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Editorial Note
This second Special Issue of International Studies in Educational Administration is one of two issues
that document international perspectives on the changing nature of school principals’ and
headteachers’ work. Because of the overwhelming response to the original call for proposals in the
autumn of 2015, it was decided to create two dedicated Special Issues. The articles in both issues
answer the four questions posed in the original call:
1.

What do principals and headteachers actually do?

3.

How can we encourage the development of cross-cultural models, frameworks and
analytical tools to understand the work of school leadership in different contexts?

2.

4.

How, if at all, does their work vary from region to region?

What leadership approaches exist outside Western frameworks?

As was demonstrated in the first Special Issue and continues to be demonstrated in this current
issue, the responses to these questions illustrate that the work of school principals/headteachers
is changing considerably around the world. For example, contributors in this issue argue that
principals’ current work is increasingly complicated by ambitious, large-scale national reform
(Buenviaje; Cheng & Szeto), increased role complexity (Drysdale, Gurr & Goode; Singh & Allison),
additional work expectations (Pollock; Sun, Johnson & Przybylski), and the shifting organisational
structures of schooling (Shankar & Allison).
While broadly structured around the theme of work (see the Introduction to ISEA Volume 44,
Issue 2 for more detail), the articles in this issue continue to (a) challenge scholars to consider
more vigorous conceptual, methodological and analytical approaches to leadership research; (b)
inform the field of educational leadership about school principals and headteachers beyond their
assigned role; and (c) enrich knowledge in the field of educational leadership. Buenviaje’s article,
for example, argues that principals and headteachers must find a balance between performing their
official duties well and maintaining their personal wellbeing. He suggests that there needs to be a
paradigm shift away from increasing motivation to meet institutional goals towards the idea of
embracing work passion in search of a meaningful life. Utilising a qualitative approach, the author
investigates how principals in the Philippines apply at least seven different strategies in their efforts
to ‘find a meaningful life at work’.

Cheng and Szeto adopt a case study approach to consider how national reforms and increasing
student diversity influence the work of two principals in Hong Kong. The authors argue that it is
necessary for principals to expand their capacity for the new scope of their work. This change in
direction includes new curriculum development, and the facilitation of professional development
necessary to implement the changes. While the authors acknowledge that making such changes
will pose unique challenges, they also maintain that these challenges could be seen as opportunities
for revitalising schools and setting new directions.
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Drysdale, Gurr and Goode introduce another conceptual possibility for research in educational
leadership in their Total Role Concept model. Drawing predominantly from Australian research, the
model attempts to find a balance for leadership and management roles. The authors also challenge
contemporary notions of role boundaries, noting specifically that successful school principals are
more likely to take risks and explore the outer limits of their role in order to make a difference.
Pollock explores how global and local changes have influenced the work of Ontario’s Englishspeaking public school principals. Analysing 70 qualitative interviews, the author illustrates
the impact on principals’ work of contemporary social conditions, including changing student
population demographics, exponential growth in information and communication technology
such as email and social media, and mental health and wellbeing issues.

Taking a comparative approach, Singh and Allison investigate how headteachers of five highperforming and five low-performing public secondary schools in Kathmandu responded to
contemporary principal challenges. Utilising six dimensions of effective school leadership
identified in the Western literature, the authors describe how headteachers from high- and lowperforming schools understood and implemented their roles as school leaders. The authors
found that headteachers in high-performing schools were more proactive than principals in lowperforming schools in establishing policies and practices to motivate stakeholders, and were also
more likely to provide sustained leadership for continuous improvement.

In the sixth article, Sun, Johnson and Przybylski in Alabama, USA describe an incipient theoretical
model entitled Data-Driven School Leadership (DDSL) to understand how school leaders in
the state of Alabama in the USA use data to lead their schools. The article traces the instrument
validation processes to the confirmation of initial insights into school leaders’ responsibilities.
Findings indicate that the purposes for which data are commonly used in schools have changed
over the past 20 years from goal setting and school management to purposes that comprise
everyday leadership.

This second Special Issue on principals’ work ends with a commentary by Moosung Lee. Lee
presents us with four lessons and future directions for school leadership research. Specifically,
these lessons teach us that: similar factors shape the changing nature of school principals’ work
across different schooling systems; broader societal or national contexts contribute to noticeable
differences in principals’ work between developing and developed countries; principals’ vision,
personal philosophy, courage and/or passion are key drivers for enacting and sustaining core
leadership practices across different schooling systems; and school leadership practices from
non-Western perspectives or frameworks can complement and consolidate contemporary
leadership research that is dominated by work from Anglo-American contexts. In terms of future
research, Lee calls for continued research on the changing nature of principals’ work, but also on
how principals influence the changing contexts themselves. He also acknowledges attempts to
present an international representation, but suggests more studies with non-Western perspectives
(particularly from South Asia, South America and Africa). Lastly, he appeals to readers to consider
further investigation into principals’ focus on teachers’ health and students’ wellbeing and the use
of information and communication technology.
As mentioned in the first Special Issue, these new understandings of principals’ and headteachers’
work are meant to ignite debate and interest within the field. The findings of this research can
also provide school districts, governments and universities responsible for principal preparation
with insights into the new knowledge, skills, attitudes and understandings that school principals
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need for their work. Finally, new insights presented in this second Special Issue can impact school
districts’ policies around selection, preparation, hiring and support of principals. My hope is that
this new knowledge will at some point help to improve principal practice.
Katina Pollock

Editor of the Special Issue of International Studies in Educational Administration
Western University
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Embracing Work Passion: Perspectives of
Filipino Principals and School Heads
Jerome Buenviaje

Abstract: Educational leaders such as principals and school heads are professionals who hold a long-time
career that needs to sustain deep work commitment. Motivation is important to perform well in a job, but it
takes passion to find a meaningful life at work. With a little research on the concept of passion at work, this
paper presents a pioneering study on determining the therapeutic activities performed by school administrators
in order to maintain work passion. Using a constructivist grounded theory approach, interviews were carried
out with ten established educational administrators from the Philippines, transcribed verbatim and then
analysed using three generic coding stages. The findings revealed seven ways to maintain work passion by
developing spirituality, improving personality, being innovative, connecting with positive people, becoming a
channel of blessings, spending time relaxing, and engaging in reflection.
Keywords: work passion, Filipino, principals, school heads, educational administration

Introduction

Work is a primary function of human beings and is always regarded as important to the individual
and to society (Haworth 2010). But what makes it complicated is that in order to accomplish work,
one needs effort and resources such as time and energy. These work requirements may vary
significantly depending on the individual and the society. Work can be easily accomplished, or may
bring challenges depending on the purpose, process and intended result. According to Harding
(2007), there are some individuals who say simply: ‘I want to enjoy my work… and this is what it
will take to make me happy!’ This statement may sound ideal and encouraging, but in reality, work
involves detailed and complicated decisions. For instance, Andrew Harrison, a YouTube video
blogger, identified in one of his videos that a professional spends about 84,000 hours at work per
lifetime.1 Considering this quantity of time, he encouraged his viewers to work not only to earn a
living, but also to find personal happiness and fulfilment.

Educational leaders such as principals and school heads are professionals who hold a long-time
career that needs to sustain deep work commitment. According to Begley and Johansson (2008),
the role of the school principal is hard and conflict-driven. In this case, school administrators must
not only be motivated at work but should also have intense passion in their profession. Passion is
‘a strong inclination toward a loved, valued, and self-defining cause’ where considerable time and
1 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6Ydtc9dSUQ
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energy are invested (Rip, Vallerand & Lafrenière 2012: 1). It also serves as a fuel that allows people
to engage in a deliberate, repeated and relentless practice so that skills in the activity are improved
(Bonneville-Roussy, Lavigne & Vallerand 2011). In this sense, passion is an important concept
that should be considered in educational leadership because it can keep a school administrator
energised and relevant in the face of fast-changing demands of the field of education. Therefore,
there is a need to shift the paradigm from increasing motivation just to meet institutional goals
toward the idea of embracing work passion in search of a meaningful life (Vallerand 2012).

The new perspective of sustaining passion at work is a relevant challenge in the advent of the
Philippine K to 12 Program. In 2013, the Republic Act 10533, known as The Philippine Enhanced
Basic Education System, was passed into a law. This educational reform is central to expanding the
basic education of the country from 10 to 13 years. At the height of these radical changes, passionate
educational administrators are vital to policy implementation and for changing institutional culture
under the thrust of school-based management. This is important to consider because significant
studies support the notion that passion is necessary in heavy work investment (Houlfort, Frederick,
Robert, & Menard 2014) and plays a major role in good performance (Vallerand, Salvy, Mageau,
Elliot, Denis, Grouzet, & Blanchard 2007). School administrators must therefore find a balance
between performing their functions well and maintaining their personal wellbeing.
This article does not cover a comprehensive theory on work passion of educational administrators.
Instead, the study reported in this article presents the formal and informal activities that are crucial
for school heads in terms of maintaining their passion at work. Specifically, the article addresses
the research question: “How do Filipino principals and school heads keep themselves passionate
at work?” This article provides grounded principles regarding what principals and school heads
actually do to find their own sense of purpose and personal happiness. The indigenous perspective
of Filipino school leadership reported in this article also highlights the existence of alternative
leadership practices that could exist outside the usual Western frameworks. Finally, this article
could encourage and guide other school administrators – regardless of race, gender, religion and
other personal circumstances – to consider work passion in their pursuit to sustainable professional
excellence.

This article is composed of four sections. The next section describes the conceptual framework
of the study, highlighting the essence of life experiences and track records of leaders, the work
of educational administrators, and the concept of passion in finding a meaningful life. The
methodology used in the study reported in this paper comprises the third section. The final section
presents the findings in seven theoretical categories that were drawn from the semi-structured
interviews of the Filipino principal and school head participants. The article concludes with a
discussion of the themes that emerged from the study and their implications for theory, future
research and practice.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework used in this inquiry outlines three major considerations: (1) reflecting
on the essence of life experiences and track record of school head participants as the main source
of data, (2) describing the nature of school administrators’ work, and (3) relating the concept of
passion and finding a meaningful life to educational administration.
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Life Experiences and Track Record of Leaders
Educational leaders such as principals undergo an identity reformation that contributes
significantly to ‘who they are’ (Sugrue 2005). This shows that personal traits and life experiences
have a strong philosophical connection to leadership formation. According to Maxwell (2007),
leadership is a daily development and not something that can be achieved in a day. Thus, school
leaders should continuously improve their self-image, because it is a tool for climbing the ladder
of success (Ziglar 2008). Educational administrators assume a role of leadership and eventually
go through professional growth and development in a complicated process. Occasionally, school
leaders encounter experiences that may not guarantee credibility, but this gives them a chance to
prove capability and to consequently establish a track record (Maxwell 2007). Considering all these
assumptions, the life experiences and track records of school leaders can be a credible source for
examining their passion at work.

Work of School Administrators
The work of a school administrator may have varied meaning based on theoretical perspective, professional
practice and personal preference. Cunningham and Cordeiro (2009) stated that over the last few decades,
perceptions and expectations of school principals have changed dramatically because of the changing
education landscape. In particular, the principal’s role in student achievement has indirect influence
on student learning, school goal-setting in student achievement, and decision-making (Stronge,
Richard & Catano 2008). Similarly, the demand to focus on a school’s instructional programme is viewed
as conducive to student learning and to the professional growth of the teachers (Gray & Smith 2007). These
theoretical perspectives strongly emphasise that effective instructional leadership and management are central
to the responsibilities of a school administrator. In practice, there is also a changing organisational culture
wherein school administrators shift to collective management through a shift from fixed to flexible roles,
from individual to shared responsibility, from autocratic to collaborative leadership styles, from control to
autonomy, and from power to empowerment (Gibbons 2005). Thus, a school administrator must have the
essential skills of effective school leadership such as confidence, communication, collaboration, coaching
and continuous improvement (Siccone 2012). These essential skills are practical tools to ensure that school
leadership gets through the core and beyond the system. As Hoy and Miskel (2008) suggest, a crucial function
in educational administration is to exert effort beyond what administrators’ jobs formally prescribe, and
consequently achieve effective organisational performance. These notions support the notion that the roles of
principals and school heads are difficult and conflict-driven (Begley & Johansson 2008) and require increased
motivation to achieve prescribed organisational goals. However, more than being motivated to be effective
and efficient, passion plays a vital part in the demanding work of a school administrator.

Passion and Finding a Meaningful Life

Bonneville-Roussy, Lavigne, and Vallerand (2011) revealed that people who engage in repeated
and relentless practice improve their skills because passion fuels them. This ideological passion
emphasises ‘a strong inclination toward a loved, valued, and self-defining cause where people
invest considerable time and energy’ (Rip et al. 2012: 573). In particular, the study reported in
this article uses the concept of harmonious passion in the Dualistic Model of Passion (Vallerand,
Blanchard, Mageau, Koestner, Ratelle & Leonard 2003). Harmonious passion comes from an
‘autonomous internalisation of the activity into the person’s identity and self’ (Vallerand 2012: 47).
This implies that a passionate person has a thorough understanding of engaging in a certain activity
under his or her free will. The power to freely choose an interest brings a sense of meaning to the
person, and ultimately becomes part of their identity (Vallerand 2012). To contextualise this concept
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in educational leadership, a passionate school head should not only perform their role and function
out of their own mandate, but also completely engage in various tasks, find ways to improve
work performance, demonstrate desirable ability and encourage colleagues to do the same, find
every task fulfilling, and breathe true service in different circumstances. In so doing, passion can
contribute in important ways to a meaningful life through psychological wellbeing (Rosseau &
Vallerand 2008), sound physical health (Vallerand 2010), positive relationships (Philippe, Vallerand,
Houlfort, Lavigne & Donahue 2010), and high levels of performance (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011).
Specifically, principals and school heads with work passion can sustain long-time careers when
they have a sense of purpose, self-efficacy, life satisfaction, revitalized efforts, hopeful disposition,
and a good rapport with the school community.

Methodology

This article draws findings from a constructivist, grounded theory study to ‘understand mysteries
and moments of human life’ (Charmaz & Wertz 2011: 165). This design was best suited for the
study because the research question posits the need to develop a theoretical description of effective
ways to maintain work passion. To generate a relevant theory, the grounded data were gathered
from individual interviews of ten established school administrators in basic education institutions
in the Philippines. The participants’ curriculum vitae were personally requested by the researcher
in order to validate their backgrounds as experienced educators. Seven (7) participants were female
and three (3) were male. Their ages ranged from 40 to 79, and they had between 17 and 56 years of
experience as educators. Initially, the researcher purposively chose three (3) participants based on
their track record as reputable educators and school administrators. A snowball sampling method
was also used by asking the first set of participants to identify other seasoned school administrators
whom they believed were equally as or more passionate than them. The ten (10) principals or school
heads in this study came from five (5) private schools in Antipolo City and five (5) public schools
in Rizal Province, Philippines. This composition of private and public school leaders was chosen
for the study to provide diverse backgrounds of participants. In the Philippines, the two sectors
present extreme contexts. Private school administrators perform customised roles depending on
the nature of their school operations and the profile of their market beneficiaries. The high demand
for private school administrators to provide quality educational services is equated to the value for
money expected by the paying parents of students. Thus, it is noteworthy to look at how finding
meaning in the workplace goes beyond the pressure brought about by ‘commercialised’ education.
On the other hand, public schools in the Philippines are accessed for free and most often regarded
as simply an opportunity to attend school and not a guarantee of a legitimate, quality education.
Furthermore, the public school system perennially deals with problems such as classroom
shortages, lack of instructional materials and high teacher-student ratios, among many others. In
these challenging situations, it is interesting to look for principals who rise above the rest through
transformational and moral leadership.
Face-to-face interviews were performed in January and February of 2013. These lasted between
20 and 60 minutes and were fully transcribed. For this article, the interview questions asked were
the following: (1) How do you keep your passion as an educational leader? (2) What are specific
actions/activities you usually perform to maintain passion in the work place? These questions were
asked during semi-structured interviews to allow free-flowing discussion between the researcher
and the participants. Thus the researcher was able to ask follow-up questions when participants
made statements that were either interesting or unclear. A video camcorder was used to capture
all the interviews to provide a vivid observation of the participants’ way of telling their narratives.
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The camcorder also provided lip-reading aid in cases where nuisance noise was present during
the interviews. The researcher also used a voice recorder as a back-up device in case of unexpected
technical malfunctions.
Built on the constructivist approach of grounded theory, the interview transcriptions went through
three generic coding stages in order to discover similarities and differences in perceptions and
experiences of the participants (Barnett 2012; Charmaz 2012). From the transcriptions of the ten
participants, there were 62 open codes from line-by-line, paragraph-by-paragraph, or story-bystory analyses using gerund to preserve the action. This method of coding produced fragmented
data that were used by the researcher as ‘heuristic device[s] for becoming involved in the analysis,
shedding preconceptions, and seeing the data anew’ (Charmaz & Wertz 2011: 172). When
the open codes were grouped together through focus coding, the data resulted in 38 identified
clustered themes. These ‘preliminary themes emerging from the data’ were based on the essential,
frequently occurring, similar and related codes (Barnett 2012: 49). The final coding stage formed
seven theoretical codes, which are presented in the following section as the main findings on how
principals and school heads maintain their work passion.

Results and Analysis

The findings reported in this article are presented based on the conceptual framework used in
the study. The life experiences of the school head participants were articulated to emphasise how
these helped them get engaged in various tasks, improve work performance, demonstrate ability
and encourage colleagues, find fulfilment in doing their job, and demonstrate true service to the
school community. Generally, the central analyses highlight the contribution of seven therapeutic
activities in the meaningful lives of the school head participants.

How Principals and School Heads Maintain Work Passion
Developing Spirituality

Remarkably, most of the school heads in the study described the importance of spirituality in
maintaining their work passion. For instance, Participant 8 shared: ‘Before I start my work, I pray
that the Lord would teach me to deal with people who are going, coming over this office, so I may
give them fair treatment’. This statement signifies that prayer helped the school heads get ready
at work and gave them confidence to provide equitable decisions when needed. Sibal and Gaddi
(2010) relate this to the Filipino attitude bahala na, which originally meant ‘I am putting my future in
hands of the Supreme Being’ (p. 60). Bahala na is a phrase that comes from the word Bathala, which
in Filipino means ‘God’. However, throughout the years, this Filipino attitude has been regarded
with a negative connotation as an expression of disinterest and lack of motivation.
Developing spirituality, for the purposes of this study, is not defined based on any particular
religious practice but rather on a claim of drawing strength from a divine being, and keeping a
personal relationship with Him. Participants developed their spirituality mostly by praying, and
some by being involved in different church ministerial activities. One of the participants humbly
shared her daily experiences:

I always pray even when walking, while going to [the] market or I pray while riding a
tricycle [public utility vehicle]. I always pray, [in the] morning, anywhere I am, I always
pray. Let us say, I am traveling in the airplane, which I know that if the airplane [chuckles],
I mean there would be something [bad that might happen], no more life… so you have to
pray. Just prayer. (Participant 1)
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As elaborated, the participants acknowledged the power of prayer within and outside of their roles as
educational leaders. They believed there was a strong connection between spirituality and maintaining
their work passion in terms of handling the challenges that came their way. This agrees with Byrd’s
(2004) notion that prayer is the first of two remedies that help in regaining lost passion at work.
The involving of divine intervention in the secular tasks of human beings can be related to the Protestant ethic
of the two reformers, Martin Luther and John Calvin. This belief captures the view of serving God through
work that is divinely assigned to people (Sibal & Gaddi 2010). For leaders, the source of power is an important
element in terms of being on top of an organisation. Eims (2012) draws a parallel between electrical and
spiritual power – just as important facilities such as hospitals (where lives are saved) provide electrical
generators in case of power failure, so leaders should realise that God is a source of power to manage
people and programmes.
Spending Time Relaxing

Relaxing is a practical way to get rid of stress and to rejuvenate, according to the school head
participants in this study. For them, it is also important to acknowledge personal accomplishments
and reward oneself so that passion can stay burning within. This suggests that there is no better
way to recharge but to relax. Participant 3 elaborated:

Of course I must relax. I must recharge always. When there are seminars and trainings [out
of town], I look for malls. I would ask, fellow principals to go around [a shopping mall]. We
are not extravagant, that is our only way to recharge.

The school head participants recognised the benefit of being away from the pressures of work at
least once in a while in order to keep them on track. According to Participant 9: ‘Most of the time
I socialise, I read, I watch TV… what else? I bike [ride a bicycle], that is stress buster. I take care of
dogs… I love breeding dogs.’ These kinds of activities are associated with the power of focus in
leading a fulfilled life (Dale Burke 2009). In this way, school heads rest by doing simple activities
that can eliminate their stress. Relaxation provides ‘rest time’, which is an important element in the
lives of leaders, in spite of the demand of corporate culture to work 24/7 (Dale Burke 2009).
Spending time relaxing allowed the educational leaders in this study to see things in a better
perspective. Practically, this activity is a tried and tested formula that could significantly improve
life and productivity at work. The findings suggest that setting one day aside for relaxation is the
best way to rejuvenate and to keep focused. Dale Burke (2009) discussed how Jesus himself, as
a leader, prioritised rest while being effective in his ministerial works, finding time to slip away
from the crowd to find focus and refresh his spirit through prayer. This context proposes that rest
is evidently an essential part of work. The amount of rest a person attains determines the strength
he or she could regain in order to produce high levels of performance. Athletes understand
that after rigorous training, rest is crucial for tissue repair in developing muscles; in educational
leadership, it is critical to have rest considering the physical and psychological demands of
working in schools. Just like for recreational athletes, a balance between home and fitness goals
is achieved by educational administrators through building rest days into their schedule (Quinn
2012). Significantly, spending time relaxing in order to maintain work passion seemed to work well
among the school head participants in this study.
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Connecting With People

Talking with positive people helped to preserve the work passion of the school heads in the study.
For them, this is a healthy activity that serves as a therapy to relieve stress. School heads shared
that talking with people, particularly those on the same ‘wavelength’, kept their spirits high. As the
common saying goes, ‘iron sharpens iron’. Participant 4 shared:

…if ever there are concerns in school, I do brainstorm with my husband [a principal in
another school]. Sometimes, I also ask advice from my church mates before, when we still
had cell group [Bible study]. It takes away [my] exhaustion.

This particular finding reveals that it is important to share stories with people who understand
the concerns of educational leadership. In another instance, the statement below of Participant 10
showed how she connected with people when asked how she kept her passion at work:

I talk [chuckling], I talk to people, I talk to friends… I call friends whom I really share the
same passion. I call friends who share the same experiences that I have with. You know
working in the school, I love listening to their stories because their stories either affirm
what I feel, what I do, and sometimes they open doors for alternatives.

This simple statement conveys the power of connecting with people in order to maintain work
passion. The finding implies that even leaders need to validate their actions with fellow leaders
to be effective in the field. More importantly, educational leaders must be able to communicate
effectively in order to develop shared decision-making with school stakeholders (Stronge et al.
2008). It is also necessary to consider that the social activities of the school head participants kept
them connected with others. This serves as a way to validate or contradict work values with the
perceptions of others (Sibal & Gaddi 2010). Consequently, connecting with positive people can be a
useful way to evaluate and analyse dispositions towards relevant trends and issues in educational
administration.
Becoming a Channel of Blessings

School heads agreed that becoming a channel of blessing helped them to maintain focus and
direction. The essence of becoming a channel of blessing in this context relies on ‘going the
extra mile’ by helping members of the school community. Sharing things such as time and other
resources was a way for educational administrators to maintain the passion that abounded among
them. Most of the participants spent time on charitable work in the church and other socio-civic
organisations. Participant 9 described:
You know when you feel good, when you feel good about yourself, it is like a gem shining
and you are able to enlighten other people, and you were able to share that light with them.
One thing that I have learned by sharing the blessings, the motive becomes passionate also.

The above statement conveys that in order to maintain work passion in schools, an educational
leader needs not only to enrich himself or herself, but also to look for an outlet for release so that
things are kept in balance. This can be made possible by being generous, showing concern for
different stakeholders of the school, or doing non-government organisation (NGO) work. In
relation to these events, the findings reveal that school head participants in this study rightfully
positioned themselves both within and outside of the academic community. According to Maxwell
(2007), this social positioning is ideal for a leader: ‘The best place for a leader isn’t always the top
position’ (p. 47). This statement strongly expresses the notion that being a channel of blessings is
also serving. This shows that a leader can maintain work passion if he or she serves others with
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humility and compassion. Distinct findings in this study also reveal that the school head participants
demonstrated extreme care for the welfare of their students. In most cases, their experiences
extended beyond academic concerns. Participant 6 shared this inspiring story with much empathy:
I had one student whose mother died when he was in third year high school. In the first
two weeks in his fourth year, he was not yet in school. I asked someone to look for him so
I could personally ask him the reason of not enrolling that year. That is when I learned that
he could not enrol because after her mother’s death, his father became jobless. So I told
him, attend your classes, I will just pay your tuition fees.

This anecdote is one example of how a school head’s desire to serve went beyond the walls and
grounds of the campus. Becoming a channel of blessings is an opportunity to help not only in
academic concerns, but also in terms of the individual conditions of the students.
In terms of teachers’ welfare, school head participants showed equally commendable professional
and personal concerns to their colleagues. One moving experience was shared this way:
We also had a faculty member… she really needed help for her sickness. Unfortunately, she
passed away due to it. We shouldered all of the expenses. It is not just being passionate in
financial matters, but showing your concern and love. At least, when these people around
you see those things, even if you do not have much materially, the cooperation and the
help of everybody in putting up, helping, and boosting the morale of people are affected
by these circumstances. (Participant 5)

The school head’s concern in this context is tantamount to treating everyone in the organisation
as a family member. This collegial spirit is very encouraging to colleagues and it reflects a genuine
service to the school community. Surprisingly, school heads also discussed becoming a channel of
blessing through extending special services to the parents of students. The oldest school head in
this study shared her unimaginable experience:
I started 23 years old teaching in the school, 56 years [of service], helping students,
pupils, teachers, parents. These parents [chuckles] [pointing in front] would come [and
say], ‘Ma’am, please help my daughter, my son to take the [college entrance] exam.’ I
accompany them [chuckles]. And that is the very reason why I wanted our home to be far
from [the] town because even [with] their family problems, they came to me to help them
solve. [They are] Knocking at the door [at] eleven o’clock in the evening, when I should be
resting [already]. (Participant 1)

The simple act of looking after the welfare of the school community is characteristic of a school
leader who sees the ‘value of serving others’ (Maxwell 2007: 47). This attribute is vital in educational
leadership in terms of the challenge of making a difference. Sergiovanni (2009) described this action
as a component of servant leadership that is crucial in advocating transformational change in
education and the society in general.
Improving Personality

School heads expressed the specific ways they improved their personalities in order to keep
passion at work: by being organised, by being physically presentable, and by being a consumer
of knowledge. For the school head participants in this study, these things helped them improve in
different areas of life in order to stay competent. In particular, being organised in everything can
improve a school head’s personality. This is expressed in the statement below:
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Well, at this time, we are no longer that young [laughs]. As time goes by, it seems like
things are less rigid. But early in the morning, before I retire for the day, I already have my
schedule for the next day. So I know what time to be in school, I know whom to call [in the]
early morning. If I cannot come [to school] as early as 7:00 AM, all the things to be settled
for the next day should be prepared. (Participant 5)

In this case, getting organised was considered very important for self-improvement. According
to Lluch and Eckman (2008: 37), ‘being organised allows a person to be prepared which in turn
improves productivity’. This also proves that activity is truly improved when people engage in
deliberate and repeated practice (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011). Another way the school head
participants in this study mentioned improving their personalities was by being physically
presentable. Participant 10 explained that it was very important for her to always look presentable
as she dealt with people at work: ‘I put on make-up, I dress up, I have been fashionable because I
don’t want to bore you [people], those things.’ This statement may seem insubstantial, but certain
research concluded that attractiveness is a strong variable in determining a person’s ‘perception
of professionalism and competence when evaluating others’ (Conley 2010: 33). This shows that
educational leaders should not underestimate the importance of physical appearance because it
can be a consideration regarding their perceived credibility. Aside from physical preparations, two
school heads also mentioned the importance of improving one’s personality by being a consumer
of knowledge by reading. Participant 7 emphasised: ‘I read [a lot] because it is very important for a
leader [that] you keep on reading.’ The principle of educating oneself to improve further is critical
to being a highly effective person (Lluch & Eckman 2008). For front-liners in any field, the Law of
Process is a reminder that leadership does not develop in a day, but is a process that takes a lifetime
(Maxwell 2007). This notion clearly expresses that the work passion of educational leaders can only
be maintained if it undergoes a never-ending process of learning and re-learning.
Being Innovative

Innovation is the power of creativity (Dale Burke 2009). Thus, learning for the school heads is a
never-ending process, not only in terms of improving personality, but also in terms of creating
innovative ideas for the organisation. This perspective was considered by the participants as a
crucial factor to maintain excitement in managing their schools. The statement below presents this
idea:
Being an educational leader, you always have to think of something new. Something
different that will post as a challenge not only to the students but also to the teacher. If
there is no change, it is routine only, no excitement. So, you should think of something new
to change the yearly routine, the monthly routines… (Participant 7)

The drive to innovate ‘refuels’ the work passion of the school head participants. This notion is
regarded as important since the time to pursue new ideas cannot be an afterthought for successful
leaders (Byrd 2004). School heads’ innovation activities were exemplified through taking risks to
try new things, understanding the needs of the organisation, delegating tasks to the right people,
and discovering other possibilities in different environments. This suggests that it is obligatory for
leaders such as educational administrators to take the time to think about innovative ideas through
solitude and deep reflection (Dale Burke 2009).
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Engaging in Reflection

The school heads recognise the importance of reflection in maintaining work passion. This routine
of engaging in reflection is grounded in the participants’ daily experiences of taking time to pause
for a while and reflect after a long and tiring day of work. The encouraging quotes below further
explain this idea:

Listening to music. It renews me. And also like after school hours, I usually do not go home
right away. I just would like to sit down… alone. (Participant 2)

When I am alone, I assess my actions. Especially when there is a teacher or subordinate
whom I have given disciplinary action. It is my style, I evaluate myself and my action
whether it helps a person change or if I feel happy [with the action I have taken]. (Participant
7)

The statements above imply that the participants understand the importance of listening to music
and taking a moment of silence to reflect on one’s actions. These serve as effective ways to find
balance after a very tiring day. These instances also describe the positive effect of reflection in
maintaining the work passion of the school head participants. As asserted by Lluch and Eckman
(2008: 253), ‘effective and successful people are balanced people’. This means that one important
principle that makes a person balanced is taking care of the body and mind. This principle suggests
that physical and mental wellbeing are basic elements to the success of a person. Moreover, Dale
Burke (2009) suggested that allowing time to refocus is a way to become an effective leader. This
routine should be considered in order for a person to have fresh insights that will help maintain the
elusive equilibrium of servant leadership.

