also bolstered by the patronage
system, which enables the formation of strong strategic alliances and coalitions. This pervades
all aspects of life in Thailand from deciding which text to use or which administrator should
be promoted to a position of higher authority and thus status. Individuals must conform to
this Thai cultural ideal and change their perspective or face social ostracism. When faced with
a choice it is seen as best to look to the referent social groups to understand the best course of
action and role within the particular activity (Holmes & Tangtongtavy 1995). For instance, in
a predominantly Thai department, when discussing the next head or manager, it is important
to keep one’s opinions to oneself and wait for a consensus among the group prior to revealing
your ideal candidate. Lecturers who have chosen to ignore this aspect of Thai culture often
find themselves unemployed when their chosen candidate was not given the position
discussed. Within a collective culture word of dissenting opinions travels quickly and
immediate action is often taken to excise dissent. This collective culture then strengthens the
legitimacy of the ruling elite. A further result of this is a group reduction of accountability
and an avoidance of accountability (Hallinger & Kantamara 2000). 

Masculinity and Femininity
Hofstede identified Thailand as a nation which exhibits high deference for femininity. In this
context, the masculine feminine dichotomy is characterised by the people in a society who
put different emphasis on work goals and assertiveness as opposed to personal goals and
nurturance. The femininity of Thai culture entails the desire for social harmony, avoidance of
conflict, and establishment of valuable social relationships often based on a form of social
reciprocity. There is a strong desire to avoid conflict. Negotiation and bargaining to find
common ground or a mutually beneficial solution is desired over conflict. This poses
particular problems for any social, educational, legal or political reform in Thailand. Almost
any organisational change creates some conflict and conflict is to be avoided. Therefore, the
only pressure to create real change must come from the top down and the group at the top of
the hierarchy usually has the least to gain from organisational reform. This greatly reduces
Thailand’s efficiency as change which is seen to threaten social groups immediately
encounters resistance. 

Another component of femininity with this cultural milieu is the strong desire for happiness
or pleasure. This is often described as the Thai fondness for sanook (pleasure, or having vun)
in all environments. Whether it is in the office, in a courtroom or a university, the importance
of sanook cannot be overlooked. In Thai culture, feelings and hedonistic pursuits often take
precedence over reason (Holmes & Tangtongtavy 1995). Indeed, even at universities there is
a prevailing sense of celebration which is cherished by locals and often interpreted as an
impediment to serious academia by western faculty.
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Uncertainty Avoidance
The high level of uncertainty avoidance refers to the extent to which members of an
organisational society feel threatened by and try to avoid future uncertainty or ambiguous
situations. This influences the Thais’ willingness and appreciation for conformity to group
norms, social norms, local and national traditions, rules and regulations. Their avoidance of
any disruptive behaviour propels them to a state of stability in family, work and life.

High–Low Context Communication
Another measurement which is used to gain insight to some of the issues of variability in
culture is supplied by Hall (1976) in regards to how a culture approaches normative
communication styles. Hall’s research focused on different communication patterns from a
cross-cultural perspective. Therefore a further dimension to be considered in additional to
Hofstede’s work is a culture’s tendency to use direct or indirect communication patterns. This
dimension reflects the amount of information contained either in explicit language or in
implicit contextual clues (Hall 1976). The result of Hall’s work concluded that some cultures
favour direct communication patterns whereas others favour a discreet or indirect pattern of
communicating. This has a significant impact on people’s reliance on contextual clues in
understanding and deciphering a message (Hall & Hall 1990; Cohen 1991). This is often not
considered by western leaders in Asia who are communicating in low-context language with
the belief that their personal directness is lending to communication as opposed to distracting
them from the implicit meanings of the high-context communicator.

Communicators from collectivist cultures tend to emphasise high-context communication and
often attribute meaning to both the context and the receiver’s social position or orientation which
adds to a state of confusion and misunderstanding for those who are not oriented to high-context
communication. Collectivist cultures often have the meanings or message of their
communication embedded in the context of the communication. On the other hand,
communicators from individualist cultures tend to emphasise low-context, direct patterns of
communication (Hall 1976). Most western leaders intentionally use a low-context or direct
communication style which depends on direct confrontation, open discussion and not reserving
opinion in favour of face, status and greng-jai; important information is provided explicitly so
the possibility of misinterpretation is reduced. 

The implications of Hofstede’s and Hall’s work are important but it is also equally important to
be aware of individual differences within a national culture. Leaders must be mindful not to
pigeon-hole subordinates based on cultural background. These dimensions allow comparisons
of groups cross-culturally but they are limited in that they do not take into account the behaviour
changes of people in intercultural situations. This is an important limitation, as studies have
suggested that people may behave differently when working with foreign colleagues (Adler
and Graham 1989). This may be an important source of information for a leader as it will allow
for an opportunity to gain insight. These opportunities also provide a window for
communication, and a westerner may establish a relationship which enables a subordinate to
feel comfortable communicating from an individualistic perspective or in a low-context manner. 

The Need for a Cultural Analysis of Educational Change in Thailand
All educational leaders must be aware of the above cultural dimensions in Thailand if they
plan to successfully implement any effective changes. To ignore the influence of these
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characteristics is to choose to confuse, offend and ultimately fail. Any leader here, especially
a leader of western origin, must practise and eventually become fluent in intercultural
communication, as this is an integral component of international education in Thailand. There
is a clear importance for all involved in this process to understand the importance of
sociolinguistic backgrounds of those interacting with faculty and students. 

Subsequently, the challenge educational leaders in Thailand face is framed within a cross-
cultural psychology paradigm. International educators are left to question to what extent we
can move towards internationalisation of our programmes without systematically
undermining local cultural norms. This is particularly relevant in Thailand, where the MoE
has placed specific goals of cultural maintenance and promotion in undergraduate
programmes. These goals are not always contradictory to the internationalisation process, but
many create challenges. For example, in the introduction of the National Qualifications
Framework for Higher Education in Thailand (2006: 2) the MoE stated: 

These priorities include emphasis on the transfer and application of cognitive skills in
problem solving, creative thinking, and entrepreneurship; familiarity with and support
for national culture and traditions; and reconciliation of those traditions with
requirements for competitiveness in the international knowledge economy.

No further description of how this can be done is included. Therefore, international educators
are considering to what extent their programme can reconcile the Thai culture and traditions
within a western liberal arts programme. Additionally, which traditions should be reconciled
for the sake of international competitiveness? Should attempts be made to change the
collective nature of Thai culture? For many western leaders it is difficult to create a leadership
paradigm which achieves international competitiveness while working within a high-power-
distance, collective, feminine, high-context environment. Clearly, support for the national
culture and traditions are an essential aspect of the Thai education process yet educational
change is upon us. Consequently, many western educators feel powerless when asked to
create an international environment or an international programme with international
standards within the context of a strong Thai culture.

Additionally, in the same document the MoE outlines the conditions necessary for learning:

It is an important part of the internal quality assurance of higher education institutions
to ensure that the necessary conditions for developing different kinds of learning
outcomes are understood by faculty, are applied in courses and programs, and that
the effectiveness of those strategies is evaluated on a continuing basis. The following
conditions have been generally supported by research and appear to be necessary. 

For ethical and moral development – This involves a combination of knowledge about
appropriate behavior and formal and informal codes of practice, attitudes, and
maturity of judgment. Development strategies may include exposure to positive role
models and analysis and reflection on their own behavior and that of others in a variety
of situations. Group discussions of simple and more complex moral dilemmas can help
students clarify their own values and think through general principles that they believe
should guide their own behaviour… (2006: 10)
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In this document, it is the use of the word ‘appropriate’ which creates multiple problems
within an international context. What is considered appropriate in a western context may be
culturally offensive in Asia. International educators are left to question the ethics of the
patronage system and a hierarchy which rewards birth title over individual accomplishment.
How does one teach students to navigate the moral dilemma of forgoing meritocracy for
aristocracy? It is also suggested that group discussions will clarify what is moral, yet following
some of the cultural dimensions discussed this may not be effective, as students expect their
teachers to give them knowledge. Additionally, this discussion may not be effective, as most
Thai students do not engage in classroom discussions out of fear of disagreement or debate
(Eldridge & Cranston 2009). The importance of classroom harmony and face will override
any desire for critical thinking or individual introspection. Furthermore, most educators with
experience in Thailand understand that Thais are passive learners. Therefore this is no longer
a discussion, but will result in the teacher directing the student on ethical or moral behaviour
in various situations. This teacher-centred learning is more common in large-power-distance
societies (Hofstede 1986).

The impact of culture on individual and group behavior has a strong influence on what can
be done in the classroom. To further explore the problems faced by international educators in
Thailand, one need only to look to the guidelines set by the MoE. For example, the Thai MoE
has outlined a number of qualities which any graduate of a bachelor degree programme
should possess. There were two learning outcomes in particular which, if measured by
graduates of international programmes, would conflict with the expectations of the majority
within Thailand. These are: 

Take initiative in identifying and resolving problems and issues both individually and
in group situations exercising leadership in pursuit of innovative and practical
solutions; 

Apply the theoretical insights and methods of inquiry from their field of study in
considering issues and problems in other contexts; (2006: 17)

This appears to be an excellent recommendation in various contexts with the possible
exception of Thailand. The reason for this lies within the cultural ideal of Thais as previously
discussed using Hofstede’s work. Taking initiative and resolving problems without
permission is not a normative response. This will be interpreted as a status seeking attempt
at self-promotion or simply unnecessarily involving oneself in the affairs of management.
Similarly, a young Thai may not voice their opinion on any issue in the presence of elders out
of a fear of appearing to be arrogant, bossy or indirectly aggressive.

Application of Leadership Theories 
Throughout this article, the readings have introduced numerous and varied theories of
education leadership. The early readings on contingency approaches were particularly
helpful, as each assisted in the conceptualisation of situational leadership. The readings
provided by Kets de Vries also included an interesting psychological component which led to
consideration of the background and sociocultural implications of Thai leadership styles (De
Vries 1995). Readings such as those on situational leadership and transformational leadership
enabled further consideration of personal value orientations and Thai norms or normative
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behaviour from a cross-cultural perspective. Hersey, Blanchard & Natmeyer (1979) classified
power and situation leadership within task-based behaviour that reinforced the relationship
of power distance and dominant or subordinate status and maturity. Ogawa & Bossert (1995)
discussed four dimensions of leadership, which incorporated organisational culture and
leadership attributes among others. Their analysis of institutional theory and its possible
application to Thai leadership was a major shift as it clarified how the process of decoupling
structures can lead to ‘conflicting or even contradictory values in their environments’ (1995:
232). The paper also introduced the work of Habermas, Adorno and other members of the
Frankfurt school which sought to understand social relationships by determining which group
gained advantage through the propagation of the culture. Further reading of contingency
models presented by Rice &Kastenbaum (1983) increased my desire to incorporate a
psychological framework within a specifically Thai-style leadership model.

One of the striking aspects of leadership studies is the realisation that, with several thousand
empirical studies on leadership mostly having inconsistent results (Yukl 2006), there is little
to no consensus regarding the most efficient or effective method to lead in Asia. This is an
important area of concern as leadership abilities of administration have become a focal point
for development in many areas of the world (e.g. Hallinger & Bridges 1997; Reeves, Forde,
Casteel & Lynas 1998; Feng 1999; Li 1999). In Asia there are two particularly important lapses
in educational leadership knowledge: training and implementation (Evans 1996). This is even
more evident in that there are few leadership texts printed in local languages which allow
local leaders to expand their knowledge (Cheng 1995; Walker & Quong 1998). There is definite
need for more culturally grounded research in Asia, particularly in Thailand. 

Proposal for Resolution 
These problems regarding leadership in Thailand are not easily solved. There is no ‘one size
fits all’ theory which will adequately describe the appropriate leadership strategy. Context is
an essential element regarding strategic leadership in Thailand. To illustrate, this author is a
consultant with the Thai Ministry of Justice and has been regularly visiting prisons to
interview women as part of the United Nations Enhancing the Lives of Female Inmates project
in Thailand. One of the most striking aspects of prison leadership is that it is exactly those
characteristics that inhibit educational change which create such a profoundly organised and
obedient prison culture. One can see how six unarmed guards manage the day-to-day tasks
of over one thousand inmates with little to no difficulty. The collective culture limits students’
ability to think critically and debate issues, but it also impresses on all inmates that the group
is more important than the individual. This is socially reinforced by small cells that house
over one hundred women, who sleep side by side on the floor every night. New inmates are
not abused as is common in individualistic cultures; on the contrary, they are assigned a
‘senior’ inmate to show them the grounds, teach them the schedule and act as the prison’s
cultural ambassador. Problems are solved by a voting system where the majority rules and
violence is not tolerated by the inmates. Following Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, any visitor
can identify the clear collective femininity present within prison culture, and this desire for
social harmony allows for rehabilitation as opposed to recidivism. Reciprocity is not just
encouraged, it is the currency of prison reputation and the women learn to behave within this
culture very quickly. It is also the high level of uncertainty avoidance which creates an inner
sense of stability and this is further reinforced by meditation rooms and daily visits by monks,
who lead various activities associated with development of a peaceful and balanced
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perspective. The unique culture of a prison, however, is not what culture educational leaders
should choose to implement within their own programmes.

In regard to educational reform, some of the most important considerations of context are
whether the leader is in a Thai programme or an international programme. To what extent can
the leader exercise authority and what is the employees’ perception of that leader? Regardless
of the accuracy of that perception, in Thailand perception is reality. Therefore, the solutions I
would recommend to leaders here are not simply based on one theory. Rather, these solutions
are an amalgamation of theory, cultural awareness and the establishment of a well-informed
dominant hierarchy. 

Organisational change requires knowledge of culture: not only organisational culture, but
national culture as well. Leaders in Thailand must be able to interact within the local culture
while also negotiating global changes in leadership and modern educational theory. If the
Thai educational system is going to move forward and institute progressive policies to prepare
its people for the 21st century, leaders must have the ability to be local as well as global. This
modernisation of the education system refers to those advocating the accommodation of
global education outcomes such as computer literacy, English proficiency, problem-solving
skills and social responsibility (Hallinger & Kantamara 2000). 

Management and other educational leaders must be able to create widespread support for
any initiative they plan to implement. Further, it is in their best interest to be mindful of the
differentiation of status among all members of their organisation. Lastly, leaders must be able
to collect a broad range of opinions and perspectives regarding the intended change prior to
and during the transition. 

One leadership theory I find particularly relevant to Thailand is based on Confucian dynamism
(Hofstede & Bond 1988) with a Thai accent. This area of leadership incorporates many of the
elements of Asian culture and allows for a paternal (or maternal; although this is far less
common) approach to leadership. Some of the realities of leading in Asia cannot be easily
adapted by a western leader. For example, acting on the impression or understanding of unequal
status relationships which will lead to a stable society is contrary to western ideology. I do not
recommend that this concept be embraced whole-heartedly; rather, a leader must be mindful of
‘face’ and the importance of providing high-status individuals with enough ‘face’ so that they
continue to feel that they are a valued and essential component within the organisational
framework. To do this, leaders must remember the basics of face such as not publicly criticising
high-status holders, using formal titles in public situations and showing them verbal and
physical respect (a public greeting of a deep wai (greeting gesture) or other culturally relative
displays of status). This along with consideration of other culturally specific behaviours will
add to the perception of a benevolent leader, which in turn enhances the familial atmosphere of
an office (collectivism and sanook). The fact that the family is typical of many social organisations
in Asia is not unimportant. The role of family is integral as it accentuates the leaders’ role as
family head or patriarch. In regard to the value of perception, it is important for employees to
see the virtue in their leaders. At the very least a strong leader should work to create an image
of virtue. This Confucian virtue emphasises working hard in life, acquiring as much education
as possible and developing useful skills. This also includes being frugal and promoting an
atmosphere of perseverance (Hofstede & Bond 1988). 

The establishment of a dominant social hierarchy is a rational response to the value of
collectivism in Asia, particularly in Thailand. This group should also be enlisted to ‘cultivate



the support of informal leaders and to leverage the resources of the social network to create
pressure and support for change’ (Hallinger Kantamara 2000: 200). This method of hierarchical
influence correctly assumes that there are other factors such as individual psychology that are
influential. The ‘Two-step Flow’ is a term used by Katz & Lazarsfeld (1955) to describe how a
message flows from the source to an opinion leader (MoE, monarchy or expert) and then to the
audience (the opinion leaders’ social network) whose opinions were affected by what the
opinion leaders related to them. Therefore, the interpretation of the message is dependent upon
the audience. This is similar to the thesis Roland Barthes (1977: 148) proposed in ‘Death of the
Author’ that ‘a text’s unity or the message lies not in its origin but in its destination’; therefore,
it is not the leader’s message that is injected into the subordinates but their experiences with the
message that allows for interpretation. While Barthes was referring to literary texts, the use of
two-step flow in hierarchies is also important. In this sense, an objective to appeal to the informal
leaders of the organisation will create a broader base for supporting change. 

The establishment of a clearly articulated pecking order also allows for a formalisation of status
differentiation which is a valuable commodity in Asia. Subordinates are aware of their position
while members of the organisation with a dominant status will work hard to maintain their
status within the organisation. The establishment of a hierarchy is not an easy task. In Thailand
this dominant hierarchy should enable some individuals in the group to attain some socially
visible valuable resource (such as a reserved parking space or an individual office as opposed
to shared office accommodations), which contributes to the individuals’ status or prestige within
the organisation. In their simplest forms, dominance hierarchies are transitive, meaning that
lecturer A will be dominant over B, and B is dominant over C, then lecturer A will be dominant
over C and so forth (Cummins 2005). The establishment of a dominant social hierarchy by a
western leader eliminates the otherwise necessary grappling with subordinate or superior
positions in the organisation and the ideal of a working theory is its ability to make predictions
regarding the tactics people use to negotiate the hierarchy. A further hierarchy should be
established for administration and other members of faculty, which focuses on a production-
based hierarchical model. This would clearly outline the divisions of labour and allocation of
further resources, which lends to the achievement of organisational goals (Rubin 2000). The
production hierarchy should be implemented in a manner which decreases power distance.
Promotions based on individual accomplishment and the encouraging a culture of information
sharing as opposed to hoarding should also decrease the power distance and allow for exchange
of ideas. This combination of a status hierarchy and a production hierarchy should allow for
appropriate levels of face, consideration of local culture and clarify individual roles and
expectations. 