Summary

The previous section briefly described the seven therapeutic routines employed to maintain work
passion drawn from the life experiences and track records of the school head participants. Based on
their perspectives, work passion can be sustained by developing spirituality, improving personality,
being innovative, connecting with positive people, becoming a channel of blessings, spending time
relaxing, and engaging in reflection. These activities ‘pump’ the work passion of the principals and
school head participants in the study to have a meaningful life. As a result, a meaningful life at
work consequently contributes to the dynamic life experiences and to the developing track record
of the educational administrators in this study. Figure 1 provides a schematic presentation of these
findings.
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Figure 1: Schematic presentation of how principals and school heads maintain work passion
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Concluding Discussion

This article makes significant contributions to theoretical and practical knowledge on the subject
of passion at work. Primarily, it adds to previous research on the concepts of passion in education,
since studies on passion are always focused on teachers in the classroom (e.g. Crosswell & Elliott
2004; Fried 2001; Lautongmeesakun & Na Wichian 2015). The article also contributes to previous
research on the dualistic model of passion in different fields and disciplines (e.g. Bonneville-Roussy
et al. 2011; Cardieux 2010; Lafrenière, Jowett, Vallerand & Carbonneau 2011). Most importantly, the
pioneering study presented in this article created an empirical field of investigation on the role of
passion at the managerial level in schools. This responds to the need to study the shifting paradigm
of work motivation toward work passion in schools and educational leadership in general.
The analysis in this article establishes the presence of work passion among Filipino basic education
principals and school heads. The findings show that passion at work can be maintained based
on mostly individual-enhancing activities such as developing spirituality, improving personality,
spending time relaxing, and engaging in reflection. Alongside these individual activities are
psycho-social activities that can keep work passions burning. These psycho-social activities include
being innovative, connecting with fellow school heads, and becoming channels of for blessings.
This validates the notion that the work of an educational administrator actually goes beyond his
or her formal role in the school. In line with all of these therapeutic activities that can maintain the
work passion of principals and school heads, this article contributes to the literature by extending
the definition of passion as something that needs to be ‘pumped’ or refuelled. This differs from the
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previous idea that passion is simply a fuel that allows people to engage in a deliberate, repeated
and relentless practice so that skills in the activity are improved (Bonneville-Roussy et al. 2011).
Passion is not just a ‘force’ by itself, but it has ‘sources or triggers’ which need to be discovered and
operated.

This article also contributes to the theoretical development of passion, as it describes how the work
passion of educational administrators in the study contributes to a meaningful life in the form
of psychological wellbeing, physical health, positive relationships and high levels of performance
(Vallerand 2012). Based on the perspectives of the Filipino school principals and school heads in
the study, a meaningful life can be attained with the help of the therapeutic activities that maintain
work passion. This article determines the remarkable interconnection of these activities when
passion at work is maintained (see Figure 2). In addition, the study reported in this article also
discovered strong spirituality as an additional facet that defines a meaningful life. Specifically, the
findings revealed that school heads’ activities such as improving personality, spending relaxation,
and doing reflections may yield to psychological wellbeing and physical health; connecting with
positive people and becoming a channel of blessings may result in psychological well-being and
positive relationships; being innovative may bring high levels of performance; and developing
spirituality may build on strong spirituality. In this analysis, it is crucial to note that psychological
wellbeing is the centre of a meaningful life.
Figure 2: The interconnection of the activities of principals and school heads to maintain work
passion and their relationship to having a meaningful life
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The findings presented in this article also support the existence of alternative leadership practices
that can be thought of as being outside of typical Western frameworks. For instance, the Western
leadership framework in professional development usually deals more with the what and how
of the school principals’ roles and responsibilities, and fails to focus on the critical how and why
(Stronge et al. 2008). Based on this challenging notion, therapeutic activities such as developing
spirituality, improving personality, being innovative, connecting with positive people, becoming a
channel of blessing, spending time relaxing and engaging in reflection may provide the ‘essence’
of understanding school principals’ roles and responsibilities. These findings reveal that principals
and school heads must not only be aware of the standards that encompass school management,
but should also be committed to partaking in some activities that are helpful in comprehending the
critical how and why of their functions and roles as educational administrators.

Organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB) is another Western management framework that
is exclusively used for viewing a school climate. This concept applied in schools pertains to a
‘behaviour that goes beyond the formal responsibilities of the role by actions that occur freely
to help others achieve the task in hand’ (Hoy & Miskel 2008). In recent studies, OCB covers five
specific dimensions: altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship, courtesy and civic virtue (Hoy &
Miskel 2008). This theory, which is thought of as essential for effective organisational performance,
only focuses on job-related activities, and does not extend to the informal functions of an educator.
The goal of organisational performance is not limited to people in the workplace, but should also
make a significant contribution to the educational community (Stronge et al. 2008). Since a school
is considered an open system, both internal and external stakeholders are major actors in the
transformation processes that lead to educational services and products. In this light, the findings
reported in this article provide both job-related activities and informal functions of educational
administrators, which may contribute to effective organisational performance and a positive school
climate.
Therefore, the indigenous perspectives of Filipino school leadership reported in this article
provide alternative leadership and managerial practices that could be considered as outside the
usual Western frameworks. However, the study reported in this article only includes Filipino
basic education administrators, and so, commensurate with the use of a constructivist grounded
theory approach, the findings are presented as ‘interpretive renderings of a reality, not objective
reporting of it’ (Charmaz 2008: 206). This means that the findings presented in this article are the
subjective reality of the school head participants based on their life experiences and track records.
These concepts may be applicable to other principals and school heads, but do not necessarily
generalise the complex behaviours and beliefs of the diverse personalities in the field of educational
leadership and administration.

Finally, the implication of these findings for future research points to the effectiveness of therapeutic
activities on maintaining work passion. Research also needs to determine how the work passion
of principals and school heads is articulated in educational administration practice. Even if the
findings in this small study of Filipino principals and school heads cannot be generalised, they
provide helpful insights that maintaining work passion can be also examined in other countries.
Since basic education sectors all over the world must adhere to the call of UNESCO’s Education for
All movement, this article provides the noteworthy challenge of emphasising the role of passionate
educational leaders in being catalysts for change in every school, village, and nation that contributes
to global development.
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Principals’ Changing Work in a Time of
Hong Kong Education Reform: Challenges
and Opportunities
Annie Yan-Ni Cheng and Elson Szeto

Abstract: This study examines the changing nature of principals’ work in the context of the global movement
of education reform. This changing nature is not uncommon in different education systems across various
societies. We adopted a case study approach to unpack two Hong Kong principals’ struggles with the challenges
posed by the changes in education policy and increasing student diversity in a Chinese context. Three research
questions are addressed: (1) What challenges did the principals face at the time of the education reforms? (2)
What was the major change in the principals’ work in addressing those challenges? (3) How did the principals
view their changing work under the education reform? Multiple qualitative data were collected, including
semi-structured interviews and documentary evidence such as school reports and school development plans.
The results show that the principals had been changing and expanding the scope of their work over the past
decade. Despite this change, they could identify new opportunities emerging from the challenges that were
sustaining the school development. The implications of the principals’ changing work for school improvement
and future research are discussed.
Keywords: Principal work, education reform, societal change, student diversity, school
improvement.

Introduction

Like many societies across the globe, Hong Kong has experienced large-scale education reforms
in the past 20 years. As one of the Chinese societies in Asia, Hong Kong was an early adopter
of the global trend of quality school leadership and management (Szeto, Cheng & Walker 2016).
Challenges arose in Hong Kong’s multi-faceted quest for quality education in the 21st century as
policy-makers and educators imported globally recognised reform initiatives (Hallinger 2010).
The quest emphasised school-based management monitored by a centralised quality assurance
mechanism and increased parental and community participation in education, while massive
curriculum reform initiatives were implemented in mainstream schools (Cheng & Szeto 2016;
Education Bureau 2014b; Tam 2007; Wong & Cheung 2009; Yeung 2012).
Due to this series of education reform policies, school leaders and their management teams faced
the challenges of changing work. For example, with the full implementation of the school-based
management policy, principals needed to prepare for a new school governance structure, evaluate
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staff performance and oversee effective use of school resources (Lee, Kwan, & Walker 2009). As
a consequence of the education reforms, it was necessary for principals to expand their capacity
for the new scope of their work, such as leadership for new curriculum development and the
organisation of and participation in professional development to facilitate implementation of the
changes (Curriculum Development Council 2001; Lai & Cheung 2013; Walker & Ko 2011; Wong
& Li 2008). Yet, the different reform policies required principals to act accordingly, but differently.
To better inform policy-makers and school management for further school improvement, it is
imperative to understand what challenges principals face and how they cope with these challenges
through changing their work at a time of continuous education reform. However, these issues are
understudied, in particular in the Chinese context. To fill this gap, this study aims to examine the
nature of the work of principals in Hong Kong in a trajectory of educational change over a decade.
Specifically, three research questions are addressed:
1.
2.
3.

What challenges did the principals face in their work in the past decade of education
reforms?
What was the major change in the principals’ work in addressing those challenges?
How did the principals’ view their changing work under the education reform?

The Hong Kong Education System and Demographic Changes

Since 1996, education in Hong Kong has experienced extensive reforms. A major demographic
change has also emerged. Hong Kong’s population of 7.5 million is composed of 93 per cent ethnic
Chinese and 7 per cent non-ethnic Chinese (Census and Statistics Department 2012). The number
of new immigrant families is increasing, however, while the birth rate is consistently decreasing.
These immigrant families include non-ethnic Chinese children from other south-east Asian
countries (such as Thailand, Indonesia, Pakistan and the Philippines) as well as ethnic Chinese
children from mainland China. The majority of these children attend mainstream schools, where
the medium of instruction is an issue of concern. Additionally, the city’s education is framed by
systemic and organisational stratiﬁcation in which students are classified by academic ability as
determined by norm-referenced tests both across and within schools (Biggs 1996; Chiu & Walker
2007). Although the implementation of new curriculum reforms and structural changes is expected
to enable students to concentrate on learning activities conducive to all-round development
(Curriculum Development Council 2001), schools and students are still divided into three bands
based on entering students’ primary school academic achievements. Band 1 schools cater to the
highest-achieving one-third of students, while those of Band 3 cater to the bottom third.
Hong Kong education comprises four main types of primary and secondary schools: government,
aided, direct subsidy scheme (DSS), and private/independent schools. The ﬁrst two school types
are supported by government funding as mainstream schools following the banding system. The
government schools are fully funded and managed by the Government of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR), while aided schools are 90 per cent supported by government
funding but operated by non-proﬁt-making sponsoring bodies. Both types of mainstream school
are under the central bureaucracy of the government, while those under the DSS also receive
government funding but have a high degree of autonomy, such as the ability to collect school fees
from parents of up to US$10,500 per annum in 2015 and to make decisions on curriculum choice.
As such, students with high academic ability but low socio-economic status (SES) have less choice
of school. Among the 668 primary schools in Hong Kong, about 5 per cent are government schools
and 75 per cent are aided schools.
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In Hong Kong, the primary school placement allocation system is called the Primary One Admission
System. This system is divided into two stages: the Discretionary Placement Admission stage,
and the Central Allocation stage. During the Discretionary Placement Admission stage, parents
may apply to only one government or aided school, which may be in or outside the school net in
which they reside. Children who are not offered a discretionary place will participate in the Central
Allocation stage. During this stage, parents may choose up to three schools in or outside the school
district in which they reside. At the Central Allocation stage, ‘primary one’ places are centrally
allocated by the Education Bureau according to the school net, parents’ choice of schools, and a
random computer-generated number. The computer-programmed central allocation will process
the neighbourhood school choices first, and then the school choices from other districts.

Under this admission system, the choice of schools for non-ethnic Chinese children is further
limited. Many of these children are from low SES families; they usually do not speak or write
Chinese well, and use English as their second language. However, there are few government or
aided primary and secondary schools that use English as the major language of instruction, and
therefore certain children will face a language barrier when they are allocated to these schools. As
a consequence of being allocated to a certain type of school, they are left with a limited choice of
schools.
In general, Chinese and English are the core language subjects in schools. Chinese is specifically used
as the medium of instruction in mainstream primary schools, while both languages can be used for
instruction (depending on the students’ language competence) in a mainstream secondary school.
The government has provided these schools with additional funding for the intake of non-Chinese
speaking (NCS) children (Education Bureau 2014c). The purpose of this funding is to support the
learning and teaching of Chinese for the NCS students. This policy encourages the majority of
minority NCS parents to enrol their children in schools that pay special attention to their language
needs. The schools where language support is provided gradually become invisible, ‘designated’
schools for NCS children. As a result, parents of NCS children prefer these schools despite the
fact that there is only a limited choice. Thus, many NCS students have to travel across territory to
attend school, regardless of whether they live in poor or wealthy districts. These students also face
the barrier of limited choice of secondary schooling, due partly to strong competition for entry into
high-performance mainstream schools. The language and individual differences create both visible
and invisible barriers for ethnic minority children (Szeto 2014).
Facing this diversity of student demographic profiles, principals are not only aware of demographic
and cultural changes, but also changes in education policies in the midst of education reforms. On the
one hand, principals’ scope of work may be expanded and extended due to the implementation of
new education policies, which usually bring about new challenges or threats such as staff resistance
to change (Pollock, Wang & Hauseman 2014). On the other hand, there may be opportunities for
the further development of schools and innovations in education as a result of these changes. The
concern is whether principals are able to cope with such policy changes and the changing diversity
of student profiles; this depends very much on each individual principal’s values, attitudes and
professional practices (Cheung & Walker 2006).
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Methodology

To examine the richness and depth of the phenomena in a real-life context, a case study approach
was adopted for this study, which was carried out from 2013 to 2014 (Yin 2014). Data were collected
through two rounds of in-depth interviews with principals; through documentary evidence
from accessible school documents such as school external reports, school development plans
found on school websites and news clippings from the past ten years; and through unstructured
walkthroughs of the school environments, which were also examined to enrich our understanding
of the context and to triangulate the interview data (Creswell 2012). Interviews are regarded
as a useful self-reporting, reflective method for examining participants’ values, experiences
and responses to a changing context (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison 2007), thereby affording an
understanding of the thoughts and meaning construction for the shift in their work. Two rounds
of semi-structured interviews with the principals were carried out, which allowed us to examine
the context of each case as well as the embedded units of analysis (Yin 2014), thereby enhancing the
richness of the study. The interview protocols are provided in the Appendix. The second interview
served to follow up and expand upon the principals’ answers in the previous interview. We were
especially interested to know whether the principals’ views had changed over time. Each interview
lasted for one hour.
Field notes were taken for the interviews and the walkthroughs. All of the interview audio
recordings were transcribed verbatim. Inductive analysis was employed to analyse and interpret
the interview data (Patton 2014). The data analysis involved an interactive process of indexing data
collected from the interviews, the walkthrough field notes, and the documentary evidence. First,
a thematic analysis of the interview transcripts was conducted concerning the principals’ work
facing education reform as a tentative set of coding themes (Strauss & Corbin 1998). In so doing,
we identified the characteristics of education reform and the changes in the principals’ work. The
second round of analysis led to further examination of the themes of various patterns of how the
principals’ work changed and how they viewed these changes. Finally, cross-case comparisons
were conducted among the principals (Yin 2014).

The Cases

The two schools in this study were selected from more than nine schools that volunteered to
participate in the project. The principals and their schools were selected for several reasons: (1)
the two schools are aided schools that represent the majority of primary schools, come under the
same accountability system, and receive a similar amount of support from the government; (2) the
schools are located in one of the wealthiest and one of the poorest districts, respectively; (3) the
schools – one small and one large – comprise diverse student profiles; (4) the principals have at least
ten years of experience in their position in the school, so that the changes in their work within the
same context are evident; and (5) the principals are regarded as successful by their communities in
terms of facing specific challenges under the education reforms. These two schools illustrate how
different principals’ practices and changing work in diverse school contexts meet the challenges of
education reform.
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Case School S
With a history of over 80 years, School S has witnessed the changing face of its community. Principal
S works in a small school with 230 students, including over 90 per cent non-Chinese-speaking
ethnic minority children. She was a newly appointed principal in the school in 2004, and her first
imperative was to save the school from being closed down by the government due to low student
intake resulting from the low birth rate and the fact that NCS families were looking for primary
school placements for their children. In response to the increasing educational needs of a growing
NCS population as a potential source of students, Principal S needed to negotiate with the school’s
sponsoring body and the local community. Then, she started recruiting a diverse mix of ethnic
minority NCS children from various districts in 2006. By 2014, Principal S had admitted over 90 per
cent of the school’s students from NCS families.

Case School L
Principal L is the founding principal of his primary school with 830 students, including around
20 per cent with special education needs (SEN). In 1999, he was a newly appointed principal for
this new school, facing initial implementation of the education reforms. The school is situated in
one of the poorest districts in Hong Kong, and receives little help or support from the government
and the community concerning the SEN children’s additional needs. Students from this district are
comprised of newly arrived children from mainland China, children from low-income families and
SEN children, and therefore have diverse needs. Without a historical burden, Principal L enjoyed a
large degree of autonomy and ﬂexibility given by the school’s sponsoring body. He could address
numerous challenges from the students’ diverse learning needs, while responding to new demands
of implementing the education reform policies.

Findings

The findings are divided into three sections: challenges facing the two principals, the principals’
new scope of work in response to the challenges, and reflection on the principals’ changing work.

Challenges Facing the Principals
Principals L and S both reported three major challenges they constantly faced in the past decade:
new practice in the Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA), a new policy focus on student
diversity, and parents’ widened participation in school governance.
New Practice in the TSA: A Critical Indicator for External Evaluation of School Effectiveness

Since the 1990s, the Hong Kong government has made various attempts to change the deep-rooted
examination-oriented culture in schools. A notion of assessment for learning was highlighted as
an agenda item of the recent reforms (Berry 2011). The Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA)
for students’ performance in three subjects (Chinese, English, and Mathematics) was introduced
in 2004. The TSA originally covered Primary 3 students, and was expanded to cover Primary 6
students in 2005 (HKEAA 2004). The assessment data aimed to help the government review
education policies and provide focused support for related subject learning in schools. However,
the implementation of the TSA became a main challenge facing all primary school principals,
because TSA results were unexpectedly used as a critical indicator for external evaluation of school
effectiveness.
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Principal L, for example, was shocked by the official inspector of the External School Review, who
referred to the TSA outcomes as an untouchable indicator of school performance:

We were so surprised about the outcomes of the External School Review which was
far from our expectation. Then, the inspector told us that although he saw the students
were greatly benefiting from our school-based curriculum, this review result was solely
based on the school’s TSA outcomes. We questioned, if the TSA was really about basic
competence, why did our students perform so badly? The teachers started to doubt all the
efforts they’d put into developing the school-based curriculum in the past five years which
actually aroused our students’ learning interest and made them enjoy learning.

The external review neglected to take into account the efforts of the teaching team and the principal’s
practical involvement in achieving school-based curriculum development of individual student
learning needs and outcomes. The school-based curriculum has been a long-term education policy
largely promoted and supported by the government since the 1990s. It was viewed as a measure
of devolution and curriculum adaptation in local schools alongside the implementation of new
curriculum reforms and school-based management at the beginning of this century. Instead of
being a tool used in the pursuit of assessment for learning, the TSA policy has become a major
barrier preventing the school-based curriculum from addressing local students’ needs. Due to the
misinterpretations of the TSA results, student development was built on the practice of TSA test
questions. Contrary to the primary aims of the TSA, Principal S also expressed her frustration with
the twisted purpose of understanding the TSA outcomes for measuring a school’s performance:
The whole problem is about the TSA. Actually, we have been negotiating with the
Education Bureau about the role of the TSA outcomes in measuring a school’s performance
for a long time. Nowadays, the direction of the teaching and learning policies in schools
is led by the TSA examinations. It is because all primary schools would be judged by their
results in the end.

It is generally believed that the Education Bureau has its own ‘league table’, based heavily on TSA
results (Yeung 2012). Thus, a school’s TSA results are very important in the eyes of parents and
other stakeholders because they are directly related to the schools’ achievement and ranking in the
community, which ultimately affects whether parents would choose to enrol their children there
(Yeung 2012). Consequently, the TSA affects the principals’ belief in and work on student learning
outcomes.
New policy Focus on Student Diversity: Alternatives for Survival

The extensive need to address student learning diversity in a highly competitive educational
environment was another major challenge stressed by both principals. There are two sources of
student diversity: children with special education needs (SEN), and ethnic minority non-Chinese
speaking (NCS) children. The former relates to the inclusive education policy (Education Bureau
2010), while the latter relates to the policy of language support for NCS children. This diversity of
sources was actually encapsulated in a whole-school approach to catering to the increasing student
diversity in mainstream schools introduced in 1997 (Education Bureau 2010).

In 2003, the government introduced a new policy of inclusive education (Education Bureau
2010). Regardless of the severity of their disabilities, schools are obligated and encouraged to take
SEN students with respect to parental choice of neighbourhood schools (Poon-McBrayer 2014).
To enable inclusive education, the government offers great ﬁnancial support to compensate for
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the extra manpower required to deliver service to SEN students and to further improve school
practices. The high degree of autonomy granted in terms of managing and utilising the support
funds has attracted an increasing number of participating schools (Poon-McBrayer 2014).
To obtain more funding for better school development, School L became one of the early participating
schools in inclusive education. Driven by the objective of inclusive education, Principal L’s concern
was the following:
While addressing the needs of SEN students, we cannot neglect the students with high
learning abilities. Developing a school-based curriculum that meets the diverse needs of
students is essential. Aiming to develop effective teaching and learning strategies that can
cater to both high-ability and low-ability students, I have been looking for different ways
to build various professional communities within and outside the school.

Many schools have started recruiting from among the growing number of ethnic minority NCS
children from South Asia to counterbalance the decreasing number of local students. To facilitate
NCS children’s integration into the local community as early as possible, they are encouraged
to enrol in local primary schools. In fact, many of the immigrant ethnic minority families cannot
afford the school fees charged by DSS or private/independent schools. The policy of the medium
of instruction in mainstream primary schools is to use Chinese, and Chinese and English are the
core language subjects. Few government or aided primary schools in Hong Kong offer language
subjects other than these two languages (Education Bureau 2014a).
Principal S took the challenge of student diversity with the language issue as a strategy for solving
the threat of school closure by admitting NCS children. In retrospect, she recalled that the student
profile was comprised of Filipino, Indian, Nepalese, Pakistani, Thai and Sri Lankan students in the
past decade. Despite the increased intake, the barriers to the inclusion of immigrant students were
behaviour and language (Hajisoteriou & Angelides 2014). Principal S was aware of the immediate
language challenge of the school curriculum. She recognised that, ‘[s]ince our student population
has over 15 nationalities, the major challenge of leading this school is to cater for the students’
needs of diverse cultures and languages in terms of developing the multicultural curriculum and
teaching and learning strategies’.
Principal S did not insist on using Chinese as the medium of instruction, but chose to use English
instead to cater to the learning needs of the NCS students. In addition, she was ‘revising some
school-based curricula’ that suited these ethnic minority students.

Both principals negotiated their environment by extending the scope of their work in terms of
developing new curricula to cater to the educational needs of the NCS and SEN students. Their
aims were to save their schools from the threat of closure and to achieve better school development
while facing an increasingly competitive educational environment.
Parents’ Widened Participation in School Governance: Catering to Diverse Needs

Due to the school-based management policy, parents have greater opportunity for involvement
in school management than before. They were legitimately granted an important role as school
governing members (Education Commission 1997). Some principals felt a new challenge from
parents’ increasing involvement in the schools. Principal L recalled that, ‘as a newly established
large-size school, building up the parent group in support of new initiatives and decision-making
was a new challenge, but it is critical to the school development’.
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Legitimate parent involvement in school management is a major reform of school governance.
This was a reform of the school governance structure from a school management committee to
an incorporated management committee. The new structure was characterised by widening
stakeholder participation in school management comprising representatives of the school
sponsoring body and the principal, and elected members from among the teachers, parents,
students, alumni and independent community members. The new committee members can directly
participate in school decision-making and the management of various aspects for the enhancement
of transparency and the accountability of school governance (Education Commission 1997). The
aim of this school management reform is to contribute to effective school administration and use of
public resources. Principal L shared his challenges in implementing this new governance structure:
Our students come from very diverse family backgrounds including single-parent families,
poor working families, newly arrived families from Mainland China and grandparentrearing-grandchildren families. Finding ways to communicate with the diversified range
of parents took up a large number of resources, especially human resources. Some teachers
even doubted my decisions regarding the required extra workload. It is inevitable to put
extra effort and working time into seeking effective ways of communicating with and
educating these parents about the school operation.

Similar to Principal L, Principal S also faced the challenges of communicating with parents and
addressing their diverse expectations. However, her challenges came from families of different
cultural and religious backgrounds:
Since the students’ families are of different religions and cultures, some parents can’t
speak English. Communicating with the parents about their expectations of the school
has become a challenge. For example, some mothers have difficulties meeting our class
teachers because they are forbidden to meet the male teachers for religious reasons. It has
increased the challenges and workloads of the teachers.

In sum, these two principals’ experiences echoed Pang’s (2011) findings that the government policy
of increasing school accountability resulted in an overabundance of stressful tasks for teacher.

The Principals’ Changing Scope of Work in Addressing the Challenges
This section reports on the changing nature of the principals’ work that resulted from educational
changes over the past decade. The two principals recalled two major types of work that were
changed to address the challenges. The new scope of work included an additional focus on
examination-oriented curricula and school-based curricula, and having to seek additional resources
for the work of involving parents.
Additional Focus on Examination-Oriented Curricula and School-Based Curricula

Principal L’s work was affected by the distortion and misuse of the TSA results by key stakeholders
of the community. Instead of merely focusing on innovative curricula as promoted by the education
reforms and the needs of the SEN students, he has put an additional focus on leveraging student
outcomes with an examination-oriented curriculum since 2005. He recalled his original focus at the
beginning of the education reform:
Before the implementation of the TSA in 2005, the school had a lot of freedom to develop
untraditional and innovative curricula that we thought best fitted the objectives of the
recent education reforms. We pursued the enhancement of the students’ learning with a
repertoire of skills and positive attitudes in alignment with the expected change.
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He then recounted the cause of his disappointment with the school review exercise and explained
why he expanded his focus after the implementation of the TSA:

Despite the success of our innovative development of the school-based curriculum, the
review ignored our achievements and dampened our passion. Nevertheless, we still
promote self-directed learning as we believe it is the heart of the education reforms. In
addition, we thought that if the TSA results of a school are the only performance indicator,
what is wrong with us if we drag our students through drilling a large amount of TSA
mock questions, provide them with more articles for the TSA exercises and stick to the
textbooks? Probably, this examination [TSA]-oriented curriculum works for the reality.

Regardless of the school’s efforts to develop a school-based curriculum to cater for students’ diverse
learning needs, this quote reflects that the government is inclined to single out the TSA as the only
performance indicator of a school review. Gradually, the principal developed a more examinationoriented curriculum to improve TSA outcomes. It is not surprising that schools drill their students
frantically for the TSA in order to ensure good student performance (Berry 2011); this approach was
regarded as a viable strategy for maintaining a school’s reputation and position. Without exception,
Principal S also criticised the situation:
We need to strive for the “standard” [TSA] academic result if we want to survive. There is
no alternative for us other than to emphasize the TSA outcomes regardless of the diverse
students’ needs. At least, the P3 and P6 students cannot escape it.

In addition to revising the existing curriculum that caters to the needs of the NCS students, Principal
S also put a large proportion of resources into improving TSA outcomes. This is in line with Yeung’s
(2012) finding that Hong Kong school principals care very much about the position and reputation
of their school in the informal ‘league table’ evaluated through the TSA. The development of an
examination-oriented curriculum has become the principals’ first priority, in addition to developing
an innovative school-based curriculum for catering to diverse student needs.
Seeking Additional Resources for the Work of Involving Parents

In addition to the traditional principals’ work of improving students’ learning and teachers’
teaching, the work of educating parents and increasing their involvement in student learning and
school management has become another important aspect of their work. School L has gained a
good reputation for successful home-school collaboration in Hong Kong. Principal L envisaged
involving parents as one of his strategic policies. First, his schoolteachers find various ways to
include frequent phone calls, letters and parent-teacher meetings to communicate and build up
trusting relationships with the parents. His school also provides numerous additional services,
including parent counselling workshops, parent interest groups and health talks for advancing
parent education. He explained his rationale in the following way:
Educating parents is as important as educating the students since parents have the greatest
influence on students. Thus, we have been holding a lot of workshops and teacher-parent
meeting to help the parents understand our visions and goals. The children would not
grow healthily unless the parents have healthy development.

To address the surge in the volume of communication with NCS parents, Principal S hired an ethnic
minority staff member for the work. She believed that:

Parents’ views are critical for students’ development. Hence, we usually send a consultation
form to the parents before we modify or introduce a new policy. In addition, we recruited
an Indian teacher who can speak some of the students’ native languages. She is able to
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help communicate with the NCS students’ parents and develop intercultural programs
and activities. Since the NCS students’ parents have diverse cultural backgrounds, these
communication channels are particularly important to them to learn about the Hong
Kong education culture and the expectations of the students. Besides, it can help them to
integrate into the Hong Kong community.

Like other intercultural school leaders, Principal S sought to restructure the school culture by
recruiting ethnic minority teachers for cultivating inclusive and collaborative practices (Banks &
Banks 2009).

To implement the new parent-related work in the school agenda, both principals actively sought
additional resources from the school sponsoring bodies and other organisations in the community.
Principal L has received support in seeking effective ways for SEN students to learn from local
universities through collaborative research, while Principal S has sought extra resources from
corporate bodies and the Education Bureau to develop learning apps for NCS students.

Reflection on the Principals’ Changing Work
In their reflections, both principals acknowledged the new meanings of their changing work
resulting from the education reforms in the past decade.
A principal Should Be Able To Take Up New challenges and Scopes of Work

The principals recognised that extending their work to ensure the survival and sustainable
development of their schools in a time of education reform was essential. Incidentally, they decided
to take up such challenging roles in the two schools with different contextual characteristics. The
challenges were intricate in the midst of policy change.
Nevertheless, Principal L played out as a successful figure, cultivating inclusive education in a
mainstream school. He experienced a school review exercise that was very disappointing and
discouraging. Although the school direction was changed thereafter, Principal L still treasured the
changing work nature as a founding principal of the primary school:
As the founding principal, I needed to lead the school in all aspects including the process
of policy making, the development of the students, the curriculum, the teaching and
learning strategies, parent education and so on. A principal needs to focus on different
things in different periods. As a result, I have been increasingly expanding my workload
and capacity to further improve the school in response to the changing times and changing
government policies.

It is the reforms and change that drive the scope of the principals’ work. Now, they can set their
own scope of work alongside the school development. As key school leaders, principals are the
agents of change. Principal L asserted that, ‘[t]he work of a principal includes all sorts of things in
school. As a principal, s/he is the highest decision-making person in the school management and is
accountable for everything which happens to students within and after school.’
In a different context, Principal S dealt with a weakly performing school with an insufficient number
of students at the beginning of her principalship. The school was facing the threat of closure. The
timely strategy was to admit a growing number of NCS children. The resulting diverse student
profile helped her find a way to realise multicultural education for immigrant families with low
social and economic status in a wealthy district. Principal S enjoyed the extended challenging work:
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A school principal must be well-rounded. It is not just about financial management, human
resources management, and resources management. Students’ learning is the centre of the
school. Although we were not sure what to do in an intercultural school since our school
was a pioneer designated school, we just keep learning and exploring new opportunities
to ensure that the students have a good learning environment. A principal must learn how
to lead well in all areas.

The principals’ reflection on the extended scope of their work illustrates a common phenomenon of
the influence of education reforms on the work of principals in the past decade. Principals’ working
lives may be consistently shifting along with the new expectations of educational change in general
(Szeto et al. 2016). Specifically, principals’ personal values, visionary commitment and professional
practices are important attributes for moving a school forward (Cheung & Walker 2006; Lee et al.
2009).
New Opportunities Emerged To Inspire School Improvement During Education Reform

Despite the challenges of student diversity and educational policy inconsistency, new opportunities
have emerged to inspire the principals’ work. The findings of the case study show that these new
challenges and scope of work provided opportunities for the two principals to develop their schools
further. Both principals have gained good reputations as leaders of successful schools in different
aspects. School L has the reputation of a model school for inclusive education, while School S is a
successful in/visible ‘designated’ school for NCS families as a form of multicultural education. The
innovative and successful stories of these two schools are often reported by the media.

In terms of future school development, Principal S aims to increase her influence on the policymaking process by expanding her network in the professional and local political communities.
Principal S has been building up good relationships with the government, principal associations
and other NGOs in the community during the past decade. Searching for effective ways to cater
to the needs of ethnic minority students, Principal S stressed the importance of expanding the
community network: ‘Seeking the resources of the community is powerful. Besides, I can get the
most up-to-date information about the new policies and societal development by joining these
communities. In doing so, I can make better plans for future school development.’
Principal L plans to further develop gifted education at the boundary of inclusive education.
Equally important, high-ability students from low SES families need a school platform that is
conducive to their development so that they can excel as much as those who receive additional
support from high SES families. He reasoned that:

Although my students do not come from wealthy families which can provide them with a
lot of support, I want them to receive high quality education. Without ignoring the SEN or
lower-ability students, I want to seize as many opportunities as possible for the high-ability
students to also utilise their talent.

Discussion and Conclusions

Similar to the case of Ontario principals (Pollock et al. 2014), Hong Kong principals are facing a
high pace of curriculum policy change, limited resources and often unrealistic expectations of the
principalship. Faced with a continuously changing policy environment, this study found that two
Hong Kong primary school principals’ work was being shaped by three major sources: a new
practice in the TSA, a new policy focus on student diversity, and parents’ widened participation in
school governance. In response to these new expectations, the principals changed and expanded
the scope of their work in various ways. First, under the critical misinterpretation of the TSA
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policy for external evaluation, the principals were inclined towards emphasising a new focus
on examination-based assessment, but without neglecting the school-based curricula. Echoing
previous research findings showing the impacts of school evaluation policy on increasing teachers’
workload (Sloan 2007; Yeung 2012), this study found that these external evaluation policies
also increased the principals’ workloads. Second, to implement parents’ participation in school
governance, the principals extended their work in seeking additional resources in the community
and from corporate bodies. This is in line with many studies in the literature which have found that
principals are expected to expand and add more challenging roles under education reforms because
they encounter more changes, there is a greater need to adjust, and there are more opportunities to
make a difference in the school (Cranston 2014).
As suggested by Walker and Ko (2011), the principals were under tremendous pressure, and
intensive and extensive involvement in new policy implementation is required in a school
environment of increasing accountability. However, because of these challenges, the principals
identified new opportunities for revitalising their schools, and for making school improvements
and plans to take their schools in new directions. In contrast with some Asian countries such as
Thailand, where principals have traditionally been cast as implementers of government policy
rather than as initiators, innovators or leaders (Hallinger & Lee 2013), the Hong Kong principals’
reflections on their changing work showed that they indeed acted as leaders and innovators who
found new opportunities from the additional workload while facing the challenges.

Effective school leaders develop new competences to respond to the new reform expectations of their
performance (Kwan & Walker 2009; Pang & Pisapia 2012; Szeto, Lee & Hallinger 2015). To ensure
accountability and quality in education, principals should be prepared to take up new challenges, to explore the
possibility of turning challenges into opportunities, and to ride on the opportunities to excel. One implication
of this study is to inform policymakers who can prioritise and provide the needed support for the new scope of
principals’ work for quality education. Over the past decade, the changing nature of the Hong Kong education
reform has made the principals’ role increasingly complex due to their heavy workload, as has also been found
in other places (Devos, Bouckenooghe, Engels, Hotton, & Aelterman 2007). Such increased complexity and
principal responsibilities may lead to stress‐related illness or have a negative influence on principals’ well‐
being that would affect the effective functioning of the educational system (Devos et al. 2007; Thornton
1996). Hence, studying principals’ well-being is increasingly important in the field. However, unlike in many
Western countries, Hong Kong studies have not featured principals’ well-being, and nor have they reported
principals’ feelings of dissatisfaction or workload in the past two decades. It is high time that more attention
is paid to these issues.
The limitation of this study is that it is a small-scale case study; thus, we do not aim to generalise
the findings. Prior research by Szeto et al. (2015) identified that a large number of empirically based
Hong Kong research articles emerging from the education reforms have been published in the
highly recognised international journals. Yet, we note that few of those studies focused on the
changing nature of principals’ work. Hence, this paper not only aims to enrich our understanding
of the principals’ changing work in a time of education reform in a Chinese context, but also to
contribute to the international knowledge of quality school leaders’ work. More importantly,
these efforts can inspire principal practices in local schools and those in other societies that are
experiencing similar education reforms or changes.
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Appendix: Interview protocols
Principal experience and school context
1.
2.

How many years have you been working as a principal in this school?

What are the characteristics of the school in terms of school mission, history and
student profile?

Challenges that led to the principals’ work shift
3.
4.
5.

What challenges did you face under the education reforms of 2004 to 2014? In what
ways?
What did you do to address those challenges?
What were the major shifts in your work?

Principals’ views of their changing work under the education reform
6.
7.

How do you feel about your changing work?

What is role of principal under the education reform?
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Dare to Make a Difference: Successful
Principals Who Explore the Potential of
their Role
Lawrie Drysdale, David Gurr and Helen Goode

Abstract: This article explores how successful school principals ‘dare to make a difference’ and enhance
the lives and performance of members of their school communities by exploring beyond the boundaries and
potential of their role. The article outlines a model called the Total Role Concept that attempts to balance the
leadership and management roles through defining work roles as including core, expected, augmented and
potential elements. Through re-analysis of three extensive case studies of the work of successful Australian
principals involved in the International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP), we suggest that
successful leaders leave the relative safety of their concrete and tangible management roles and focus on
the more abstract and intangible leadership aspects of their role. The article shows how principals can be
innovative and creative by exploring and enacting the outer boundaries and potential of their role..
Key Words: Leadership, Principal, Management, Role Theory

Introduction

We know that the work of principals is both demanding and rewarding. A longitudinal Australian
survey (Riley 2014) has shown that principals are experiencing high levels of emotional demand
and labour, high levels of offensive behaviour at work, and high levels of stress and burnout, with
stress related mostly to the quantity of work and lack of time to focus on teaching and learning. This
study also found that principals are mostly positive about their work and report high levels of job
satisfaction. Some (Pollock, Wang, & Hauseman 2015) argue that principals’ work is intensifying,
although there is evidence that the nature of the work has been demanding for sometime (e.g. Gronn
1999; Gurr 1997, 2008). It is probably truer to say that the nature of principals’ work is changing and
that this is causing a complication in terms of the role of principals. Pollock et al. (2015) provide
evidence as to the full extent of the nature of principals’ work, something that extends views
focused on particular aspects such as leadership (Gurr 2015; Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi 2010),
trust (Tschannen-Mora & Gareis 2015) and the interactive nature of administrative work (Spillane
2015), and they provide a picture of principals’ work that captures its true complexity.
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One way to explore the nature of principals’ work is through consideration of how principals
conceive of their role. While there is a lack of agreement concerning the meaning of the term ‘role’
in role theory, it is often defined as a social position where individuals are expected to behave in
a particular manner according to a particular situation (e.g. Biddle 1986; Mead 1934; Merton 1957;
Parsons 1951).

In this article, we merge ideas from psychology (the cognitive dissonance theory – Festinger
1957; Hollon & Chesser 1976), organisational theory focused on roles (self-imposed limits from
Bennis, Parikh & Lessem, 1997; the doughnut principle from Handy 1994), and marketing (the total
product concept from Levitt 1960, 1986) to arrive at a model of role theory applicable to educational
leadership and management that we term the Total Role Concept.

Leadership and Management

The debate about the difference between leadership and management has preoccupied theorists
and writers on organisations for many years. Some have argued that leadership and management
are two sides of the same coin, others have proposed that the two are separate but complementary
concepts, and yet another school of thought has reasoned that leadership is merely an aspect of
management. These different conceptualisations of leadership and management have a long
history and are illustrated in the literature review that follows. Whatever the difference is, it seems
that there is often a need to find a balance between management and leadership (Bush 2003; Deal
& Peterson 1994) because too often the balance seems to be weighted towards management at the
expense of leadership, or leadership at the expense of management (Bennis 1989, 2009; Kotter 1990).
Kotter (1990) proposes that leadership and management were separate but complementary
concepts. He defines leadership as setting direction, aligning people, and motivating and inspiring,
whereas management is planning and budgeting, organising and staffing, and controlling and
problem solving. Bass (1990: 383) argues that the concepts overlap, but they are not the same.

Leaders manage and managers lead, but the two activities are not synonymous. Leaders
facilitate interpersonal interaction and positive working relations; they promote structuring
of the task and the work to be accomplished. They plan, organise, and evaluate the work
that is done…Managers plan, investigate coordinate, evaluate, supervise, staff, negotiate,
and represent…All these management functions can potentially provide leadership; all
the leadership activities can contribute to managing. Nevertheless, some managers do not
lead, and some leaders do not manage…

Bennis et al. (1997) argue that there is a profound difference between management and leadership,
with both being equally important: managers administer while leaders innovate. They suggest
that leaders are interested in direction, vision, goals, objectives, effectiveness and purpose, while
managers are interested in day-to-day and short-term efficiency.

From an education perspective, there have been several researchers who have influenced thinking
about leadership and management. Cuban (1988) provides for a clear distinction between the two
concepts by arguing that leadership is focused on change while management is about maintaining
order. He also emphasises the importance of both. Bush (2003, 2007) argues that whilst leadership
and management overlap, essentially leadership is about values or purpose, while management
relates to implementation or technical issues.
Leithwood (1994:14) argues that there is little value in trying to distinguish between management
and leadership through looking at overt behaviours as ‘most of the overt behaviours of
transformational leaders look quite managerial.’ Leithwood’s observation is in relation to
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transformational leadership and its difference to transactional leadership, which he equates to
management. He suggests that the value-added dimension of transformational leadership is to be
found not in overt behaviours, but in the ‘school leaders infusing day-to-day routines with meaning
and purpose for themselves and their colleagues’ (Leithwood, 1994:14). However, Leithwood is
not arguing that leadership and management are different phenomena, but rather that there is a
continuum between transformational leadership and transactional leadership, between leadership
and management.
A way to link leadership and management conceptually can be found in Sergiovanni’s (1990)
concept of value-added leadership. For Sergiovanni, school leaders can focus on value or valueadded dimensions. Concentrating on value dimensions results in a school that is competent,
with good management being one value dimension that produces competence. However, by
concentrating on value-added dimensions, a school has the potential to be excellent; leadership is
viewed as one of the value-added dimensions capable of producing excellence. In Sergiovanni’s
model, management is subsumed within leadership: ‘Leadership combines management knowhow with values and ethics’ (Sergiovanni 1990: 28).
Despite the different points of view, there is a sense that leadership requires people to do more than
is expected, such as to head in a new direction, expand the zone of influence, challenge the status
quo, implement a new innovation, or create a new social order. Whether it is Collins (2001) going
from good to great, Kouzes and Posner (2007) challenging the process, Bennis (1997) breaking
through self imposed limits, Handy (1994) going beyond the boundaries, Peters (1994) in pursuit
of ‘wow!’, Heifetz, Grashow and Linsky (2009) exploring adaptive challenges, or our own work
with outstanding principals (Gurr & Drysdale 2003, 2007; Gurr, Drysdale, & Mulford 2005, 2006,
2007), there is a common theme: leadership entails extending the boundaries of set role to make a
difference to an organisation.

Conceptual Model

To a large extent, failure or success in stretching oneself to achieve or take on new challenges is linked
to the concept of cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). Festinger developed the theory of cognitive
dissonance in which a sense of discomfort is caused by holding conflicting ideas simultaneously.
Cognitive dissonance is a psychological term describing the uncomfortable tension that may result
from having two conflicting thoughts at the same time, from engaging in behaviour that conflicts
with one’s beliefs, or from experiencing apparently conflicting phenomena. Dissonance theory has
been used extensively to investigate and interpret a wide variety of phenomena in the work place
(Hollon & Chesser 1976) and has been applied to role theory. Figure 1 shows how job dissonance
can exist within an individual’s work role. Role conflict and dissonance can occur where there is
a significant gap between what a person would like to do and what they have to do – the bigger
the gap the greater the dissonance. For example, a school principal who might want to motivate
teachers to be more creative in their approach to teaching and learning, yet feels constrained by the
need for conformity in practice in order to secure high test scores, would most likely experience job
dissonance.
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Figure 1: The Dissonance Factor

Job Dissonance
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The Dissonance Factor
Four decades ago Halpin (1969) outlined the dilemmas and potential conflicts within the principal’s
role:

...far too many principals allow their responsibilities to become obscured by trivia, with
the result that they abdicate their leadership role and allow themselves to degenerate
into mere functionaries. Routine and perfunctory activities have a specious attractiveness
because they often allay anxieties that are inherent in the principal’s leadership role. But
we must avoid the mistake of confusing sheer routine activity with the productivity and
creativity required for effective leadership. (p. 308)

It can be argued that the same dilemmas remain (e.g. Duignan 2006). In order to survive, many
school principals spend too much time in the office and immersing themselves in the day-to-day
running of the school. Attempts to focus on impact and future direction are often swamped by
the need to respond to immediate problems and administrative demands such as day-to-day
operational issues, development of school policies and procedures, understanding budgets, and
responding to system demands. But, in order to dare to make a difference, principals need to look
beyond the mundane and routine, and set their sights on focusing on leadership and avoiding
surrendering to management; otherwise, the likelihood is that schools will become ‘over-managed’
and ‘under-led’.
Handy (1994) outlines what he calls the Doughnut Principle. He describes an inside-out doughnut
where the heart of the doughnut is the core, containing all the things that need to be done on the
job or in the role (the principal’s duties). He suggests that to make a difference, principals need to
go beyond the boundaries of duty and explore what is possible so that they can live up to their full
potential. This is demonstrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: The Doughnut Principle
POSSIBILITIES

DUTIES and
RESPONSIBLITIES
Source: Handy (1994: 65).

Similar to the doughnut, Bennis et al. (1997) explains the necessity for leaders to move outside the
limits that they set for themselves. He identifies three levels of concentric circles: the inner circle,
which represents ‘What I am able to do’; the middle circle, which represents ‘What I want or should
do’; and the outer circle, which represents ‘What I think I can do’. Bennis (1989, 2009) argues that
leaders are so consumed by detail that they fail to motivate or inspire employees to rally behind a
vision. The focus on routine work suppresses creativity and innovation.
Figure 3: Self-Imposed Limits
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Source: Bennis, Parikh & Lessem (1997: 30).
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Total Role Concept

We build on previous work by proposing a conceptual framework called the Total Role Concept,
which outlines the various leadership and management roles used by leaders. The framework is
an adaptation of the Total Product Concept developed by Levitt (1960, 1986) wherein he outlines
various levels of a product for marketing purposes. He argues that a product has a number of
dimensions; there are tangible and intangible aspects of a product. The tangible aspects might be
the physical qualities or characteristics of a product. The intangible aspects of the product might
include quality, service components, branding and other values associated with the tangible aspects
of the product. A product is ‘...a bundle of physical, service, and symbolic attributes designed to
satisfy a customer’s wants and needs’ (Boone & Kurtz 2005: 318).

Just as a product is made up of a number of dimensions, likewise a principal’s role has a number
of dimensions. The Total Role Concept framework is presented as concentric circles (see Figure
4), in which each circle representing a particular level or aspect of the principal’s leadership and
management role. The inner circle is the core role; the next circle is the expected role; the third,
larger circle represents the augmented role; and the final, outer circle is the potential role.
Figure 4: Total Role Concept 1

Total Role Concept
Core
Expected
Augmented
Potential

Source: Adapted from Levitt (1986).

The core. The centre of the diagram is the core. The core represents the formal aspects of the
leader’s role, which are usually written down. It comprises the duties and responsibilities that
are prescribed and understood to be fundamental to the role. Functions associated with the core
include planning and budgeting, organising and staffing, controlling and problem solving (Kotter
1990). These functions are seen to satisfy the organisational needs for efficiency and accountability.

Expected. These represent the set of expectations that various groups have of the principal’s role.
They may not be formalised or stated in a duty statement, but they are assumed and are implicit
in the role (for example, attendance at social and sporting functions). These expectations will vary
from one school community to another.
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Augmented. These are the aspects of the role that principals believe encompass their responsibility
but are neither implicit nor explicit. They are the things principals believe are important and
would like to do (for example, challenging the concept of literacy within the school community, or
challenging the school to really become a learning community).

Potential. The outer circle of the role comprises initiatives, as well as the creative, innovative and
entrepreneurial aspects of the role. These are the aspects, together with the augmented role, that
can make the difference.
Leadership and management. We conceive that each circle represents a particular level or aspect
of the principal’s leadership and management role. The two inner circles or levels – the core and
the expected – represent management. The two outer circles – augmented and potential – represent
leadership.

What distinguishes the inner from the outer levels of the role? The core and expected role functions
necessitate rational decision-making, tough-minded analytical skills, stabilising and structural
processes, attention to the human potential, and political manoeuvring. These exemplify the skills
that most management courses focus on and are the more tangible elements of the role; i.e. those
that are more concrete than abstract, more measurable and definable. The leadership role – pushing
the boundaries – requires inspiration, courage, experimentation, imagination, innovation, passion
and vision. This aspect of the role is more intangible and spiritual. It is more ambiguous, abstract,
symbolic and cultural. The skills are conceptual rather than technical. The inner circle is more to do
with what has to be done, while the outer is about possibility and what could be done.
Figure 5 shows that the management roles (core and expected) are more concrete and tangible, and
tend to be roles created by the organisation. As a result, principals are often more comfortable and
secure within these roles. The leadership roles (augmented and potential) are less defined and more
abstract and intangible. Principals may feel less secure in these roles because they tend to be outside
their comfort zones, and are more often created by the individual. The shading from dark to light
emphasises the move from management to leadership behaviours.
Figure 5: Total Role Concept 2
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Methodology

In this article, we draw on the data from a number of case studies developed as part of the
International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP)1 that has operated in eight countries
since 2002, and now includes more than 20 countries. The ISSPP started in 2001 and was established
to address the need to better understand how principals contribute to school success. This research
has produced more than 100 multiple-perspective cases studies of the leadership of successful
schools and many publications, including four project books, seven special journal issues and
more than 100 chapters or journal articles. In his foreword to the fourth project book (Day & Gurr
2014), Caldwell (2014) described the project as ‘the most comprehensive and coherent international
comparative study of the principalship ever undertaken’ (p. xxi).
Principals and schools have been predominantly selected using one or more of the following
methods:
•
•
•

evidence of student achievement beyond expectations on state or national tests, where this
evidence exists

principals’ exemplary reputations in the community and/or school system (this could be
gained through consultation with system personnel or other principals, school inspection
reports, and so forth)
other indicators of success that are context-specific, such as the overall reputation of the school,
awards for exemplary programmes, etc.

The multiple-perspective approach to conducting the case studies means that data include
individual interviews with the principal, senior staff and school board members, group interviews
with teachers, parents and students, and a collection of appropriate documents. For the schools that
were revisited so that the sustainability of their success could be explored, observation of the work
of the principal and the functioning of the school was also included. Methodologically, the ISSPP
relies on a relatively open and grounded approach to constructing interview protocols. While no
protocol is atheoretical, the ISSPP does not rely on a theoretical foundation for the questions, with
interview questions covering areas such as: the school ethos and context; the principal’s vision,
leadership priorities, and plans for the school; challenges for the school; defining school success;
measuring success; accounting for school success; principals’ role in school success and how they
know they are successful; leadership strategies; handling complex issues; principal relationships
with members of the school community; non-professional sources of support for the principal; and
principal succession.
This article explores findings from research conducted with three successful principals from Victoria,
Australia. These three principals are people that we have worked with for more than a decade
each, and who that have allowed us to extensively research their work as principals through initial
multiple perspective case studies, subsequently returning five years later to conduct observational
multiple perspective case studies. We could have drawn on other principals as well, but for the
purposes of this article, these three principals are those that we have studied the most over a long
period of sustained success. For each principal we present small statements describing their school,
significant features of school success, and their contribution to this success. We also indicate some
of the published findings in regard to these principals, and encourage readers to explore these to
get a full understanding of the principals’ work. The findings below are brief snapshots only.
1 www.uv.uio.no/ils/english/research/projects/isspp.

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 3, 2016

Findings
Bella Irlicht
From 1986 to 2009, Bella Irlicht was principal of Port Phillip Specialist School, which is a school for
students with multiple disabilities. The school is in an inner-city location in Melbourne, Australia.
During her time as principal, Bella achieved extraordinary things for the school and its students. By
the time she retired in 2009, she had transformed the school from a small school in a converted home
with less than 20 students into a magnificent facility with an innovative curriculum, a worldwide
reputation and 150 students. She was recognised with numerous awards, including the Order of
Australia and CEO of the Year for Not for Profit Organisations.

Our research showed that Bella demonstrated heroic traits (Di Natale 2005; Drysdale 2007; Drysdale,
Bennett, Murakami, Johansson & Gurr 2014; Drysdale, Goode & Gurr 2009). While we did not
label them as heroic at the time, her achievements were certainly heroic. Bella challenged prejudice
towards students with disabilities in the community, and her passion to create a world-class special
school meant that she often fought the Education Department bureaucracy to gain autonomy,
make decisions and obtain resources beyond what would normally be available. She was able to
obtain the very best for her students to maximise their potential. Of her many achievements, the
most notable was the transformation of the school site with state-of-the-art buildings, equipment,
resources and facilities.
Bella geared the school’s mission and purpose towards meeting student needs by establishing
Australia’s first Fully-Serviced School for students with disabilities, introducing a fully integrated
services model to support students and families. In terms of curriculum, Bella was an early adopter
of technology to support student learning, drove the development of an innovative performing
arts curriculum that encompassed all subject areas, established an independent living house on the
school property to help students in transition from school to independent living, and restructured
and initiated a new reporting system that included pictorial profiles of the students’ progress. Most
importantly, she was successful in changing the school culture from one of ‘caring’ and ‘therapy’ to
one of ‘education and learning’.

Bella clearly showed characteristics of heroic leadership: her vision and high expectations to create
a world-class special school, her resilience and determination to overcome all obstacles, her direct
and assertive leadership style, and her uncompromising drive to achieve the very best for the
students based on a personal philosophy that all children could be educated. She was persuasive
and influential, as demonstrated by her ability to attract considerable resources to underpin and
build the staff, school and community capacities to improve outcomes for specialist students
(Gurr, Drysdale & Mulford 2006). A high sense of self-efficacy supported her to take risks and be
innovative.
Yet we also identified in Bella characteristics of the post-heroic leader (Drysdale et al. 2014). She
demonstrated a range of personal and interpersonal skills that helped her build relationships
within the school and the wider community. In her restructuring of the school’s leadership, she
introduced a more distributive model than was previously the case. She surrounded herself with –
as she described them – ‘smart people’ that challenged her thinking and served to establish a pool
of talent as a strategy for succession planning. Bella also changed over time, and staff described
her as becoming more collaborative and a better listener. She was sensitive to people’s needs and
was viewed as being extremely compassionate. She encouraged ownership amongst staff and
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community. The success of the performing-arts-based curriculum was shared by all. She was able
to develop strong and enduring relationships that helped forge a strong and supportive school
community. We described her as a ‘visionary doer’ (Drysdale et al. 2009).

Jan Shrimpton
From 1999 to 2009, Jan was principal of Morang South Primary School, a government primary
school of about 500 students in a growth corridor in outer Melbourne. Jan took over the school
in a state of despair with poor student outcomes, low student and teacher morale, and a parent
body that was disenchanted with the school. She was able to dramatically turn around school
performance within her first four years as principal. She significantly improved student learning
outcomes, and she developed a values-based school community that meant students, parents and
staff all wanted to be at the school. Staff and parent survey results became more positive during
these four years, and indicated much greater support for the school. Jan developed a personal
philosophy and set of values that were based on her belief in making a difference to students in
challenging contexts. She was able to maintain the school’s good performance until her retirement
in 2009 (Drysdale et al. 2014; Drysdale, Goode & Gurr 2009, 2011; Ylimaki, Gurr & Drysdale 2011).