A concrete highly operational hierarchy alone is not sufficient to retain enough authority to
implement lasting change in Thailand. Following the work by Hofstede, Schwartz (2004, 2006)
and theories of Confucian dynamism, there is a culturally sensitive necessity to implement a
policy which creates an atmosphere of celebration while also maintaining accountability.
Encouraging group harmony coupled with accountability is a challenge for anyone working
in education. This requires a skilled leader who is able to balance the conflicting demands of
accountability with competition while also fostering a familial atmosphere. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, as the number and size of international schools in Thailand continue rapid
growth, more attention should be focused on the goals of these programmes and the type of
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leaders they choose. Within each prison, corporation or school there is a unique collection of
personalities which favour certain styles of leadership over others. The individual’s within
these organisations and their background often determine which cultural leadership
preference is dominant. Therefore, there is no ‘one size fits all’ theory which can be applied
to international schools in Thailand. 

For an educator of western upbringing to lead effectively in Thailand, the paramount
influence of culture must be taken into consideration. To do otherwise is to lead in a vacuum.
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Interpreting the Demographic Variables
Related to High-Performing Principals in
the Public Education System in Jamaica

Disraeli M. Hutton

Abstract: This study sought to interpret selected demographic factors as they relate to the performance
of high-performing principals in the Jamaican public education system. The demographic data were
obtained from a broader study which determined the essential factors of the high-performing principals.
Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the data. The examination of the demographic variables
revealed that: (a) only 125 of the 999, or 12.5 per cent of the principals, were rated as high performing
by the regional directors and education officers, (b) 64 per cent of the high-performing principals were
females, which was similar to that of the general population of principals, (c) 73, or 58 per cent, of high-
performing principals were recruited to the post of principal after between 1 and 9 years from other
schools, but a greater number of principals were recruited from within the schools they had been
employed, (d) 104, or 83 per cent, of the high-performing principals will be up for retirement within 10
years, (e) 61, or 59 per cent, of those retirees will be females, (f) over 80 per cent of the principals
interviewed attended traditional primary schools and traditional high schools, and (g) the principals all
havea strong academic background and training in educational administration. This has implications
for future principal training and recruitment in the Jamaican school system.

Introduction
The principals of the Jamaican education system have been criticised for their inability to
make schools and children perform in accordance with required standards. However, for
principals to move from a merely un-engaging leadership style to a more transformational
approach, deliberate interventions have to be made to prepare them to function differently.
The usual approach would be to provide training involving both site and institutional-based
approaches with emphasis placed on mentoring, sharing best practices, and networking,
among other things. But one area that seems to be given limited attention is the relationship
between demographic variables and job performance. 

In relation to gender, the reality is that, increasingly, women are taking on the leadership of
schools in Jamaica and these schools have demonstrated increased performance in their
relationship with the community and improvement in test scores; overall, female principals
have been singled out as having a greater impact on school improvement. This must be seen
in the context that female principals will be more likely to be recruited because the pool of



prospective principals heavily favours women. Their selection, recruitment and deployment
are informed by the fact that female principals are better qualified and naturally more likely
to succeed as principals. 

With the changing composition of the teaching profession from one which was dominated by
men in the past to one where the majority at all levels of the public school system are women,
it behoves researchers to seek to understand the relationship between job performance and
demographic variables. In addition, the terrain in which principals must provide leadership
and manage at this time is changing and becoming more complex. In fact, the responsibilities
of the principals for the 21st century will be fundamentally different from previous periods.
Addressing the leadership needs of the American school system, the Institute for Educational
Leadership (2000: 4) pointed out that ‘despite the chasm between where principals are and
where they need to be, the nation can prepare principals for tomorrow’s challenges.
Communities have little choice. The schools of the 21st century will require a new kind of
principal’. 

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to investigate the role of high-performing principals’
demographic or personal variables including employment type, age, gender, and education
and training as determinants for explaining elements of their effectiveness and for
recommending intervention strategies to expand the size of the principal core in the Jamaican
school system, and improve its effectiveness.

Research Questions
1. What was the distribution of the high-performing principals in terms of school types,

regions and the national population of principals?
2. What was the school type and gender distribution of high-performing principals in

comparison to the national distribution of principals?
3. What was the relationship between the gender distribution of high-performing

principals and their respective regions?
4. What was the recruitment route for the principals who are identified as high

performing?
5. How does age affect the availability of high-performing principals in the Jamaican

school system? 
6. What is the relevance of education and training to the highest ranked high-performing

principals who were interviewed? 

Theoretical Framework
Leadership behaviour has been heralded as one of the critical factors associated with effective
school performance. This factor has been widely discussed in the literature since the early
1980s; however, the demographic factors, which seemed to be underpinning elements to
effective school leadership, have not obtained the same level of attention. The literature is
replete with studies done over time that showed mixed results in the relationship between
gender and job performance (Scott, Swortzel & Taylor 2005). However, Leithwood (2005: 633)
synthesising the results of studies carried out in seven countries on successful school
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principalships, indicated that ‘age, gender, years of experience and education were potential
internal antecedents in most of the country reports’. With regards to age, Smedley & Whitten
(2006) and Shultz & Adam (2007) stated that the evidence shows that older workers will make
a difference in their performance because they have more incentives to do so than younger
workers. Shaffril & Uli (2010: 640), having reviewed relevant studies on the issue, concluded
that age is a ‘potential factor for work performance’. Kujala, Remes, Ek, Tammelin & Laitinen
(2005) also identifed age as a factor in performance – specifically, they stated that older people
were stronger than younger ones in their work performance. On the other hand, Adenuga
(2008: 4) conducted a study which determined that personal or ‘demographic variables (age,
gender, experience and qualification) when combined had a low positive correlation and
relationship with personal effectiveness’. Oredein (2004) – in a study to determine the effects
of personal variables such as sex, work experience and qualifications on student outcome –
showed that personal variables had no influence. Borghan & Nelson (2009) also confirmed
that younger employees’ performance output is at a lower level than that of older workers. A
study by Fereshteh & Jamal (2007: 5) showed that ‘there was [a] relationship between [the]
educational degree of experts [who advise wheat farmers]’ and an increase in wheat
production. In addition, work experience was also identified as positively related to work
performance. 

Notwithstanding the mixed response regarding the role of personal factors on job
performance, their importance continues to be highlighted in practice. For example, principals
were selected based on experience, gender and other factors related to performance to provide
information related to the successes they achieved in running their schools (Arnold, Perry,
Watson, Minatra & Schwartz 2006). Gaining experience either on the job and/or by working
previously in jobs that expose one to the competencies which are vital to the post of
principalship is considered an important preparation for the job (Institute for Educational
Leadership 2000). For some employers, a prospective employee with the requisite training
will mean that they will need to expend less cost and time on training themselves, and that
people who assume the post of principalship with training and experience will have started
to hone the technical, relational and conceptual skills necessary for effective performance.
Thus, many employers insist that prospective employees have relevant experience and
training when they are being considered for recruitment. 

Having the relevant background would be ideal in a situation where continuity is needed,
following the exit of a previous principal. Hence, with a deliberate policy to replace outgoing
leadership with internal candidates, succession planning should be one of the strategies
employed by school boards to prepare selected prospects. As Dinham (2005) indicated,
succession planning could help to address the issue of school culture, stability and system
maintenance with the departure of an effective principal. Furthermore, the type and quality of
training have become an important issue in the preparation of principals. Although many
principals were trained at the higher educational level and some specifically in administration,
questions are being raised regarding their competence (Sergiovanni, Kelleher, McCarthy &
Fowler 2009). This has led to the introduction of new programmes to expose the trainee
administrators to workplace-oriented training and new techniques that are consistent with
modern approaches to the preparation of school principals (Skria, Eriandson, Reed & Wilson
2001; Grogan & Roberson 2002; Gamage, Adams & McCormack 2009). The experience,
qualification and training of principals have become important factors to be considered when
selecting principals. Addressing the American school system, Education Encyclopedia (2002: 3)
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pointed out that ‘licensure requirements vary from state to state, but the requirements
generally include experience as a teacher, graduation from a state accredited principal
preparation program, and a passing score on a nationally validated licensure’.

In any study of effective or high-performing principals, the demographic or personal variables
taken together should provide clues regarding factors that are important to effective
performance. Even though some studies have shown that demographic factors do not make
a difference in personal performance (Oredein 2004; Adenuga 2008), policy-makers and
educators continue to treat them with little importance. It is clear that more studies must be
done to determine if demographic factors do have an impact on performance, especially in a
school system where female principals are in the majority. In fact, the gender shift may in part
be related to the fact that female principals outperform their male counterparts, which results
in the preference for them to lead schools.

Methodology
In order to conduct a comprehensive study so as to identify high-performing principals in the
Jamaican public education system and to reveal their essential characteristics, a number of
initial steps had to be performed. These steps included (a) determining the best approach to
identify the high-performing principal, (b) identifying the high-performing principals in the
system, and (c) eliciting from these principals the characteristics, abilities and behaviours
which reveal the essence of leadership. 

Regional directors along with territorial officers were deemed best positioned to determine
which principals were high performers. However, the researcher recognised that this approach
could lead to legitimate concerns regarding personal biases and preferences on the part of the
regional directors. This problem was minimised by asking them to consult with territorial
officers and senior education officers specifically for the purpose of selecting the high-
performing principals. The issue of verification was addressed by asking those who work
closely with the principals to rate them on factors which indicate the qualities of the high-
performing principal. These factors were based mainly on those published by Reynolds, who
indicated that ‘the field now has a body of agreed-upon insights into what constitute the
excellent leadership qualities and methods shown by effective or exemplary principals or
headteachers’ (2003: 1). In addition, the directors were advised that they should include any
other factors they used in assessing the performance of principals. Among the factors
identified were (a) a sense of mission for the school community and education in general, (b)
instructional leadership – focusing on the quality of teaching and learning, (c) building strong
relationships with community and parents, (d) including staff, parents and key constituents
in a participative approach in the life of the school, (e) hands-on monitoring of staff and school
performance, and (f) improving academic performance – CSEC, GSAT and so on. 

The high-performing principals were chosen and the regional directors were asked to provide
demographic information such as age, length of service in school and length of time as
principals in the school. They were also asked to rank the principals based on the criteria
identified by the researcher. This paper focused on the profile of the principals, which
provided essential information of the individuals identified. The study provides an analysis
of six aspects of the demographic data related to high-performing principals. These include 

a. gender comparison between the population of principals in the Jamaican school system
and those identified as high-performing principals; 
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b. higher degree obtained and the areas in which degrees were obtained by those
principals who were ranked between 1 and 3; 

c. and secondary educational background in terms of types of school attended (private
versus public and traditional versus upgraded secondary school); 

d.age ranges of the principals who were selected as high performing; 
e. length of time employed as principals at the schools where they had been identified as

high-performing principals; and 
f. length of time high-performing principals had been employed at schools since or before

becoming principal. 

Significance of the Findings
The results of this study will have both practical and theoretical implications for the education
system at least in the Jamaican context. The information provided will be useful in any new
programme for the selection and preparation of principals and other central leaders in the
school system. The practical benefits include establishing criteria for the recruitment of
principals, and honing these qualities through selected components of the principal
preparation programmes. There is constant pressure on teachers’ colleges and universities to
take a different approach to the preparation of school leaders. The data provided on the
demographics of high-performing principals in the Jamaican school system should provide
some insights into what factors should be emphasised in the selection and training of
principals, and what should be the nature of the training, especially as it relates to workplace
aspects of the training programme. 

Findings and Discussions 

1. What was the distribution of the high-performing principals in terms of
school types, regions and the national population of principals?
Table 1 provides information on the number of principals identified as high performing based
on regions and school types. It is instructive to note that only 125 of the 999 principals, or 12.5
per cent, were rated as high performing by the regional directors and education officers. The
data also show that close to twice the number of high-performing principals (82) were selected
from Regions 1, 5 and 6 in contrast to high-performing principals (43) selected from Regions
2, 3 and 4. An obvious reason for this discrepancy is that Regions 1, 5 and 6 had the highest
population of principals from which to select high-performing principals. Consequently, fewer
principals were identified as high performing in the other regions.  
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Table 1: The distribution of high-performing principals (HPPs) based on school types and
regions

SCHOOL TYPE

Region Newly Traditional Primary, all TOTAL
upgraded and age and
secondary technical   primary &

high junior high 

1 7 9 9 25

2 4 4 9 17

3 2 2 9 13

4 3 2 8 13

5 4 4 19 27

6 9 5 16 30

Total 29 26 70 125

Distribution of HPPs (%) 23.2 20.8 56.0 100.0

Total no. of schools based on
school types 109 52 838 999

Distribution of HPPs based on
school types (%) 26.6 50.0 8.35

The same pattern holds true for the number of principals selected based on the type of schools.
The largest number of schools was in the category of primary, all age and primary and junior
high schools, which accounted for twice the number obtained for the other two types,
upgraded secondary and traditional high schools. To illustrate, the data for high performing
principals of traditional secondary schools indicate that 26 out of 52, or 50 per cent, of these
principals were identified as high performing. Among principals from upgraded secondary
schools 29 out of 109, or 27 per cent, were identified as high performing, and among those
from primary-type schools, 70 out of 838, or 8.35 per cent, of principals were identified as high
performing. 

The data clearly indicated that a higher percentage of high-performing principals were located
in traditional secondary schools. This suggests that traditional high schools should be
outperforming both the upgraded and primary-type schools. But more importantly, the
implications are that both ungraded and the primary-type schools should increase the number
of high-performing principals who are providing leadership. This is especially necessary for
the primary-type schools, which have just over 8 per cent of the principals who were identified
as high performing. If effective students’ performance is aligned with quality principalship,
immediate action has to be taken to improve the existing pool of principals in both the
upgraded and primary-type schools. 
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2. What was the school type and gender distribution of high-performing
principals in comparison to the national distribution of principals?
Table 2 shows that 80, or 64 per cent, of the high-performing principals were female and 45,
or 36 per cent, were male. This compares with the national population of principals, which
shows that 655, or 65.6 per cent, are female and 344, or 34.4 per cent, male. In other words, the
overall gender-distribution picture shows that the numbers of those selected as high-
performing principals and those in the general public school system are fairly similar. Only
among the general population in upgraded secondary schools did male principals exceed
females. Of the 109 principals employed in these schools, 60, or 55 per cent, were male while
49, or 45 per cent, were female. However, the situation was reversed for the 29
high-performing principals among the upgraded schools because 13, or 45 per cent, were male
and 16, or 55 per cent, were female. It should be noted that upgraded secondary schools came
into existence over 60 years ago and went through a number of transformations from junior
high schools, to secondary schools, and now they are officially designated as high schools
(Hutton 2009). 

In fact the number of women identified as high-performing principals is in the majority for all
three school types. That is, female principals surpassed their male counterparts in traditional,
upgraded and primary schools as follows, 16 to 11, 16 to 13 and 48 to 21 respectively. However,
an analysis of male and female principals identified as high performing revealed that the
number of women accounted for 12.2 per cent, or 80 out of 655, of women nationally, in
contrast to the number of men, accounting for 13.1 per cent, or 45 out of 344, of men nationally.
This was a difference of 1 percentage point in favour of the men. With under 13 per cent of all
the principals in the system being identified as high performing, it should not be surprising
that the Jamaican public education system is said to be performing poorly (Task Force Report
on Education Reform 2004; Vision 2030 of Jamaica 2009). 

It has been reported that in a number of developed countries, men continue to dominate the
principalship (School Principal 2002); the Jamaican situation is different. In fact, in the 1990s,
the majority of principals in Jamaican schools were male, but in the three school types for this
study the majority of the principals were female. The arguments advanced for the departure
of men from the principalship are that the compensation package was not as competitive as
that for other professions, and that the workload was unmanageable (Institute for Educational
Leadership 2000). The situation is even worse for primary schools, where the dominance of
female principals is much higher than in the upgraded secondary and traditional high schools.
What is noteworthy from the data presented is that the small number of people identified as
high-performing principals nationally, coupled with the fact that an equal percentage of men
and women were identified as high-performing principals, confirms previous studies that
gender by itself may not be an important factor to job performance. 

What was revealed also is that there are other factors which are inhibiting the performance of
public schools in Jamaica, but one cannot dismiss the factor that the effectiveness of leadership
is important. The fact is that leaders drive the process, so all those factors which have been
identified with effective performance are indeed associated with leadership. Dinham (2005)
identified seven categories of attributes and practices which have as their core the focus on
students, learning and teaching. These other categories include: 

a. external awareness and engagement; 
b. a bias towards innovation and action; 
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c. personal qualities and relationships; 
d.vision, expectations and a culture of success; 
e. teacher learning, responsibility and trust; and 
f. student support, common purpose and collaboration. 

Leithwood (2005), synthesising the reports on studies carried out in seven countries, identified
the following factors that are related to effective leadership: 

a. successful leadership practices across context, which include setting directions,
developing people and redesigning the organisation; 

b. factors giving rise to successful school leadership which are both internal and external
in nature; 

c. variable linking of principals’ practices to student learning, including those factors
which principals can both influence and take steps to improve; and 

d.conditions enhancing or diminishing the principal’s effects, including family
background, school size and location, prior student achievement, and educational and
organisational culture. 

Gender seems not to be a direct factor in the performance of principals because there was no
difference in the ratio of female to male principals identified as high performing; however,
personal factors seem to play an important role in performance. The minimal selection of
high-performing principals by regional directors and territorial officers may be attributed to
the ineffectiveness of the majority of principals. In other words, the necessary personal
qualities have not played enough of an important role in their leadership. But even if the
personal qualities were present, factors which are somewhat independent of principals could
also play an important role. For example, the role of parental support, the quality of facilities
and equipment, and the structure of the organisation are just some of the factors that
contribute to school effectiveness. As Marzano (2003: 174) asserts ‘although it is certainly true
that strong leadership from the principal can be a powerful force toward school reform, the
notion that an individual can effect change by sheer will and personality is not supported by
the research’. However, he points out that ‘leadership could be considered the single most
important aspect of effective school reform’ (2003: 172). Therefore, in figuring out the role of
gender, personal qualities or non-personal factors, there must be some proportion that would
be related to effective job performance. It could mean that, in practice, a minimum presence
of selected personal qualities would be required to make a difference in the post, while optimal
effectiveness would be a mix of inputs inclusive of these qualities and non-personal factors.
While it is not the researcher’s intention to determine how these factors will be apportioned,
the proportion of the mix of personal and non-personal inputs will determine the effectiveness
of the output or performance. 