Jan was courageous. For example, despite pressure to continually improve literacy and numeracy
results, she was not willing to do this if it meant losing some of the other positive aspects of
the school such as the emphasis on the whole child, developing a strong values-based school
community, and supporting staff. In Drysdale et al. (2014), we described her as having post-heroic
leadership characteristics, some of which we note here. She was a positive role model, inspirational,
empathetic, and displayed leadership that was consultative and conciliatory. Outstanding personal
characteristics included integrity, high energy, sensitivity, enthusiasm and persistence. Her personal
philosophy was centred on the whole child, not just academic results. Most importantly, she was
good at building relationships among staff and with the community. Her strategic interventions
included introducing a Quality Education Program at the classroom level, establishing teams
across the school, recruiting talented staff, building strong relationships with the community and
outside agencies, opening up classrooms so that teachers supported each other, and introducing a
‘values-based’ as opposed to a ‘rules-based’ approach to education, which resulted in a physically
and emotionally safe school environment.
During her ten years as principal, Jan was able to successfully respond to numerous external
and internal challenges (e.g. changing staff profile, decline in enrolments due to new schools
opening up, changing government policies). She maintained the school’s success through focused
leadership, an inclusive leadership style, and her exemplary personal characteristics, values, and
competencies that focused on developing and supporting people. However, she was not afraid to
address issues head-on, while remaining cognisant of the welfare of all involved. While she was
described as charismatic, her leadership style was open and invitational rather than confrontational.
Her approach to decision making was described as ‘collaborative’, ‘democratic’ and ‘consultative’.
Key decisions were discussed in forums where issues could be openly raised by staff. Jan and her
assistant principal, Julie, worked as a team, Jan being the communicator who was able to articulate
the vision and build relationships, and Julie the curriculum leader who had expertise in teaching
and learning. The success of the school relied on both Jan and Julie, and increasingly on teachers
involved in leadership teams. Jan developed a structure that promoted professional learning teams
at each level, and she empowered the teams to set their own goals and try new approaches. Teachers
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were encouraged to be leaders at every level and both individuals and teams were expected to be
accountable for their performance. Interestingly, while Jan empowered staff she was also a ‘handson’ leader. She frequently visited classrooms and provided support where possible.

Rick Tudor
Rick Tudor was the headmaster of Trinity Grammar School in Melbourne, Australia from 1999 to
2013. This school, founded in 1902, is a high-fee, independent Anglican boys’ school of more than
1,300 students, operating programmes from pre-school (age 3) to year 12 (age 18) in a location about
seven kilometers from the central business district of Melbourne. Publications on Rick’s leadership
include Doherty (2008) and Doherty, Gurr and Drysdale (2014).

Rick was a heroic leader whose leadership was seen as integral to the continued success of the
school. In terms of personal qualities, participants in our study described him as selfless, humble,
affirming, calm, personable, approachable, disciplined, tolerant and, most of all, ‘a gentleman’.
His philosophy and values were strongly evident and based on social justice issues, particularly
indigenous inequality and equity. He had a clear vision of the school and himself. His vision was
to build on his predecessors’ work and establish a learning community with an emphasis on
Anglicanism and boys’ education. His leadership style was depicted as inclusive, collaborative,
affirming, measured and, when necessary, decisive. He was seen to ‘actively manage’ and to be
highly visible in the school.

During Rick’s tenure as leader, the profile and reputation of the school grew, as evidenced by
long waiting lists for key school entry points (years 5 and 7). There was evidence of the strong
development of social conscience among the students, opportunities to extend student learning
globally, and high parent and community support. Of particular note was the extent to which the
leadership capacity of both staff and students had been developed; under Rick’s watch, the bar
was raised. The Executive Team was expanded and opportunities for staff to ‘step up’ temporarily
when other staff members were on leave were encouraged, resulting in a significant number of staff
moving on to more senior positions in other schools. A three-year appraisal cycle was introduced,
with every member of staff meeting with the headmaster in their third year. There was evidence of
Rick mentoring and coaching leaders and aspiring leaders, and a system of peer coaching between
staff and staff, and between students from different year levels, was implemented. The capacity
of staff as learners was developed through a strong commitment to professional learning, and
encouragement for staff to both attend and present at conferences. Developing the leadership of
the boys was also very evident, both in the Junior School and, more particularly, in the Senior
School where students had significant roles in leading other students and as ambassadors for the
school. Rick’s philosophy was described as ‘not everyone is a leader, but everyone can learn to
lead’. There were other significant changes, not least of which was a ‘building for the future’ in
which a small 450 metre square library was replaced with a Centre for Contemporary Learning (a
3,500 square metre multi-level building which offered a range of unique learning spaces to better
cater to the varied learning styles of sutdents). The school changed quite dramatically in its use of
ICT, not only in the provision of hardware and software, but in the expectation that ICT would be
part of each boy’s learning experiences. To this end, there was an emphasis on professional learning
for teachers, a high level of technical support, and in-house support in rewriting the curriculum
to ensure learning experiences were contemporary. Expanded global opportunities for students
included Kokoda track expeditions in the highlands of Papua New Guinea, language experiences
in Germany, France and Italy, European history tours, international cricket tours, reciprocal student
exchange programmes, and social justice programmes in the Philippines and twice a year at a
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remote Indigenous school in in Northern Territory in the far north of Australia. Further expansion
of global opportunities was planned, with all Year 9 boys participating in an Asia experience
programme at Yu Xin School in Beijing, China. An abundance of leadership opportunities and
training programmes were provided for boys at all levels with a distinct emphasis on ‘doing the
right thing’ rather than just being recognised as a leader. The principal’s leadership style changed
since the first research was completed. Through expanding the Executive Team, more responsibility
was delegated, and Rick was described as being less ‘hands on and more of a guiding light’. He
remained very collaborative and affirming and ‘positive beyond your wildest dreams’.’ Nothing
was too hard, nothing impossible, and Rick’s drive and enthusiasm were infectious.

Discussion

Why is it difficult to move to a leadership role? From what we know about schools, the management
role can be overwhelming. The task is all-consuming. It appears that many principals envelop the
role with self-imposed limits to form a comfort zone that prevents them from moving to the outer
circles. It is often safer to stay within the core and expected roles, mainly because they are more
concrete, tangible and measurable. The abstract and intangible nature of the leadership role means
that it is more difficult to grasp and requires developed conceptual skills. To use colloquial terms,
to move or think outside our comfort zone is scarier. We have a tendency to stay in the pack, stay
in the mainstream, not make waves, not attract attention, not challenge or push, because this is
less risky. Finally, we tend to think short term rather than long term. In an environment which
encourages the ‘quick-fix’, we often lose sight of the bigger picture.
The three principals in this paper demonstrated that they were able to move past the core and
expected aspects of their role and tackle the augmented and potential aspects. As noted in the
literature, management and leadership are both important. Figure 6 shows how leaders attempt
to balance their leadership and management roles. Diagram A indicates pictorially how the
management role can dominate; Diagram B shows how the leadership role can dominate. Bella
Irlicht is an example where the leadership role dominated and contributed to making a difference.
Jan Shrimpton and Rick Tudor were more balanced in their roles, but still showed how they could
make a difference by focusing on leadership.
Figure 6: Balance between Management and Leadership Role

generic
expected
augmented
potential
A. Management Role
dominates

B. Leadership Role
dominates
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We argue that the following characteristics are critical to principals making a difference to schools:
vision, personal philosophy, courage, ‘first things first’, and environmental scan.

Vision. While ‘vision’ has become an overused word in the management literature, it remains
central to making a difference. For the three principals in this study, a belief in what was possible
provided them with energy, purpose and direction. Lee (1997) suggests that if one is uncertain
about one’s vision, one should ask the following questions: ‘If you did not have to work for a
living what would you do? If you couldn’t fail, what would you do with your life?’ (p. 184). These
questions challenge our imagination and conscience. The three principals in this paper all had a
strong vision that was shared by their constituency. This gave them the compass that allowed them
to be innovative and creative in their roles. Bella strove for continuous change to achieve a vision of
creating a world class special school; Jan and Rick achieved schools of which they were proud. Both
had good balance between student achievement outcomes and broader outcomes, such as whole
child development and construction of a values-based community in Jan’s school, and whole child
development and student leadership in Rick’s school.

Personal philosophy. All principals had a well thought out and internalised personal philosophy,
based on meaningful and significant values, which acted as a guide as well as an anchor for
exercising their leadership. They understood and clarified their values, and decided what was right
and what was worthwhile, which helped to empower them to be proactive rather than reactive.
Covey (1989) believes that value-driven people have the internal power to make choices in response
to complex issues. In the case of the three principals, this provided them with confidence to explore
the potential of their role.
Courage. To break the security of the inner circles requires courage and determination to want
to make a difference. To move outside of comfort zones and let go of the safety and protection
of the inner circle in the direction of a vision requires a sustained effort and the willingness to
take calculated, deliberate and faith-filled risks. All principals demonstrated this capacity. Bella
was constantly searching for new ideas, but new ideas founded on research and sound practice
such as the development of an arts-based curriculum. Jan pushed hard to establish a values-based
educational environment, even trying innovative ideas such as school pets to calm students and
develop a sense of caring. Rick was able to change established structures such as the House system,
but did so respectfully and with care for all. He was also able to leave a legacy of buildings (e.g. the
Centre for Contemporary Learning building that has become the symbolic centre of the school) and
curriculum changes (e.g. academic and whole-child-focused curricula).
‘First things first’. Covey (1989) suggests that a leader needs to focus on what is important
instead of what is urgent. Often because leaders are prisoners to urgent items of management,
the important leadership areas are neglected. The three principals were able to put ‘first things
first’ (Covey 1989), and this required self-management and will power. They determined the real
priorities of the role, which helped them organise and execute around priorities to assist them move
in the right direction. Bella Irlicht put the needs of her students at the centre, which provided the
motivation and will power to make a difference to their lives by exploring the potential of her role.
In a different way, Jan Shrimpton also put first things first; for her it was putting students first, but
by focusing on building relationship and staff capacity even more first. Rick focused on change that
moved the school forward but which was also respectiful of the past.
Environmental scan. Scanning the environment for new opportunities and becoming opportunityfocused rather than problem-minded exemplified Bella Irlicht. She focused on what was happening
on the horizon rather than being captured by immediate and pressing events. She achieved
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strategic gains by taking a term-long perspective based on recognising and seizing opportunities.
Jan Shrimpton was more concerned with the current situation, but she understood the environment
in which she operated and took full advantage of opportunities to build relationships, enhance the
reputation of the school in the community, and create an organisation that focused more on values
than rules. Rick was somwhat in between the orientations of Bella and Jan; he understood the
broader educational environment, knew what he wanted to help the school achieve success, and
provided balance between rapid change and respect for the past and traditions of a 100-year-old
private school.

Figure 6 helps us understand how leadership can be developed. Aspiring leaders and those in
middle-level leadership roles often – rightly – focus on the generic and expected aspects of their
role, as after all, this is how they will be judged in any performance review. However, as they
settle into their role, if all they do is remain focused on these aspects they will be managers and not
leaders. To become leaders, they need to be encouraged by the principal and other senior leaders
to explore the augmented and potential dimensions. In our middle-level research programme
spanning more than a decade (Gurr & Drysdale 2013), we have found that while some people
in these roles are expected to be leaders that influence teaching and learning, and they may be
developed and supported to do so, too often they have few expectations or opportunities to exercise
leadership. We concluded that lack of understanding and organisational support by senior leaders,
lack of professional preparation and leadership development by individual middle-level leaders,
and underdeveloped professional knowledge and capability contribute to a missed opportunity to
make a difference in schools. We recommended that middle-level leadership can be enhanced by
focusing on opportunities for quality professional learning and leadership development in building
professional knowledge and practice in teaching, curriculum, assessment and student learning,
and also in helping with developing strategies for building school capacity. Equally importantly,
the Total Role Concept can be used to encourage those in leadership roles to think broadly and
creatively, take risks, and work more in the augmented and potential dimensions of their role.

Summary

The article presents a model that distinguishes the leadership and management roles of school
principals. Case studies from the ISSPP have provided evidence to support the model and show
how successful school principals can make a major contribution to the school community by
exploring the potential of their leadership role that provides the opportunity to be innovative and
creative. The findings add to the body of knowledge that has accumulated through the ISSPP. It
provides new insights using the existing research. It shows that successful school principals are
more likely to take risks and explore the outer limits of their role in order to make a difference. It
is hoped that the conceptual framework will help challenge school principals and aspiring leaders
to define and clarify their leadership and management roles and show the courage, vision and
foresight to step outside their comfort zones to explore the limits of their roles.
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Principals’ Work in Ontario, Canada:
Changing Demographics, Advancements
in Information Communication
Technology and Health and Wellbeing
Katina Pollock

Abstract: Contemporary agendas of high-stakes accountability initiatives, national and international
competitiveness drives, and standardised curriculum policies have significantly influenced the work of
principals. This article explores how these changes influence the work of Ontario principals in Englishspeaking public schools. We know the changing nature of principals’ work, as compared to the work of
teachers, has not been as well represented in the literature and research. Over the last two decades in Ontario,
school principals have had to deal with sweeping reform measures that have re-engineered and reconfigured
the educational terrain of school administration and leadership. This article takes a broad approach to
understanding what contemporary principals do. Among other things, it acknowledges the wide-ranging,
diverse and complex nature of what principals do. Most importantly, it adopts the concept of ‘work’ to explore
principals’ worlds. While the study in this article utilised a mixed-methods approach using interviews and
school site observations, findings reported in this article come from the principal interviews only. This article
focuses specifically on changing student demographics, information and communication technology, and
health and wellbeing.
Keywords: Principals’ work, information and communication technology (ICT), population
demographics, health and wellbeing

A growing body of research suggests that recent reforms are having an impact on what principals
do. Contemporary agendas of high-stakes accountability initiatives, national and international
competitiveness drives, and standardised curriculum policies have significantly influenced the
work of principals (Ball 2003; Court & O’Neill 2011; Fink & Brayman 2006; Goodwin, Cunningham
& Childress 2003; Goodwin, Cunningham & Eagle 2005; Harvey & Houle 2006; Haughey 2006;
Törnsén 2010; Wallace 2001; Whitaker 2003). The centralisation of power associated with these
reforms (Gidney 1999; Hargreaves 1994; Lingard & Douglas 1999; Pollock 2008) has reduced
principals’ autonomy, changed their management tasks, and created expectations for them to
collaborate (Court & O’Neill 2011; Fink & Brayman 2006). Rising levels of student diversity also
increasingly complicate principals’ work. Issues of culture, race, gender, sexual orientation and
religion, among others, continue to alter principals’ approaches to their work (Harvey & Houle
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2006; Ryan 2006). Technological advances have also affected how principals communicate and
share information, intensifying their work (Haughey 2006). Finally, the changing nature of labour
relations has altered the way in which principals interact with other educators and staff. In Ontario,
for example, the expulsion of administrators from teacher unions has formalised the relationship
between the two groups and made collegial enterprises more difficult (Wallace 2001). Given these
changes and challenges, recruitment and retention of principals in Ontario has become a critical
issue (Campbell 2015; Edge, Armstrong, Dapper, Descours & Batlle 2013; Pollock & Hauseman
2015; The Learning Partnership 2008). This article explores how these changes influence the work
of Ontario principals in English-speaking public schools.

Ontario Context

Over the last two decades in Ontario, school principals have had to deal with sweeping changes
that have re-engineered and reconfigured the educational terrain of school administration and
leadership (Ben Jaafar & Anderson 2007; Flessa 2012; Gidney 1999; Hardy 2010; Larsen 2005; RezaiRashti 2003; Wallace 2001, 2010; Winton & Pollock 2013). The ramifications of these changes are
all-encompassing, shaping educational discourses, giving rise to political debates about the value
and purpose of education, and dictating the kinds of formal, legislated standards and expectations
that are articulated for school administration (Ball 2008; Bottery 2004; Lessard & Brassard 2009; Pal
2010; Smith & Piele 2006).

For the most part, Ontario has a history of centralised control of education (Ben Jaafar & Anderson
2007; Gidney 1999; Paquette 1999; Wallace 2001), legitimising the thrust and involvement of the
Ontario Ministry of Education in the administration of schools. Standards and policies regarding
school administration are explicitly laid out in the relevant education documents (Ben Jaafar &
Anderson 2007; Ontario Ministry of Education 2007). The legislated authority governing schools
is set out in the Education Act and the Ontario Regulations; school boards are required to oversee
the operations of their schools and are concomitantly accorded the legally enshrined jurisdiction
to oversee school administration. In keeping with this legal mandate and the duties outlined in the
Education Act and the Ontario Regulations, school boards articulate policies and other expectations
to guide the work of principals in their jurisdictions. School principals are school managers hired
by school boards to ensure adherence to stipulated mandates. This legal structure establishes the
parameters of management decision-making that is bureaucratically enforced to ensure its legitimacy.

In addition to the formal, legislated expectations for school principals outlined in the Education
Act and the Ontario Regulations, school principals’ work is also guided by the Ontario Leadership
Framework (OLF). The OLF is a leadership document that is a part of a broader initiative called
the Ontario Leadership Strategy (OLS) that was launched in 2008 (Ontario Ministry of Education
2013a). While the Education Act and the Ontario Regulations detail the list of administrative duties
that principals must perform, the OLF describes a set of leadership skills and competencies principals
are expected to develop and articulate in the management of their schools. Principals are also
formally evaluated by the superintendents of their employing school boards, as per Regulation
234/10 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2013b; Ontario Ministry of Education 2013c).
Legislation enacted in 1995 and 1997 added affirmation and texture to the bureaucratic situation
described above. Bill 30, An Act to Establish the Education Quality and Accountability Office
(EQAO), changed the practice of school administration in Ontario, especially with regards to
educational standards, testing and accountability (Allison & Paquette 1991; Wallace 2001). Bill
30 was legislated to produce and administer tests of student achievement in Ontario, and was
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accompanied by specific standards regarding the preparation, execution and dissemination of
the test results (EQAO 2011). In particular, principals were expected to complete annual school
improvement plans aligned with EQAO standards and test scores (EQAO 2011).

Theoretical Framework

This article takes a broad approach to understanding what contemporary principals do. Among
other things, it acknowledges the wide-ranging, diverse and complex nature of principals’ work.
Most importantly, it adopts the concept of ‘work’ to explore principals’ worlds. Work is defined as
labour or effort expended to achieve a particular set of goals.1 Keeping in mind that it is difficult
in this day and age to erect clear boundaries around principals’ work efforts, just as it is to define
organisational boundaries (Ryan 1996), this study includes employment-related paid and unpaid
work, and excludes other kinds of unpaid work such as volunteering or family responsibilities
(Drago 2007). For the purposes of this article, work includes labour expended both within and
outside of position-related roles enacted by principals. Work can take place on and off the school
site, and it can occur after the official opening and closing of the school day. Work also comprises
particular experiential components such as physical, mental and emotional aspects (Applebaum
1992; Gamst 1995). This is certainly the case for principals who are deeply engaged in emotional
labour (Leithwood & Beatty 2007) in addition to cognitive and observable activities. In line with
other studies that look at work engagement (Bakker, van Emmerik & Euwema 2006; Mauno,
Kinnunen & Ruokolainen 2006), this study employs a lens that acknowledges the behavioural,
cognitive and emotional elements of work.
We know that the changing nature of principals’ work has not been well represented in the
literature and research. Most certainly it has not received as much attention as the work of teachers
(e.g. Adams 2009; Belfield 2005; Ben-Peretz 2001; Grimmett & Echols 2000; Hall 2004; McGregor,
Hooker, Wise & Devlin 2010). The majority of the research on the work of school principals in
Canada has been taken up predominantly around the principal’s role in school improvement and
effectiveness (Barber, Fenton & Clark 2010). In Canada, between 2001 and 2011 only a few studies
focused on the changing nature of principals’ work. Yashkina’s (2012) review of the literature from
that time period pinpoints external changes that influenced principals’ work. Other studies identify
a number of influences that affect principals’ work (Alberta Teachers’ Association 2009; Association
of Administrators of English Schools of Quebec 2008; Barber et al. 2010 Cattonar et al. 2007; Fink
2010; Flessa, Gallagher-Mackay & Ciuffetelli 2010; Love 2000; MacNeill 2000; Moos, Krejsler &
Kofod 2008; Newton, Tunison & Viczko 2010; Savoie-Zajc, Brassard, Corriveau, Fortin & Gelinas
2002; Smith 2009; Stewart 2010; Sumanik 2003; The Learning Partnership 2008; Volante, Cherubini
& Drake 2008; Williams 2001). These influences include changes to school regulations, pedagogy,
budgetary cuts, changing perceptions of parents’ roles in education, demographics, competition,
technology, and views of the principal’s role. Changes to principals’ work have increased workload,
job complexity, skill requirements, the focus on instructional leadership and external relationships,
and have subsequently increased stress levels. The changes have also altered leadership styles,
decreased autonomy and reduced family/personal time. While the aforementioned studies
represent a starting point for understanding contemporary principals’ work, they have limitations.
Among other things, the studies concentrate on specific issues, are based on self-reports, focus
on particular provinces, and have non-representative and small samples (Yashkina 2012). More
recent, large-scale research has refocused on what principals do to provide a contemporary picture
of principals’ work (Leithwood & Azah 2014; Pollock, Wang & Hauseman 2015, Alberta Teachers’
1 Source: www.merriam-webster.com.
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Association 2014). This article will address some of the gaps within the current social context
in Ontario. Specifically, it explores principals’ responses to changes in student demographics,
information and communication technology, and issues surrounding health and wellbeing.

Canada has a high immigrant population. While diverse student populations can include a
multitude of different groups based on race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, learning abilities,
sexual orientation, gender, religious affiliations, language, and so on (Harvey & Houle 2006; Ryan
2006), principals in this study predominantly referred to student diversity in terms of race/ethnicity
and socioeconomic status. With a population of just under 13 million people, Ontario is Canada’s
largest province, and accounts for 38.4 per cent of the country’s total population (Statistics Canada
2016). Ontario’s birth rate is 10.8 per 1,000, which implies that the 5.7 per cent increase in Ontario’s
population between 2006 and 2011 was largely fuelled by immigration (Statistics Canada 2015b).
Immigration trends have changed over the past few decades – most newcomers no longer come
from Western Europe but from all over the world, including China, India, Pakistan, the Philippines
and the Republic of Korea (Statistics Canada 2007). Ontario’s publicly funded school system also
serves students from a diverse range of socio-economic backgrounds. In 2014, Ontario’s average
income was $49,088 (Statistics Canada 2015a) while the average family income was $82,058 (People
for Education 2013). Among the lowest 10 per cent of Ontario schools based on family income, the
average income was reported as $44,455 in 2013, while the average family income for schools in the
top 10 per cent was $152,773 (People for Education 2013).
In addition to changing global migration patterns, the majority of workplaces are also influenced by
advances in information communication technology (ICT) (Towers et al. 2006). In public education,
the awareness and use of ICT in schools was first embraced from a curriculum, teaching and
learning perspective (Conference Board of Canada 2001; Government of Canada 2002). Educators
hoped that the innovative use of ICT would lead to eventual improved student outcomes
(Dibbon & Pollock 2007; Pollock 2008). Advances in ICT that include software (programs, apps)
and hardware (smart devices including phones, watches and tablets) have influenced not only
pedagogical practices (Cheung & Slavin 2013; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich 2010) and student
learning (Common Sense Media 2012; Higgins, Xiao & Katsipataki 2012), but also the ways in
which school organisations operate. ICT has redefined the workday (Duxbury, Towers, Higgins
& Thomas 2007) as technological advances have blurred the boundaries around when and where
work may occur, generally (Golden 2011). Recent studies demonstrate this is also the case for school
principals in Ontario (Pollock & Hauseman 2014, forthcoming). Besides boundary blurring, the use
of ICT has other unintended consequences for employees. It can help principals work faster and
more efficiently (Pollock, Wang & Hauseman 2015), but it can also increase stress, burnout, work–
life conflict and job dissatisfaction (Wright et al. 2014).
Besides global migration and advances in ICT, principals’ work is also influenced by an increased
awareness of the importance of health and wellbeing for both students (Mental Health Commission
of Canada 2013) and teaching staff (Simbula 2010). Most of the research on the topic of teacher
health and wellness is still framed in relation to how it influences student learning (Suldo, Gormley,
DuPaul & Anderson-Butcher 2014). This article targets principals’ concerns with the health of
students and teachers. Health includes physical, mental, emotional and cognitive aspects of a
persons’ life. Wellbeing consists of a state of being where ‘every individual realizes his or her own
potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able
to make a contribution to her or his community’ (World Health Organization 2014: para. 1).
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Methodology

While the study in this article utilised a mixed-methods approach involving interviews and
school site observations, because of limited text space in the journal, the findings reported in this
article come from the principal interviews only. Seventy principals from seven school districts in
southwestern Ontario were involved in the study. A number of strategies were used to generate
the sample of principals interviewed for the study. To begin, an official invitational email was
sent to all active principals in each participating district. This method of recruitment provided a
limited number of participants; some districts initially had better response rates than others. Next,
supervisory officers from each board were asked to identify and invite principals working in a
range of contexts to participate in the study. Elements of both snowball and convenience sampling
strategies were used to populate the dataset during the latter stages of data collection as participants
identified colleagues they thought might be interested in participating. The final recruitment effort
included getting permission to email principals directly rather than going through the district
office. Boards contacted agreed to allow the research team to email principals directly. Principals
recruited for the research in this manner were asked to self-select by sending a positive response
to the email invitation sent to them by the research team. Table 1 provides a breakdown of study
participants characteristics.
Table 1: Participant Characteristics
District Male
1
2
2
8
3
1
4
3
5
5
6
4
7
5
Total
28

Female
4
8
3
7
5
7
8
42

Urban Rural
2
4
13
3
0
4
7
3
6
4
4
7
12
1
44
26

Elementary
5
13
4
8
8
10
9
57

Secondary EX
1
6
3
12
0
2
2
8
2
6
1
8
4
10
13
52

LE
0
4
2
2
4
3
3
18

Total
6
16
4
10
10
11
13
70

Legend: EX = Experienced (>5 years); LE = Less experienced (<5 years)

The interviews occurred between January 2012 and April 2013. The interviews were semistructured and about 1.5 hours in length. During the interviews, principals were asked to describe
a typical day of work and how, if at all, their work had changed, and also to discuss the challenges
they face. This article focuses specifically on changing student demographics, changing population
demographics, information and communication technology, and health and wellbeing.

Each interview was analysed independently using a combination of a priori and open coding
approaches (Lichtman 2010; Miles and Huberman 1994). A priori codes were developed based
on the literature review and framework mentioned earlier. Open coding occurred during the
qualitative analysis process to document supplementary and unexpected themes that emerged
from the dataset. The cross-comparative method was utilized to analyse the interview data
(Merriam 2009; Savin-Baden & Major 2012). Dedoose, a web-based software application designed
for qualitative and mixed methods data analysis, was utilised to both organise and manage the
transcriptions, but also to help with coding and analysing the principal interviews.
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Findings

Principals in this study commented on a number of trends that they felt influenced their work.
These included changing demographics, wellbeing, impact of advancement in information
communication technology, changing managerial roles and responsibilities, practicing instructional
leadership, working with the various labour groups within the school sites and competing
accountability systems. Because of the page limitation for this article, I chose to highlight those
trends that are less common in the current literature but appear to be emerging and could possibly
play a more central role in the near future. Specifically, I chose to concentrate on the changing
population demographics, information communication technology, and health and wellbeing.