3. What was the relationship between the gender distribution of high-
performing principals and their respective regions?
The overall distribution of principals shows that for each age range there are more women
who were identified as high-performing principals, except for the age range 40–44, where 3
men and 1 woman were so identified (see Table 3). The highest concentration of high-
performing principals was in the age range 55–59, where there were 25 men to 35 women, or
40 per cent more female than male. However, for Region 5, there were 11 men to 6 women,
while for Region 6 there was a reverse of the situation: 11 women to 4 men. For Region 3, all
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6 principals identified as high performing were female. In relation to the age range 50–54,
there were 14 men to 18 women, or 29 per cent more women who were identified as high
performing for all regions. In this age group, for Region 4, there were 5 men to 1 woman, and
3 men to 1 woman for Region 3. The reverse situation existed for Region 6, where 2 men were
identified to 5 women. 

Overall, the data show that for Regions 4 and 5 there were more men identified as high-
performing principals while for the other regions the situation was reversed. In the case of
Region 4, there were 8 men to 5 women and in Region 5 there were 16 men to 11 women. For
Region 6, there were 10 men to 20 men; for Region 2, 4 men to 13 women, which is three times
the number of women identified to men.

There was a mix in the selection of women both in age range and region. This suggests that
no clear pattern was established to show a dominance of the selection of male over female.
Other intervening factors could be at play, include biases by the team selecting the high-
performing principals.

Table 3: Distribution of high-performing principals based on gender, age range and regions

Age range 35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60 and Total
over

Regions M F M F M F M F M F M F M F

1 0 1 3 0 0 4 2 3 3 7 0 2 8 17

2 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 5 4 5 0 1 4 13

3 0 0 0 0 2 0 3 1 0 6 1 0 6 7

4 0 0 0 0 0 2 5 1 2 1 1 1 8 5

5 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 3 11 6 2 1 16 11

6 1 0 0 0 3 1 2 5 4 11 0 3 10 20

Total Male
and female 1 1 3 1 6 9 14 18 24 36 4 8 52 73

% female to
male 100 33 150 129 150 200 140

Total M/F
combined 2 4 15 32 60 12 125

4. What was the recruitment route for the principals who are identified as
high performing?
Table 4 shows that the majority of high-performing principals were recruited less than a
decade before, either from the schools in which they were employed (internal recruitment) or
from another school (external recruitment). In fact, among high-performing principals who
had been in post for 0–9 years, the majority were recruited from the schools in which they
were employed: the table shows that 41, or 32.8 per cent, of the high-performing principals
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were recruited from the schools in which they were employed, while 32, or 25.6 per cent, were
recruited from outside the school where they had been; combined, 73, or 58.4 per cent, of the
high-performing principals were recruited during that period. For the period 10–19 years, 19
high-performing principals were recruited from the schools in which they were employed
and 18 recruited from other schools; overall, 39, or 29.6 per cent, of the high-performing
principals were recruited within the 10–19 year range. Combining both reporting periods
gives us 110 principals recruited between 0 and 19 years: 88%. 

In contrast, for the two later periods, 20–29 years and 30–39 years combined, a total of 15, or
12 per cent, of the high-performing principals had been employed. While the majority of high-
performing principals were internally recruited between 0 and 19 years, the reverse is reflected
for the later period; that is, the majority of high-performing principals were externally
recruited. The findings therefore suggested that while both internal and external recruitment
approaches were used to identify high-performing principals, there was a difference of 8
percentage points in favour of high-performing principals who were recruited from the
schools in which they were employed for the period 0–19 years. The causes of this are varied
but some obvious ones would include: 

a. individuals would have demonstrated the required qualities of leadership and
management at the school in which they were employed;

b. they would have gained the respect of their peers; and
c. they would have a good understanding of the culture and the needs of the school. 

Recruiting principals from other schools is also consistent with the trend that schools will
perform more effectively if competent leadership is brought in to effect change (Normore
2004). In fact, a number of high-performing principals were selected because of the high job
performance they had demonstrated at the school from which they were recruited. Schools are
under pressure to make improvement in student academic achievement, and like any business
organisation they usually bring in leadership to lead the change for more effective academic
and other performance. 

The data also suggested that there is recognition of the positive relationship between quality
leadership and school and students performance. All six regions identified the majority of
high-performing principals as those who had been in their post between 0 and 19 years,
suggesting that within this period they had demonstrated skills that were deemed effective. 

5. How does age affect the availability of high-performing principals in the
Jamaican school system? 
With the exception of high-performing principals in the 60 and older age range, Table 5 depicts
a positive relationship between increasing age and the number of principals in each age range,
such that the lowest number of high-performing principals (2, or 1.6 per cent) were in the
lowest age range, 35–39, while the greatest number of high-performing principals were in the
55–59 age range. This 55 to 59 and above range accounted for 60, or 48 per cent of the
principals. The 50–54 age range accounted for 32, or 25.6 per cent, of the principals. When the
data for the three highest age ranges are combined it can be readily observed that 104, or 83.2
per cent, of the high-performing principals are 50 years old and over. On the other hand, for
the lower age ranges of 35 to 49 years, only 21, or 16.8 per cent, of the principals were identified
as high performing. This means that one in every five principals who were identified as high
performing were younger than 50 years of age, or that for every five principals who were



identified as high performing, there was the likelihood that at least four of them would be in
the age range of 50 and older. 

The factor of age will determine how many high-performing principals will remain in the
education system over the next 10 years. The data clearly indicated that 104, or 83.2 per cent,
of these principals will leave the school system as a result of the normal retirement process.
At the same time, only a paltry number of younger high-performing principals were identified
by the study. However, this trend is not unusual because a number of developed and
developing countries are facing a similar experience (Institute for Educational Leadership
2000). The replacement of high-performing principals over the next 10-year period will be a
serious challenge for the Jamaican government, if there is a desire to maintain quality
performance in the schools from which the high-performing principals were identified. This
should be of concern because the evidence from Table 5 shows that only a few principals were
identified as high performing among those who fell in the younger age range. This does not
mean, however, that more high-performing principals will not emerge from the school system,
but given the meagre percentage of principals, 125, or 12.5 per cent, who were identified as
such, the evidence compels one to believe otherwise.

Table 5: Number of high-performing principals identified by age and regions

Regions Age of high-performing principals (HPPs)

35–39 40–44 45–49 50–54 55–59 60 and Total
above

Region 1 1 3 4 5 10 2 25

Region 2 0 1 1 5 9 1 17

Region 3 0 0 2 4 6 1 13

Region 4 0 0 2 6 3 2 13

Region 5 0 0 2 5 17 3 27 

Region 6 1 0 4 7 15 3 30

Total 2 4 15 32 60 12 125

% of HPPs by age 1.6% 3.2% 12% 25.6% 48% 9.6% 100%

6. What is the relevance of education and training to the highest-ranked high-
performing principals? 
Detailed information on their training and educational background was elicited for the 20
principals who were interviewed. The data showed that 18, or 90 per cent, attended
traditional, government-owned primary schools. Only 2, or 10 per cent, attended preparatory
schools. At the secondary school level, 16, or 80 per cent, attended traditional high schools
while 4, or 20 per cent, attended the upgraded secondary schools (Table 6). In their
professional training, 10, or 50 per cent, had undergraduate degrees, while 10, or 50 per cent,
had graduate degrees. Regarding types of degrees, 10, or 50 per cent, had degrees in
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educational administration and leadership (see Table 7). The remaining 10 principals had
degrees in areas such as psychology, history and linguistics, among others. 

There is clearly no trend to indicate that the type of school attended by these high-school
principals was a factor in their performance. The same is true of those having professional
training in educational administration verses a strong academic degree. What this may
suggest is that even if one does not have the skills related to school administration, especially
the related technical competencies, these can be acquired quite rapidly while in post. In other
words, the general conclusion can be made is that professional training in educational
administration is not a predictor of which principals will be identified as high performing.
Nevertheless, training in administration is viewed as important for performance.

Table 6: Formative education of principals who were interviewed to determine the factors
which were responsible for their characterisation as high performing

Location Qualification

Region Highest level of degree Type of degree

Up to % for Post- % for Ed. % for Other % for
under- region graduate region admin. region region

graduate

Region 1 1 33.3 2 66.66 2 66.66 1 33.33

Region 2 1 33.3 2 66.66 2 66.66 1 33.33

Region 3 2 66.6 1 33.33 2 66.66 1 33.33

Region 4 1 33.3 2 66.66 1 33.33 2 66.66

Region 5 4 80 1 20 2 40 3 60

Region 6 1 33.33 2 66.66 1 33.33 2 66.66

Total and overall 
% for regions 10 50% 10 50% 10 50% 10 50%
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Table 7: Levels and types of degrees of the principals who were interviewed to determine the
factors which were responsible for their characterisation as high performing

Location FORMATIVE EDUCATION

Early education Secondary education

Region Prim./ % for Prep. % for Sec. % for Trad. % for 
A/A region. region. region. high region.

Region 1 2 66.66 1 33.33 0 0 3 100

Region 2 3 100 0 0 1 33.33 2 66.66

Region 3 3 100 0 0 0 0 3 100

Region 4 2 66.66 1 33.33 0 0 3 100

Region 5 5 100 0 0 2 40 3 60

Region 6 3 100 0 0 1 33.33 2 66.66

Total and overall
% for regions 18 90% 2 10% 4 20% 16 80%

Conclusions and Recommendations
The analysis of the demographic variables is significant because it provides vital information
that is necessary for guiding the recruitment, training and evaluation of principals in the
Jamaican school system. More importantly, it raises questions regarding the current findings
in the literature, which affirm that demographic variables do not figure significantly in the
performance of principals. Further, the finding of these studies seems to go counter to the
practice in education. For example, numerous programmes have been instituted to train
principals (Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe & Orr 2010). This strongly suggests that
policy-makers and education planners see a strong link and relationship between professional
qualification and performance. The same type of conclusions can be drawn regarding the
other demographic variables. The researcher is proposing that more robust ways be found to
define these variables in order to obtain reliable findings.

Recommendations
The absence of male teachers as principals may have negative implications for the teaching
profession. There is a need for government to apply appropriate strategies such as incentive
packages to attract more men to the principalship. This type of intervention seems to be
required particularly at the primary level of the education system, where the ratio of male to
female is the lowest in the public school system. An overall improvement of the compensation
package for principals and teachers in general would be an appropriate incentive.

The study showed that principals were recruited based on their performance in other schools.
However, other principals were internally recruited because they may have demonstrated the
required leadership and management qualities. Relevant succession planning should be
employed if the internal recruitment of principals is going to remain a viable and legitimate
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option. The practice of nepotism, which is securing leadership positions for friends and
relatives, even though discouraged, remains a cause for concern until greater transparency is
built into recruitment practices at the internal level. 

Not only is a larger number of high-performing principals required, but an even spread of
high-performing principals across school types is needed, to impact the performance of
schools in the education system. The fact that only 12 per cent of the principals were identified
as high performing suggests that a systematic process of the retraining of existing principals
and the recruitment and training of talented prospective principals will be required to effect
significant change in the education system. 

While there was no conclusive information from the study to suggest that academic
background and work experience were significant for high-performing principals, it is
prudent to suggest that these are foundation factors on which the qualities of high-performing
principals are developed and honed. It is therefore incumbent on schools to recruit principals
with strong academic backgrounds and training in leadership and administration
competencies. In addition, training programmes should be established to provide leadership
training for all principals.
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School Leaders and the Induction
of New Teachers 

George Iordanides and Michalis Vryoni

Abstract: This study investigates how Cypriot primary school leaders contribute to the induction of
newly qualified teachers (NQTs) with respect to the culture of their school units. In Cyprus, until
September 2008, there was no formal induction policy for NQTs. The induction programme applied
since 2008 does not take into consideration the impact of the school’s culture or the role of the head
teachers in NQT induction.

A qualitative method of data collection was employed and semi-structured interviews were used as a
data-collecting instrument. The results indicated that head teachers understand their role as culture
modulators contributing to NQTs’ induction by bearing in mind a mixture of school culture
characteristics and activities. The head teachers tend to give information about the school’s culture and
policy, as well as the NQTs’ duties, and offer professional and personal support, mentoring and
guidance, in relation to the teaching method or classroom management. The creation of a positive
school climate by head teachers is important in NQT induction and should be further fostered within
the school system.

Introduction 
The European Educational Council ETUCE (2008) indicates that the smooth transition of new
teachers from university to their professional life is a crucial phase for their continuous
professional growth and the engagement in their profession, as well as for the configuration
of positive attitudes and the consequent reduction of their dissatisfaction caused by the
difficulties that they face in the first years of teaching.

This period certainly influences their professional development and determines their
satisfaction, confirming or denying expectations and dreams connected to their profession.
Dolmage (1996) claims that the professional cycle of all teachers passes through five main
stages: 1) career entry, 2) stabilisation, 3) diversification and change, 4) resolution and non-
resolution, 5) disengagement and retirement.

The fact is that the teaching profession, in comparison to other professions, is very complex
and characterised by potential continuous anxiety, on both the personal and professional level,
particularly during the first years. Each organisation usually has an induction programme for
its new members, which contributes to the smooth adaptation of the new teacher to the
organisation’s culture, policy, strategies and expectations. However, this was not happening



until recently in education. Only in the last few years have efforts in this direction have been
carried out.

The Alliance for Excellent Education (2004) indicates that only 1 per cent of the new teachers
get continuous professional support when entering the profession. The new teachers are
expected from the very beginning to be professionals and they are overloaded with duties
that would usually suit highly experienced teachers. Consequently, they are not up to it, with
all the negative consequences this brings, both on a personal and a professional level.

The level they can respond to, successfully, during their first professional steps, depends on
the support they are provided with, both by school leaders and by a very well-organised
school induction programme, and generally from the culture that prevails in their school unit,
which will contribute to their smooth transition to the second stage, where the new teachers
develop a sense of personal autonomy and professional certainty.

The school head teacher plays the most crucial role in this process, because as a leader of the
school unit the head has to develop and shape, in collaboration with staff, a comfortable and
supportive environment that will contribute to the smooth passage of the new teachers from
the university to the real classroom conditions and from the ‘christening of fire’ to the stage
of ‘stabilisation’ and ‘professional autonomy’ (see Cherien and Daniel 2008).

The lack of an official induction policy in school units for new teachers, the lack of serious
efforts, the ignorance concerning what efforts might bring about desirable results, as well as
the fact that the NQT induction programme (implemented since 2008) does not take
sufficiently into consideration the important role of the school leader as modulator of a school
climate that will contribute to the smooth induction of new teachers, has caused us to
investigate the role of school leaders in this important task.

Literature Review
Newly qualified teachers, according to Darling-Hammond (1999), are the newcomers in the
teaching profession or the teachers that do not have previous experience in teaching. In
America, the term of ‘educational cadet’ is also encountered (as Initially Licensed Teachers),
labelling a teacher who possesses the essential professional qualifications (postgraduate
degree or masters); however, this does not guarantee their permanence in the profession,
because they need to work for some period in order to judge if they are appropriate for the
profession or not.

Stansbury (2001) claims that the new teachers’ knowledge is not enough, because they have
not been fully prepared for the challenges they face when entering the profession. According
to Berliner (2001) there are five stages that each new teacher passes through during his or her
career: beginner (novice), advanced beginner (advanced novice), sufficient executant
(competent performer), deep acquaintance (proficient) and expert (expert). The characteristics
of this progress include the ascendant sense of professional responsibility and deep
improvement.

It is clear that the new teachers constitute a group which is in need during those initial
professional steps. In their study, Gordon and Maxey (2000: 6) spotted certain problems that
the new teachers face when they enter the profession, such as adaptation and transition to
real school conditions, difficulties in planning the teaching material as well as applying
suitable methods of teaching, and lack of experience in handling certain classroom situations.
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This view of new teachers’ difficulties has led to the creation of special programmes for the
support and the reduction of problems that they face during their initial professional steps. For
example, Wong (2004) reports that induction is a supporting process of professional growth,
which is organised by the school, with the aim of supporting the new teachers during their
first professional steps. 

This definition clearly implies that the new teachers are not ready and need guidance and
support in facing the problems that appear during their initial steps. At this point, the
important pedagogical and leading role of the head teacher is emphasised, because of their
significant responsibility to shape the conditions that will contribute to the smooth entry of
new teachers in their school unit and their adaptation to the school culture and vision.

Schlechty (1985, cited in OERI 1986) claims that induction concerns the implantation of school
standards and norms so deeply within the teacher that the teacher’s conduct completely and
spontaneously reflects those norms. According to Gorton, Alston & Snowden (2005) the school
leader is the individual who promotes leaning success for all students, facilitating the growth,
transport, application and management of the ‘vision’ for learning, which is shared and
supported by the entire school community, nourishing and maintaining a ‘school culture’ and
an instructive programme which contributes to the facilitation of students’ learning and
teachers’ professional growth.

A study undertaken by the American School Leaders National Union in 1998 that included 12
school leaders from schools which differed with regards to their geographic location, size,
socioeconomic status, teachers and students’ background showed that these leaders had
managed to shape a positive school climate which was directed towards human relations,
and had as main values respect, collaboration and equality between their members (see Day
and Harris 2005; Harrison and Killion 2007).

More specifically, the school culture according to Maslowski (1997: 5) has as its main
components the values, the rules and also the cultural fabrications which are shared by the
school members and influence their operation. A vast majority of school culture researchers
argue that the school culture is a perceptible entity which is found in each school. It is reported
in unwritten rules, expectations and heritage that are found in the background of all activities
that take place in the school and that spring from its history, its expectations for learning,
school change and improvement, norms and rituals, and also reported in a special language
of communication that is used by the staff and the students of the school (Peterson and Deal
2002). Many researchers claim that a positive school culture and a positive school climate
contribute effectively to the smooth induction and new teachers and their professional growth
(Fullan 2001; Ingersoll 2002). 