Population Demographics
Principals indicated two demographic changes that have influenced their work: increasingly
diverse student populations, and declining student enrolment. Each of these topics is discussed in
the subsections to follow.
Student Diversity

A total of 26 principals (37 per cent) indicated that they were aware of an increase in diversity
in terms of student population. Fifteen percent of the sample (nine principals in total) suggested
that as opposed to simply promoting an awareness of diverse student populations, they felt
their role was to ‘celebrate’ diversity at the school level. Principals described trying to create a
welcoming school climate in order to engage newcomer students and families who may have
a limited understanding of the English language. Among principals who identified engaging
newcomer families as additional work, those who reported having successfully addressed the issue
highlighted the importance of maintaining patience with the process and making sustained and
continued efforts to engage newcomers.
Principals also spoke of taking special action in economically challenged areas. While providing
meals for students is not necessarily a new phenomenon in urban areas, this practice has recently
expanded to include care for entire families and for essentials beyond food. One elementary
principal indicated that their school had become tasked with ‘providing the basics for some
families; whether it be Health Unit support for head lice, or clothing or Christmas presents, those
sorts of things’. These kinds of support require resources. One principal stated: ‘Our students come
to school, many of them with a great financial need... we buy $18,000 of food a year to feed each
student, every day.’ It is important to note that purchases such as those listed above can place a
strain on school budgets (Alberta Policy Coalition for Chronic Disease Prevention 2015). However,
principals interviewed had absolutely no reservations about reallocating school funds, fundraising
money or drawing from their personal accounts to ensure that students at their school had
access to basic necessities, such as nutritious food. Engaging in fundraising activities has become
commonplace for many Ontario principals (Winton 2016; Winton & Brewer 2014). Not only is
engaging in fundraising a new work demand placed on principals, but such practices also have
the potential to create and/or exacerbate existing inequities among schools and school districts
(Winton 2016; Winton & Brewer 2014).
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Declining Enrolment

Declining student enrolment is a recent demographic change that has led to changes in the work
of 14 per cent of the principals who participated in this study. Nine principals discussed declining
enrolments. As one principal explained, fewer students attending school in some regions reflects
the ‘changes in your community economics’. Another principal described the situation as follows:
‘...[teachers] are getting laid off. There are a lot of good people out there I wish I could hire.’
Principals reported that in situations involving declining enrolment, staff members were often
extremely concerned about job security. For instance, one secondary school principal mentioned:
‘The teachers have been there a long time and because of the declining enrolment and the politics
of small schools they feel deeply threatened at times: certainly sensitive to the fact that they are
vulnerable.’ Some principals mentioned the importance of considering the possibility of teachers
feeling vulnerable when building professional learning communities.
An unintended consequence of declining enrolment is that administrative teams have been reduced
in size as the number of vice-principal positions has decreased (People for Education 2009 2012;
Toronto District School Board 2015). The loss of vice-principal positions appears to have increased
some principals’ workload. One principal described her situation:
We’ve been reduced by one vice-principal, this means the workload has increased on my
remaining vice principals, and I get the spillover, so if parents are coming to see me and a
student arrives at the office… I’m usually dealing with them as well.

In this case, the principal indicated that in the past her vice-principals would take the lead on
matters concerning student discipline, but now that she has one fewer vice-principal, she is forced
to handle discipline issues and other urgent issues such as parent matters herself.

In addition to dealing with an increased need to multi-task as a result of an augmented workload,
principals indicated that they engaged in further proactive steps to respond to challenges related
to declining enrolment. One strategy mentioned involved seeking out or expanding special
programmes to ensure that the school would maintain a stable enrolment in the short and medium
terms. Because of Canada’s two official languages, some principals described relying on language
programmes to attract students, as this principal explained:

We have a dual track school, for French Immersion and English. We have, all together,
around 640 students, about 400 of that is French right now and 250 are English and that’s
… what’s happening is more of the French are coming and some of the English classes are
dwindling cause of that.

In this principal’s situation, English programmes had been prominent in the past, but as enrolment
decreased the principal began building the school’s French immersion programme because it drew
more students. Other secondary school principals in the study were actively involved in recruiting
students to attend their schools, competing with other schools and school districts for students.
An experienced principal at the secondary level noted: ‘...declining enrolment is hitting secondary
schools overall… We’ve worked very hard to recruit grade 8 students and have increased that
number by 10%, but we still have a ways to go.’ Additional recruitment efforts add to principals’
workloads, and in many ways go beyond the Ontario principals’ formal role expectations.
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Information and Communication Technology
In some cases, ICT has fundamentally altered professional roles. Public schooling is no exception.
Principals in this study described a number of ways in which their work had changed with the
use of ICT. There were two specific ways that ICT influenced principals’ work. The first was the
increased use of email as an additional method of communicating, and the second had to do with
an increase in cyberbullying.
Communicating

Fifty-four percent of principals in this study indicated that the use of email made it easier for them
to communicate with others. One participant stated:

It’s created more communication, some of it may be unnecessary, some maybe not but to
me I feel as though I’m better prepared for what’s coming at me because of how readily
available the communication is. I like it, it’s been a big help for me. Teachers are now using
our electronic communications a lot better than they were five years ago. We have shared
calendars online where events are and it’s facilitated a lot of communication. Email is a lot
easier to get your point across than finding the right time to sit with the person you talk to.
I don’t like it to replace face-to-face time, but sometimes it’s more efficient.

In this principal’s experience, ICT – particularly email and an electronic calendar – helped to
improve communication with teaching staff. As he described, email afforded him the opportunity
to communicate with people without having to wait for a time to do so face-to-face. Others indicated
that ICT allowed them to work virtually from their school site. As one principal indicated:

I am embarrassed to say this on tape but the reality is the last thing I do before I am going to
bed is checking emails. My iPhone and my iPad are charging beside my bed. Even before
I am up in the morning I will look. If somebody happened to e-mail me between midnight
and 6:00 a.m. I have got that information about something that I need to do.

This principal demonstrates that some work can happen anywhere; in this case she uses her iPhone
and iPad and checks her email before retiring for bed. This quote also demonstrates the volume of
work that some principals are experiencing – 59 per cent of principals identified that they faced a
seemingly endless barrage of work emails each day and argued that technology had increased,
not reduced, the amount of paperwork they were tasked with completing. One of the elementary
school principals interviewed said: ‘You are available every minute of the day. On a typical day I
will receive 40 emails that are important. I will receive other ones, but I will probably receive 30 to
40 that would require me to respond.’
The number of emails principals receive indicates changes in expectations. Approximately 49 per
cent of principals mentioned that technology had changed other people’s expectations for their
work, and described feeling as though they were constantly ‘on call’.

[The school board] has provided us with our Android phones, so they are always on, so
people can always reach you, so people can always send you a text message or an email…
you can never get away from it, it is there 24/7. That is the tough part, and then just
everyone thinks because they sent you an email, you will stop everything and get what
they want done. And it will be there, number 20 on my priority list.

This secondary school principal described how her district school board provided each principal
with a smart phone with the expectation that they be available by phone or email at any time. As a
result of ICT, principals in this study indicated that they had changed the way they structured their
days, as well as how they assigned support staff. Based on personal preference, some principals
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mentioned reading and responding to email using a remote connection on their laptops or cell
phones to save time, or coming to work earlier in the morning or staying later in the evening. As
one elementary principal explained:

I have a Blackberry and I have a laptop. Thank God, because otherwise, I would be stuck
[at school] until late. I have to be able to go home and eat with my family, put my children
to bed, and then pull out my laptop and do what I’ve got to do.

As this principal mentioned, communication devices have become an integral part of a principal’s
work. These devices are utilised both as a way to accomplish work expectations and to realise some
sort of work-life balance that allows them to avoid spending long hours on the school site. Other
principals, however, indicated that they preferred to arrive at school early or stay late in an effort to
catch up on any digital communications missed throughout the day.
Generally coming in, in the morning… I try to get in to the office a little bit early to take care
of some paperwork or some emails, because one of the things that has changed is rather
than some one-on-one conversations with staff there’s quite a bit of staff emailing asking
questions.

This principal preferred to arrive at the school site earlier to answer emails rather than bring work
home. When it comes to increased work volume, it appears that principals either complete the
work from home, or stay late or arrive early and complete the work at the school.
Cyberbullying

Another way in which advances in ICT and innovative mobile devices have contributed to
principals’ work concerns cyberbullying. Specifically, the growing use of ICT and smart devices
has increased instances of student discipline issues directly connected to cyberbullying (Hvidston,
Hvidston, Range & Harbour 2013). Eight principals in this study indicated that cyberbullying
through social media and students’ use of cell phones and other communication devices in the
classroom were emerging issues.
Bullying and all those things that are around that social media piece, it’s one of our biggest
challenges. I think the local police forces would tell you the same thing. It’s a total different
animal today, when we’re talking about. It used to be if someone was bullying somebody,
they’d say it to them in the hallway, or you’d see it on the washroom wall, maybe 500
people see it. With the click of a button, millions of people see it. So it’s a totally different...
We need to do a lot of education around the use of social media, the positive use, it’s an
incredible tool, but we put it into hands of people that don’t know how to use it properly.

The reach of cyberbullying is extensive, and principals find themselves thinking about and
engaging in additional education around what cyberbullying is, how to prevent it, and what to
do if a student is a victim of it. The volume of work brought on by instances of cyberbullying is
only now being recognised. For example, one principal mentioned an increased number of visits
to their school by police because of ‘bullying on social media, it’s horrible. And how many times
we’d have to call the police and go into someone’s Facebook and see what they were saying about
kids…’ Principals’ interactions with outside agencies such as the police have increased because of
cyberbullying. Cyberbullying has not only increased principals’ work in terms of amplified student
discipline, however, it has also exacerbated student health and wellbeing issues.
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Health and Wellbeing
Awareness of and concerns around health and wellbeing appear to be increasing. All principals
interviewed for this study cited changes in mental health and wellbeing (either in students,
teachers or themselves) as impacting their daily work. Health and wellbeing can mean many
things to people, but in this case health includes physical, mental, emotional and cognitive aspects
of a person’s life. Not surprisingly, principals mostly talked about student health and wellbeing,
particularly with respect to mental health issues, but they also talked about the wellbeing of their
teachers.
Student Health and Wellbeing

Student health and wellbeing was mentioned by 64 per cent of principals in the sample as the single
greatest challenge they faced in their work. One principal stated: ‘our kids are coming in with mental
health issues’. It appears that the vast majority of principals are aware and knowledgeable when
it comes to student health and wellbeing, but they do not necessarily always have the expertise
to support students at the school site. One elementary school principal echoed this sentiment,
pointing out: ‘...there are mental health workshops, but they do not change the needs within your
own building... the needs of your students still come at you regardless’. One secondary principal
pointed out:
I had to have a first day training for mental health. Again, not a bad deal but, wait a minute, I mean
its growing, but it’s like ‘Am I doing education or am I doing social work?’ And all that’s important
because if you don’t have the kid ready to learn, they aren’t going to be ready to learn.
In this particular case, the principal, while reflecting on organising and supporting professional
learning on the topic of student mental health issues, wondered whether his job had expanded to
include social work. Though some support (such as professional learning for teachers) appears to
be available, it may not be sufficient. One elementary principal stated:
You only have so many bodies to go around, and in many cases you do the very best you can with the
staff that you have and people work hard to meet the needs of the kids, but there is no way that you
can address all of those needs, all of the time.
Limited personnel means that principals pick up additional work when supporting students’
health and wellbeing needs; principals indicated that managing mental health issues put a strain
on time needed for other issues and on themselves.
Like yesterday for example, if you had come yesterday around that time, you would have seen me,
I was like an hour and forty-five minutes with a parent and a student who has a mental health issue;
[the student] totally lost it, the police came and like the whole thing. If you’d come yesterday you
would have seen the whole thing in action…
The additional training, the need to step in and support staff when dealing with students in crisis,
and the additional time dedicated to addressing student health and wellbeing issues are not the
only aspects of health and wellbeing that complicate principals’ work; there is also an increasing
need to support the health and wellbeing of educators.
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Teaching Staff Health and Wellbeing

Whether formally or informally, principals, as the official leaders and administrators of a school
site, have always been responsible for the health and wellbeing of their teaching staff. Indeed, it
appears as though students are not the only people principals care for, as a little over 10 per cent of
principals indicated that caring for the wellbeing of the teaching staff was also part of their work.
For example, one elementary principal stated:
…at any given time with 25 staff you’ve got 5 or 6 that is experiencing some crisis. Like I can tell
you right now that one of my teacher’s husbands just lost his job, I’ve got a teacher who just had
a diagnosis of cancer. I’ve got another who’s sister-in-law tried to commit suicide… and that all
happened within a week… so I’m also trying to help them deal with their emotional turmoil in their
lives because it’s important. It’s what’s on their minds and I’m trying to help them.
Even though there is professional support for Ontario teachers through their employers, their
professional associations and their unions, this elementary principal indicated that teachers’
health and wellbeing was important to her. The health and wellbeing of teachers plays a role in
the work that principals do because teachers not performing to the best of their ability can translate
into other kinds of work, such as additional teacher appraisals and interventions, that have the
potential to impact student success. There is also emerging research that connects teachers’ health
and wellbeing to student learning (Vesely, Saklofske & Leschied 2013).

Discussion

What do these changes mean for the principals’ work? Studies conducted during the similar time
period indicate that principals’ workload has increased and is more complex (Alberta Teachers’
Association 2014; Leithwood & Azah 2014; Pollock et al. 2015). The changes to work described
by the principals in this article can contribute to increased volume and affect the quality of their
work. We know that principals now work longer hours and they do their work differently than
they used to (Alberta Teachers’ Association 2014; Leithwood & Azah 2014; Pollock et al. 2015). I
have argued elsewhere (Pollock et al. 2015) that one source of increased work volume and change
in work comes from the use of ICT such as email, and that this is an issue that has been evident for
some time (e.g. Gurr 2001, 2004). Principals in this study demonstrated how ICT can be considered
an additional way of communicating for them and a substitute for some of the ‘talk’ in which
principals historically engage. Gronn (1983) has argued that the majority of principals’ work
occurs through their talk. Talking allows principals to carry out practices such as decision making,
information sharing, communicating policy, implementing programmes, facilitating professional
learning opportunities, and so on. Before the age of the internet, this talk work occurred through
face-to-face conversations, telephone calls, written paper communication and possibly faxes. Now,
advances in ICT have added another layer to this communication work. While ICT has replaced
some communication work, it appears that it has changed the nature of principals’ work. Among
other things, it has blurred the work and home boundary to the point that as long as there is an
internet connection and a ‘smart’ device, principals can potentially work from anywhere at any
time. More than this though, there is an expectation that they do so.
Work volume and the nature of work is also influenced by changes in expectations for student
success (Alberta Teachers’ Association 2014; Leithwood & Azah 2014). Principals in this study
demonstrated how expectations of inclusive education are influencing their work. Ontario
principals are obligated to include all students in public schooling and ensure that all students
succeed; this means including all of Canada’s diverse student populations. This is not just a moral
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exercise driven by individual principals’ value systems or ethical practices, but forms part of the
Ontario provincial government’s efforts to ensure all students achieve excellence (Ontario Ministry
of Education 2014). One specific provincial policy that guides principals’ work in this manner is the
equity and inclusion education strategy (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009) with Policy/Program
Memorandum 119 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2013b). This strategy requires that principals
‘create and support a positive school climate that fosters and promotes equity, inclusive education,
and diversity’ (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009: 11). Ontario principals are expected to pursue
three goals to achieve equity and inclusion for all students: engaging in shared and committed
leadership with all stakeholders to eliminate discrimination and removal of bias and barriers for
learners; striving for a working environment that is respectful, supportive and welcoming; and
demonstrating success through a clear set of measures (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009). These
three goals require principals in Ontario to not only think differently about how they enact their
role (for example, engaging in different forms of community outreach), but also to bring different
skill sets and actions to bear (Ryan 2007, 2010; Ryan & Pollock 2006; Ryan & Tuters 2015), which
also requires additional time.
Issues associated with cyberbullying and the accompanying disciplinary work have also influenced
the volume and the nature of principals’ work. It should be noted here that the statistics actually
demonstrate a decrease in incidences of discipline in Ontario as measured by suspensions and
expulsions (Ontario Ministry of Education 2015; Toronto District School Board 2013). However, the
nature of some of the discipline requires that principals dedicate additional time to investigating
cases, making informed decisions and applying appropriate solutions. This is especially true for the
increasing prevalence of cyberbullying (Hvidston et al. 2013); principals in this study indicated that
they are spending increasing time on discipline issues related to cyberbullying. Student discipline
has always been a part of schooling, but in the past, infractions between students occurred either on
the school site or within the local physical community (and public space) that the school services.
Students involved were often easily identified. Cyberbullying is different – it occurs virtually and
therefore geographical location can be irrelevant. It can occur anywhere, at any time; there are no
boundaries and the perpetrator can be anonymous. For this reason, dealing with cyberbullying
can be very complicated and time consuming. The perpetrator can be in a different country,
and interventions can involve international agencies and large multinational companies such as
Google or Facebook. Again, while principals have always dealt with student discipline, addressing
cyberbullying forces them to change the way they create safe and accepting school environments.

Principals in this study also indicated that they were dealing with increasing incidences of issues
relating to the mental health and wellbeing of students and staff. There appears to be no consensus
on why these incidences are increasing (Olfson, Druss & Marcus 2015; Whitaker 2010). Some argue
that the number of incidences is not increasing, but rather it is awareness of mental health issues
that has increased (Whitaker 2010). What we do know is that mental health issues find their way
onto school sites and that a growing body of research points to a connection between teacher health
and wellbeing and student learning (Bajorek, Gulliford & Taskila 2014; Briner & Dewberry 2007).
Ontario recently launched the Open Minds, Healthy Minds strategy that targets mental health.
This means that principals cannot ignore the health and wellbeing of students and teachers. For
this reason, principals in this study found themselves seeking out additional community services
and resources for students and families, engaging in informal counselling and information sharing
sessions, and providing support for teacher professional learning in which they would not have
been involved in the past. All of these strategies generate an increase in work volume and different
kinds of work for principals that require new skill sets and knowledge.
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Lastly, it is also apparent that issues associated with communication technology, diversity, and
health and wellbeing can intersect. This can increase the complexity of principals’ work. For
example, creating a safe, inclusive and equitable learning environment for an increasingly diverse
student population can be challenging. At times, issues of racism and discrimination towards,
and exclusion of, groups of student can lead to student conflict such as bullying (including
cyberbullying), and this can influence individual students’ health and wellbeing.
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School Leadership Practices of
Headteachers in Kathmandu
Shankar Bir Singh and Derek J. Allison

Abstract: Academic performance of students in public secondary schools of Nepal has long been poor, although
there are a few examples of schools that have consistently performed quite well. This disparity has encouraged
the rapid growth of private schools in recent years, creating further challenges for public schools and their
headteachers. This study investigates how headteachers of five higher-performing and five lower-performing
public secondary schools in Kathmandu have responded to these challenges by exploring their understandings
of their work and particularly their leadership roles. Qualitative data collected through in-depth interviews
and focus group discussions were analysed under six dimensions of effective school leadership identified in
the literature. Patterned differences were found between how headteachers from higher- and lower-performing
schools understood and implemented their roles as school leaders. Headteachers in higher-performing schools
were found to be more proactive in establishing policies and practices to motivate stakeholders and more likely
to provide sustained leadership for continuous improvement. Several implications are drawn for redefining
educational policy and practices in Nepal.
Key words: school leadership, Nepal headteachers, leadership effectiveness, leadership practices,
public schools.

Introduction

Nepal is one of the developing countries of South Asia. Following the restoration of democracy
in 1990, Nepal placed a high priority on education investments as a key means of transforming
society (Carney & Bista 2009). Since then, significant quantitative growth in education has been
achieved, as is evident in the substantially increased numbers of students, schools and higher
educational institutions across the country. However, despite the significant quantitative growth,
concerns over the poor quality of education have been rising in recent years (Bhatta 2008; Thapa
2012). The Nepalese government’s three-year interim plan for 2013-2015 clearly identified school
dropout and class repetition in all grades as causes for alarm, and pointed to lower pass rates, poor
quality of professional development among teachers, and lack of quality in public schools as major
challenges for the immediate future (National Planning Commission, 2013).
The poor quality of education in Nepal has seriously undermined confidence in the public education
system, and this, in turn, has encouraged growth in private education (Carney & Bista 2009;
Mathema 2007). Because of better academic performance, private schools have increasingly been
attracting students and parents away from public schools (Mathema 2007; Thapa 2012), resulting
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in the closure or merger of some public schools due to declining enrolments. In Kathmandu
Valley alone, the government permanently closed 33 public schools in 2011-2012, and the District
Education Office in Kathmandu has announced that closure of public schools will increase over
the next five years (Ghimire 2013). Mathema (2013) considers public schools to be a mere ‘refuge’
for children from poor families, given the ‘mass exodus [that] is taking place from public to private
schools’ (p. 8).

Nonetheless, there are a handful of public schools that achieve consistently higher pass rates
than average and are thus popular among students and parents despite sharing similarities with
other public schools in terms of location, students’ socioeconomic status, teachers’ background,
infrastructure, community and government support. Among the 148 public secondary schools in
Kathmandu that appeared in the School Leaving Certificate (SLC)1 exams in 2012, nine schools
secured a 100 per cent pass rate (Ministry of Education 2013). How could a handful of public schools
perform so well while the majority of public schools lag far behind, despite operating under similar
circumstances? Most of the available research on school effectiveness originating in the West has
consistently pointed to sociocultural differences among students as a pervasive influence on school
performance. However, researchers such as Brookover and Lezotte (1977) and Edmonds (1979)
identified outlier schools whose students achieved significantly higher test scores than would be
predicted based on their socioeconomic-cultural circumstances. These and other researchers (e.g.
Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr & Cohen 2007; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris
& Hopkins 2006; Louis et al. 2010) have consistently identified strong school leadership as a key
contributing factor in successful schools. If not the socioeconomic circumstances of the students,
teachers and school infrastructure, then what factors other than school leadership might reasonably
be thought of as contributing to the success of this small group of public schools? With more specific
reference to this special issue of International Studies in Educational Administration, do the schools
perform so differently because the headteachers2 from the higher-performing schools understand
their role and responsibilities differently, and act differently, from those in lower-performing
schools? Do they, perhaps, have a more proactive approach to their work that has enabled their
schools to better respond to the challenges of a changing, more competitive environment? After
all, individual perceptions of headteachers are critical for effective school leadership because ‘what
leaders do depends on what they think and feel’ (Leithwood et al. 2006: 8).

By investigating the leadership understandings and practices of headteachers of higher-performing
and lower-performing public secondary schools in Kathmandu, this study sought to develop an
informed understanding of prevalent school leadership practices in these two categories of schools.
The study also sought to identify theory-grounded practices that may be associated with student
achievement, with a view to encouraging the adoption of such practices in other public schools
in an attempt to improve the schools and enhance their students’ academic performances. These
are critical understandings in terms of mapping out the leadership practices of school leaders to
inform planning, policy-making and the development of future initiatives, with an ultimate goal
of improving school leadership practices in similar school settings in order to enhance education
quality.

1 The School Leaving Certificate is a national examination conducted by the Office of the Controller of
Examination (OCE) under the Ministry of Education at the end of grade ten.
2 ‘Headteacher’ is a popular term used in Nepal to refer to the head of a public school, whereas ‘principal’ is
the more common term used by private schools. In this article, the terms ‘headteacher’ and ‘principal’ are
used interchangeably.
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School Leadership in Nepal: The Policy Context and the Related
Research
Governance and management of education in Nepal is primarily undertaken by the Ministry of
Education through various agencies under a highly centralised education structure where schools
are managed by their headteachers and School Management Committees (SMCs). The Education
Regulation, 2010, Rule 93(1) (sixth amendment) states: ‘There shall be a headmaster in each school
to function as an academic and administrative chief of the school’ (Nepal Law Commission 2002:
93). The regulation prescribes 31 different functions and duties for the headteacher (as given in Table
2 in the Appendix). With reference to the six leadership dimensions for effective school leadership
identified in Table 1, three functions relate to goal setting through preparation of the school’s
yearly, half-yearly and monthly school plans and programmes; two functions relate to building
school culture by maintaining cooperation among teachers, students and parents, and ensuring a
respectful, ethical and disciplined school environment; and two functions relate to teacher support
through selecting and recommending teachers to the District Education Office (DEO) for training
programmes, and assigning jobs and responsibilities to teachers and staff. Aside from the abovementioned, the majority of the functions specified in the Regulation relate to routine management
functions such as preparing reports, keeping records and reporting, and many directly complement
the responsibilities of the DEO and SMC. In short, the official expectations for principals place
greater emphasis on routine management functions than on leadership. The official duties do not
highlight the role of the headteacher in creating a vision, building community relations, mobilising
resources, team building, promoting collaboration, instructional planning and supervision, physical
development, or setting standards (Hope Nepal 2005; Niruala 2002). These findings resonate with
what researchers claim about school leadership across the developing world, where time and again
official duties focus narrowly on routine administrative work and resource management with a
centralised bureaucratic governance structure (Anderson & Mundy 2014; Opltaka 2004).
Nepal has recently introduced policy reforms and programmes in an attempt to improve the
educational quality of its public schools by maximising community involvement in school
management, which necessarily requires leadership with vision and commitment. However, the
Education Regulation considers the school leader to be more ‘an administrator than the visionary
leader’ (CERID 2004: 38). Researchers have discussed how the centralisation of the education
system in Nepal contributes to a lack of autonomy and decision-making power among public school
headteachers (e.g., CERID 2004; Mathema & Bista 2006; Sharma 2013). Although local communities
became directly involved in the school management process after the decentralisation of education
in the 1990s, the Ministry of Education has retained authority over human resource management
and development, development of curriculum and textbooks, financing and educational planning,
leaving headteachers and SMCs with little authority over strategically important matters (Sharma
2013; UNESCO n.d.).

Despite policy constrains and challenges, researchers have identified effective school leadership
practices prevalent among outlier public schools in Nepal which have made a significant positive
impact in improving education quality and student outcomes. Among others, these practices
include: (a) a greater focus on building relations and mobilising support and action among the
larger school community and outside the school context in order to garner necessary support for
schools; (b) involving and collaborating with members of the school community in decision-making
and school activities; (c) focusing on academic excellence through constant supervision of teaching
and learning, and by encouraging and motivating students and teachers through appreciation and
rewards; (d) demonstrating highly ethical behaviour, commitment and dedication, contributing
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to greater trust and respect for the leadership; and (e) being proactive and innovative in planning
and implementing various school activities without government support, such as initiating and
encouraging income-generating programs to overcome government underfunding (CERID
2004; Hope Nepal 2005; Mathema & Bista 2006). Although studies in effective school leadership
are limited in the developing world in general, and Nepal in particular, many of the leadership
practices identified above have been well documented in the effective school leadership literature
originating mostly from the West, which informed the theoretical background adopted for this
study.

Effective School Leadership Framework

School leaders are central to school improvement in order to promote student learning and to
improve quality in education (Darling-Hammond et al. 2007; Hallinger & Heck 1998; Leithwood,
Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004; Leithwood & Riehl 2003), and they are widely recognised as
the key change agent at all levels in a school system (Fullan 2006). Much of the available literature
on school leadership effectiveness indicates that school leaders play a crucial role by exerting their
influence directly and indirectly over several factors throughout the school and its community
in pursuit of improved student learning (Hallinger & Heck 1998; Leithwood et al. 2004). Most
importantly, school leaders’ roles directly affect teacher capacity, motivation, commitment
and working conditions, all of which impact teaching practices linked to student learning and
achievement (Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins 2008). A much larger research base documents
principals’ effects on school operations through identifying and articulating a vision and goals,
developing high performance expectations, building collaborative culture, motivating and
supporting teachers and students, fostering communication, allocating resources, and developing
organisational structures to support instruction and learning (Hallinger & Heck 1998, 2002; Knapp,
Copland, Plecki & Portin 2006; Leithwood & Riehl 2003; Portin, Alejano, Knapp & Marzolf 2006).
Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) argue that the most important areas on which school principals can
focus are: (a) setting direction by developing a consensus around vision, goals and direction; (b)
helping individual teachers through support, modelling and supervision, (c) redesigning the
organisation to foster collaboration and engage families and community; and (d) managing the
organisation by strategically allocating resources and support. The Ontario Leadership Framework
(Leithwood 2012) outlines five practices for effective school leadership: (a) setting directions; (b)
building relationships and developing people; (c) developing the organisation to support desired
practices; (d) improving the instructional programme; and (e) securing accountability. While
exploring the leadership dimensions for effective school leadership, it became clear that all the
sources reviewed differ in terms of the number of leadership dimensions identified, but they
all fully or partially recognise the six activities shown in Table 1, which provided the theoretical
framework for this study.
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Table 1: The Effective School Leadership Dimensions
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Principal Leadership Dimensions

Visioning and goal setting
Building positive school culture
Supporting teachers and students to
improve learning
Cultivating leadership in others
Managing school resources and operation
Leading for continuous improvement

A
√
√

B
√
√

C
√
√

D

√

√

√

√

√
√
√

√
√
√

√
√
√

√

√

E
√
√

√

F
√
√

G
√
√

√

√

√

√
√

A: The Wallace Foundation (2013), B: Leithwood (2012), C: Day et al. (2010), D: Darling-Hammond et al. (2007),
E: Council of Chief State School Officers (2008), F: Leithwood and Jantzi (2005), G: Louis et al. (2010)

Visioning and Goal Setting
Vision is the ‘capacity to create and communicate a view of a desired state of affairs that induces
commitment among those working in the organization’ (Sergiovanni 2007: 10). Highly effective
school leaders inspire others by providing a clear sense of purpose and direction through creating
a shared vision focused on academic excellence involving organisational values (Leithwood &
Riehl, 2003). Besides setting high expectations for students and teachers, successful school leaders
collaborate with stakeholders in identifying and setting goals aligned with their vision of academic
excellence, communicate their vision and goals frequently to stakeholders, and regularly monitor
and assess the progress made (Hallinger & Heck 1998; Leithwood & Riehl 2003).