All members, and particularly new staff members, in any school, begin to comprehend the
culture from their first day. This comprehension of the culture is an essential condition to
successful induction in their new school family. School culture is also referred to as moral or
climate. The climate emphasises the sentiments and the atmosphere that prevails in the school.
Importantly, Guin (2004) found that the biggest rates of new teachers that gave up the
profession in the first years are from school units which did not develop a positive climate
between teachers.

The configuration and transmission of culture, in other words, are directly related to the
attitude and the school leader’s behaviour towards the new teacher and begin from the first
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day of their induction. Effective school leaders have a duty to create, promote and maintain
a positive school culture, to encourage and help new teachers to adapt and become active
school members (Angelle 2006; Wood 2005).

An important positive cultural aspect, which contributes to the smooth induction of new
teachers, is also the possibility that new teachers can take part in the decision-making process.
Ingersoll (2002) remarks that schools that pay attention to teachers’ opinion in the decision-
making process are more effective, and the new teachers feel more pleased with the school
environment and with their work.

Of course, Woods & Weasmer (2002) propose that school leaders should organise support
meetings for the new teachers to empower them and generally see them as the individuals that
will bring essential changes and improvement to the school. Moreover, for the new teachers
it is very important to know whether their work corresponds to the school leader’s
expectations and whether it is consistent with the policy and the school mission. Saphier,
Freedman & Aschheim (2001) propose activities for the new teachers’ orientation concerning
the school culture, activities that include orientation and briefing about the school values
and policy:

● discussions about the school curriculum 
● discussions about course planning
● evaluation and writing students’ progress reports 
● education of new members
● description of teachers’ evaluations. 

The new teachers need to comprehend the school policy and the mission of the school via
more general information, in order to come closer to the new school unit and feel at home
(Gordon & Maxey 2000). The processes of teaching can contribute significantly to culture
comprehension as this allows for continued professional growth (Brock & Grady 2001).

Johnson & Kardos (2002) propose an induction model where new teachers are connected with
the professional culture, in which they learn and develop professionally being guided both by
their leaders and by other experienced teachers. 

This induction model should include orientation and information about their school
environment, as well as very good monitoring and feedback from the school leader,
transmission of the vision and mission of the school, and more generally opportunities for
professional growth made available by school leaders (Saphier et al. 2001; Wong 2005). A
very important contribution to the new teachers’ induction process is school climate growth,
which will allow the whole school to work as a community. According to Royal & Rossi (1997)
the schools that function as ‘communities’ are characterised by the following elements: 

● open communication between the school staff and the leader 
● encouragement of all members to take part in all activities
● common work (oth older and new teachers share the school vision)
● growth of respect and confidence between the staff members and the leader.

Royal & Rossi (1996) found that in schools that had developed collaborative cultures, their
members were more pleased with their work and new teachers remained for more time
in their teaching positions. Furthermore, they better recognised the expectations that
the school had for them and also the expectations held by other colleagues and the school
leader. 
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The growth and the establishment of a school culture may also encourage collaboration between
the students of the school. Scott & Smith (1990) claim that in schools where teachers collaborate,
their students do the same. Newly qualified teachers frequently talk about the need for a
supportive climate, cooperation between classes of the same grade, team teaching and avoiding
injustices amongst colleagues.

The creation of a positive climate among all the school’s staff is an important factor which
leads a school towards effectiveness (Panteli 2011). Young (2007) argues that the school culture
contributes to new teachers’ learning and professional growth, by their interactions both with
the school staff and with the school leader. This process helps new teachers to more smoothly
enter and acclimatise to their new school units, to comprehend better the theories, the
knowledge and the application of these theories in daily educational practice, and, what is
more, to develop a deeper sense of who they are as teachers and assume a professional
identity.

Methodology

Research Questions
The main question upon which the particular research was structured is: ‘How do school
leaders conceive their role as modulators of school culture which contributes to new teachers’
induction in their school units?’

Related questions are: 
● What type of school culture contributes to the smooth induction of new teachers?
● What activities are realised in the configuration of school culture that contribute to this

direction?
● How do the new teachers comprehend their school culture?

Data Collection Instrument 
Qualitative research was employed to investigate this issue. Sarantakos (1998) claims that this
type of research is characterised by the researcher’s objective to explore and to comprehend
in-depth the subjective perceptions, convictions and experiences of concrete individuals
(school leaders) in relation to some phenomenon (new teachers’ induction), to achieve deeper,
more even and more processed knowledge.

The qualitative interview was considered the most suitable tool for enquiry because it allowed
us to record in depth the answers or the events in the research progress and offered us the
advantage of interpreting why the research participants answered or acted in a particular
way, as well as to comprehend in depth their feelings and the motives for their actions.

Another reason for our use of this type of method was the fact that the school leader’s role and
policies for the new teachers’ induction were very difficult to observe or to investigate with
other tools of enquiry. So semi-structured interviews (face to face) were used. These were
designed to elicit the interviewees’ ideas and opinions on the topic of interest – as opposed to
leading the interviewees toward preconceived choices – and they relied on the interviewer
following up with probes to get in-depth information on topics of interest (Zorn 2011). 

Based on the interview’s objectives, the nature of the search questions and the intention for in-
depth investigation, the interview consisted of open type questions that left the participants
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free to develop their answers without predeterminations (Iosifidis 2003: 42). Twelve primary
school head teachers from the Limassol district in Cyprus took part in the research and each
one was interviewed. 

Data Analysis: Results Coding 
According to Mason (2003), data analysis and results coding is a systematic classification
process of qualitative material in thematic axes, through the continuous and meditative
observation of interactive relations between the researcher questions and the data, aiming at
the production of persuasive explanations and interpretations.

Iosifidis (2003: 70–76) distinguishes between the following stages in data analysis:
● pre-coding: classification of interview questions on thematic axes
● classification: separation into smaller units, the members of which have common

characteristics 
● coding: attribution of meaning or information in data departments.

The analytic process was based on content analysis technique. According to the above stages,
initially, the interview guide questions were categorised into three thematic axes (questions),
so that the subjects’ answers could also be categorised according to these axes. Afterwards,
according to the data coding, the meaning was initially attributed to the material departments
which had emerged from the classification stage.

Data Presentation
The analysis of enquiry results is realised for every thematic category. The apposition of data-
representative departments is realised in order to support the explanatory approach and the
production of meaning. At the end of each example we give the serial number of the head
from whom the particular extract emerges, with the abbreviation: (L= Leader, serial number
of Leader).

1. The leader’s perceptions of the school culture traits that contribute to the
smooth induction of new teachers
All the participants seem very sensitive and they recognise the important influence of school
climate during new teachers’ first professional steps, and they add that the ideal climate has
the following main characteristics: collaboration, team work, reciprocal respect, friendly
relations and, last but not least, an orientation towards harmony in human relations.
Moreover, they refer to the values of equivalence, equal opportunities and democracy in their
school environment, which will be convenient both for the new teachers as well as for the
older and more established staff. 

Collaborative school climate – equality – equal opportunities

Successful is the simile given to us by a leader who reports: 

It is like the greenhouse, where you can have the best plants, but if you don’t have
suitable weather in order to make fruit, it is most likely to have a drought. The school
climate of a leader’s evident expectations, the equality between the teachers and their
reciprocal respect constitute the climate which can help them to become accepted, to
feel the school leader as their friend and collaborator and not as a leader in the strict
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meaning of the term ‘leader’, and I believe that in this climate there will be progress –
progress not only for the teachers’ professional development but also for the entire
school unit. (L10) 

The important role that the school climate plays in new teachers’ induction appears also in the
following: 

It is the first impressions, the first experiences. A negative climate, competitive, without
collaboration, will be devastating for the new teacher … this type of school climate is
a very important factor for the new teachers’ induction.(L8)

Another type of school climate which is completely interwoven and connected with the above
quotations is:

● does not encourage clusters 
● prevents clique formation: 

It is very important that the leader makes it clear from the very beginning of the school
year that he does not want cliques and clusters, that he expects truth, transparency,
authenticity and, mainly, makes clear that he/she does not think it acceptable to have
this kind of situation in his/her school.

Consequently, if each newcomer feels that he is free and there are no cliques in the
school, he will also feel more accepted. (L7)

2. What activities do school leaders carry out in order to contribute to the
configuration of a school culture that enables the smooth induction of new
teachers?
The leaders’ role in the configuration of the climate could be interpreted evidently by their
perceptions about the ideal climate in a school unit. They recognise their critical role in the
creation, adoption and strengthening of the human climate, as a main condition for the
professional growth of teachers. They consider that smooth human relations are reflected in
all the expressions of their school unit. Moreover, they consider that they contribute to the
maintenance of a positive climate and help the new teachers to feel members of the school
family, when they see all the teachers equally and democratically, without any discrimination. 

Equality: Discrimination Does Not Exist 

The following statement of one of the participants is very characteristic: 

There is no segregation between the colleagues. For example, I will not say ‘you are a
newcomer’ or ‘you are older’, so ‘you have to do easier tasks’ or ‘you have to do more
difficult tasks’. Everybody is seen in the same way. (L2) 

This statement is in absolute agreement with the following made by another participant: 

In order to make them feel that they are part of the team, you have to treat them the
same way you treat the others, and thus they will feel that they have something to
offer. (L6)
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The incentive of new teachers to undertake responsibilities – but also the equal distribution
of responsibilities – is reported as one of the most important actions that helps the new
teachers to feel as members of the school family.

Incentive to Undertake Responsibilities: Equal Responsibilities Distribution

This incentive for the new teachers to undertake responsibilities appears clearly through the
answers that the participant leaders gave: 

They will undertake responsibilities equally. Both newcomers and experienced
teachers will share and discuss what they will give. We are all equal in the school unit,
there is no discrimination … the newcomer has to give the freshness of ideas, to give
something new that he learned during his studies, and the experienced teachers have
to share their experience. When experience and new ideas coexist, they lead to positive
results. (D12)

Finally, equally descriptive of this action is also the following opinion: 

Firstly, they take part in the common events of the school, in the common planning, in
the evaluation of the school. In the meetings, they have the chance to give their opinion.
In case the new teachers do not feel like they have enough self-confidence to undertake
responsibilities, it is a matter of personal incentive to do this without insecurities. At
this point they should be guided by the older teacher in order to feel that they can also
contribute to the school targets, because the new teachers are still unaware of their
abilities; consequently, we should give them the opportunity to realise them and to
certify them. (L4)

Social Association Inside and Outside of the School

Characteristic are the reports of school leaders about this type of activity that they oversee
and promote in their schools: 

There are some very important human activities, for example, all colleagues have the
chance to go somewhere to eat, to meet all together for a colleague feast. (L10) 

Similar type of expressions were also used by another participant: 

The new teachers must be made to feel accepted also outside the school unit by going
out for a drink, for a meal, a gathering with other older teachers, so that they can feel
that they belong to the school family, and we did it in our school unit. For example we
can have a talk after dinner. (L9)

Briefing about the School Operation

I will speak to them about their rights and their responsibilities. I try to create a
cooperation and a friendly relation also between new and older teachers, not only in
the classroom.(L5) 



Another participant says characteristically: 

It is important to show the school, the classrooms, the school facilities, to brief about
the school curriculum, about the students’ level and difficulties. It is very important to
help the new teachers understand the school learning levels or to inform them about
some difficult parents. It is very important, therefore, to inform the new teachers about
the whole operation ways of the school from A to Z. (L7)

Coordinative – Instructive – Advisory – Supporting – New Teachers’ Guardian

Enlightening for the school leaders’ perception about their role are the interesting statements
below: 

I will think in which sector I can use my new teachers; I will develop their abilities; I
will supervise their work. We will evaluate this work together and I will undertake an
advisory role where needed or I will show appreciation; for example, I will encourage
the new teachers so that they advance in their work. (L4)

My role is always supporting, instructive, advisory, and generally I try to make them
feel that I am here in order to support them. (L6)

3. How the school leaders help the new teachers to comprehend the culture
of their school
The school leaders help the new teachers to comprehend the culture of their school in a
number of different ways.

Friendly Attitude – Cordiality – Respect – Trust

This type of leader attitude towards the new teachers is described through answers and
expressions such as: 

Perhaps with the way I see them, the friendship, the love, the respect that I show; I
make them feel and conceive the culture that prevails in the school. (L1) 

Another head reports: 

Firstly, to make them feel that they are part of this culture, of the school staff, they can
contribute with some kind of innovation, with something that they can bring from
their studies, from their experience in other schools, they can also contribute to a better
climate creation, to the growth of this culture for the better. (L6)

Other participants believed that culture is something that cannot be taught. It requires and it
constitutes a time-consuming process, in order for the new teacher to comprehend all the
aspects of culture that prevail in each school environment.

According to Peterson and Deal (2002) the school culture is something that one is aware of
instinctively, something which is found at the base of each school and something that all
members of the school begin to comprehend from their very first day. 
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This leads many school leaders to criticise frequent changes of staff which do not allow new
teachers the crucial time to fully adapt themselves to the new environment and get the chance
to give their best.

The Culture is Something that Cannot Be Taught

The following statement explains this in a better way: 

I will not teach the newcomer something about the school culture; it is not something
I will try to impose on him. He needs time to understand it himself. And this time is
important, for sure. (L2) 

Another participant states: 

The school culture is something which is realised by the new teachers through the
school daily life, from the moment they come to the new school, from their first day
until their retirement; it is a continuous course for the new teachers, because they watch
the older teachers, the way they work, the way they behave, during the breaks, for
instance, which rules condition the school life, the school events, the school heritage.
All these are part of the school culture. (L4)

In complete agreement with the above is also the opinion of another school leader who
participated in our research: 

You cannot transmit the culture in one day; it is something which is acquired through
time. Because of this the new teachers and the older ones should remain in the same
school for 2 to 4 years and, if you ask me, the ideal is up to 5 years. After 3 or 4 years,
the new teacher starts to get results. Consequently, the bigger crime that takes place in
schools is the frequent change of the school staff. They are not given time to learn the
culture and so they cannot have the best results they could otherwise get. (L10)

Contrary to the previous answers, there are also leaders who believe that they can transport
and adapt the structural elements of their school culture through briefing the new teachers and
friendly open discussion with them. 

Block (1999) argued that the school leaders have the responsibility to transmit the school
culture to the new teachers and inform them about the school history and heritage in such a
way so as to contribute to the smooth induction of the new teachers. 

Briefing – Friendly – Open Discussion

This perception about the culture being instilled through information sharing is quite unclear
in the various statements of some of the participants in our research: 

By discussing with the new teacher, we inform, we help him. (L3) 

In each school, there is a particular culture, depending on location, size of the school,
the relations with institutions such as the community’s church, high school etc.

This year we have as an objective to change the way that children express themselves
both in speaking and in writing. This is connected with the school culture; from the
beginning, we have staff discussion sessions and we try to see which is the school
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culture, which is the climate that prevails, what is it that we can do to improve them;
we sit together and we see the culture that prevails, and we shape it in order to be
better. (L7)

Discussion
All the participants appeared to recognise the important role and the influence of a positive
school culture during new teachers’ first professional steps, and the cultivation of a school
culture which is directed to the teachers’ lifelong learning with the main characteristic traits:
respect, personal and professional support, acceptance of new teachers, collaboration, team
working, friendly relationships and finally harmonious human relations with the most crucial
values: equality and democracy.

More specifically, according to the findings, all of the leaders stress the parameter of
democracy as the most important for school operation, while they simultaneously underline
the terms of equivalence and equal opportunities in their school environment. Royal & Rossi
(1996) found that in the schools that had developed such collaborative cultures, their members
were more pleasant, recognised better the expectations of both the school and the school
leader, and generally tended to be more efficient in their educational work.

As far as their role as modulators of the advisory climate which contributes to new teachers’
induction is concerned, it is interpreted evidently according to their perceptions of the ideal
school climate. 

Their actions are in agreement with Wood & Weasmer (2002), who propose that school leaders
should encourage the new teachers to take part in the decision-making process, and should
be regarded as equally important school members who will bring a freshness and the essential
changes needed for school improvement.

They recognise their fundamental role in the strengthening the human climate as a crucial
condition to promote the teachers’ professional growth in the school (Young 2007). They
consider that smooth human relations are reflected in all expressions of the school unit and
help the new teachers to feel like members of the school family, when they regard all the
teachers equally and democratically, without discrimination.

The new teachers’ incentive to undertake responsibilities, but also the equal distribution of
responsibilities, is reported as one of the most important actions that help the new teachers to
feel active school members. This can sometimes, of course, be a faulty strategy of the leaders,
who, in their effort to include the new teachers more easily but also democratically, assign to
them responsibilities that are too complex, with all the negative consequences this brings to
their personal and professional life.

This point needs particular attention from school leaders who need to find the right way of
intervening, so that new teachers do not feel like they are not good enough, have poor self-
efficacy and poor self-belief. Equally, they must also make sure that the older teachers do not
feel wronged.

The school leaders help the new teachers to comprehend the school culture through their attitude,
their friendly disposal, the cordiality, the respect to them but also with the confidence that they
develop (Angelle 2006). Other head teachers believe that culture is something found in the daily
school life and that it cannot be taught theoretically. It is a time-consuming process for the new
teacher to receive all the aspects of the culture that prevail in each school environment.
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According to Peterson & Deal (2002), the school culture is something that one is aware of
instinctively, something which is found at the basis of each school. 

Finally, another leader’s team believed that they could transport and adopt the structural
culture elements of their school, through the new teachers’ briefing, and friendly and open
discussion with them. Block (1999) argued that the school leader has a responsibility to
transmit the school culture to the new teachers, informing them about the school heritage and
history, in such a way as to contribute to the new teachers’ smooth induction.

These leaders’ practice agrees with Gordon & Maxey’s (2000) suggestions, when they report
that the new teachers need to comprehend generally the school policy and culture via general
information, so that they come closer and feel the new school unit as their new home. School
leaders have as their main purpose to create a school culture directed towards both the new
teachers and the older ones in order to ensure good collaboration between all school members
(Johnson & Kardos 2002). 

School leaders need to protect the new teachers and help them to become more active and
energetic members, encouraging them to develop their own initiatives, while cultivating a
school culture directed to teachers’ lifelong learning, which incorporates a main characteristic
trait among all staff members that reflects a respect for and acceptance of new teachers. 

The findings from this research are broadly in accordance with Darling-Hammond (1999),
who suggested that new teachers are more pleased when they work in schools which provide
them with real support from all the school staff.

The school leaders cultivate this feeling for new teachers adopting mainly two strategies. The
first strategy refers to the friendly human approach to the new teachers and to the growth of
positive and trusting relations between them, taking also into account the difficulties that new
teachers face during their first steps. The second strategy refers to the open, friendly and
cordial communication with the new teachers, at all times, which applies an ‘open door’
policy, aiming to pass to the new teachers the message that the leaders are always available
to them any time they need help (Bredeson 2003). 

The leaders’ contribution to the new teachers’ development is achieved through seminars
inside the school, through the new teachers’ training or through the weekly personal meetings
they have with the new teachers aiming for further support and guidance. Another very
important strategy which the leaders adopt in order to make the new teachers feel confident
and to execute their duties smoothly, as reported by the leaders in this study, is the
encouragement of new teachers to undertake initiatives. The present study aimed to offer
feedback to all stakeholders involved or dealing with the new teachers’ induction. As a final
comment, we can say that nationally we can do and we have to do much more to meet better
standards of supporting NQTs. The Ministry of Education and school leaders should commit
to further consideration of the induction requirements of NQTs as an essential, non-negotiable
responsibility, and to find the structures, strategies and resources to ensure that effective
support for NQTs will be provided.
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Supervisors’ Perception of
Instructional Supervision

Lawrence Kalule and Yamina Bouchamma

Abstract: We examined the perceptions of supervisors with regard to instructional supervision. School
principals, vice-principals and academic programme directors (N = 106) responded in writing to an
open-ended question on the changes instructional supervision may have on the teacher who is
supervised. Guided by the Interconnected Model of Professional Growth (Clarke & Hollingsworth
2002), our thematic analysis revealed the benefits of this supervision on the professional development
of the supervised teacher. This continuing education process is explained by the interaction between a
variety of internal and external teacher characteristics divided into four domains: domain of practice,
personal domain, domain of consequence, and external domain. The importance of supervision and the
necessary conditions for implementation and enrichment are presented and discussed.

Introduction
Instructional supervision aims at fostering teacher growth and development (Nolan & Hoover
2005; Zepeda 2006; Sergiovanni & Starratt 2007). Teacher supervision has in fact been shown
to be an excellent way to improve both teaching and learning (Mulkeen, Chapman, Dejaeghere
& Leu 2007). Maintaining and nurturing quality instruction represents a major trend in today’s
educational organisations, and thus calls for economic support, knowledge regarding the
teaching and learning processes, and effective teachers (Tucker & Pounder 2010). Various
studies have shown a significant relationship between teacher quality and student
achievement (Hoy & Miskel 2008; Junor-Clarke & Fournillier 2012). Furthermore, good
teaching methods have been shown to have a very positive impact on how and what students
learn (Villegas-Reimers 2003). 

Teacher professional development continues to preoccupy education administrators who must
address the challenges of initial teacher training and continuing education programmes
(Mulkeen et al. 2007). Despite the quantitative success of the Ugandan education system,
which is characterised by the implementation of universal primary (Penny, Ward & Read 2008)
and secondary education policies and projects (Dejaeghere, Rhiannon & Kyeyune 2009;
Chapman, Burton & Werner 2010; UNESCO 2010), the quality of teaching and student
achievement and, yes, even their deterioration (Penny et al. 2008) remain crucial challenges
(Lewin & Stuart 2003; World Bank 2005; Penny et al. 2008). The limited amount of advanced
training opportunities for principals and teachers, the lack of official and directive policy
governing the level of competence to be achieved by principals, and the absence of appropriate



training in this regard (Dejaeghere et al. 2009), as well as the rapid recruitment of insufficiently
trained teachers and principals (Chapman et al. 2010) all contribute to understanding Uganda’s
uniquely challenging context. In this country’s current education system, regular pedagogical
support for teachers by their principals is limited (The Republic of Uganda 2003; World Bank
2005; Nzabonimpa 2011), and the latter lack sufficient time to adequately supervise their teachers
(The Republic of Uganda 2003; Mulkeen et al. 2007; Nzabonimpa 2011).

This study focused on the relevance of instructional supervision for the supervised teacher
from the supervisor’s point of view. In the questionnaire, in-school supervisors (principals,
vice-principals and study programme administrators) were asked to explain whether or not
they felt that teacher supervision brought about change for the supervised teacher. This led
us to examine the relationship between teacher supervision and teacher professional
development.

Teacher Supervision and Professional Development
Teacher supervision is a formative process that focuses primarily on improving instruction.
It includes classroom observation, group development and teacher professional development
activities (Tucker & Pounder 2010). Supervision is both ongoing and recurring (Zepeda 2006),
similar to teacher learning, which continues to the end of the teaching career (Brodeur,
Deaudelin & Bru 2005).To successfully develop professionally, teachers need many learning
opportunities, including reflection, dialogue and collaboration, particularly among their peers
and with their supervisors. Effective schools provide relevant and continuous support and
encouragement in order to improve their teachers’ instructional practices (Zepeda 2006). 

This strategy calls for the use of a differentiated supervision model to promote teacher growth
and development. The differentiated supervision model is based on individual teacher
characteristics including age, teaching experience, working conditions, qualifications and
individual teacher needs, as well as available time and resources and related learning
opportunities (Glatthorn 1997; Sullivan & Glanz 2000; Zepeda 2006). However, studies have
shown that these aspects of instructional behaviour favouring teacher professional development
were weaker among principals compared to other principal performance indicators, such as
interpersonal relationships and managerial abilities (Khan, Saeed & Fatima 2009).

To improve student achievement, teachers must improve their instructional practices
(McCann, Alan & Gail 2012). Reinforcing their capabilities enables them to reflect on their
own practice and knowledge level and strive to develop greater competency. Instructional
supervision improves not only decision-making skills but, ultimately, student outcomes
(Sergiovanni & Starratt 2007). In this regard, teacher professional development constitutes a
crucial component of this supervision (Nolan & Hoover 2005). As professionals involved in a
constantly evolving decision-making context within their practice, teachers must pursue
professional development activities throughout their career to develop their expertise
(Brodeur et al. 2005) as well as share these acquired skills with peers (Zepeda 2007). Teacher
growth must therefore be associated with and be part of instructional supervision (Zepeda
2007). While some studies have shown that teachers’ attitudes and level of satisfaction
concerning instructional supervisory practices are the most important contributors to teacher
professional growth, we must also acknowledge the importance of the time factor, as sufficient
time must be reserved to instructional supervision and this should be differentiated if its
desired outcome is to be achieved (Tesfaw & Hofman 2012).
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Research has shown that the principal has the greatest impact on teaching and learning, as
their feedback has a definite influence on these two processes (Sergiovanni & Starratt 2002;
Ovando 2005). In fact, some of the principal’s supervisory practices may even undermine
teacher professional development. Aside from the frustrating challenges caused by a lack of
adequate supervisory resources (Wanzare 2012), some principals use harassing supervisory
practices to encourage low-performing teachers to leave (Stoelinga 2011), while others view
supervision as a means to monitor their teachers’ work to ensure adherence to school rules,
and some even lack consistency and resort to questionable supervisory practices (Wanzare
2012). To address these issues, clear policies must be developed regarding instructional
supervision, and much needed resources, feedback and follow-up support (Tesfaw & Hofman
2012; Wanzare 2012) must be provided. Supervisors must acknowledge the stages of
professional development and treat teachers as individuals in order to further their
professional growth (Glickman 1980) and better respond to change.

Teacher Professional Development and Change
Teacher development is perceived as the professional growth teachers achieve as a result of
gaining increased experience and systematically examining their own teaching methods
(Glatthorn 1995). Essentially, their professional development implies that they not only learn
but also learn how to learn and transform their knowledge into practice for the betterment of
their students (Avalos 2011). This tacitly suggests that teaching should be contextualised
(Schnellert, Butler & Higginson 2008) and even differentiated (Smit & Humpert 2012) so that
it is adapted to the milieu as well as to the targeted teacher and students. Aside from the
purpose of studying teacher convictions and beliefs, teacher professional learning consists of
examining the objectives and needs of the targeted teacher/students, the expectations they
have of their education system, their work conditions and the available growth opportunities
(Brown & Benken 2009; Avalos 2011). The aim of professional development programmes is
therefore to bring about change in how teachers teach, in their attitudes and beliefs, and
ultimately in student achievement (Guskey 2002). Such a strategy calls for collaboration, which
is a key factor in teacher professional development (Gellert 2008; Hoy & Miskel 2008; Kaasila
& Lauriala 2010). This alludes to the importance of the sociocultural and situational
dimensions when promoting professional development activities for teachers, because when
teachers learn, act and interact professionally, they are believed to change (Kaasila & Lauriala
2010). Continuous teacher professional development generally portrays teacher quality (Chen
2012) and is a key component of major reform programmes in education (Guskey 2002;
Kubitskeya, Vath, Johnson, Fishman, Konstantopoulos & Park 2012). 

The concept of reflection as an instrument of change (Avalos 2011) is central for effective
teacher development and is also crucial in teaching (Aubusson & Schuck 2008; Chen 2012).
Professional development encompasses the context of teaching and the teachers’ experience,
supports them, and contextualises classroom practices in relation to school practices and
student achievement, while guaranteeing a balance between individual and school interests
(Little 1993). Professional development is an integral part of school life and that of its teachers
and ensures educational reform and school improvement (Hardy 2009). It is associated with
innovation, training and research, and, for it to contribute to teacher professional growth, its
activities should span from the teacher’s initial training through to the end of their career
(Brodeur et al. 2005), as teacher development is a lifelong process (Villegas-Reimers 2003).
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Finally, professional development activities contribute to how teachers and school leaders
understand accountability requirements, deepen their content and pedagogical knowledge,
and learn how to implement change with new teaching practices (Hoy & Miskel 2008). In so
doing, teacher professional development addresses training gaps, expands knowledge and
skills, explores new strategies to promote student learning, and facilitates the introduction of
reform.

In the context of the present study, change was viewed as (1) personal development, in which
teachers strive to improve their performance and develop additional skills or strategies, and
(2) growth, whereby teachers inevitably change through professional activity (Clarke &
Hollingsworth 2002). In order to describe teacher professional development, we used the
interconnected model of professional growth (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt,
Goedhart, Suhre & Van Streun 2012).

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was based on the interconnected model of
professional growth which suggests that teacher change occurs in recurring cycles through the
mediating processes of ‘reflection’ and ‘enaction’ within four distinct domains that encompass
the teacher’s world: the external domain (external source of information or stimulus) and the
internal domain, which combines: 

a. the domain of practice (professional experimentation) 
b. the personal domain (teacher knowledge, beliefs and attitudes)
c. the domain of consequence (salient outcomes) (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt

et al. 2012). 
The interconnected model of professional growth is non-linear in nature and demonstrates the
complexity of professional growth through the identification of multiple growth pathways
between its domains. The model identifies professional growth as an inevitable and
continuous process of learning, and includes the mediating processes of reflection and
enaction as the mechanisms by which change in one domain leads to change in another
(Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012). 

Reflection is the ability to look back on an experience in a structured manner and to draw
conclusions for future actions (Korthagen & Vasalos 2009; Witterhold et al. 2012). Enaction
is not only ‘action’, but more specifically, each action represents a confirmation of something
a teacher knows, believes or has experienced (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt
et al. 2012).

External Domain (External Source of Information or Stimulus)
The external domain differs from the other domains because it is situated outside of the
personal realm of the teacher (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012) and consists
of external sources of information or stimuli which are accessible to the teachers, including
professional publications and conversations with colleagues (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002).
The external domain may be interpreted as the initiator of professional development
(Witterholt et al. 2012).
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Internal Domain

Domain of Practice (Professional Experimentation)
This domain essentially refers to the in-class experimentation conducted by the teacher.
Indeed, the teacher retains and reuses effective practices that contribute to student
achievement and generally eliminates those showing no tangible proof of promoting success
(Guskey 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012).

Personal Domain (Teacher Knowledge, Beliefs and Attitudes)
The personal domain expresses the change in the teacher’s knowledge, beliefs and attitudes.
This change occurs through the increasing value they associate with new teaching strategies
that represent new instructional knowledge (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002). Because of the
difficulty distinguishing between the teacher’s knowledge and beliefs (Pajares 1992) and
between their beliefs and attitudes, Witterhold et al. (2012) proposed the concept of ‘practical
knowledge’ to designate a teacher’s knowledge, beliefs and attitudes. 

Domain of Consequence (Salient Outcomes)
The change observed in this domain regards the teacher’s value system and the conclusions
emanating from their in-class practice (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterhold et al. 2012).
For example, some may see the benefits of using a new instructional strategy, while others
may feel a loss of control (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012). We thus
explored the research question along with the application of the various domains of the
interconnected model of professional growth, as we examined how supervisors perceived
teacher supervision.

Research Question
This research aims to understand the supervisors’ perception of instructional supervision.

Methods

Data and Sample
Principals, vice-principals and study programme directors from 45 secondary schools
(N = 106) in Uganda were asked to answer an open-ended question. The data were collected
as part of a larger survey and involved supervisors and supervised teachers (Kalule &
Bouchamma 2013).

Data Analysis 
The themes and sub-themes were identified based on the responses to the following question:
Do you think the supervision of teachers brings about changes to the supervised teacher? A
closed coding analysis (Van der Maren 1995) or a theory-driven coding (Boyatzis 1998) was
performed based on the theoretical framework of the interconnected model of professional
growth of Clarke & Hollingsworth (2002) and Witterholt et al. (2012). The coding scheme was
conducted using a list of codes that housed two major themes – namely, the internal domain
of teacher professional development and the external domain of teacher professional
development (see Table 1) – with each theme divided into sub-themes.
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Table 1: Themes and sub-themes of teacher professional development

Internal domain
Domain of practice (professional experimentation)

Implementing acquired pedagogical knowledge
Reviewing teaching progress
Observing issues that contribute to improving teaching
Assessing teaching practices
Discovering strengths and weaknesses
Adapting teaching

Personal domain (teacher knowledge, beliefs and attitudes)
Consolidation of knowledge
Reflection
Self-esteem
Confidence
Motivation

Domain of consequence (salient outcomes)
Effective teaching
Effective student assessment
Time management
Improved student outcomes
Ongoing research
Improved teaching
Mastered teaching methods
Respect of teaching code of ethics
Updated practices

External domain
(external source of information/stimulus; located outside the teacher’s personal world)

Professional discussion and support on
Monitoring teaching practices
Attendance at school activities
Lesson plan and work scheme preparation
Monitoring exam standards
Task management
Quality teaching and learning
Adapting new teaching practices

Teamwork
Sharing experience

Establishing relationships
Developing common attitude toward the learner’s success
Fostering collaboration among teachers
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Results

Internal Domain of Teacher Professional Development
This theme was divided into three sub-themes: the domain of practice, the personal domain
and the domain of consequence, as presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Internal domain sub-themes of teacher professional development

Domain of practice (professional experimentation)
Implementing acquired pedagogical knowledge
Reviewing teaching progress
Observing issues that contribute to improving teaching
Assessing teaching practices
Discovering strengths and weaknesses
Adapting teaching

Personal domain (teacher knowledge, beliefs and attitudes)
Consolidation of knowledge
Reflection
Self-esteem
Confidence
Motivation

Domain of consequence (salient outcomes)
Effective teaching
Effective student assessment
Time management
Improved student outcomes
Ongoing research
Improved teaching
Mastered teaching methods
Respect of teaching code of ethics
Updated practices

Domain of Practice (Professional Experimentation)
The supervisors in our study believed that instructional supervision motivated the teachers
to use the pedagogical knowledge acquired in the classroom. The presence of an evaluating
supervisor made it possible to monitor the teacher’s progress and how the latter adapted their
practice with their students. Through in-class observation, the supervisor identified the issues
contributing to the actions and improvement of instructional practices. As a result, the teacher
learned to evaluate their own practices and determine their strong points and weaknesses,
which are the heart of improvement strategies. The supervisor then recommended the steps
to be taken to help the teacher bonify their pedagogical practice:

In supervision, teachers get to know their strengths and weaknesses in teaching.
Knowing one’s weaknesses in pedagogical practices is at the basis of improvement
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strategies. The supervisor highlights the way forward and this brings about change in
teachers’ practices.

(Respondent 1) 

Adaptation 
Supervision enables the person being supervised to modify their practice, discuss new
pedagogical methods, analyse these methods, and adjust them to better adapt them to their
particular context. The supervisor’s feedback is a catalyst for these positive changes and the
introduction of new instructional approaches.

Personal Domain (Teacher Knowledge, Beliefs, and Attitudes)

Knowledge Consolidation
The supervisors affirmed that their supervision consolidated the knowledge acquired through
the teachers’ initial training and continuing education and made it possible to attain the
objectives targeted by the instruction – namely, improving teaching competencies toward
greater student achievement. Some supervisors mentioned that supervision was indispensable
and that without it, certain teachers were unable to provide an effective level of instruction.

The supervisors believed that professional development implied that the teacher submit to a
continuing process that may be influenced by external factors, such as personal experiences
that may profoundly influence their professional life. According to the supervisors, a
supervisor must be conscious of this reality and provide support if such a situation occurs. 

Reflection, Self-Esteem and Confidence
In the supervision process, the teacher is brought to identify their challenges and determine
their strengths. To overcome their challenges, the teacher must reflect on their practice, self-
evaluate and seek out strategies to effectively improve their teaching methods. The fact of
defining their strengths contributes to their self-esteem and level of confidence, which in the
long run has a positive impact on the school’s vision and educational mission.

Motivation
The supervisors stated that teacher supervision lost all of its importance in a socioeconomic
context characterised by the low income level of its teachers. Determining the most successful
teaching practices, establishing positive relations between the supervisor and supervised
teacher, and providing positive feedback are all effective ways to motivate and to facilitate
change. ‘Positive and encouraging comments from supervisors motivate a teacher to
work harder and to improve on the loopholes cited during the supervision exercise’
(Respondent 18).