Building a Positive School Culture
According to Sergiovanni (2007):

culture serves as a compass setting to steer people in a common direction; provides a set
of norms that defines what people should accomplish and how; and provides a source of
meaning and significance for teachers, students, administrators, and others as they work.
(p. 12)

Successful schools are characterised as having a ‘strong and functional culture aligned with vision
of academic excellence’ (Sergiovanni 2007: 11), where school leaders build collegial relationships
with stakeholders based on care, respect and trust in order to develop a strong learning community
(Leithwood 2012). Besides regularly communicating core values, norms and beliefs through
their actions, successful school leaders promote collaboration among members of the school
community, motivate and inspire teachers and students, demonstrate strong ethical behaviour,
maintain transparency and appreciations for others, and remain highly visible and easily accessible
(Leithwood, 2012; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).

Supporting Teachers and Students to Improve Learning
Leithwood et al. (2008) note that school leaders support teachers in order to improve their
performances through building their capacities, improving working conditions, and by offering
motivation to excel. Successful leaders seek to ensure their teachers have appropriate expertise by
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providing instructional support and the resources necessary for them to excel in their profession,
providing a safe and orderly school environment, and being sensitive to the needs of individual
students (Council of Chief State School Officers 2008; Leithwood 2012).

Cultivating Leadership Qualities in Others
The primary aim of developing teachers and staff in schools is building not only the knowledge
and skills that teachers and staff need in order to better accomplish organisational goals, but also
to enhance engagement, commitment, capacity and resilience. Successful school leaders develop
leadership qualities in others by promoting collaboration through their actions by involving
teachers in decision-making and planning, developing instructional and leadership capacity,
offering intellectual stimulation, providing individual support and appropriate models of best
practices, and offering leadership opportunities to teachers and staff (Council of Chief State School
Officers 2008; Day et al. 2010; Leithwood 2012).

Managing School Resources and Operations
According to Leithwood (2012), school leaders who focus on overall organisational management
have a greater impact on student achievement through developing appropriate school conditions
focused on academic excellence. Successful school leaders ensure their school policies, planning,
operating procedures and organisational structures are designed in a way that promotes
collaboration and cooperation among members, which offers maximum opportunity for teachers
and staff to become more competent and productive. Moreover, successful leaders ensure resources
are allocated strategically in order to maximise student learning (Leithwood 2012; Leithwood &
Riehl 2003).

Leading for Continuous Improvement
Successful school leaders develop their schools as effective organisations that support and sustain
the performance of teachers and students through strengthening school cultures, modifying
organisational structures, building collaborative processes, building productive relations with
parents and the community, and connecting the school to its wider environment (Leithwood et al.
2006; West, Ainscow & Stanford 2005). Successful school leaders promote continuous instructional
and organisational improvement by establishing working conditions that allow teachers to make
the most of their motivations, commitments and capacities (Leithwood et al. 2006).

Research Design and Methods

A qualitative research design was chosen for this study as it aimed to understand participants’
experiences and the meanings attached to their experiences in a given cultural context (Merriam
2009). In-depth interviews were employed to gather data by exploring participants’ experiences,
attitudes and beliefs (Cohen, Manion & Morrion 2011). Initial results were further explored through
focus group discussions with participants from within the same category of schools in order to
triangulate and refine findings, and also to gather reflective and retrospective information not
elicited through the in-depth interviews (Ritchie 2003). Kathmandu Metropolitan City (KMC) was
considered ideal for this study since it lies in the heart of the capital city where there are relatively
more public secondary schools than in any other part of the country, some of which are relatively
more successful than their counterparts in rural areas. The majority of the schools involved in
the study were similar in terms of infrastructure, teachers’ backgrounds, students’ backgrounds
and government support. Of the 53 public secondary schools in KMC, 5 from among the higher-
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performing schools and 5 from among the lower-performing schools were selected on the basis
of pass rates in SLC exams over five years, from 2008 to 2012. The SLC exams are held at the end
of grade ten at the national level, and the results are widely used as a primary measure for school
effectiveness in Nepal (Thapa 2011). The choice of higher and lower categories of schools was made
in order to explore the degree of presence of effective school leadership practices among those
schools. Informed consent was obtained from prospective participants prior to the commencement
of the study, and participants’ privacy and confidentiality were duly maintained by protecting
their names and the identity of their schools. Only those who had had five or more years of
continuous leadership experience in the same schools were selected for participation. Almost
all the participants were in their 50s, and all had accumulated more than 30 years of teaching
experience. All participants had bachelor’s degrees, and a few had earned master’s degrees. All
study participants had received in-service leadership training provided by the government, but
none had received pre-service training or undertaken graduate studies in educational leadership
and/or management. Most participants, particularly those from the higher-performing schools,
had been with the same school for more than 30 years.
Participants were asked a series of prepared questions concerning their understanding of their role as headteacher
with reference to the six themes listed in Table 1. All ten interviews and two focus group discussions were
translated and transcribed from Nepali to English concurrently by the researcher. Participants from higherperforming schools appeared more relaxed and involved during the interviews, whereas those from lowerperforming schools appeared rather anxious and their responses were most often short and lacked detail.
Interestingly, these same participants appeared more relaxed and active during the focus group discussions
when they were in the presence of colleagues from other schools with similar backgrounds. Once information
was collected and transcribed for each individual participant, each transcript was reviewed with a view to
identifying leadership understandings and practices described. When all the interviews had been completed,
individual transcripts were coded into a series of sub-categories, and finally organised according to the six
leadership themes summarised in Table 1. Once the data from all ten participants’ were organised individually,
results were compared and contrasted among the participants within the schools in the same category, and then
across the two categories of schools.

Findings

Although this study involved only ten schools – five higher-performing and five lower-performing
schools – the findings revealed the presence of two distinct leadership patterns and yielded
insights into how leadership contributed to school performance. The interview transcripts from
headteachers in the higher-performing schools contained higher proportions of statements coded
as embodying the leadership themes identified in Table 1 than did those from headteachers of the
lower-performing schools. Major findings are discussed below with reference to the six leadership
themes forming the conceptual frame for the study.

Visioning and Goal Setting
Despite the fact that creating a vision is not an official expected function of a Nepali headteacher,
participants from higher-performing schools nonetheless appeared passionate about the vision they
had for their schools; some talked at length about turning their schools into a ‘centre of academic
excellence’ or into a ‘model school’. Even so, it appeared that the visions expressed were more of
a personal desire than a collective institutional vision, as is evident from the following example:
‘I had no clear vision but I had thought to make it a model school. I did not have [such a] clearly
stated vision. I believed that with the support from the stakeholders, a school can be developed.’
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On the other hand, several participants, especially from lower-performing schools, appeared to
understand a vision and goals as being synonymous, often referring to increasing enrolments as
their main vision (goals).
The participants from higher-performing schools made frequent references to planning and goal
setting as important tasks, some referring to developing their own ‘master plan’ or ‘strategic plan’
for their schools as illustrated by the following response, given in reference to the official School
Improvement Plan (SIP):

I developed [a] five years school improvement strategic plan. It was important to evaluate
my own achievements. I developed it with participation of teachers, parents, guardians,
and SMC, and I was successful in achieving most [of the components] except one.

Notably, most headteachers who participated in the study appeared to think of the SIP as a mere
formality, often coming without government support. As Suwal noted (as cited in UNESCO, n.d.),
SIPs have become ‘more or less a farce, as they are prepared and submitted more as a ritual required
for getting budget rather than planning tools that help run schools more efficiently’. Only a few
participants mentioned systematic planning in a fashion similar to the above, and most did not
discuss how they had involved teachers, parents and SMCs in developing their plans. Moreover,
only a few participants mentioned communicating their plans to their stakeholders in meaningful
ways or reviewing plans over time. None of the principals from lower-performing schools made
statements similar to the one quoted above.

Building a Positive School Culture
Most of the participants reported having a friendly atmosphere at their schools, and many
described their schools as being ‘like a family’. A collegial environment was considered ‘the key for
progress’ by most participants from higher-performing schools, who explained that it promoted
more effective teaching-learning activities. These participants tended to attach higher ideals to
the education process when describing their role as headteacher, as in the headteacher who said,
‘teaching is devotion to god and religion’. These participants made frequent references to collegial
relationships, teamwork, collaboration, ethical behaviour and transparency, and credited their
appreciation and motivation to their teachers and students.

In contrast, although participants from lower-performing schools also described their schools as
being ‘like a family’, they did not consider this as having had a positive effect on teaching and
learning, described a lack of responsibility and accountability among their teachers, and mentioned
instances of negligence. These reports conform to findings by other researchers, including Mathema
(2007), who described a clear absence of professionalism and motivation among the majority of the
public school teachers in his study: ‘even when resources were available, there was no teaching
and learning’ (Mathema 2007: 52). Participants in the current study talked about how attempts
to cultivate more professional and friendly relationships with their teachers undermined their
authority and made teachers reluctant to follow instructions and rules. As stated by one head
of a lower-performing school: ‘I have felt that close friendly relationship is not good. It has been
found that when a principal is too close and friendly to teachers, they do not follow the leadership.’
Interestingly, although several referred to expressing their appreciations to teachers and students,
none of the participants from lower-performing schools mentioned ethical behaviours and
transparency on the part of the principal, themes which emerged in statements made by their
colleagues from higher-performing schools.
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Besides frequently making reference to poor community relations, participants from lowerperforming schools also expressed concerns about a declining respect for teachers among students.
This appeared to be less of a concern among participants from higher-performing schools. Instead,
headteachers from higher-performing schools described the good community support and
cooperation they received from their SMCs, which they attributed at least in part to their openness
and transparency, including their commitment to fair and ethical behaviour. Participants from
higher-performing schools also mentioned ways in which they had sought to improve school safety,
security, sanitation and infrastructure in general, including initiatives taken to improve cleanliness
and personal hygiene among students. These initiatives formed part of these headteachers’ efforts
to improve education quality and learning among students by developing a more productive
school culture. As expressed by one participant from a higher-performing school:
I focused on [the] cleanliness and personal hygiene of our students. Similarly, I focused on
improving the cleanliness of the school and offering minimum physical standards to our
students. I felt it important because students get motivated when they see [better] clean[er]
and better physical facilities.

Supporting Teachers and Students to Improve Learning
Despite having limited government support and having to work within tight constraints over
resources, many of the participants from higher-performing schools were found to have been
proactive in coming up with ways to motivate their teachers and students. Besides successfully
providing the resources and conditions needed for effective teaching and learning, they frequently
emphasised how they sought to provide encouragement and motivation to their teachers. As stated
by one of the participants: “Headteachers should have an ability to inspire teachers so that they
enjoy their teaching job.” Moreover, participants explicitly made references to distributing different
kinds of monetary benefits to further motivate their teachers, including providing financial
allowances for additional responsibilities. On the other hand, participants from lower-performing
schools typically focused on the debilitating effects produced by the lack of resources, as in the
following example:

When we cannot provide necessary resources needed for teachers that becomes a major
problem. This is where teachers fail to have respect for their leadership, and they keep
complaining all the time. It’s like looking for quality without providing necessary resources
for teachers to work smartly.

None of the headteachers mentioned providing instructional support to their teachers beyond
releasing them to attend government training programmes, but participants from higher-performing
schools did discuss how they consulted with their teachers about classroom activities, student
learning, classroom management, exam results and students’ work, how they visited classrooms,
and how they saw such actions as being crucial in keeping teachers and students focused on their
goals of academic excellence. In contrast, participants from lower-performing schools typically
pointed to a lack of specialised supervisory support from government agencies: ‘the government
only expects the headteachers to do all the supervisory and monitoring work which is technically
not possible because [a] principal does not have expertise on evaluating teaching and learning in
all subjects’.
Since a majority of their students come from poor family backgrounds, all participants in this study
distributed government-approved scholarships to needy students, but participants from higherperforming schools provided additional benefits to their students such as free remedial classes
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and frequent communications with them and with their parents. Moreover, unlike participants
from lower-performing schools who mostly blamed students’ poor family backgrounds for having
direct negative effects on their academic performance, the five participants from higher-performing
schools demonstrated a strong conviction that all children have an ability to learn regardless of
their home background, as illustrated by the following response from one participant:

…once a student comes to school, I believe he/she can learn and progress irrespective of
his economic or social background. I do not believe that a student cannot progress simply
because he/she comes from a poor family. I know all can learn. Some may learn fast while
others learn slowly, but all have an ability to learn.

Besides making direct reference to the effects of the poor socioeconomic background of students on
their academic achievement, participants from lower-performing schools pointed out a number of
other problems that affected performance, including insufficient time and resources among their
students for adequate study, malnutrition, poor personal hygiene, and a lack of supervision and
guidance at home as their parents and most other family members were often illiterate.

Cultivating Leadership Qualities in Others
Many of the participants appeared aware of the need to develop leadership qualities among their
teachers in order to run their schools successfully. As stated by one participant from a higherperforming school: “[The] principal cannot do everything alone. He should be able to delegate
his work to teachers and staff by taking them into confidence.” Most participants reported having
assistant headteachers, department heads and coordinators to assist them. Headteachers from
higher-performing schools described various ways they involved assistant headteachers in the
everyday management of their schools while they worked with other stakeholders from outside
the school to secure additional support and resources to overcome government underfunding. On
the other hand, participants from lower-performing schools tended to dwell on the unwillingness
of their teachers to accept additional responsibilities.

Most of the participants from higher-performing schools described ways in which they involved
teachers in decision-making, and distributed responsibilities among teachers in order to better
manage academic and non-academic affairs at their schools. Moreover, since most of these
participants mentioned ways in which they had been able to develop their own leadership abilities
while working as assistant headteachers, they saw it as important to encourage and support
their current assistant headteachers to develop their leadership abilities in similar ways. Several
participants also discussed how they took time to identify the individual strengths of their teachers
prior to assigning additional responsibilities. A statement from a headteacher of one higherperforming school summed up the views of others as followers:
Principals should be able to identify the skills and strengths of their teachers and staff and
should accordingly allocate responsibilities. Next, we should be able to train the human
resource rather than avoiding the workforce that is less capable because avoiding the less
capable work force creates factions which is detrimental for the school.

Managing school Resources and Operations
One of the primary responsibilities identified by participants was to raise funds for their schools
to supplement inadequate government funding. Complaints about inadequate funding can likely
be heard in public schools worldwide, especially in developing countries, but these headteachers
painted a picture of chronic underfunding. One participant observed: “Ninety-five percent of the
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government allocated budget goes to teachers’ salary alone, leaving merely five percent for other
works such as educational materials, maintenance, stationary, refreshment, new construction etc.,
which is not enough.” More specifically, participants from higher-performing schools shared their
difficulties surrounding building additional classrooms, infrastructure and recruiting additional
teachers to manage an increasing number of students, whereas participants from lower-performing
schools were more concerned with the maintenance of their old buildings, upgrading their existing
infrastructure, and even maintaining day-to-day operations. The lack of resources in public schools
in Nepal has been widely accepted as having detrimental effects on the quality of education, as
claimed, for example, by Khaniya and Kiernan (1994): “all the problems in education are closely
linked to the problem of finance. If quality is the issue then there will have to be increased investment
in non-salary categories if any significant qualitative gains are to be achieved” (p. 4067).

Despite obvious resource constraints, the participants from higher-performing schools shared
initiatives they had undertaken to improve their schools. One such initiative involved recruiting
popular and influential personalities from the community to serve on their SMCs in order to
garner better community support. All principals from higher-performing schools acknowledged
the generous support they had received from their communities to build their new infrastructure
and the central importance of this for their overall success. As one participant said:

Generally, we have a tendency to believe that due to lack of financial resources, we can’t do
things. But what I believe is when you have solid plan which is good and justified, and if
we are dedicated for it, the community can always come forward to help. The government
may not help due to its regulations, official constraints, and criteria, but support from
community can be there. All the schools nationwide can be developed with the help of
community support.

Since government staffing regulations do not authorise hiring teachers in proportion to the number
of students enrolled in a school, increasing enrolment in higher-performing schools creates a need
for additional teachers, while declining enrolment among lower-performing schools results in
surplus teachers. In addition to financing new construction to accommodate the influx of students,
headteachers from higher-performing schools are faced with the problem of hiring and paying
additional teachers and other staff. Participants explained that they were able to look to their
communities for the funds to help address these challenges, and were able to raise additional funds
by working closely with non-governmental organisations.
All participants talked about improving teaching and learning at their schools, but those from
higher-performing schools appeared more passionate and determined. Most participants also
discussed their work in preparing their school’s academic calendar, timetabling, and ensuring
teachers attended to their classes. In addition, most participants from higher-performing schools
mentioned various initiatives they had undertaken to improve monitoring and supervision of
teaching and learning. According to Mathema (2007), instructional planning and supervision has
been the most overlooked aspect of public schools across Nepal, even though the government has
‘an army of school supervisors, resource specialties, and training staff’ (p. 52).

Leading for Continuous Improvement
It was mostly the participants from higher-performing schools who demonstrated a commitment
to continuous instructional and organisational improvement through a range of initiatives,
which included (a) developing plans to pursue goals grounded in their vision for the school; (b)
maintaining a clear and sustained focus on promoting academic excellence; (c) devoting continuing
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attention to improving school infrastructure; (d) restructuring the organisation of the school; (e)
developing activities and initiatives related to improving school culture, especially with regard to
managing conflicts; (f) promoting school identity and cohesion and encouraging teamwork; (g)
placing greater focus on communication to stakeholders; and (h) initiating and sustaining activities
to develop and maintain relationships with external stakeholders and developing networks to
connect the school to its wider environment. Additionally, principals from higher-performing
schools demonstrated greater optimism and determination when discussing improving
their schools, whereas participants from lower-performing schools tended to point mostly to
impediments to improvement, frequently blaming teachers, community and higher authorities for
the degraded academic standards and poor infrastructure. Rather than exuding optimism, heads
of lower-performing schools regarded the challenge of school improvement as inherently difficult,
if not impossible.

Moreover, besides maintaining their focus on improving infrastructure and academic achievements,
participants from the higher-performing schools discussed new initiatives they had launched in
their schools such as starting pre-schools, adopting English-language instruction, securing reference
materials other than government-approved text books, providing free remedial classes for weaker
students, improving cleanliness and personal hygiene among students, and introducing school
uniforms, as well as other initiatives to make their schools more similar to private schools.

Discussion

This study explored the leadership understandings and practices of the headteachers from five
relatively higher-performing and five lower-performing public secondary schools in Kathmandu
Metro City with a view to exploring how these headteachers understood their work and
responsibilities. Interviews and transcript analysis was guided by six dimensions of effective school
leadership identified in the literature (as shown in Table 1). Findings provided strong evidence for
the presence of the six dimensions of effective leadership practices in the interview responses of
headteachers from the higher-performing schools, whereas evidence of effective leadership was
significantly weak among the headteachers from lower-performing schools. More particularly,
headteachers of the higher-performing schools placed a greater emphasis on and gave greater
priority to proactive practices that enabled their schools and empowered their staff and students to
succeed in an increasingly competitive environment. Major findings include the following:
1.

2.

3.

Headteachers from higher-performing schools had developed plans of action to
pursue goals focused on improving student achievement and demonstrated their
commitment to these goals through their actions, whereas participants from lowerperforming schools were unable to demonstrate a coherent plan to improve their
schools.
Headteachers from higher-performing schools discussed and gave examples of the
presence of a highly productive culture in their schools and explained how they
believed this directly contributed to their school’s academic success through building
relationships based on trust, professional respect, openness and ethical behaviour.

Headteachers from higher-performing schools provided examples of how they
had been proactive in mobilising and managing resources to overcome constraints
imposed by government underfunding.

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 3, 2016

4.

5.

Headteachers from higher-performing schools discussed the importance of strong
team work and collaboration among their teachers, and identified ways in which
they shared and distributed leadership among their teachers and staff in order to
manage their schools.

Most importantly, whereas headteachers from higher-performing schools
demonstrated strong commitment to the academic success of their schools and
students, their colleagues from lower-performing schools appeared overwhelmed by
the challenges.

The findings of this study confirm that the effective school leadership themes and actions
consistently identified in the literature are applicable to the challenges of improving schools in
developing countries such as Nepal. Although the available literature on leadership effectiveness
does not necessarily highlight the importance of securing resources, this emerged as the central
challenge for the participants in this study, all of whom were faced with the need to generate and
mobilise resources to overcome chronic government underfunding. This would appear to be a
school leadership challenge unique to the developing world (Khaniya & Kiernan 1994; Mathema &
Bista 2006; Opltaka 2004; Shrestha 2008; UNESCO n.d.).

Data from other stakeholders such as SMC members and senior teachers, as well as additional
observational data, would have improved the scope and reliability of this study’s results. Even so,
the study contributes additional evidence to support the claim that leadership matters, as noted
by Leithwood and Riehl (2003): “Scratch the surface of an excellent school and you are likely to
find an excellent principal. Peer into a failing school and you will find weak leadership” (p. 2).
An important implication flowering from this is that the Nepalese government, and governments
of other developing counties, should consider redesigning their initial and in-service training
programmes for headteachers by incorporating leadership practices focused on setting directions,
building positive school cultures, team building, building and sustaining relationships, promoting
collaboration and participation, and managing instruction. Similarly, both serving and aspiring
headteachers in public service should consider focusing their professional efforts on these areas
in order to better lead their schools toward success. This appears particularly important given the
challenges posed by the growth of low-cost private school alternatives across the developing world
(Tooley 2015).
One clear ray of hope emerged during the focus group discussion held for headteachers from
lower-performing schools. Discussions during this session were animated, and participants
were eager to share their desire to participate in more such discussions as a way to improve their
professional knowledge and confidence. The participants were particularly interested in being able
to interact with and learn from headteachers of more successful schools, and there was general
agreement that opportunities to discuss mutual problems with colleagues in similar circumstances
were valuable in themselves. Even though the government has management training programmes
for headteachers (which many of the participants in this study considered ineffective), the benefits
of sponsoring less-formal opportunities for headteachers to interact professionally should not be
overlooked. Four out of the five headteachers from the higher-performing schools in this study
were about to retire, effectively removing their expertise and experience from the system. Creating
and sustaining opportunities for younger heads to interact with experienced elders after they retire
would be a powerful and efficient way to strengthen professional development programmes.
Most importantly, the government should take leadership qualities into central consideration
when selecting headteachers by focusing on those who demonstrate strong values and vision for
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educational excellence. Moreover, the government should offer more autonomy to headteachers
from public schools to provide greater parity with headteachers from private schools, and enhance
leadership opportunities that promise to increase competitiveness. The selection process could be
made more competitive and open to attract teachers from across the country, rather than relying
on the conventional procedure of choosing someone within the school based on seniority and
teaching experience (Hope Nepal 2005; UNESCO 2004). Given the limited studies on school
leadership effectiveness in Nepal, future researchers should be encouraged to focus on conducting
additional studies involving multiple stakeholders with wider national coverage. Moreover, those
studies should attempt to examine the impact of leadership practices on school culture, student
outcomes, student motivation, student dropout rates, teacher turnover, teacher motivation, teacher
job satisfaction and community support.
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Appendix
Table 2: Functions, duties and powers of the principal as given in the Education Regulation
SN

Functions, duties and powers

b

f

Create an environment of mutual co-operation among teachers and other working
staff, students and guardians upon coordinating with the teachers and other
employees
Carry out necessary functions for maintaining discipline, good moral character,
politeness, etc. in the school
Prepare programs for running the classes in the school in consultation with the
teachers, and supervise whether or not the classes have been run as per the program
Make or cause to make provision for sanitary, extracurricular and other activities in
the school
Operate and control the administrative functions of the school

g

Admit students in school and cause to conduct examination

h

Issue transfer and other certificates to students

i

Keep records for significant works and activities of the school

j

Recover losses incurred to school property from the salary if a teacher causes such
loss knowingly or negligently
Take departmental actions including dismissal from the service on the
recommendation of the SMC, against any teacher or employee appointed in the
school on its own resources who do not perform their official duties
Maintain records of the penalty given to the teachers and other employees and to
show such records to District Education Office and Supervisor when they want to
see it
Submit reports relating conduct, behaviour and work performance of teachers and
other employees to DEO and SMC
Make recommendation to SMC and DEO for reward and punishment to teachers

a

c
d
e

k
l
m
n
o
p
q
r

Maintain academic environment, academic quality and discipline

Hold teachers meeting at least once a month and discuss on the school related
matters and to maintain record thereof
Submit salary reports of the teachers and other employees appointed on the own
resources of the school to the SMC for endorsement
Restrain any mischievous activity in the premises of school and hostel

t

Prepare annual programs of the school and to implement it upon approval of the
SMC
Prepare monthly, half yearly and annual programs relating to teaching and learning
activities in the school and to implement such programs
Send teachers to DEO for training with the approval of the SMC

u

Expel any student from the school violating discipline

s
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SN
v

w
x
y
z
aa
bb
cc
dd
ee

Functions, duties and powers

Implement the curriculum and textbooks prescribed by the government in the
school
Spend budget as per the direction and powers entrusted to him/her by the SMC
and to maintain or cause to maintain the accounts of income and expenditure
Conduct or cause to conduct periodical examinations to be held in school in a
regular , fair and dignified manner
Withhold the grade of a teacher for a period of two years if more than fifteen percent
of his/her students fail in any subject for a period of three consecutive years or for
any act of negligence or against discipline from
Take or cause to take classes in the school daily as prescribed by the government
Send salary report of the teachers working in the school under the posts approved
by the government to DEO for approval
Prescribe functions and duties of the teachers and other employees working under
him/her
Abide by the directives issues by the SMC and DEO
Send details and statistics relating to academic progress of the school having it
certified by the School Supervisor in the format and within the time prescribed by
the government
Fill up the work performance evaluation forms of teachers appointed on the
school’s own resources and to submit them to the SMC
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Leading with Data: An Increasingly
Important Feature of School Leadership
Jingping Sun, Bob Johnson and Robert Przybylski

Abstract: Large-scale efforts to improve student achievement have increasingly encouraged principals to
use student data to inform their decision-making and change initiatives in schools. However, research on the
nature and best practices of such data use remains very thin. The aim of this study was to develop an incipient
theoretical model to understand school leaders’ practices in the effective use of data to lead schools. The study,
conducted in the state of Alabama in the USA, provides evidence to show that data-driven school leadership
(DDSL) is an important feature of today’s principalship. Scale analysis indicates a high reliability of the
measure of our model. Confirmatory factor analysis was used to refine the model until a good fit was achieved.
The refined model can be used to better understand and measure school leaders’ DDSL and can be used to
inform leadership preparation in this regard.
Key words: School leadership, data use, data-driven decision making, data-driven school
leadership.

Introduction

School principals and headteachers around the world are taking on more responsibilities than ever
before, and the nature of their work is changing dramatically (Leithwood & Azah 2014; Leithwood
& Louis 2012 ; Pollock, Wang & Hauseman 2014). In the USA, since the implementation of the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001, school leaders have been required to examine segregated student
data to inform decision-making in schools. With federal and state government policies demanding
accountability, school leaders are relying more and more on evidence, and thus, increasingly
using student and school data to inform decision-making (Sun 2014). The tradition in educational
administration of attempting to make sense of administrators’ practices using the concept of role
tends to limit our understanding of what it is that school leaders do on a day-to-day basis. (Pollock
et al. 2014). The new requirement that school leaders become familiar with and use data has not
been adequately reflected in the leadership models developed to date.
Principals’ use of data to lead schools has been identified by some researchers as the most prominent
way to help move schools forward on a large scale (e.g. Fullan, Hill & Crévola 2006; Lai & Hsiao
2014; Kowalski, Lasley & Mahoney 2008 ; Schildkamp, Karbautzki & Vanhoof 2013; Slavin, Cheung,
Holmes, Madden & Chamberlain 2013). Despite the increasingly acknowledged importance of
data use in schools (e.g. Gallagher, Means, Padilla & SRI International 2008; Leithwood, Aitken &
Jantzi 2006; Sharratt & Fullan 2012), the conceptualisation of a vision for such data use is not clear.
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According to our review of research regarding educators’ use of student data produced over the
last 15 years (Sun 2014), principals and teachers are currently at an early stage in terms of using
student data to make teaching-related decisions (Sun 2014). Further, there is a lack of consensus
regarding how school leaders should promote teachers’ use of student data, both in theory among
scholars and in practice among practitioners (Shen, Cooley, Reeves, Burt, Ryan, Rainey, & Yuan,
2010; Sun, Przybylski & Johnson 2016).

For this paper, we reviewed studies on the topic of school leaders’ use of data. We then developed
a leadership model to help understand school leaders’ use of data, as well as a corresponding
survey to measure this use. The leadership model is hereafter referred to as the data-driven school
leadership (DDSL) model. Next, we tested the DDSL model by surveying middle school teachers
regarding their perceptions of their principals’ use of data in leadership. From our thorough
review of the literature, we found that examples of data use in leadership included school leaders’
practices of setting school goals based on data, developing teachers’ capacity in using data to inform
instruction, building a data-wise culture in schools, and improving instruction in schools, with
the ultimate leadership goal of improving student learning. This study examined the following
research questions:
1.
2.