To improve the level of instruction, the supervisors felt it was necessary to stay on course
in terms of planning and developing job-related skills and to remain aware that some
teachers may alter their behaviour when they are assessed. To alleviate the problem, the
respondents suggested that the supervisors should concentrate on achievable strategies in the
allotted time.



Domain of Consequence (Salient Outcomes)
With the available didactical support, teacher supervision fosters effective instruction, efficient
student assessment, better time management and, finally, improved student outcomes. This
targeted supervision also emphasises the pursuit of research in the profession. The teacher is
thus challenged to continuously evolve in their practices so as to better welcome change and
support student achievement.

Instructional supervision results in effective teaching, effective assessment, and proper
time management in teaching and eventually better performance of students. Many
things continue changing in the world around us, which necessitate change in the
teaching and learning process. As a result, there is a need for continued supervision of
teachers in order to cope with the changing world.

(Respondent 51)

Instructional supervision helps teachers to master teaching models according to the ethical
guidelines of the profession, and ensures that these instructional practices are updated
accordingly.

Supervision contributes to the mastering of teaching methods and respect of the ethical code
of conduct in teaching, for example in evaluating students and awarding of marks, which
contributes to good performance of students. Supervision guarantees teachers’ awareness of
the duties entrusted to them and an update of their teaching practices. 

External Domain of Teacher Professional Development
As shown in Table 3, the theme associated with the external domain is divided into three
themes: professional discussion, support and teamwork.

Table 3: External domain sub-themes of teacher professional development

Professional discussion and support on
Monitoring teaching practices
Attendance at school activities
Lesson plan and work scheme preparation
Monitoring exam standards
Task management
Quality teaching and learning
Adapting new teaching practices

Teamwork
Sharing experience
Establishing relationships
Developing common attitude toward the learner’s success
Fostering collaboration among teachers
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Professional Discussion and Support
Supervision makes it possible for the people involved in the process to remain in constant
contact, in order to support one another professionally during discussions between the
supervisor and the supervised teacher or among supervised teachers, which consequently
provides additional skills and strategies to enrich their practice. ‘Teachers come from different
institutions and backgrounds. With continuous supervision they get opportunity to interact.
This interaction eventually gives them more skills and strategies to improve their teaching’
(Respondent 100).

Supervision also holds the teacher accountable for their level of professionalism. When they
know they are being monitored, they will spend more time on course preparation, which in
turn helps to hone their teaching and assessment skills as well as the learning and mastering
of new and improved teaching methods and better time management, to the ultimate benefit
of their students.

Some supervisors associated supervision with a control of teaching practices: teacher
attendance at school activities, lesson and instruction planning and occasional updating, and
quality student assessments with the appropriate instruction.

Supervision helps to monitor whether teachers cover the teaching syllabus in time.
Teachers being human beings, laxity in their duties is quite possible if there is no
system put in place to check on them. Supervision contributes to solving laxity problem
among teachers.

(Respondent 22) 

This amelioration helps justify the importance of instructional supervision to ensure not only the
accomplishment of tasks but also the best possible teaching and learning opportunities. As the
supervised teacher has the possibility to directly address their problem areas, the team of
supervisors is close by to support them in their efforts to remedy the situation, which contributes
to further professional development for the teacher. The feedback received thus helps the
supervised teacher learn how to learn from their errors and move forward in their career.

Knowing that supervisors and other stakeholders are concerned with teacher performance
encourages the teacher to become more responsible as educators; however, getting the latter
to welcome change can be challenging:

Supervised teachers get to know that other stakeholders are concerned about the
teacher’s performance and this makes teachers more accountable for their practices.
When teachers are effectively supervised they are motivated to be more efficient and
effective. Supervision brings about change if the supervised teacher is willing and
ready to change.

(Respondent 60)

The participants in our study mentioned that some untrained teachers required more
individualised support to deal with the inherent challenges of the profession. They did add,
however, that this assistance was beneficial only when the teacher being supervised was open
to the idea of being more closely monitored. The supervisor, for their part, must understand
that frequent negative or harassing feedback does nothing to help a teacher accept change.
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Teamwork
The supervisor and the supervised teacher learn to work together as a team by sharing their
experiences. This teamwork may centre, for example, on the challenges related to a teaching
method or a specific subject: ‘Supervision brings about teamwork among teachers and
supervisors in school. Supervisors and teachers develop a common attitude towards success
of the learner which contributes to achieving the vision and mission of the school’
(Respondent 14).

Supervision also favours interaction between teachers in the context of peer supervision and
when new teachers familiarise themselves with their school’s culture, which enables both
parties to better identify the causes related to any instructional difficulties and to collaborate
toward finding a solution.

Discussion
Based on the theoretical framework of the Interconnected Model of Professional Growth of
Clarke & Hollingsworth (2002), our analysis of the supervisors’ responses led us to identify
two major themes related to teacher professional development: the internal domain and the
external domain.

Internal Domain of Teacher Professional Development 

Domain of Practice (Professional Experimentation)
The supervisors participating in our study stated that introducing new pedagogical
knowledge improved the teachers’ level of competence and their practice. Putting what they
learned into practice enabled teachers to master the new skills and to choose the most
appropriate ones with specific students. These results support studies on the subject showing
that new practices generated through proper supervision have a positive impact on learning
(Guskey 2002). Transferring instructional knowledge into the classroom to help the students
is an essential element of teacher professional development (Avalos 2011).

In our study, supervision was viewed as a means for the supervised teacher to consolidate
knowledge as well as develop and nurture self-esteem and motivation as they learn to master
knowledge and skills that are adjusted and adapted for the ultimate benefit of their students.
However, the benefits of supervision do not necessarily guarantee a teacher’s professional
growth. In other words, implementing a teacher supervision system does not suffice. Our
respondents admitted being aware of this reality and agreed that supervisory practices by
some principals may in fact hinder the professional development of their teachers, as was
confirmed by some authors (Stoelinga 2011; Wanzare 2012). 

Studies have identified the pivotal role the school principal plays in guiding their teachers to
welcome change in how they learn and teach (Sergiovanni & Starratt 2002; Ovando 2005). In
Uganda, however, school principals lack the necessary training and expertise in this regard
(Dejaeghere et al. 2009). An appropriate training programme for supervisors is therefore
imperative to apply effective supervision according to a well-defined plan with clear
objectives. For best results, Ugandan education leaders should invest in instigating a teacher
evaluation programme supported by specific guidelines for both the supervisors and the
persons being supervised.
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Personal Domain
In the opinion of the supervisors we surveyed, instructional supervision contributes to
consolidating the knowledge acquired in the teacher’s initial and ongoing training, thereby
enriching their in-class practices and stimulating their professional development. Supervision
is thus a strategy to update the teacher’s skills and knowledge. These essential characteristics
are indeed related to the strategies used by today’s schools, where the tendency is to centre
on improving teaching quality, which requires a consolidation of knowledge on the process
of teaching and learning (Tucker & Pounder 2010).

In this context, the participating supervisors associated instructional supervision with teacher
professional development, as both fill the gaps in training, broaden the knowledge base and
body of skills, explore new strategies, respond to change and, finally, link what teachers know
to how students learn (Hoy & Miskel 2008). As the supervised teacher is guided toward a greater
level of knowledge and skills and a transformation of this knowledge into practice, supervision
thus represents a key component of the teacher’s growth in the profession. This supervisory
role is part of the personal and internal domain of the theory involving the interconnected model
of professional growth of Clarke & Hollingsworth (2002) and Witterholt et al. (2012).

The supervisors affirmed that the process of the teacher’s professional development is ongoing
and that a personal event experienced by the teacher may have negative repercussions on
their professional life. Although they did consider supervision as a means for their teachers’
professional growth, they agreed that the teacher’s personal characteristics are not to be
neglected, because without this dimension professional growth is not possible.

Instructional supervision is thus the launching pad for a teacher’s personal and professional
development. Throughout the process, the teacher reflects on their teaching methods,
consolidates knowledge through discussions with their supervisor, improves their skills and
strategies, and has a positive impact on student achievement (Witterholt et al. 2012). As
regards the theoretical interconnected model of professional growth, reflection and enaction
are mediation processes that explain these changes (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterhold
et al. 2012).

Domain of Consequence (Salient Outcomes)
Our results show that instructional supervision facilitates the mastering of teaching methods
and the enrichment of pedagogical practices, which constitutes a tangible opportunity to help
solve the current challenges of quality education in Uganda. These issues notably include a
deterioration in both teaching quality and student achievement (Lewin & Stuart 2003; World
Bank 2005; Penny et al. 2008), limited teacher continuing education opportunities (Dejaeghere
et al. 2009), and the rapid recruitment of teachers and principals before they are ready
(Chapman et al. 2010). 

We have stated that effective teaching has a very positive effect on how students learn
(Villegas-Reimers 2003) and that there is a significant relationship between teaching quality
and student achievement (Hoy & Miskel 2008; Junor-Clarke & Fournillier 2012). Because
supervision improves not only the quality of teaching but also the person teaching, it
necessarily changes the supervised teacher. Moreover, professional development programmes
for teachers (including instructional supervision) are aimed at introducing positive change in
their pedagogical practices, beliefs and attitudes, as well as in their students’ outcomes
(Guskey 2002).



Furthermore, supervision not only makes it possible for the teacher to evaluate themselves,
discover their weaknesses and strong points, and integrate their acquired instructional
knowledge in the classroom, but also sheds light on the issues contributing to action and to
the evolution of instructional practices (domain of practice). Teaching thus become more
effective, student assessment is improved, and instructional methods are mastered with an
ethical consideration toward improving student outcomes (domain of consequence). 

External Domain of Teacher Professional Development 

Professional Discussion and Support
The supervisors who participated in this study confirmed that instructional supervision
ensures the necessary support by providing a variety of learning opportunities and by
fostering reflection, dialogue and collaboration. In this sense, teacher professional
development efforts represent one of the most important strategies used by school
administrators to remedy the flaws encountered in the teacher initial and continuing
education programes (Mulkeen et al. 2007). Change is therefore introduced through learning,
actions, and professional interactions (Kaasila & Lauriala 2010; Chen 2012).

The respondents considered supervision to be a professional development initiative for
teachers to complement their training, help broaden their knowledge base and skills, provide
new strategies to improve student achievement and introduce change. To obtain the desired
results, the context, level of competence and experience of the teacher must be considered
along with their support, and their practice must be examined in light of existing practices and
student outcomes, all while ensuring a balance between the interests of the individual and
those of the school (Little 1993). In other words, supervision must be differentiated to take
into account the teacher’s personal, professional and sociocognitive characteristics as well as
those of the education system involved (Brown & Benken 2009; Avalos 2011).

Teamwork
The supervisors emphasised the importance of collaboration to resolve conflict. Collaboration
continues to be a determining factor in teacher professional growth (Gellert 2008; Hoy &
Miskel 2008; Kaasila & Lauriala 2010). Schools should most definitely use dialogue and
collaboration with peers and school leaders as a catalyst for development. (Zepeda 2006, 2007).

Conclusion
According to the supervisors in our study, teachers change for the better as a result of
instructional supervision and that the ensuing changes affect the internal as well as the external
domain. The internal domain consists of the personal domain (knowledge consolidation,
reflection on one’s practice, self-esteem and motivation), the domain of practice (use of
pedagogical knowledge and adaptation of existing teaching methods) and the domain of
consequence (effective instructional practices and student achievement). The external domain,
on the other hand, consists of discussion, professional support and teamwork.

Guided by the premise of the interconnected model of professional growth, we learned that
the changes brought into play with the appropriate supervision is part of the teacher
professional development process and that this ongoing process is explained by the interaction
between the teacher characteristics in both the internal and external domain.
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Instructional supervision is thus crucial to the professional fulfilment of our teachers.
However, for the system to be effective, the stakeholders must be proactive. In short, a
successful supervision programme takes into consideration the perceptions of each person
involved in the process.
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Leading Education in the United
Kingdom: A Study of the Policy
and Personal Relationship of Selected
Permanent Secretaries and Their
Secretaries of State

Peter Ribbins and Brian Sherratt

Abstract: In the UK appointment as secretary of state represents high political office and elevation to
permanent secretary denotes the apotheosis of a career in the civil service. Given this it is remarkable
that so little has been published on their relationship. Seen mainly from the perspective of two of the
permanent secretaries at the Ministry of Education between 1976 and 2001, this paper draws on a
longitudinal, interview-based study of such officials to explore how they regarded the secretaries of state
they worked with and to consider what the latter thought of them. These views vary greatly. As such,
the influence of possible explanatory variables – including length of service, duration of contact and
attitudes to what is appropriate to these roles in policy-making – are explored. This leads to a discussion
of whether this matters and, if so, how much and why. 

Introduction
The nature of the relationship between senior politicians and high civil servants varies from
nation to nation in terms of function, status and tenure. Two models have been especially
influential worldwide: that of the USA, where new presidents appoint federal departmental
political leaders and a raft of senior officials, and that of the UK in which incoming prime
ministers appoint ministers but inherit civil servants. Variations in the nature of their
appointment in different countries notwithstanding, those holding such roles are widely seen
as exercising major leadership functions. In the UK, appointment as secretary of state denotes
high political office, and elevation to permanent secretary represents the apotheosis of a civil
service career. Given this, remarkably little is known on how they relate. A review of the
relevant literature suggests that even less is known in much of the rest of the world.

In this context, some years ago we studied the seven secretaries of state in office at the
Department for Education and Skills (DES)1 between 1979 and 1997 (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997).

1 The ‘Department’ has enjoyed many titles: we will use either this term or DES.



More recently (Sherratt 2004) we have been undertaking follow-up research that includes
further secretaries of state (Shirley Williams and David Blunkett) but focuses on the six
permanent secretaries in post between 1976 and 2001. This involved recorded conversations
with them and others involved in national education policy-making in these years
(chancellors, home secretaries, secretaries of state, junior ministers, political advisers, others).2

We were surprised to find that while all permanent secretaries made many spontaneous
references to the secretaries of state they had worked with, the reverse was rarely found. In
our original study only four such allusions were made with three (Holland, Lankester,
Bichard) not being mentioned. Given that the purpose of this paper is to explore how these
key DES role-holders regard each other, this could have been a problem. Fortunately most of
our secretaries of state had more to say on this in subsequent interviews and/or in
biographical texts. The richness of our data and limitations on length mean we must focus on
two. We choose James Hamilton and John Caines in part because each served four secretaries
of state but in doing so took very different attitudes to the policy-making aspect of their role.3

In what follows, a major section of the paper will deal with each of them, with sub-sections
on the eight secretaries of state they ‘served’. This relationship has been largely un-theorised;
in seeking to close this gap we propose a typological approach. As a prelude, we explore issues
relating to longevity in post and duration of contact: hypothesising that both will be influential
in shaping the personal and working relationship between politician and official. 

Longevity in Post and Duration of Contact
Tony Crosland, whom Kogan (1971: 43) describes as ‘unusually gifted’ and who had ‘honed
himself for office’, reckoned it took at least two years for a minister to become conversant
with the core work and policy issues of a department (1971: 158). But, as Carlisle warns, ‘life
expectancy’ ‘was very short – about two years … look at the photographs of those who have
held the office in the Secretary of State’s waiting room … . You will be amazed at how many
there are’ (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 77). In our study, ten people held this office between June
1975 and June 2001, an average of 2.5 years with three serving for less than 18 months, and just
two for more than 4 years (Table 1).

During roughly the same 25-year period, permanent secretaries averaged 4.2 years. A figure
distorted by the fact that two (Holland and Lankester) served for just over l year each. Thus
the average of the other four was 5.5 years with Hamilton, at 7 years, the longest serving.
Since 2001 this disparity has been more marked; there have been six secretaries of state (four
for less than 2 years) but only three permanent secretaries. 

Richards (1997) helpfully summarises some of the findings of the relatively modest number
of systematic surveys (Kelsall 1955; Harris & Garcia 1966; Theakston & Fry 1989; Barberis
1996) that have explored the demographic characteristics of higher civil servants in terms of
‘shifts in age, gender, class, educational background and length of tenure in office’ (Richards
1997: 74). In these studies there is little on length of tenure in post, but figures from Theakston
& Fry (1989) suggest that between 1900–19 and 1965–86 this dropped from 9.9 years to 4.8

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 2013106

2 For accounts of context, scope and method in our research see Ribbins and Sherratt (1997: 3–6; 2013),
and Sherratt (2004: 35–67).

3 In Ribbins and Sherratt (2012) we consider the relationship between Hancock and his ministers, and
have subsequently completed similar portrait-based papers on Holland, Lankester and Bichard.



years. In explaining this, they point to the fact that first appointment to permanent secretary
in these periods increased from 49.7 years to 53.9 years. To this Richards (1997) adds that over
this period the standard age of retirement dropped to 60. In reviewing the literature, we could
find no substantial and systematic studies (survey based or otherwise) either in the education
department or elsewhere of durations of service between individual secretaries of state and
particular permanent secretaries. With this in mind, Table 2 sets out the dates of service of the
latter from Hamilton to Bichard and lists the secretaries of state that they served, noting in
months in each case for how long.

Table 2: Permanent secretaries and the ministers they worked with (in months)

HAMILTON, James May 1976–May 1983 Mulley (4), Williams (32), Carlisle (28),
Joseph (20)

HANCOCK, David May 1983–June 1989 Joseph (36), Baker (37)

CAINES, John June 1989–January 1993 Baker (1), MacGregor (16), Clarke (17),
Patten (9)

HOLLAND, Geoffrey January 1993–January 1994 Patten (12)

LANKESTER, Timothy February 1994–July 1995 Patten (5), Shephard (12)

BICHARD, Michael July 1995–May 2001 Shephard (21), Blunkett (48)

It can be seen from this that considerable variation exists. Thus Hamilton and Caines served
four secretaries of state; Hancock, Lankester and Bichard, two; and Holland, one. If it takes
time to build a productive working relationship, over the period of our study this was often
in short supply. Thus of the 15 associations between 1976 and 2001, only five were of 2 years
duration or more, whilst six were for 1 year or less. 
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Table 1: Secretaries of State for Education

MULLEY, Fred June 1975–September 1976 

WILLIAMS, Shirley September 1976–May 1979

CARLISLE, Mark May 1979–September 1981

JOSEPH, Keith September 1981–May 1986

BAKER, Kenneth May 1986–July 1989

MACGREGOR, John July 1989–November 1990

CLARKE, Kenneth November 1990–April 1992

PATTEN, John April 1992–July 1994

SHEPHARD, Gillian July 1994–May 1997

BLUNKETT, David May 1997–June 2001



James Hamilton

Background and Career
In Ribbins & Sherratt (2013) we examine the contribution that Hamilton made during his time
at the DES, labelling him as a ‘centralising outsider’. He regards himself as a surprising choice
for permanent secretary: ‘I wasn’t a traditional administrative civil servant. I was an engineer,
the first ever to be made a permanent secretary.’4 Born in Penicuik in 1923, educated at state
schools in Scotland, he studied engineering at Edinburgh University. Certainly, compared
with those who followed him, he was unusual, being alone in having a first degree not in the
humanities or social sciences, being one of only three educated in the state sector, and having
had a major career before joining the administrative civil service. On graduating he spent
many years in the scientific civil service, mainly concerned with the design and development
of military and civilian aircraft. It was not until 1971 that he transferred to the administrative
class of the civil service as Deputy Secretary Aerospace Industry at the Department of Trade
and Industry. From 1973 he was Deputy Secretary to the Cabinet before 3 years later being
appointed Permanent Secretary at the DES. His unconventional history and route to the DES
notwithstanding, he survived to become one of its longest serving and most influential
postwar permanent secretaries working for four very different secretaries of state in two
political administrations. 

Fred Mulley
Hamilton’s first secretary of state, for four months only, was Fred Mulley, whom he recalls
‘used to say the only power he had was to demolish air raid shelters in school grounds, and
everything else was for the local authorities: there was a certain amount of truth in that … the
1944 Act gave little in the way of management powers to the Department, and the Department
was not discontent with this’. Mulley was evidently amongst those who took this view. This
might explain why, according to Hamilton, he took little interest in the production of the
‘Yellow Paper’ (a report that James Callaghan asked for on the state of education based on a
number of critical questions) for the prime minister. This attitude did not escape Callaghan’s
attention and, ‘found wanting in application and dynamism, Mulley was asked to resign’
(Ross 2000: 33).5 As Hamilton recalls it, given Mulley was at the time ‘on his way’, he
(Hamilton) was virtually given a free hand in what he was to write. We are unable to comment
on what Mulley thought of Hamilton because he (Mulley) was not amongst those that we
interviewed and because, our best efforts notwithstanding, we were unable to find a published
record of any observation from him relating to this subject. 

Shirley Williams
Hamilton and Williams were ‘in harness’ for almost three years. With divergent views on key
policy issues, including the Ruskin College Speech (Callaghan’s controversial speech based on
the Yellow Paper), the extent to which the Department was engaged with major issues, the case
for greater centralisation of power, and the merits of a national school curriculum (Ribbins &
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4 All quotes hereafter not attributed are from the Sherratt (2004) interviews.
5 Application and dynamism were apparently less valued attributes for a minister for defence, because

this was the post Mulley held for the next three years.



Sherratt 2013), it is surprising that their personal and professional relationship was not more
difficult than it was.

Asked how she regarded Hamilton’s role in determining the policy recommendations that
informed Ruskin, Williams’ response suggests a degree of ideological tension with her
permanent secretary and, indeed, with her prime minister, who had appointed her:

to carry out the recommendations in the Ruskin speech, to break not with the
comprehensive tradition but with what he saw as being a somewhat weak-limbed
approach to LEAs and the teaching unions … (He) felt he had to shake the Department
up … All this brought Jim Hamilton on board and I think that Callaghan saw Jim as a
man of his own school, so to speak. I made no bones about the fact I only agreed with
some of it … I think Jim Hamilton was probably closer to Jim Callaghan than I was, but
I was the minister he was stuck with. So we made our ways as best we could.

On the need for a shake-up, Hamilton’s view on taking up his role was that DES officials were
not engaged in any ‘central issues’ but rather with a ‘large number of smaller initiatives such
as the education of handicapped children and the question of who should set the rules for
free school meals’. This judgement was roundly rejected by Williams, who argued that ‘there
was a central issue: comprehensive education. This central issue shaped the DES for thirty
years … It really was a central issue. But I don’t think it was Jim’s central issue.’ By his own
account Hamilton saw three issues as critical: changing the Department’s culture, altering the
balance of power between the DES and the local education authorities (LEAs) in favour of
the former, and establishing the case for a national school curriculum. 

In none of this was he unreservedly supported by Williams. But she did recognise ‘as a man
who wanted to get on with things, he was terribly fed up with the fact that the LEAs
intervened in everything. We were a terribly weak Department … He and I would have fallen
out to some extent over complete centralisation … Although there was a strong case for a
somewhat more powerful position for the Department.’ In retrospect Hamilton was realistic
on the place of his contribution to the centralising process and to changing ‘the outward
looking (LEA orientated) culture of the DES’, noting simply: ‘I am not sure that on leaving I’d
overcome these attitudes but they had been modified to some degree.’ On this, Williams,
whilst acknowledging progress, stresses that achieving such attitudinal change was very
difficult: ‘Not that he didn’t try. But the culture was so deep and it was a fairly old
department.’ What she had far less sympathy with was his wish for major curriculum reform:
‘I did not share it [enthusiasm for a national curriculum] at all. Not at all. I was very strongly
in favour of a core curriculum which each school had to offer. I was, and am, against a National
Curriculum.’ 

However, despite some disagreement on important policy issues and a rather formal
relationship, Williams describes Hamilton as ‘an effective manager of the Department on a
broad basis … selective when it came to policy’. She saw him as:

Efficient, direct, blunt, in a hurry, determined to get things moving, funny, humorous,
rather detached. To put it quite directly, my other permanent secretary … I’m still a
good friend of. We still have lunch together and talk to each other. Not so with Jim. Not
that we fell out in any way. But our relationship was quite loose. Basically that’s the
way I’d characterise him. He wasn’t somebody one felt close to, at least I didn’t.
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Hamilton, for his part, feels that his working relationship with Williams was rather closer
than the above comments would suggest. 

Mark Carlisle
Asked what were his most significant achievements in office, Carlisle listed ‘the 1970 Act,
which restored to local authorities the power to make their own decisions on comprehensive
reorganisation … the Assisted Places Scheme … the Education Special Needs Act’ (Ribbins &
Sherratt 1997: 61). None figured much in the interviews with Hamilton. Regarding local
authorities, Carlisle did not share his party’s perceived hostility to them, but acknowledged
(Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 75) that:

If you have a radical agenda of reform which you want to implement, it is very difficult
to do so if you can only exercise indirect control over the system. But there are
problems with direct control … . I didn’t want really to upset the equilibrium that
existed and the balance of powers upon which it was built. 

Such a comment from Carlisle, who clearly felt more comfortable within a context of
consensus, would jar with Hamilton, whose raison d’être as permanent secretary was to shift
power from local to national government. For Hamilton the Assisted Places Scheme was ‘not
our first priority’ and he did not seem much interested or involved in it. 

Even so, from what they say of the almost 28 months they worked together, despite the fact
there were key policy issues on which they were not in accord, it seems that Hamilton
developed a much warmer rapport with Carlisle than with Mulley or Williams. This is evident
from his description of Carlisle as ‘a very pleasant, thoughtful, kind man. I got on very well
with him.’ As for his capabilities, Hamilton observes that although ‘very good at listening to
advice and accepting it if he thought it was right, he was quite capable of making up his own
mind. He was a hard-working, conscientious, Secretary of State.’ But Hamilton was also
candid about what he regarded as Carlisle’s limitations:

He wasn’t one of the great Secretaries of State, that’s for sure. He’d be the first to admit
it … But he was up against Margaret Thatcher who even then was head and shoulders
above everybody else. She could demolish him within five minutes at a Cabinet
meeting. She wanted ministers to run their departments and, as he said to me, the only
thing he’d ever run was a legal clerk.

In our initial interview with Carlisle, when asked to name any civil servants who had made
a special contribution during his time in office, he replied ‘Jim Hamilton was my Permanent
Secretary’ (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 66) before talking of a number of more junior officials
including Peter Shaw, Edward Simpson and, especially, Walter Ulrich. In a later interview,
however, he was more forthcoming:

Jim was a good, experienced permanent secretary. He’d been at DES for three years by
the time I’d arrived. He could be pretty forceful, obviously knew his business, clearly
knew what was going on in the Department. He saw his role more as manager than as
policy adviser. He came from outside whereas the other senior officials had all been
there a long time. His background made him an outsider in Whitehall. Jim had a lot of
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charm, particularly on a one-to-one basis and gave friendship and support. Certainly,
he was very helpful to me. Easy to get on with, cheerful and relaxed in manner, he
encouraged me in what I was doing.

Keith Joseph
In an earlier paper, having described Hamilton as a centralist par excellence we examine the
contribution he made to key policies including establishing the case for a national curriculum
and blocking voucherisation (Ribbins & Sherratt 2013). In none of this did he enjoy the backing
of his secretaries of state. Pursuing them, he admits, meant engaging in ‘undercover work’. As
such, his drive to locate power over the curriculum at the DES involved a degree of official
legerdemain which might have brought him into conflict with Keith Joseph. Surprisingly, this
did not seem to happen. 

Hamilton describes working for Joseph as enjoyable yet frustrating. He ‘was immensely polite,
very courteous and always very disturbed if I complained to him about his having done
something without consulting the Department’ Stuart Sexton, Joseph’s political adviser, who
had many opportunities to observe them at close quarters, believes that:

Keith treated him [Hamilton] with all the courtesy you would expect from Keith. But
I think Hamilton found Keith much more difficult to work for, and didn’t get on
anything like as well with Keith as he had done with Mark [Carlisle]. But I don’t think
that was Keith’s fault.

As Hamilton saw it:

I was used to meetings where at the end you had decided something … The classic here
was the reorganisation of secondary education in Manchester. There was a flight of
people from central Manchester. The local authority … had to close schools. We had
twelve or thirteen meetings and we started the last meeting at precisely where we had
started the first. It was like being in an Oxbridge college, but it was not getting the
stuff moving forward.

For Hamilton, the intellectually towering figure of Joseph was his opposite in terms of style.
His frustration shows: ‘Vouchers were par excellence an endless philosophical discussion.’6 For
Joseph nothing was straightforward: ‘he didn’t believe in the power of the central Department:
he didn’t believe in LEAs either’. Hamilton poignantly notes he was unable to recall ‘any
instance where a policy I thought good got through Keith’. He felt thwarted. Unsurprisingly
his concluding judgement is ambivalent: 

A lovely man to work for but frustrating because I always wanted some direct action:
a brilliant man but difficult to deal with as … Secretary of State. The Department loved
him because … philosophical debate was exactly their culture. 

ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 2013 111

6 Others claim it was Hamilton’s deputy secretary, Walter Ulrich, who was primarily responsible for
ensuring this debate was prolonged until even the patient Joseph finally gave up (see Ribbins and
Sherratt 2013).



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 1, 2013112

We do not know what Joseph thought of Hamilton since in our interview he did not mention
him (Chitty 1997). Had his judgement been ambivalent, this would be understandable since
Hamilton actively pursued policies (centralisation, national curriculum) he opposed, and
passively resisted policies (voucherisation) he favoured. 

How Did Hamilton See Himself? 
To his new colleagues, Hamilton, the engineer, must have presented a stark contrast to his
predecessor. He describes Pile as ‘an imperturbable man’ who as a devotee of the idea of a
‘national system locally administered’ favoured the status quo – ‘I think Bill’s idea was that the
best thing you could do as permanent secretary was to have a pretty quiet life, and that’s
probably why Mrs Thatcher didn’t like him.’ If Pile saw his role as having a traditional policy
emphasis, Hamilton viewed himself as taking a non-traditional managerial orientation and
characterised his style in terms of three duties. The first was managerial: ‘I felt strongly I ought
to run the Department. It was unpopular, they were used to working on their own’. The
second was ‘to provide policy advice to the Secretary of State … my style was fairly “hands
off”. I let Under Secretaries … design their own policies’. The third ‘was to implement
whatever policy the Secretary of State wanted, and here again I was very much “hands off”.
Having agreed the policy, I would say to the Under Secretary, “Here’s what we have to do,
now get on with it”.’ 

There is sufficient evidence to suggest that as permanent secretary Hamilton was an unusually
involved and effective departmental manager. However, the idea, which he cultivates above,
that he sought simply to implement the desired policies of his political masters is hard to
square with what we heard from him and from others. On the contrary, as we have argued
above and elsewhere (Ribbins & Sherratt 2013), with regard to his secretaries of state he
pursued policies none of them supported, resisted others that one or more of them wanted,
and took little interest in yet others they favoured. On leaving the DES, Hamilton, asked by
the editor of The Times Educational Supplement (24 April 1983) what he had achieved,
responded: ‘Well, my main contribution was that I survived’. Given the extent to which
Hamilton’s views on key policy matters differed from those of each of his secretaries of state,
this wry comment raises two serious questions. What had been the experience of other
permanent secretaries at odds with ministers? Why was his fate different? 

Hamilton’s unflattering assessment of Pile gives point to an account by Richards (1997: 136)
of his strained association with Margaret Thatcher: ‘At one stage, she approached Edward
Heath to ask him to remove Pile. This despite the fact that Pile … was regarded as a Whitehall
“high flyer”. Heath, having consulted William Armstrong, then Head of the Civil Service,
refused her request.’ If this shows it is possible to survive ministerial hostility, ‘historically, in
the few cases when a Permanent Secretary could no longer get along with his minister, he
was normally transferred to another department’ (Richards 1997: 231). A notorious exception
‘was the sacking of Peter Kemp in 1992 by William Waldegrave, then Minister of Public Service
and Science’ (1997: 229). Kemp told Richards ‘basically … I fell out personally with William
Waldegrave … [He] did not want me, and was not prepared to let us both try harder to get on;
and when that happens it is right and proper that it is the official and not the minister who
has to depart. The difficult bit that followed on from this was that contrary to what has
happened to other people on previous occasions of this nature, no attempt was made to find
me another job’ (1997: 231). For Richards, ‘the importance of the Kemp sacking was that, for



the first time, the Government signalled to its higher civil servants that they no longer enjoyed
security of tenure’ (1997: 232). He goes on to acknowledge that ‘in fact, since the Kemp sacking,
there have been no further public sackings of senior civil servants’ (1997: 232). However, there
have been a number of ‘voluntary’ resignations in which it seems a permanent secretary at
odds with a minister has taken the initiative. Richards notes two cases – that of Clive
Whitmore at the Home Office under Michael Howard and Geoffrey Holland at the DES. In the
latter case subsequently, ‘claims were made (which were denied by his department) that John
Patten, his Education Secretary, had stopped speaking to him’ (1997: 233). 

These cases suggest the fate of a permanent secretary in such a situation is resolved by the
interplay of a number of factors: the nature of their personal relationship; the attitude and
standing of the minister; the judgement of the prime minister. From this perspective,
Hamilton’s survival can be related to each of these factors. First, as noted above, he managed
to remain on good personal terms with all his ministers. This was especially true of Carlisle,
but even Williams, who clearly had reservations, acknowledges they had never had a falling
out. Second, at least two of his ministers (Mulley and Carlisle) lacked the standing with their
respective prime minister to challenge him with much hope of success. Williams had a high
standing in her party but knew Hamilton was in key ways probably closer to Callaghan.
Finally, Keith Joseph clearly had the standing with both party and his prime minister, but was
far too polite to consider seeking his removal. Third, the issue of whether either of the prime
ministers involved would have supported a request for his removal is moot since there is no
evidence that this possibility was ever raised with them. 

Summarising his impact as permanent secretary, Hamilton said:

I don’t think that I achieved a great deal of progress, but I like to think that I laid the
foundations for what happened later … Given four Secretaries of State and two
administrations, perhaps that’s not too bad an achievement.

We believe this assessment to be far too modest. Thus if in describing his style he lists
management first, and the evidence suggests he was an unusually able manager, we believe
his contribution to the shaping of policy was as great as any ‘permanent secretary’ since Robert
Morant at the turn of the century. Certainly, soon after taking up his post, he came to think
what was needed was legislation on the scale of the 1944 Act. He did not achieve this, but we
would argue it is not stretching credulity to regard him as a serious candidate for naming as
a grandfather of the 1988 Act. 

John Caines

Background and Career
Caines had a far more typical background for a high civil servant then Hamilton. Born in 1933,
he was educated in a public school (Westminster, a King’s Scholar) and in 1951 went to Oxford,
as an Exhibitioner, taking a First in French and German. After two years of National Service
in the Intelligence Corps in Cyprus, in 1957 he joined the civil service. He considers himself
fortunate in having had unusually wide experience as a civil servant: ‘Every one of the
positions that I held was fascinating and exciting.’ 