What is the conceptual model of DDSL with a good model-fit statistically?
What is the status of DDSL in middle schools?

Perspectives

To date, a number of school leadership models have been developed. These include models of
instructional leadership (Hallinger 2005 ; Hallinger & Heck 1998), transformational leadership
(Leithwood & Jantzi 2000; Leithwood & Sun 2012), moral and ethical leadership, participative
leadership, managerial leadership, contingent forms of school leadership (Leithwood & Duke
1999), distributed leadership (Gronn 2002; Spillane, Halverson & Dianmond 2001) and recently,
inclusive leadership (e.g. Ryan 2006). The inquiry into leadership is now at a new pivotal point
(Leithwood & Louis 2012 ). A majority of leading scholars in the field of leadership have made
efforts to develop overarching leadership models (e.g. Leithwood & Louis 2012; Robinson, Hohepa
& Lloyd 2009; Waters, Marzano & McNulty 2003). An example of this line of inquiry is the model of
successful school leadership practices developed by Leithwood and his associates (e.g. Leithwood
& Jantzi 2000, 2006). This leadership model arose out of most forms of educational leadership
conceptualised so far, developed based on an extensive set of empirical studies in combination
with comprehensive reviews of the literature (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010).
The seminal model, as a general leadership model, outlines the most typical leadership practices
synthesised from various school leadership conceptualisations across contexts. Some scholars have
attempted to define new leadership models to explain school leadership in specific settings such
as charter schools, or schools where inclusion is prevalent. These context-free or context-specific
leadership models, for the most part, have captured what school leaders typically do in their efforts
to improve schools and student learning. Our review of studies on the topic of educators’ data use
suggests that principals’ use of data to lead schools can underpin all their leadership practices (goal
setting, providing teacher professional development, culture building, etc.), as opposed to affecting
only one or two leadership practices. To reflect this change, this study conceptualised the incipient
model of DDSL based on our literature review and empirically tested and refined the model.
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Literature Review

We scanned research conducted in the past ten years using the online search tool Scholar’s Portal1
and key words such as ‘student data’, ‘principal’, ‘teacher’ and ‘student learning’. The search
resulted in around 200 studies, articles, reports and books. Applying the inclusion criteria for this
review (i.e. empirical studies or reviews investigating principal or teacher use of student data,
including unpublished dissertations, published studies and studies in press in academic, peerreviewed journals), we identified an initial 26 empirical studies. To avoid missing major studies,
a separate search was conducted using the same inclusion criteria in the six major peer-reviewed
journals in the field of educational leadership: Educational Administration Quarterly, the International
Journal of Leadership in Education, International Studies in Education Administration, the Journal of
Educational Administration, the Journal of School Leadership, and the Review of Educational Research.
These journals were chosen for their reputations in the field of educational administration, their
scope, their focus on relevant issues and their editorial standards, which are highly recognised
in educational research circles. Next, to capture the most recent studies on our chosen topic, we
screened the papers in the repository of the annual meetings of the American Educational Research
Association using the search criteria mentioned above. These two latter searches resulted in 11
empirical studies. Additional evidence was traced and added through references as we digested
the initial 37 studies, which resulted in an additional 23 studies. Thus, 60 studies were located
and included in our review of research on principal data use. The majority of the studies (24) used
qualitative evidence, while 5 studies used quantitative research methods, and 15 studies used both
qualitative and quantitative methods. We also included 16 conceptual or review articles/reports
that reflect recurring themes among studies on the topic. Thirty-seven studies were published
papers , while 14 studies were unpublished dissertations, with 5 studies in press and 4 studies that
were conference papers. These studies were carried out in elementary, middle or high schools, or in
mixed samples of schools in North American and European countries.
In general, the studies included in this literature review investigated how school leaders use data,
how school leaders help teachers’ efforts to use data to increase students’ academic scores, and the
factors that promote or hinder such use of student data. More details about the studies are provided
in Appendix 1, which is a summary of the studies we reviewed. The summary records the focus
and method of each study, ‘effective’ school leadership practices related to data use, and any major
results related to principals’ data use reported by the study. As a result of this review, we were able
to define data used by principals and develop the DDSL framework, as described below.

Defining Data Used by Principals
The majority of the studies we examined touched upon which data school leaders use, and showed
that data use was promoted in most schools. School administrators reported that they looked at
a variety of data to gain insight into student learning (e.g. Coburn & Turner 2011; Means, Padilla,
DeBarger, Bakia & SRI International 2009; Miller 2007; Wildy & Clarke 2012). When compared with
teachers – who tended to focus on data specific to their grade levels, classrooms and individual
students – school administrators were more focused on district-wide, school-wide and grade-level
data. Seven types of data used by principals to improve student learning were identified. They are
as follows, in descending order of the frequency of use as reported in the original studies:

1 Scholar’s Portal covers multiple databases such as ProQuest Dissertations, JSTOR and major journals in
education.
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•

State-wide standardised test scores or local benchmark assessments

•

Teacher-generated formative assessments and observation data

•
•
•
•

Attendance and discipline or behavioural data
Student demographic data

Data or information about best practices for instruction
Feedback/satisfaction or input data from teachers

Taken together, these seven data types encompass the definition of data used for the purpose of this
paper. Principals reported that they used summative assessments2 most often. However, they found
formative data to be much more valuable as an indicator of student learning. Formative data was
considered beneficial for improving instructional practice, determining programmatic changes,
improving curriculum content, improving student achievement and providing a picture of progress
(e.g. Deike 2009; Henry 2011; Williams 2011). Although principals considered formative assessments
to be advantageous in many ways, they were inclined to refer to summative assessments to guide
decisions due to time efficiency and the convenience of having the assessment results arranged
in well-organised packages, which allowed for concise results for staff presentations. Lastly,
principals did not use formative assessment as frequently as summative assessment because of the
lack of standardisation in formative assessment, the underdevelopment of formative assessment
by teachers, and the principals’ distrust in this type of data – they thought that teachers tended not
to faithfully implement formative assessment (e.g. Henry 2011).
As reflected by the studies reviewed, best teaching practices for instruction were ranked very high
as useful data collected by principals when conducting walkthroughs in terms of their value in
increasing students’ achievement. Yet, at the same time, principals often did not bother to put
the concept into action at their respective schools (e.g. Henry 2011). This is perhaps partly due
to the availability of such data (i.e. best teaching practices) and the problem of principals failing
to recognise these data. There is a need for such assessments to be identified and developed
systematically so as to be available to educators.

The Development of the DDSL

In order to identify a set of DDSL practices, we went through the following process:

First, from the empirical studies that reported teacher perceived or principal self-rated school
leadership practices, we identified the leadership practices that:
•

were very helpful in the process of making data-informed instructional decisions

•

were reported as being effective in high-performing schools or in schools that demonstrated
significant progress in their students’ academic status as measured by standardised tests

•

•
•

were helpful in developing teachers’ skills in data-driven instruction

had positive impacts on student learning and

created school conditions that supported teachers’ data-informed decision-making efforts.

2 Formative assessment involves monitoring student learning to provide ongoing feedback that can be used by
teachers to improve their teaching and by students to improve their learning, whereas summative assessment
involves evaluating student learning after a period of teaching by comparing it against some standard or
benchmark.
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In this paper we call such leadership practices ‘effective leadership practices’, as these are the
leadership practices that are effective in promoting data use in schools as a way to improve student
learning. Dozens of such leadership practices were extracted from the original studies. Based on
common themes, these leadership practices were then categorised and synthesised into 18 practices,
which constitute the data-driven school leadership (DDSL) framework. Based on the areas of focus
of these 18 practices, we classified them into four leadership domains:
1.

Data-based goal setting
a.

b.
c.

2.

d.

Setting access goals for all data users and communicating clear expectations for
that data use
Fostering a whole-school systematic approach to the goal achievement process

e.

Modelling of data use

g.

Determining staff’s development needs and developing teacher’ instructional
capacities by using data

h.
i.

Providing individual support for data use, especially through individual
conferencing

Providing multiple, ongoing opportunities for professional learning about datadriven instruction

Encouraging teachers to provide precise instruction to each student based on
student data

Building a data-wise culture in schools
j.

k.
l.

m.
n.
o.
4.

Helping teachers and students to internalise school goals and develop sub-goals

Developing teachers’ decision-making capacity
f.

3.

Looking at multiple data sources and longitudinal data, and analysing them
from various angles to identify coordinated, tiered, long-term and short-term
goals

Fostering collaborative knowledge construction and instructional strategy
sharing
Building trust to foster teachers’ use of data

Providing time and structure for teachers to make instructional decisions based
on data
Providing a data support system to assist teachers with evidence-based teaching
Communicating effectively with and involving parents in teaching students by
using data

Building community support for the school’s improvement efforts by
communicating with data

Improving instruction based on data
p.
q.
r.

Identifying needs in the curriculum and revising or developing instructional
programs
Identifying, through regular classroom observation, and promoting teaching
practices that work

Evaluating and monitoring program and instruction effectiveness
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The DDSL framework above, which includes 18 effective leadership practices synthesised from
the findings of multiple empirical studies, is the initial model of the DDSL we developed. A more
detailed explanation of how the DDSL was developed can be found elsewhere (Sun, Johnson &
Przybylski 2016). The following sections, as examples, illustrate what some of the DDSL practices
we developed through synthesis of research evidence in each of the four domains entail as reported
in original empirical studies.

Setting Goals Based on Multiple Sources of Data
One theme reported in the original studies we examined was that principals used student data to
set school goals and express expectations for data use. Thirteen studies reported that principals
helped teachers and students to internalise school goals and develop sub-goals based on data by
allowing the entire faculty to determine teaching and learning goals based on data analysis results
(e.g. Crum, Sherman & Myran 2009; Deike 2009; Kennedy & Datnow 2011; Mandinach 2012; Miller
2007; Rayor 2010; Sanzo, Sherman & Clayton 2011; Silva, White & Yoshida 2011). Principals were
able to have direct and significant effects on reading achievement gains when they had one-onone discussions with non-proficient students (Silva et al. 2011). The importance of principals’
clear expectations for data use was reported or emphasised in 14 studies (e.g. Datnow, Park &
Wohlstetter 2007; Hamilton et al. 2009; Mandinach 2012; Supovitz & Klein 2003). That said, the
majority of studies also reported inconsistencies in the understanding of data-informed decisionmaking, its value, data sources, data-generating and management systems, data uses, assessment
tools, frequency of use, and the use of data by teachers, school administrators and district personnel
(e.g. Hubbard, Datnow & Pruyn 2014; Keleher 2007; Wayman & Stringfield 2006). A very important
and effective leadership practice reported by a number of studies was the notion that once goals
are set, school administrators should collaboratively create a process whereby teachers meet
periodically to analyse student assessment data to ensure the achievement of the goals set based on
previous data (e.g. Crum et al. 2009; Farley-Ripple & Buttram 2013; Means et al. 2009; Supovitz &
Klein 2003; Wayman 2005).

Developing Teachers’ Decision-making Capacity
Studies we consulted suggested that teachers were pressed by incompatible multiple initiatives
to use student data while lacking training in how to use the data in their own context (Hubbard
et al. 2014; Staman, Visscher & Luyten 2014). How and when teachers used data was the result of
a broader set of policies and structures established at the federal, district and school levels. Even
though school leaders realised that helping teachers learn data use was their responsibility, this
was not being implemented in some schools (Jimerson 2013 ). Professional development helped
teachers to interpret and analyse various forms of data and use them to set goals for students, to
monitor standards, to implement evidence- or research-based effective instructional strategies, and
to develop new instructional strategies that worked. Such practice was reported as an essential
component of a successful data-driven process in schools (e.g. Brunner et al. 2005; Hubbard
et al. 2014; Mandinach & Gummer 2013b; Nunnaley 2013; Schildkamp & Handelzalts 2012;
Schildkamp et al. 2014; Timperley 2009; Wayman & Jimerson 2014). Principals can facilitate such
a process by providing personal, technical and cultural support to teachers. Specific leadership
practices principals could use to support teachers include: modelling of data use (e.g. Farley-Ripple
& Buttram 2014; Jimerson 2013; Lachat & Smith 2005; Wayman & Cho 2008); developing and
visually presenting to teachers various spreadsheets and diagrams of student data analysis results,
attending professional development themselves (Simpson 2011); having individual conferences
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and providing individual support to teachers (e.g. Coburn & Turner 2011; Wayman, Spring,
Lemke & Lehr 2012); and providing multiple, ongoing differentiated professional development
opportunities for teachers (Deike 2009; Simpson 2011; Schildkamp et al. 2014). Such support could
motivate teachers to be more committed to data use and to alter their teaching practices to enhance
the learning of each of their students (e.g. Henry 2011; Simpson 2011).

Building a Data-wise Culture in Schools
One emerging feature in schools as reported in the original studies we examined was that teachers
shared instructional knowledge and experience, and collaborated on effectively using student data
to collectively develop and utilise common assessment tools to monitor students’ progress in datadriven professional learning communities. Such collaborative, data-wise cultures were central to
providing a mindful, structured process for data-informed decision-making at the school level (e.g.
Brunner et al. 2005; Coburn & Turner 2011; Datnow et al. 2007; Farley-Ripple & Buttram 2014;
Hamilton et al. 2009; Schildkamp et al. 2014). Specific school leadership practices that are helpful in
terms of building such data-wise cultures in schools include the following:
•

Setting access goals for all users and communicating clear expectations for data use

•

Creating a purpose for data-driven decision making through emphasising improvements in
student achievement and a vision of best practices for students

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fostering data-driven knowledge construction and instructional practices sharing

Developing instructional strategies based on data
Developing, scoring and analysing assessments

Developing leadership teams for assessment and data analysis

Establishing a structure and making time for teachers to collaborate

Asking teachers to present ‘quick and dirty’ working strategies that could be used the
following day at each data meeting

Requesting that teachers develop professional goals related to student achievement goals
directly oriented around the school learning plan and
Putting a data system in place in schools

Identifying Needs in the Curriculum and Improving Instructional Programmes
Twenty studies reported principals identifying gaps in their instructional programmes that might
have caused disparity in student learning. Principals identified the needs of students and developed
interventions or remediation for students based on the examination of student data (e.g. Brooks
2012; Shen et al. 2010). Leadership practices in this regard were reported in 13 studies as being
effective or good leadership practices (e.g. Datnow et al. 2007; Hamilton et al. 2009; Mandinach
2012; Wayman & Cho 2008).

The Impacts of DDSL on Student Learning
The quantitative evidence included in Table 1 demonstrates that the relationship between principals’
use of data to inform decision-making and student achievement was inconsistent (e.g. Fischer 2011;
Soslau 2009). This evidence may suggest that the impact of principals’ and teachers’ use of data on
student learning is largely indirect. The body of literature examined in this study, and particularly
the qualitative evidence, suggested that principals’ DDSL had a direct impact on 1) fostering
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teachers’ evidence-based instruction, 2) transforming schools into data-informed organisations,
3) identifying evidence-supported/best teaching practices, 4) developing appropriate curriculum
and programmes, and 5) promoting teachers’ sharing of knowledge and instructional strategies.

In summary, though mostly descriptive or explorative in nature, our review of research evidence so
far has pointed to a cluster of unique leadership practices which, taken together, can be described as
data-driven leadership. Data-driven leadership encompasses a set of leadership practices effective
in setting data-based goals for schools, developing teachers’ evidence-based decisional capital,
fostering collaborative data-based inquiries among teachers, and improving instruction as a way to
improve student learning. All of these contribute to improved student learning outcomes.

Research Method

This study aimed to validate the instrument we developed to measure DDSL and, using this
instrument, to assess the extent to which middle-school principals exercise such leadership. First,
we developed the DDSL survey based on the 18 practices included in the DDSL framework. The
survey was administered to all middle schools in one school district in Alabama. Based on the
data collected, we examined the status of principals’ DDSL and identified DDSL practices that
were rated significantly higher or lower than others. Next, we tested the DDSL models using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), which involves imposing a set of model restrictions on the
sample covariance matrix in order to determine whether a proposed set of model restrictions, or
an alternative set, fits best (Heck & Thomas, 2009 ; Schumacker & Lomax, 2010 ). In the first model
we specified the DDSL as the only latent variable, and in the second model we specified the four
domains of the DDSL as four latent variables. Through the check of model-fit indexes such as chisquare and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and suggestions regarding
modifications from LISREL results, we were able to determine which observed DDSL practices
are better in terms sharing common variance-covariance characteristics that define the theoretical
construct (i.e. DDSL, the latent variable) that we developed. This analysis offered greater insights
into the models and helped to develop a more parsimonious and statistically sound model of the
DDSL. In the following sections, we briefly explain our survey data collection, instrumentation and
analysis processes.

Survey Data Collection
While Alabama’s public education system has shown improvement over the last five years based
on standardised tests, it lags in achievement compared to most other states. Currently, Alabama is
implementing the Alabama 2020 (2013) accountability policy, which focuses on closing achievement
gaps, increasing graduation rates and preparing graduates for college or careers. Improving
student learning through teacher and leader capacity-building has become one probable solution
that could help to meet the goals set by the Alabama Department of Education. In the past a few
years, data-driven decision-making on the part of school leaders and teachers has been emphasised.
Corresponding professional development for both leaders and teachers has been provided in many
districts. Examining how to strengthen school leadership by incorporating data use is a central
focus in this policy context.
The district selected for participation in this study is considered a traditionally underserved area in
Alabama, with low student achievement compared with most other parts of the state. Among the
eight middle schools in the district, five were underserved schools (the majority of their students
were on reduced or free lunches in schools), with the remaining three having about 40 per cent of
their students on reduced or free lunches. The results generated from such a context are particularly
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useful to low-performing states such as Alabama, and districts with a majority of students from
low socioeconomic status households. Middle schools were chosen as participants for this study
because the majority of research published on this topic to date was conducted in elementary
schools, and this paper was sponsored by a grant focused on middle-school leadership.
The voluntary response survey was administrated online in June 2014 to all 223 teachers in the
eight middle schools in the district. One school did not respond. One hundred and seventy teachers
from the remaining seven schools responded to the survey, with a response rate of 77.6 per cent
(173/223). Among the 173 responses, 157 represented complete data. The valid response rate was
70.4 per cent (157/223).

Instrumentation
The purpose of administering the DDSL survey was to obtain information from teachers about
what they thought of each aspect of their principals’ data-driven leadership as conceptualised
in our DDSL framework. As the nature of leadership is the process of influencing others (Yukl
1994 ), followers are a leaders’ most important results, and therefore the most important measure
of character and success (Oyinlade 2006). With the possible exception of conducting a real-time
assessment through direct observation, surveying employees is the best way to judge leadership
effectiveness (Kang & Jin 2015). Therefore, we surveyed teachers for their perception of their
principals’ leadership in terms of using data.
All survey items followed the question stem ‘school leadership’. A typical survey item in the
Direction-Setting domain, for example, is: Helping teachers and students to internalise school goals
and develop sub-goals based on data (this item corresponds to the leadership practice DDSL-2 in
the framework). Teachers rated their opinions on a six-point Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly
disagree’, to ‘disagree’, ‘somewhat disagree’, ‘somewhat agree’, ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’. We
used the six-point scale to reduce the chances that respondents would claim to have a neutral
attitude towards the subject at hand. All survey items can be found in the table reporting factor
loadings (Table 3) in the Findings section.

Data Analysis

Scale analysis and principal component analysis using SPSS 20 were used to examine the reliability
of the instrument and how the 18 items load on the construct of DDSL. Confirmatory factor
analysis was conducted using LISREL 9.1 to refine the DDSL model. Two models were specified.
In the first model, based on our initial findings from the literature review, we conceptualised the
DDSL model as including the 18 practices mentioned above with all practices loaded on one factor,
i.e. DDSL. In the second model, we specified the four domains of the DDSL as the four latent
variables. Then, using goodness-of-fit indices, we modified the models until a very good model fit
was reached. Descriptive statistics using SPSS 20 were conducted to examine the status of middleschool principals’ DDSL. t-tests were used to test which DDSL practices were rated significantly
higher than other practices.

Before we conducted the factor analysis, we cleaned up the data and performed the necessary
diagnostics to check the satisfaction of the assumptions for the application of factor analysis. We
also checked missing data. Given that the missing data were scarce, we replaced several missing
data with the variable means. We tested the first model (with the DDSL as the only latent variable)
and the second model (with the four domains of the DDSL as the four latent variables) separately.
During the modification process, we examined the t-ratio for individual parameter estimates
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to see whether all free parameters were significantly different from zero. We also examined the
standardised residual matrix to identify larger values indicating lack of fit for particular observed
variables. Models were then modified until either just- or over-identified model was reached. We
looked at major indices (chi-square <=100; RMSEA within the range of .05-.08; goodness-of-fit
index close to .90 or .95, etc.) to assess model fit and modify successive models as appropriate until
we reached a good model fit.

Results
Reliability of the instrument Measuring DDSL
Table 1 shows the reliabilities of the DDSL scale. The scale has a Cronbach Alpha of .98, indicating it is highly
reliable. The reliabilities for the four dimensions of the DDSL were also very high, ranging from .92 to .95.
Table 1: Reliabilities of the four dimensions of DDSL (N=157)
DDSL Practices
Data-Based Goal Setting
Developing Teachers’ Evidence-Based Decisional Capacities
Redesigning the School into a Data-Wise Organization
Improving Instructional Programs
DDSL

No. of
Items
4
5
6
3
18

Cronbach's
Alpha
.942
.930
.949
.915
.980

Table 2 shows the results of principal component analysis. All items in this factor model had
communalities larger than .60 (the minimum was .657 among 18 items), which justified performing
a factor analysis on this sample (MacCallum, Widaman, Zhang & Hong 1999; MacCallum,
Widaman, Preacher & Hong 2001). All four dimensions or factors of the DDSL are reliable based
on the conventional standard (Guadagnoli & Velicer 1988; Hair, Tatham, Anderson & Black 1998;
Tabachnick & Fidell 2007) as they all had factor loadings larger than .70 (the minimum was .811
among 18 items). Principal component analysis showed that the Eigen value for the first factor
was much larger than the Eigen value for the next factor (13.55 versus 0.7). Additionally, the
first factor accounted for 75.25 per cent of the total variance. This suggested that the scale items
were unidimensional. The same patterns were observed for all four factors, i.e. they were all
unidimensional, with one item accounting for at least 78.23 per cent of the total variance for that
factor.
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Table 2: Factor loadings and communalities of the DDSLS Items Based on a Principal Components
Analysis (N=157)
DDSLS Items
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Looks at multiple data sources and longitudinal data,
and analyzes them from various angles to identify
coordinated, tiered, long-term and short-term goals
Helps teachers and even students to internalize school
goals and develop sub-goals
Sets access goals for all users and communicates clear
expectations for that data use
Fosters a whole-school systematic approach to goal
achievement process
Models data use
Provides individual support for data use especially
through individual conferencing
Determines staff development needs and develops
teacher’ instructional capacities by using data
Provides on-going, multiple opportunities for
professional learning of data-driven instruction
Encourages teachers to provide precise instruction to
each student based on student data
Fosters collaborative knowledge construction and
instructional strategy sharing
Builds trust to foster teachers’ use of data
Provides time and structure for teachers to make
instructional decisions based on data
Provides a data support system to assist teachers with
evidence-based teaching
Communicates effectively with and involves parents in
teaching students by using data
Builds community support for the school’s
improvement efforts by communicating with data
Identifies needs in the curriculum and revises or
develops instructional programs
Identifies through regular classroom observation and
promotes teaching practice that works
Evaluates and monitors program and instruction
effectiveness based on data analysis

Communality

Loading

.743

.902

.740

.902

.763

.898

.806

.895

.770

.892

.780

.889

.796

.883

.737

.877

.682

.874

.814

.873

.979

.862

.980

.860

.979

.858

.979

.846

.980

.836

.979

.826

.980

.822

.979

.811

103

104

The data collected from the teacher surveys indicated that the DDSL scale could be a reliable and
valid instrument to measure the perceptions of teachers regarding how well school leaders are
leading with data. That being said, the tests of the reliability and validity of this model were not
based on random sampling. Random, quantitative evidence is still needed to further test and refine
this model.

DDSL Model Modification and Final Refined Model
Figure 1 shows the results of confirmative factor analysis of Model 1. The model goodness-of-fit
indices suggested that the model was a poor fit (the chi-square value was too high, at 965.05, with p
value being significant and RMSEA value being too high). Figure 2 shows the results of confirmative
factor analysis of Model 2. The goodness-of-fit indices suggested that the model improved with the
second model to some extent. However, the model did not meet good fit standards (the chi-square
became much lower, but still higher than 100; p value was significant; RMSEA was not in the range
indicating a very good fit). Based on the model modification indices, we refined the model until
a good model fit was reached (see Figure 3). The CFA results supported the parsimonious model
of DDSL below, with two or three leadership practices constituting each of the four dimensions of
DDSL. The chi-square value of this model is 27.24, with p value not significant and RMSEA in the
range indicating a very good fit. Based on the statistical modelling, we refined our initial DDSL
model into the following, more parsimonious, model:
1.

Data-Based Goal Setting
a.

b.
c.
2.

4.

Fostering a whole-school systematic approach to the goal achievement process

Determining staff’s development needs and developing teachers’ instructional
capacities by using data

Developing Teachers’ Decisional Capacity
d.
e.

3.

Looking at multiple data sources and longitudinal data, and analysing them
from various angles to identify coordinated, tiered, long-term and short-term
goals

Modelling of data use

Providing individual support for data use, especially through individual
conferencing

Building a Data-Wise Culture in Schools
f.

g.

Fostering collaborative knowledge construction and instructional strategy
sharing
Building trust to foster teachers’ use of data

Improving Instruction Based on Data

h.
i.

Identifying, through regular classroom observation, and promoting teaching
practices that work
Evaluating and monitoring program and instruction effectiveness
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Figure 1: Model 1: One Factor Model
Chi-Square = 965.05, df = 119, P-value = 0.00. RMSEA = 0.22

Figure 2: Model 2: Four Factor Model
Chi-Square = 427.69, df = 129, P-value = 0.00. RMSEA = 0.12
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Figure 3: Final Model: The Parsimonious Model with a Good Model-Fit
Chi-Square = 27.24, df = 21, P-value = 0.06. RMSEA = 0.04

Insights into the Status of DDSL Within the Exploratory Sample
Table 3 presents the mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum for each of the four
dimensions of DDSL as perceived by teachers in our exploratory sample. Detailed information
on each teachers’ ratings of their principals’ DDSL practices is summarised in Table 4. The overall
means of teachers’ ratings of their principals’ DDSL were moderately high (M = 4.35, SD = 1.00),
with teachers’ responses showing a considerable dispersion (i.e. considerate fluctuation) to the
mean. This result indicates that within our sample, principals’ DDSL is perceived by a number of
teachers as the norm. The mean of the teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ DDSL using data to
improve instructional programmes (M = 4.40, SD = 1.04), to set goals (M = 4.42, SD = 1.07) and to
develop teachers’ capacities in evidence-based instruction (M = 4.41, SD = 1.01) were higher than
teachers’ perceptions of their principals DDSL in building data-wise cultures in schools (M = 4.23,
SD = 1.09). This indicates that, according to the teachers, a proportion of principals had performed
DDSL at a moderate level.
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Table 3: The descriptive statistics for the four dimensions of data-driven school leadership
DDSL Dimensions
Data-Based Goal Setting
Developing Teachers’ EvidenceBased Decisional Capacity
Building a Data-Wise Culture
Improving Instructional Programs
based on data
DDSL

N

Min.

Max.

Mean

157

.00

6.00

4.4172

Std.
Deviation
1.07432

157

.00

6.00

4.4109

1.01783

157

.00

6.00

4.2294

1.08725

156

.00

6.00

4.3996

1.03724

157

.00

6.00

4.3510

1.00830

Table 4: The descriptive statistics for the individual practices of data-driven school leadership
DDSL
SL_9
DDSL_1
DDSL_10
DDSL_17
DDSL_11
DDSL_8
DDSL_2
DDSL_18
DDSL_7
DDSL_5
DDSL_4
DDSL_3
DDSL_16
DDSL_6
DDSL_13
DDSL_15
DDSL_12
DDSL_14

N

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

155
157
154
156
154
154
157
156
156
154
157
157
156
156
157
155
156
155

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6

4.63
4.59
4.55
4.53
4.49
4.47
4.42
4.41
4.37
4.35
4.35
4.31
4.26
4.21
4.20
4.10
4.07
3.98

Std.
Deviation
1.099
1.056
1.120
1.127
1.139
1.150
1.161
1.077
1.176
1.146
1.219
1.213
1.159
1.208
1.186
1.263
1.255
1.341

In the domain of data-based goal setting, teachers perceived their principals as moderately looking
at multiple data sources and longitudinal data, and analysing them from various angles to identify
coordinated, tiered, long-term and short-term goals (M = 4.59, SD = 1.06). Compared with this
practice, school principals were rated lower in setting access goals for teachers and communicating
clear expectations for data use (M = 4.31, SD = 1.21). In the domain of developing teachers’ skills
in data use, teachers ranked highest their principals’ practice of encouraging them to provide
precise instruction (M = 4.63, SD = 1.10). This rating was significantly higher than those of all other
leadership practices in this domain, for example, providing multiple, ongoing opportunities for
professional learning of data-driven instruction (t[152] = 2.06, p = .04), and providing individual
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support with data use, especially through individual conferencing (M = 4.21, SD = 1.21). Principals’
modelling of data use (M = 4.63, SD = 1.10), determining staff’s development needs, and developing
teacher’ instructional capacities by using data (M = 4.63, SD = 1.10) were also rated by teachers
as being effective in developing teachers’ capacities to use data. Such endeavours, our research
showed, help teachers to interpret and analyse various forms of data, plan teaching based on data,
and implement evidence- or research-based effective instructional strategies and practices (e.g.
Farley-Ripple & Buttram 2014; Jimerson 2013; Lachat & Smith 2005; Simpson, 2011; Schildkamp et
al. 2013; Wayman & Cho 2008; Wayman & Jimerson 2014).