Between 1957 and 1963 he held posts in the Ministry of Supply and the Ministry of Aviation
and was promoted to Principal in 1961. At the Board of Trade between 1963 and 1968 he was
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initially responsible for international civil aviation policy and during 1964–66 was seconded
to the diplomatic service as Civil Air Attaché in the Middle East. He was then promoted to
Assistant Secretary (1968–71) at the Board of Trade and Secretary to the Roskill Commission
on the Third London Airport: starting in ‘an empty room with a bare desk and a piece of paper
I built up a staff of 70 with, until that time, the largest cost benefit analysis and the biggest ever
Public Enquiry (80 days in the basement of the Piccadilly Hotel) then 2 years later ended up
with the shredded paper and an empty desk on my own.’ From 1971 he was responsible for
Nationalised Industry Policy, before, in 1972, acting as Principal Private Secretary to successive
Secretaries of State for Trade and Industry. Three years later, promoted to Under Secretary at
the Department of Trade, he was responsible for various trade relationships. Between 1977
and 1980 he was seconded to the National Enterprise Board as its Secretary, later becoming
Acting Chief Executive. Promoted to Deputy Secretary at the Department of Trade and Chief
Executive of the British Overseas Trade Board in 1982, he managed the internal re-organisation
of the department. For six months in 1983, he was Deputy Head of the Central Policy Review
Staff. When this was abolished by Thatcher, he became Deputy Secretary at the Department
of Trade and Industry, which he viewed as very varied and challenging with responsibilities
including industrial policy, consumer affairs, financial services regulation, Insolvency Service,
Companies House and company law. His final position, before moving to the DES, was as
permanent secretary, Overseas Development Administration (ODA) at the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office. In this position, which carried with it membership of the board of the
British Council and the role of the UK’s Alternative Governor of the World Bank, Caines
appears to have found his métier describing it as ‘one of the most enjoyable jobs anybody
could hope to have’. Whilst he was at the ODA various more senior permanent secretary
positions became available and he was asked if he wished his name advanced. He was unsure
why he was offered Education but noted that ‘Mrs Thatcher had a policy of parachuting
people in, particularly where she might not have been wholly happy with what she perceived
to be a departmental culture, but it may have been more to do with some work I had done with
her when I was at ODA that had impressed her’ (see Sherratt 2004: 157–8). He had doubts if
he was right for the post, having no experience in social departments, but even so accepted.
Like Hamilton he served four secretaries of state, albeit in half the time (3 years). When he took
up his post in 1989, Baker was about to become Party Chairman so they only got to work
together for 1 month. Caines was with MacGregor and Clarke for the whole of their short
periods in office, and Patten was secretary of state when he retired.

Kenneth Baker
Caines had known Baker at the Department of Industry. Labelling him ‘mercurial’, he
described him as ‘a lovely man to work with and for’ and as highly competent:

He had great political courage. He loved performing on the high wire, one always felt,
and was supremely confident of his ability not to fall off.

By the time Caines arrived at the DES, the 1988 Act was in implementation phase. He esteems
Baker’s contribution: ‘he was an active Secretary of State. Many of his policies were wise and
desirable. Disappointingly, he wasn’t left there long enough to implement some of them. I
would say he was a good thing.’ Baker also felt that: ‘getting the Education Bill on the Statute
Book was only the first step along the road to education reform. I would have been happy to
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continue to implement the Act because I was passionately committed to improving the quality
of education in our country’ (1993: 279). We do not know if Baker reciprocated Caines’ warm
esteem since he does not refer to him in our interview (Ribbins and Sherratt 1997) or in his
autobiography (Baker 1993).

John MacGregor
Like Baker, MacGregor had worked at the Department of Industry. Caines found such
established links useful. He regards MacGregor as ‘practical’, ‘very clear’, a ‘competent
minister’, ‘perfectly affable’. MacGregor, for his part, also thought highly of Caines:

John was a subtle, sophisticated operator. He knew how to smooth things along and
get results. At regular … meetings and in one-to-ones, where we talked about things,
I had every confidence that he would go away and make everything run properly.

This said, from Caines’ perspective, MacGregor ‘kept his cards quite close to his chest … one
did not get very close to John MacGregor, I think’. 

This might not have been what MacGregor intended, but the result of circumstances:

I did not have quite so close a relationship with John as with my other permanent
secretaries. There were probably two reasons. First, I was there for less time than in
other departments … only one and a quarter years. Second, my agenda was pretty
clearly set out, making the National Curriculum work and developing the policies on
Grant-Maintained Schools, City Technology Colleges and many other things. I was
clear and the Department was clear about what I was doing. So there was less need for
constant meetings with the permanent secretary about the development of policy, and
more about its implementation. This meant more meetings and contacts with John
Vereker, Nick Stuart and others further down the line.

MacGregor viewed his role as making the new policies work. For Tim Eggar, his minister of
state, he knew ‘what he wanted to do. He was a Secretary of State who liked dealing with the
details … He relied on his own judgement and was not a natural delegator.’ 

Having had the ‘misfortune’ to be located between two ‘mercurial’ ministers, Caines regarded
MacGregor’s painstaking attention to detail as a redeeming virtue. He needed to be
painstaking, since there was much detail in the implementation of the 1988 Act. As Caines
notes: ‘He was a consolidator and took pride in that. That was what was needed.’ However,
asked to identify ways he had influenced MacGregor or changed his mind, Caines responds
pointedly: ‘I do not tend to recall my relationships with a minister in terms of “I made you
change your mind”. That is an adversarial standpoint which is not the way I sought to conduct
business.’

Pressed on this, he could not recall a case in which he might personally have reshaped
MacGregor’s thinking but responded that the Department would have done:

He listened to the Department very carefully. He worked well with his civil servants
though I think he was also listening to others. One was not always aware of that.
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The ‘others’ would have included the prime minister, the No. 10 Policy Unit, and his special
adviser, Eleanor Laing (now MP for Epping Forest).

Unfortunately for MacGregor, No 10 was frequently impatient with the pace at which he
proceeded and, indeed, with some of the things he did and did not do (Thatcher 1993, 597,
835). An additional complication was that it could not be assumed the Policy Unit could be
relied on as speaking for the Prime Minister. Furthermore, it was widely rumoured that Baker
was fanning the flames behind the scenes and as Caines notes there had been ‘sniping’ at
MacGregor at the Party Conference in Bournemouth. For Caines, if MacGregor ‘was a bit
shabbily treated’, he handled such difficulties well during his short term at the Department.
As it turned out, his successor, Kenneth Clarke, was also, albeit for very different reasons, a
short lived Secretary of State. 

Kenneth Clarke 
If Caines thought MacGregor remote, he found his second ‘mercurial’ Secretary of State,
Clarke, ‘wholly engaging, a nice person to deal with’. Moreover, it was possible to:

say anything you like to him without fear or favour. He would either laugh and say
‘good point’ or ‘rubbish’. So the personality was a joy. He listened to the Department. 

Clarke agreed, telling us he welcomed the cut and thrust of debate with officials and hoping
‘with one or two exceptions … most of them enjoyed working with me’ (Ribbins & Sherratt
1997: 164). Developing this point he remarked:

I never object to people freely, and sometimes ferociously, expressing opinions with
which I disagreed. It is the duty of the Department to advise the Secretary of State
when they think he’s wrong, and I do not wish to be told all the time things I wish to
hear, nor do I remotely resent the fact that people enter into competitive debate with
me. That was not a problem. Some of the people who did argue the toss with me most
ferociously were some of the people I most enjoyed working with … so long as, in the
end, after I had heeded advice, I was allowed to determine the course we were going
and the pace at which we went. That remained a slightly permanent struggle all the
way through. (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 163–164)

This is not a view that all the secretaries of state we interviewed would share with equal
enthusiasm. Even so, Caines recalls Clarke as being without ‘prejudice or baggage’. A tough
debater, he argued his corner with skill and competence. 

Unsurprisingly, Caines was sorry when Clarke was moved on to be home secretary:

when he left, alas, … I wrote to him and said how sorry I was that he was going and
that ‘I shall always remember you as the Secretary of State who, when I told you
something was impossible, said, “Never mind, do it” and we did it.’ 

Clarke clearly also valued his permanent secretary. Recalling that in insisting that the
Department deliver the government’s policy he had ‘more trouble on that front … than any
other Department I have ever been in’ (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 163), which 



could have led to far more trouble in the Department than it did … but the Permanent
Secretary, John Caines, was extremely good at sorting all this out. I got on very well
with John, and I think he helped me to avoid a lot of trouble I could have got into …
he, as my Permanent Secretary, accepted that I was Secretary of State and that the
Department should deliver what I wanted, and in his very quiet, avuncular way, I
think he oiled the wheels and made sure that the clashes did not arise between me and
parts of the Department. (Ribbins & Sherratt 1997: 163)

Of the 15 relationships between Secretary of State and Permanent Secretary we have
examined, only one, between David Blunkett and Michael Bichard, was as personally and
professional mutually positive as this. What then of Caines’ last Secretary of State?

John Patten
Caines worked with Patten for just over nine months. Reflecting upon their working
relationship, Caines felt that although Patten was always ‘totally correct’, he was ‘not an easy
person to deal with’. It is clear from conversations with Caines that above all he tried loyally
and dutifully to support a Secretary of State who soon after taking up his post was beginning
to be beleaguered. It is also evident that he experienced some unhappy moments with Patten:

If I were ranking my four Secretaries of State I would not put him at the top of the list
… I think I would also say the Education Department was a big step up for him.

Other senior civil servants we talked to were a good deal more critical. Even so, the worst of
the intense bad press that Patten was to receive came after Caines had retired. Perhaps due to
his influence, Caines recalls that during his time Patten ‘moved with tolerable circumspection.
Indeed I would have been a bit apprehensive and would have searched my own conscience
if he had been getting consistently bad press after joining the Department. That would mean
we had let him get into trouble. One of the most important jobs we have is to keep the egg off
the face of the minister.’ 

How Did Caines See Himself? 
Before turning to how Caines saw himself, it is worth recalling the affection with which others,
notably ministers, remember him. This went beyond anything we heard of the other five
permanent secretaries. As Lady Blatch, an influential junior minister, recalls:

I respected him enormously. I found him very straightforward, a very wise counsel,
and I believe that John Patten did too. I believe that [he] worked very well with Sir
John Caines.

Reflecting on his time as permanent secretary, Caines tends to focus on the things he ought to
have done rather than on his achievements: ‘I should have encouraged ministers and the
Department to pay more attention to the importance of management skills in schools,
universities and colleges.’

This reflects his view that the key aspect of a permanent secretary’s departmental leadership
was management; of people and finance. On this he had ‘seen something of what happens in
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industry, commerce and the National Enterprise Board’ and unusually for a high civil servant,
had ‘completed a post-experience course at the Manchester Business School’. As he
acknowledges:

I may have pursued it [management] with more vigour and zeal than others. I thought
it was right. Crucially, since you can only work and achieve things through other
people, you’ve got to ensure that you’re not going to be let down and that people know
what they’re meant to be doing. 

In stressing this aspect of his role Caines seems to support Richards’ claim that during
Margaret Thatcher’s long premiership she ‘attempted to appoint a new breed of official, one
with specific management/can-do attributes’ (1997: 110), rather than those who saw their
critical function as offering disinterested, if high-level, policy advice. In a later study, Rhodes
(2005: 7) argues that she had at least in part been successful in this. Comparing the workloads
of three permanent secretaries (in ‘middle level service departments’) he found they all spent
far more time on management than on policy. 

In developing his view of this aspect of his role, Caines stressed that it was of paramount
importance to manage the relationship with the Secretary of State:

It is crucial. You have to establish trust. You have to be seen to be your Secretary of
State’s man – it can’t work otherwise. Not only will he cease to listen to you or ask you
to do things, your ability to alert him to banana skins is reduced because he will
distrust you and suspect your motives.

On a related matter, Caines believed there had been parts of Whitehall where some senior civil
servants believed they were actually running the country and that ‘ministers were transient
beings who had to be tolerated’. For him an improvement in more recent times was that the
democratically elected members had asserted it was they, and not officials, who should be in
control. ‘I welcomed that because I thought the alternative was wrong. It was tempting, no
doubt, for the big beasts but it was wrong.’ However, to adopt this stance did not mean
abdicating responsibility for advising ministers honestly on the risks of policies they cherished:

One minister will say his civil servant is trying to tell him what to do. Another will
recognise the value of what the civil servant is trying to tell him. I strongly feel I am
doing my duty as civil servant when I remind ministers of the implications of what
they are doing and … of the reality of the scene into which they have been thrust. 

It is, for him, in the nature of politicians to be impatient regarding the time it takes to
implement policy. In this context, brevity of tenure can promote a frame of mind in which a
minister’s department becomes a stepping-stone to a next career move. In consequence, policy
can appear to lack direction. Moreover it may also, in part, explain why Caines saw his
primary role in terms of management rather than policy. 

In conclusion, for Caines, leadership comes from the top; the permanent secretary

must set an example and be an inspiration to his Department … it’s how you lead that
counts. If … integrity and enthusiasm are characteristics that a civil servant should
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display, you’ve got to display them yourself … You’ve got to show that you deserve
to be where you are and hope that you won’t be found out! 

An approach, he maintains, is needed that gives people confidence, makes them feel valued,
gives them a chance to succeed, provides a safety-net and enables a sense of achievement. In
much of this he was conspicuously successful with colleagues and ministers. As Eric Forth, a
junior minister, concludes:

[He was] the best of the traditional, old style ‘mandarin’, and I use that term not in a
pejorative sense but in a positive sense. He was courteous, charming, much loved and
revered throughout the Department: he took a lot of trouble to be seen throughout the
Department and to know officials at all levels.

For Lady Blatch, neither Holland or Lankester ‘could hold a candle to John Caines’. 

Theorising from the Cases
To make sense of relationships between permanent secretaries and their secretaries of state in
a way that builds on, but goes beyond, the specific cases discussed above we propose a
typology based on related but independent dimensions (Figure 1). The first draws on the
notion of climate (cool, temperate, warm) to classify how they get on, inter alia, personally
and professionally. The second has to do with the extent to which their interaction is
characterised by a compatibility on policy between them (high, low). In this context we should
stress that the term ‘policy compatibility’ is used deliberately, rather than associated concepts
such as ‘policy agreement’ or ‘policy accord’, because unlike the latter it stresses only what is
done rather than what is valued. Thus a minister and an official in terms of what they do can
be defined as having a ‘high’ level of compatibility on a policy or range of policies for either
of two very different reasons. In the first and strongest sense they act as they do because both
are persuaded of the merits of a policy or policies. In the second, weaker case, only the minister
is persuaded of the merits of a policy or policies whilst the official although unpersuaded,
having warned of possible limitations, is guided in what he or she then does by the will of his
or her political master. In this context ‘low’ policy compatibility is defined as a case or set of
cases in which the official, overtly or covertly, acts against what he or she knows to be the
wishes of the secretary of state. As we shall see, such distinctions are critical in assessing the
policy related activities of Hamilton and Cairns. 

Setting these dimensions against each other, six types can be identified. We should stress these
are analytical categories; none of the terms listed below were used by either permanent
secretaries or secretaries of state in our interviews with them.

This typology implies that, seen from the perspective of a permanent secretary, a lack of
compatibility with a secretary of state on key policy issues does not necessarily entail a cool
relationships between them or that the latter will be regarded as professionally lacking in
competence. Conversely, it also entails that a high level of policy compatibility does not
necessary mean a warm relationship or that the secretary of state in question is regarded as
professionally proficient. As it happens the typology, as it relates to the two permanent
secretaries and eight secretaries of state who are the subject of this paper, supports these
claims. 
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In four of the eight cases considered above, all relating to Hamilton, significant levels of policy
difference were discerned. However, this was compatible with personal relationships that
varied greatly. Thus with Mulley these were cool to the point of being semi-detached. Those
with Williams, by her own admission, were no more than temperate. However, he regarded
Joseph and Carlisle with greater warmth, the latter even with affection. In addition, whilst
respecting the professional competence of Williams and Joseph, the latter mainly for his
exceptional intellect, he seemed less sure about Carlisle and doubtful of Mulley. As such
Mulley, in our typology would be labelled ‘passenger’, Williams ‘colleague’, and Joseph, and
especially Carlisle, ‘friend’.

In the other four cases, all relating to Caines, levels of policy difference were slight or non-
existent. Even so, this was, again, compatible with personal relationships that were very
different. With Baker, if these were cool, this was due to the brevity, just 1 month, of their
overlap in office. Indeed, it seems likely, given what Caines said of Baker, that had they
worked together for longer they would have developed a warm relationship. Those with
Patten and MacGregor, if for very different reasons, were essentially temperate. Finally, those
with Clarke were as warm as any in our study other than those of Bichard and Blunkett. On
respect for professional competence, Caines had a high regard for Baker, MacGregor and
Clarke, and sympathy for Patten. As such Baker would be labelled ‘ally’, MacGregor and
Patten ‘collaborator’, and Clarke ‘partner’. 

Conclusions
In choosing the permanent secretaries who are the subject of this paper, amongst other things
we wished to test in a preliminary way how much, if at all, mutual duration in office matters,
our hypothesis being that, since it is usually thought to take time to build a sound working
and a supportive personal relationship, longer was likely to be better than shorter. However,
as we have noted such mutual time is usually in short supply. Thus whilst only Hancock and
Hamilton of the six permanent secretaries, indeed of the eight up to 2012, had the chance to
work with more than one secretary of state for more than 2 years, the longest Caines had with
any of his four was 17 months. This notwithstanding, we found little reason to believe from
our conversations with the two of them, the secretaries of state they served and relevant others
that Hamilton developed noticeably more effective working or more positive personal
relations than did Caines. Indeed, taken as a whole the reverse seems true. This is not to argue
in favour of brief mutual terms or indeed to suggest that it is possible to generalise with much
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Figure 1: Types of policy and personal relationship between permanent secretaries and their
secretaries of state
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confidence from such a small sample. But what it does seem reasonable to claim is that our
study suggests that there is no necessary correlation between length of mutual service and
quality of working and personal relationship. What, then, might explain why Caines seems
to have been rather more successful than Hamilton in this? 

Several explanations might seem plausible including differences in the zeitgeist of their times
(educational and more generally), the political administrations they served, the secretaries of
state they worked with, the departmental culture they inherited, and their own abilities, values
and personalities. For us, another factor seems critical. Both Hamilton and Caines, unusually
for high civil servants, in interview, stressed the primacy of their ‘managerial’ role. Both
claimed to hold traditional civil service values in which, having advised on policy, they sought
faithfully to implement the secretary of state’s wishes. However whilst both were seen as
effective managers by ministers, only Caines seemed wedded to the classical policy stance. As
argued above, and earlier (Ribbins & Sherratt 2012), Hamilton was, at best, partially
committed to such a posture. Thus he seemed to have had little interest in some of the policies
his secretaries of state espoused, was involved in resisting others, and actively, even covertly,
pursued important policies they did not favour. If Caines can aptly be portrayed as a policy
taker and sharer, Hamilton is better described as a policy maker and shaper (see Ribbins &
Sherratt 2013). This, we believe, more than any other single factor explains how they regarded
the secretaries of state they worked with or for and, to an extent, how the latter felt about
them. In conclusion, we hope that if we have made a persuasive case for the importance of the
kind of study of policy leadership at a national departmental level in which we have been
engaged this will encourage others also to engage in such research in the UK and elsewhere
within a variety of government departments. 
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