In the domain of using student data to improve instruction in schools, the area where principals
did best according to teachers’ perceptions was identifying teaching practices that work through
regular classroom observation and promoting them. On the other hand, teachers’ rating of their
principals’ efforts to identify needs in the curriculum and revise or develop instructional programs
was significantly lower (M = 4.40, SD = 1.16) based on t-test results (t[155 ] = 3.86, p = .00).

Building data-wise cultures had the lowest mean score and a relatively high standard deviation
(M = 4.23, SD = 1.09). The paired-samples t-test results indicated that teachers’ perceptions of
their principals’ leadership in this domain was significantly lower than in using data to improve
instructional programmes (t[155] = 48.74, p = .00). In particular, the teachers’ ratings of their
principals were significantly low in the following four areas:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Providing data support systems to assist teachers with evidence-based teaching
(M = 4.20, SD = 1.19)

Providing time and structure for teachers to make instructional decisions based on
data (M = 4.07, SD = 1.26)
Communicating effectively with and involving parents in teaching students by using
data (M = 3.98, SD = 1.34)

Building community support for the school’s improvement efforts by communicating
with data (M = 4.10, SD = 1.27)

The above-mentioned are the areas in which school leaders can make further efforts to improve
their DDSL. That being said, the teachers’ rating of their principals’ efforts to foster collaborative
knowledge construction and instructional strategy sharing among teachers (M = 4.55, SD = 1.12)
was significantly higher than the other DDSL practices in the domain of building a data-wise
culture, with the exception of building trust to foster teachers’ use of data (M = 4.49, SD = 1.14). This
indicates that, according to teachers’ perceptions, the principals’ emphasis has been on teachers
collaboratively tackling data use and sharing knowledge and instructional strategies for such use.

Discussion, Implications and Future Research

This study generated a framework for understanding the nature of principals’ use of student
data and resulted in a validated instrument to measure the status of such data use among North
American school principals. Our refined model of DDSL highlights nine leadership practices that
are key when using data to lead schools. The results confirmed our initial insights concerning
leadership responsibilities of school principals: approximately 20 years ago, principals used
data mainly for goal setting and management of schools, whereas today principals use student
data for much more extensive purposes, including everyday leadership. The use of data has
underpinned all aspects of school leadership in four domains: goal setting, developing teachers
and their instructional capacities, improving instruction, and redesigning school organisation. Our
study illustrates principals changing over the years from only using data a little to a point where
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data is involved in all aspects of their leadership practices. The parsimonious model developed
from confirmative factor analysis indicates that there are clusters of distinctive leadership practices
representative of DDSL practices.
The model that we have developed provides practitioners with a heuristic to guide, and perhaps
systemise to a greater extent, their thinking about and practice of data use in schools. It does this by
identifying an initial set of conceptual labels anchoring thinking about their decision-making based
on data. The means of teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ DDSL in using data to lead in all
four domains were slightly above 4 out of 6. This indicates that the principals of the middle-school
teachers who participated in this study have begun to practice DDSL. But there is significant room
to further improve their DDSL skills, especially in the area of creating data-wise school cultures. We
will discuss this point by providing a few examples below.

In the domain of goal setting, school principals received low ratings in the areas of setting access
goals for teachers and communicating clear expectations for data use. This is consistent with
findings from other studies. For example, there has historically been a lack of vision and alignment
regarding data use from schools’ central offices with respect to guiding campus leadership (Deike
2009). Clear guidelines regarding what data to use, when, by whom and how need to be developed
and implemented in schools.
Concerning the domain of developing teachers, principals’ modelling of data use and determining staff’s
developmental needs and instructional capacities were considered effective methods for developing teachers’
capacities in using data. In particular, principals can model data use (e.g. Farley-Ripple & Buttram 2014;
Jimerson 2013; Lachat & Smith 2005; Wayman & Cho 2008) by visually presenting various spreadsheets
and diagrams of student data analysis results to teachers. They can also have individual conferences and
provide individual support to teachers (e.g. Coburn & Turner 2011; Wayman et al. 2012). Such endeavours
help teachers to interpret and analyse various forms of data, plan teaching based on data, and implement
evidence- or research-based effective instructional strategies and practices (e.g. Farley-Ripple & Buttram
2014; Jimerson 2013; Lachat & Smith 2005; Simpson 2011; Schildkamp et al. 2013; Wayman & Cho 2008;
Wayman & Jimerson 2014). Additionally, principals can create the position of data person in schools to take
care of data use, as teachers tend to be very busy working on instruction. Data personnel could help analyse
data to free up time for teachers to consume data analysis results to inform their instruction.
Finally, it appears that the domain of creating a data-wise culture has begun to take shape in a
number of schools, but it needs further strengthening. Principals’ capacities in terms of transforming
data into meaningful instructional decisions, using multiple data to plan teacher professional
development, building data-wise cultures in schools and improving instructional programmes
need to be enhanced.

Other areas in which principals can improve on their DDSL include communicating with parents
and the school communities on using data. Parent nights could be used to teach parents how to
interpret numbers in their children’s report cards, and go as far as to provide suggestions regarding
how to offer encouragement during challenging periods. Such assistance significantly contributes
to student academic achievements (Leithwood & Patrician 2015).
Our review research showed that given the fact that teachers lacked common planning time,
the benefit of coming together to identify student needs based on data and sharing instructional
strategies was needed. Principals should innovatively provide and plan such common time in their
respective schools. Collaboration could become the norm through regular scheduled meetings, and
by providing professional development followed up with instructional support. Principals could
convert traditional faculty meetings into common planning times and could make grade-level

109

110

planning a routine. Principals could also use the effective professional learning community (PLC)
models (e.g. DuFour & Fullan 2013) to make common planning time part of PLC and develop
high-functioning data teams to foster effective instructional collaboration.

Given that the overall ratings of principals’ DDSL were slightly above 4 out of 6, we conclude
that middle-school principals in the southern state district represented in this study have begun
practicing data-driven leadership, but at a moderate level. Principals’ knowledge and capacities
need to be enhanced. This is consistent with previous evidence suggesting that principals are
not well prepared for performing DDSL (Simpson 2011). Limits have been found in principal
preparation programmes (district training, mentoring and doctoral programmes) aimed at
developing knowledge and skills in DDSL (Martinez 2010; Teigen 2009). This gap in principal
leadership preparation should be addressed in order to allow the whole school system to move
forward with data-informed leadership. Leadership preparation or certification programmes, and
district- or state-level agencies, should take on the responsibility to help in-service principals and
train pre-service principals in this regard.

In summary, middle-school principals are now using student data to set school goals, improve
teachers’ instructional practices, and provide multiple professional development opportunities for
teachers. Such DDSL needs to be improved in many areas. Substantial support, training, and preand in-service professional development are needed to increase DDSL skills. Giving principals
more opportunities to use data through collaboration will enhance their confidence and overall
competence when using data (Martinez 2010).

Considering the ever-expanding nature of principals’ responsibilities, the time-consuming process
of data collection and the analysis of data can be done either by designated data personnel in schools
or by separate organisations to free principals to do the most important thing: make decisions based
on data analysis. Support personnel such as reading coaches, data coaches or assistant principals
could be helpful (Deike 2009). The creation of data personnel or positions at the central-office level
would enhance data use at the campus level without costing principals additional time.

The study of the phenomena of principals’ use of student data is still at an early stage, but is
moving away from the infancy stage that Wayman & Stringfield (2006) observed ten years ago.
By examining research from the last 15 years, we were able to develop an incipient framework to
tease out typical and effective DDSL practices. The leadership practices framed in the DDSL model
can be transferred or applied to all three levels of schools – elementary school, middle school and
secondary school – as it was developed based on a review of studies conducted at all three levels.
That said, this framework has only been tested in eight middle schools in Alabama to date. It needs
to be further tested and improved with larger data sets in other school settings, such as elementary
and high schools, and in other jurisdictions. Studies that examined educators’ use of data using
quantitative data are emerging and increasing. Future research can further test which DDSL
practices are most effective in which particular areas, and can examine the association between
certain DDSL practices with key producers of student learning outcomes, such as school conditions
(e.g. collaborative culture, PLCs), teachers’ disposition (e.g. collective teacher efficacy, teacher trust,
teacher commitment), and instruction (e.g. data-informed teaching, precise teaching). This study
was based on data and literature from the USA. The limited focus of our study and sample allows
us to offer only analytical generalisations of what occurred in this context. Nevertheless, its utility
for the international community lies in the descriptive account it offers of data-driven decision-
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making activity from a subset of schools in the US south. When coupled with similar studies done
in other parts of the USA, our study helps to provide input data for future comparative use by
researchers in the larger international research community.
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Major Findings
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In general, students were not involved
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Authors
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Sanzo, Sherman
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Examined the relationship
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collect, analyze, and use student
level performance data with the
intention to improve student
achievement.
Examined the roles school leaders Observations
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Interview
The use of student data to
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Research Focus

Authors
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Major Findings
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Schools meeting Commonwealth of
Purposeful
sampling:
Virginia and federal NCLB accreditation
successful 10 P standards

Charter
schools – 2 P,
10 T

Sample
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Streifer &
The possibilities of using artificial
Schumann (2005) intelligence data-mining tools to
predict student outcomes.

What data principals used and
how they used the information.
Simpson (2011)
Common perceptions of teacher
use of data, the meaning of “use
of data” and effectiveness of use
were investigated.
Silva, White &
To determine the effectiveness
Yoshida (2011)
of principals’ pep-talks with
students prior to writing tests.
Slavin et al.
The role and impact the Center for
(2013)
Data-Driven Reform in Education
(CDDRE) had on approximately
600 elementary and middle
schools.
Staman, Visscher The effects of the Focus training
& Luyten (2013) course for DDDM in Dutch
primary and middle schools.

Determine the connection
between student data and datainformed decision-making.

Shen & Cooley
(2008)

Shen et al. (2010)

Research Focus

Authors

Data analysis.

E – 33 ADM & Training activities had a positive effect
171 T.
on school staff's DDDM knowledge
and DDDM skills. Post tests showed
M – 168 T
increases in knowledge about the student
monitoring system.
1 – School
Complex issues related to data preparation,
District
extraction, and manipulation were often
resolvable when using Clementine
program. As well, data-mining models
were able to produce a predicted target
variable that was highly correlated.

Survey

The CDDRE enables district and school
leaders to assess areas in need of
intervention.

8th Pennsylvania State System of
Assessment Reading Test net gain +

Principals applying data informed
decisions were limited.
Academic Performance Index (API) +

Examining student achievement data
for the purpose of improving student
achievement --

Major Findings

397 E and 225
M.

41 Stu , 3P

Charter
schools – 1 P, 1
AP, 7 T, 11 Stu

16 P

16 P

Sample

Treatment
Control and
analysis.

Interviews,
data
analysis, and
observations.
Experimental
design

Methods &
Measure
Direct
work and
collaboration
with
participants.
Interviews.
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Research Focus

Methods &
Measure
Interviews and
data analysis.

The features that make a
productive learning environment
for teachers. PD development.

Report

Turner & Coburn An examination of the
(2012)
relationship between intervention
and context pertaining to data
use.
Wayman (2005)
The functions needed to
successfully involve teachers in
the use of student data.

NA

NA

Conceptual
paper.

72 studies:16
from New
Zealand and
56 outside of
NZ.
300 schools

Principals holding moderate to high beliefs
that teacher collaboration is important AYP
+

50 P

PD programs applying high-quality
assessment data practices had student
achievement gains in reading and writing
at a rate averaging more than twice that
was expected.
Discussed the increased attention to data
use in policy and practice, and provided an
overview of the major ways that scholars
have studied data use.
Principals’ are to model and establish
conditions that support and encourage
teachers to grow in their use of data.

And, typically their schools scored AYP +
Overall, theories concerning professional
learning were weak.

Principals with six or more years of
experience/principals with five or more
years at a particular school reviewed
student data +

Principals must allow time for teachers to
prepare for the classroom.

Major Findings

P, AP, T

Sample

Conceptual
paper

Timperley (2009) Projects attempting to identify the Conceptual
conditions necessary for assessing paper
data to improve teaching practice.

Timperley et al.
(2007)

Supovitz & Klein The America’s School Choice
(2003)
design and its impact on student
learning.
Teigen (2009)
Principals’ beliefs about the use
Survey.
of data within their schools,
collaboration among teachers, and
antecedents of such data use

Authors
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Examined teachers’ professional
learning in the use of data

Wayman &
Jimerson (2014)

Teacher attitudes toward data,
principal leadership, and
computer data systems were
examined.

Qualitative

Evaluation –
Interviews,
focus groups
and survey.

Interviews,
focus groups
and surveys.

An inquiry of three school
districts uses of data.

Wayman, Cho,
Jimerson,
Snodgrass &
Walker (2010)
Wayman, Cho,
Jimerson &
Spikes (2012)

Examined how data systems
operating in the selected districts.

Interviews
and evaluative
surveys.

What needs to be done to have
effective data systems at the
district and school levels.

Wayman & Cho
(2008)

Wayman, Cho &
Johnston (2007)

Conceptual

The areas where principals fail to
apply data use appropriately and
effectively.

Wayman (2013)

Methods &
Measure
Conceptual
paper.

Research Focus

Authors

Surveys – 3
COS, 13 ADM,
284 T, 21 IS.
128 COS,
ADM, T, Par,
Com, Stu.
Survey – 435
COS, ADM, T
110
participants

Principals had problems leading data use
due to not implementing the variety of
strategies provided by research to facilitate
school-wide data use.
The principals’ role/job description must
include developing and facilitating PD
opportunities for teachers on how to use
data systems.
Principal leadership is vital for data use in
schools.

Major Findings

With regard to data related professional
development, teachers need contextual
learning specific to their content and grade
level; coherent professional development
fits well with prior learning and builds
upon prior skills; and timely professional
learning.

Only a few initiatives were working
effectively. Lack of support and
understanding was common.

Interview – 6 Due to principal leadership and computer
COS, 11 ADM, data systems struggles, teachers were
22 T, 12 IS.
unsure about data use.

NA

N/A

NA

Sample
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Research Focus

Western
Australiaone of the
eight states in
Australia
High school –
147 P

102 ADM,
189 T

Sample

Principals in lower performing schools
were found to use data systems to a greater
extent and reported a significantly higher
use of data tools in their efforts to improve
mathematics scores.

Administrators need to adopt a long-term
view, with the understanding that they
must also provide supports for teachers.

Principals were not utilizing strategies to
enhance teacher use of data.

Major Findings

Note: ADM = Administrators; AS = Assistant-Superintendent; AP = Assistant-Principal; C = Coaches; COS = Central Office Staff; SPC = Special Program
Coordinator; P = Principal; Stu = Student; T= Teacher; Par = Parents; Com = Community; IS = Instructional Support Staff
Schools: E= Elementary; M=Middle; H=High; Statistics: + = positive impact; -- = negative impact; NA = not available (for the studies that did not provide clear
sample information of the study or studies used in the article); N/A = not applicable (for articles that were in the form of presentations and therefore did not use
studies or decided not to disclose where the information came from); DDDM: Data-informed Decision-making

Compare principals’ use of data
Survey.
systems, perceptions of data tools,
and data types.

Williams (2011)

Case study.

School leaders’ analysis and
interpretation of their school’s
performance on national tests

Methods &
Measure
Interviews

Wildy & Clarke
(2012)

Wayman, Spring, How principals’ may effectively
Lemke & Lehr
lead faculty to use student data.
(2012)
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The Changing Nature of School Principals’
Work: Lessons and Future Directions for
School Leadership Research
Moosung Lee

Introduction

Recent research has charted the changing landscape in the work of principals and headteachers
(hereafter referred to as ‘principals’) in Western contexts (e.g. Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach 2003;
Pollock, Wang & Hauseman 2014). In line with the emerging research, this Special Issue documents
changes occurring in principals’ daily work in Alabama, the U.S. (by Sun, Johnson & Przybylski), in
Ontario, Canada (by Pollock) and in Victoria, Australia (by Drysdale, Gurr & Goode). The Special
Issue also illuminates that the changing nature of principals’ work emerges beyond Western
societies, with articles concerning Hong Kong (by Cheng & Szeto), Nepal (by Shigh & Allison)
and the Philippines (by Buenviaje). The six articles comprising this Special Issue provide a solid
contribution to the emerging research on the changing nature of school principals’ work in various
countries and jurisdictions. In particular, including relatively uncharted countries such as Nepal
and the Philippines further helps the Special Issue to gain scholarly attention and traction. In this
commentary article, I have attempted to extract a number of important lessons for international
research communities focusing on the work of school principals. I have also sought to capture
a fuller picture of the changing nature of principals’ work by comparing, complementing and
combining key findings across the six articles, which I hope will be useful for ongoing discussions
and future directions in the research area.

Lesson 1: There exist similar factors that shape the changing nature of
school principals’ work across different schooling systems.
While studies in the Special Issue have been conducted in different education systems, they report
some similar factors that influence the changing nature of principals’ work, namely:
•

increasingly diverse student populations

•

a high accountability policy environment.

•

growing importance of resources embedded in local communities,

I outline each of the factors below in a little more detail.
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Increasingly Diverse Student Populations
Cheng and Szeto’s study reports the ever-changing student demographics in terms of increasing
ethnic diversity and decreasing birth rates as a main factor shaping principals’ work in Hong Kong.
Similarly, Pollock’s study demonstrates that an increasingly diverse student population in terms
of race and ethnicity (and thereby culture and religion) and declining student enrolment are key
school environments in conjunction with the changing nature of principals’ work in Ontario.

Growing Importance of Resources Embedded in Local Communities
Given the lack of school resources penetrating into the whole public school system in Nepal,
Singh and Allison indicate the importance of principals’ building collegial relationships with
local communities to garner community support and resources for school management. Even in
schools situated in relatively developed societies, principals find themselves seeking out additional
resources from local communities, including local universities, in order to 1) address wellbeing
issues of students and teachers in Ontario (Pollock); 2) build a school structurally and culturally
for students with multiple disabilities in Victoria (Drysdale et al.); and 3) provide tailored support
for special education students and non-Chinese speaking students in Hong Kong (Cheng & Szeto).

A High Accountability Policy Environment
Two articles in the Special Issue add evidence to the trend that principals’ focus on and allocation
of their time to their leadership responsibilities have substantially shifted to externally imposed
accountability measures in East Asia and Anglo-Saxon countries (see also Lee & Kirby 2016).
Cheng and Szeto note that externally imposed accountability measures such as the Territory-wide
System Assessment (TSA) change principals’ priorities over their leadership behaviours in line
with accountability requirements. In a similar vein, Sun et al. situate school leadership practices
in another externally imposed accountability measure – the Alabama 2020 accountability policy –
which leads principals in the US state into data-driven school leadership (DDSL) practices.

These three factors are similarly identified across some of the articles in the Special Issue.
Furthermore, they appear as interrelated elements that shape the nature of principals’ work across
these contexts.

Lesson 2: There are noticeable differences in principals’ work between
developing and developed countries, suggesting that broader societal
or national contexts are important in the changing nature of principals’
work.
Differences or variations in school leadership practices within a country or jurisdiction are largely
attributed to individual principals’ characteristics and the organisational contexts of schools.
However, it is reasonable to say that marked differences in principals’ practices identified from
different countries or jurisdictions can be indicative of how broader societal or national contexts
play a role in changing the nature of principals’ work (see also Lee & Hallinger 2012).

Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Arikewuyo 2008; Hallinger & Lee 2013, 2014; Lee 2006), Singh
and Allison’s article demonstrates that one of the most critical issues commonly facing principals
in developing countries is the serious dearth of school (financial) resources and basic school
infrastructure. Principals are keenly aware of the implications of this and the impacts on leading
and managing schools. Apart from the issue of limited school resources and infrastructure in
developing countries, Pollock’s study sheds light on a different nature of principals’ work that may

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 3, 2016

be rarely found in developing countries, namely, student discipline issues related to cyberbulling.
She finds that addressing cyberbullying not only adds extra workload, but also reshapes the nature
of principals’ work in creating safe school environments, given the non-traditional characteristics of
cyberbulling (including privacy issues, and the facts that it occurs beyond school boundaries and is
complicated by technological issues). Pollock also documents that information and communication
technology (ICT) changes the nature of principals’ work, particularly communication work. In
particular, she believes that ICT (e.g. email and social media) has some positive features for efficient
organisational communication, but she also suggests that it appears to blur the line between work
and home for principals in Ontario. This is an important point in that it suggests that existing
research on principals’ time use and allocation should pay greater attention to principals’ work
outside of school and before/after school, which is mediated through ICT.

Lesson 3: While successful school principals engage in a similar set
of practices across different schooling systems, their vision, personal
philosophy, courage and/or passion are the key drivers in enacting and
sustaining the aforementioned core practices.
Across the six articles, it is found that successful or effective school principals actively engage in
a similar, core set of practices such as leading instructional programmes and managing staff and
resources. Importantly, two articles (by Buenviaje and by Drysdale et al.) illuminate how school
principals’ personal philosophy, values (Drysdale et al.) and/or passion (Buenviaje) are the key
drivers in enacting and sustaining such core practices. Buenviaje’s study, with a focus on school
principals’ work passion, shows that principals’ passion about their work not only makes princiapls
maintain a high level of work intensity, but also makes their work meaningful in their eyes. This
resonates with Drysdale et al.’s discussion of principals’ vision (i.e. the belief in what can be done,
providing energy and purpose), personal philosophy based on meaningful values, and courage
(i.e. the determination to change). More importantly, Drysdale et al. convincingly argue that the
aforementioned characteristics of school principals are the sources for them to explore the outer
limits of their roles towards what they term ‘augmented’ and ‘potential’ roles.

Lesson 4: Research foci on school leadership practices from nonWestern perspectives or frameworks can complement and consolidate
contemporary leadership research dominated by work from AngloAmerican contexts.

Buenviaje’s study, conducted in a provincial area in the Philippines, pays attention to particular
spatial and temporal dimensions of Filipino principals’ lives – their time before/after school and
outside of school – which have been largely uncharted by previous research literature on principal
leadership. His study reports that principals’ allocation of time to relaxing, reflecting on daily
school work, and engaging in charitable work at religious or community organisations before or
after school, and outside of school, is an integral part of their lives. According to Buenviaje, such
activities (what he calls ‘therapeutic activities’) are sources of passion that keep school principals
working hard, despite various leadership challenges. Buenviaje’s focus on school principals’ daily
life before/after school, and outside of school, suggests another way to research principals’ use or
allocation of time, which can complement a growing number of empirical studies mainly conducted
in Western societies. Notably, existing studies tend to focus only on principals’ time use/allocation
in several core domains of leadership practices within school boundaries, such as administration,
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external relations (with parents/the community), internal relations (with teachers and students)
and instructional leadership (Lee 2016). The missing link here is the possible impact of principals’
personal time spent before/after and outside of school on school improvement.

In addition, exploring principals’ daily life outside of normal school hours may provide implications
for research on principals’ professional development. As noted in Buenviaje’s article, Western
leadership development frameworks tend to focus more on what school principals’ roles and
responsibilities ought to be, rather than how and why they should be. If we accept this statement,
it would be necessary to research how and why principals’ spiritual and psychological well-being,
as highlighted by the article, should be integrated into contemporary leadership development
frameworks/programmes used across economically developed societies (for details of successful
leadership development programmes, see Walker, Bryant & Lee 2013). In fact, this line of research
may help researchers and policy-makers to address the growing concerns for principals’ (potential)
burnout and work intensity issues reported in Hong Kong (Cheng & Szeto) and Ontario (Pollock)
in this Special Issue.

Suggestions for Future Work

It has been a pleasure to discuss the key findings of the articles in the Special Issue – they make
a significant contribution to the emerging field of research on principals’ work. I wish to provide
some suggestions for future work in the hope that they could further consolidate the contribution
of the Special Issue to the field.

First, the six articles shed light on the changing nature of principals’ work by scrutinising 1)
different contexts within which school principals work, and 2) how their work is influenced by
those contexts. At the same time, research on how principals influence the changing contexts is
relatively thin on the ground. As noted, one of the lessons from the Special Issue is that principals’
work is continuously expanding within school contexts (Cheng & Szeto) and outside of school
(Buenviaje; Pollock), and is getting more complicated – requiring the use of ICT and attention to
cyberbulling (Pollock), and demanding data-based decision-making and data-driven leadership
(Sun et al.). Principals are sensitive to the ever-expanding and complicated contexts to which they
seem, in general, to be reactive or responsive. Nonetheless, we know that some principals are also
proactive and somehow entrepreneurial in influencing the contexts in the midst of forming their
responses. I think that Drysdale, Gurr and Goode’s study gives us an important piece of the picture
about how this can be possible through principals who dare to make a difference. More studies in
this line are needed.

Second, more studies with non-Western perspectives (particularly from South Asia, South America
and Africa) are much needed. For example, I look forward to more case studies similar to Buenviaje’s
study in the Philippines, but on a larger scale with multi-site investigations and multiple methods.
I also appreciate Singh and Allison’s study in Kathmandu, which is highly informative, given that
only a few articles are available about Nepalese principals’ leadership practices in international
outlets. Their study uses a conceptual lens, which is based on a common set of effective leadership
dimensions from the existing Western school leadership literature (e.g. Council of Chief State
School Officers 2008; Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, & Cohen 2007; Day et al. 2010;
Leithwoord 2012; Leithwood & Jantzi 2005; Louis et al. 2010; The Wallace Foundation 2013). On the
one hand, this approach enables researchers to capture effective leadership practices systematically
in a less charted context. On the other hand, this pre-occupied lens developed from the AngloAmerican literature in particular may have not charted some effective leadership practices from
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a local or indigenous perspective. This is because some effective leadership practices commonly
defined in the Western research literature might be differently perceived or interpreted in Nepalese
school contexts. For example, effective instructional leadership practices such as principals’ direct
supervision of teachers’ instruction exercised in the U.S. are largely unacceptable to cultural
contexts such as East Asia (Lee, Walker & Chui 2012). In this regard, although there would be a
trade-off, I think that using a grounded-theory approach probably would have generated more
context-specific findings about Nepalese principals’ leadership practice for this study.
Third, of a number of important findings in the study of Pollock, I pay special attention to two
findings for future research in the field. One concerns principals’ focus on teachers’ health and
students’ wellbeing. If the effectiveness of principals’ practices is captured only by academic
outcomes of schools, excellent principals who support teachers’ work and occupational conditions
and students’ non-academic outcomes such as well-being cannot be recognised by current,
externally imposed accountability metrics. From empirical studies (e.g. Louis et al. 2010) and metaanalyses (e.g. Robinson, Lloyd & Rowe 2008), we know that certain leadership practices have
significant associations with teachers’ job-related outcomes (e.g. instructional skills) and student
academic outcomes, but we do not know much about whether and how principals’ work can make
a difference in teachers’ work and occupational health, and in students’ non-academic outcomes
such as wellbeing.

Another important finding from Pollock’s study I wish to note is the trend for increasing use of
ICT by principals. While ICT utilisation seems desirable in particular for faster and more efficient
organisational communication, using ICT outside of school and before/after office hours for school
work seems to be a sign that principals’ work is adopting the characteristics of a 24/7 ubiquitous
service, which commonly occurs in business sectors. This somehow resonates with the growing
requirement for 24/7 self-management in many professions in late capitalist societies (Crary 2013).
In other words, neoliberal discourses in education seem to say that good or successful principals
are required to be always in the loop of their work and are asked to go the extra mile for better
organisational performance. Indeed, such 24/7 self-management discourses appear a pathological
phenomenon to people in leadership positions in public as well as corporate sectors. In short,
research on principals’ work intensity and burnout should be further investigated.
Finally, Drysdale et al.’s study shows how value-driven leadership practices can empower people
to change situations proactively and continuously, whereas Sun et al.’s study suggests that datadriven leadership practices can enhance areas such as professional development and school
planning. It seems that much of the school leadership research tends to highlight or prestige one
over the other (i.e. value-driven versus data-driven). In general, principals enact leadership that
intermingles both value-driven and data-driven practices in real school contexts. Apparently, both
are complementary to each other. Future research capturing a fuller picture of both dimensions is
awaited.
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