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Editorial Note 

 

After completing our first volume of three issues as editors of ISEA we are pleased to begin our 
second volume. In 2017 there will be two general issues and a special issue on teacher leadership 
edited by Pamela Angelle from The University of Tennessee, Knoxville, USA.  

This issue presents another outstanding collection of international research with six papers 
presenting research in five countries (Canada, China, Cyprus, Israel and Kuwait). The authors 
come from universities in Canada, China, Cyprus, Israel and the United Kingdom. The first three 
papers all have a connection with Canada. In the first paper, Mitchell, Armstrong and Hands 
explored the experiences of new vice-principals in Ontario. Part of a larger study, interviews with 
38 vice-principals indicated that they were unprepared and challenged in terms of the ambiguous 
nature of the role and the complexity of the administrative roles. They overcame structural and 
psychological vulnerabilities through mobilising personal resources and building support 
networks. The second paper provided evidence that principals’ vision and school effectiveness 
are related. Mombourquette interviewed 27 Alberta principals and found that those leading high 
performing schools tended to have principals that had strong personal beliefs that were linked 
to school efficacy. In the third paper, Liu compared the Canadian and Chinese transformational 
leadership literature and showed that whilst there was overlap there were also important 
differences, with 17 elements unique to the Chinese context identified. Moving away from 
Canada, Bogler and Nir described a study that used content analysis of metaphors that 129 Israeli 
superintendents used to describe their role. Three themes were identified: the superintendent as 
an omnipotent person; acting under difficult circumstances; and functioning as a facilitator rather 
than a leader. Tensions in leading in a system that is trying to transition between centralisation 
and decentralisation were explored. Continuing a long tradition in ISEA publishing research 
from Cyprus, Karamanidou and Bush described a survey and interview study that explored the 
barriers and facilitators to women becoming principals across the following factors: Cypriot 
culture and society, societal stereotypes, discrimination, educational experience, and leadership 
development. The last paper by Alhouti and Male used interviews with ten Kuwaiti principals 
to explore their preparation, induction and continuing support. Support was found to be limited 
across all phases of the principalship; participants offered suggestions for improvement.  

David Gurr  

The University of Melbourne 

Lawrie Drysdale 

The University of Melbourne 
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‘Oh, Is That My Job?’ Role Vulnerability 

in the Vice-Principalship 

Coral Mitchell, Denise Armstrong and Catherine Hands 

Abstract: This paper reports the results of a research study investigating the experiences of new school 
vice-principals in Ontario, Canada, as they transition from teaching to administration. The objectives 
were to catalogue the challenges and successes experienced by participants, to identify sources of 
vulnerability during transition, and to uncover supportive practices. Thirteen individual interviews 
and six focus-groups involving a total of 25 participants were conducted with vice- principals who had 
been 0−4 years in the position. Participants indicated that they were unprepared for the demands of the 
transition and they were challenged by the lack of role clarity and the complexity of administrative 
roles. They attributed success to their ability to mobilise personal resources and to build their own 
networks of support. Their experiences indicate that structural, political, and cultural characteristics 
common to the role have rendered the vice-principalship inherently ambiguous and vice-principals 
institutionally vulnerable, with vulnerabilities at both structural and psychological levels. The findings 
provide a more nuanced understanding of the challenges faced by vice-principals and greater 
appreciation for the complexity of potential solutions. 

Keywords: Administrator transition, vice-principals, assistant principals, school 
administration, school leadership, role vulnerability 

Introduction 

In her ground-breaking 1992 book The Assistant Principal, Catherine Marshall set out to bring 
visibility to a position that had received scant attention in the educational research literature. 
The position to which she referred is the mid-level role wherein educators move from 
classroom teaching to school administration and which includes any combination of 

managerial, leadership, supervisory, and/or school-wide operational duties. Marshall‘s intent 
was twofold: ‘to understand the assistant’s role and find ways to improve it [and to] ‘uncover 
problems and identify new solutions for reconceptualizing school leadership’ (Marshall 1992: 
ix). Several researchers accepted Marshall’s challenge to investigate ‘the position, the person, 
and the crucial processes that occur in it’ (Marshall 1992: ix). Despite a growing body of 
research on the assistant principal1, the challenges of role ambiguity, conflict, and overload 

                                       
1 Also called deputy principal, deputy head, and vice-principal. The term ‘vice-principal’ will be 

used in the remainder of the paper and is intended to encompass all labels associated with the mid-

level position of ‘second in command’ to the school principal. 
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that Marshall identified continue unabated (see Armstrong 2012). It appears, therefore, that 
Marshall’s goals have not yet been met. 

The challenges in the vice-principal’s position have been exacerbated by an educational 
landscape characterised around the globe by complex administrative functions, 
unpredictable changes, and looming large-scale retirements from the administrative cadre 
(MacBeath, O’Brien & Gronn 2012). Within this challenging context, Pont, Nusche and 
Moorman (2008) found recruiting new candidates for school administration to be a concern 
in 15 of the 22 OECD countries they studied. Their research in the areas of succession planning 
and recruitment has highlighted the gaps left by experienced administrators exiting the 
profession in many countries. 

Succession planning is further threatened by the challenges of moving into the administrative 
role. The transition from teaching to administration is a complex social and emotional journey 
that isolates new administrators from former teaching colleagues and necessitates re-
negotiation of organisational boundaries and professional identities (Armstrong 2009). With 
the vice-principalship serving as the traditional entry point into school administration in most 
nations, research into new vice-principals’ experiences can offer insights into the challenges, 
pitfalls, and successes administrators face as they enter the profession. The study reported in 
this paper contributes by examining the vulnerabilities inherent in the vice-principalship as 
an institutionalised position (Marshall 1992). The paper begins with a review of the role of the 
vice-principal as described in existing literature, and follows with a description of the 
conceptual framework, methodology, and results of the study. It concludes with a discussion 
of the results. 

Literature Review 

Because the concept of vulnerability has been understood and applied differently in the 
literature, we begin by explicating our use of the term. Our first reference point was the 
Collins Dictionary (McLeod 1986) definition of vulnerability as exposure to psychological, 
emotional, or physical harm. The second reference point was Nir’s (2001) description of role 
vulnerability as ‘perceived role conflict, role tension and exposure to criticism on the job’ (p. 
134). The third was Gronn and Lacey’s (2004) association of vulnerability with ‘confidence … 
to perform [the] role’ (p. 405) and ‘emotional labour’ (p. 406). These definitions point to two 
distinct sources of role vulnerability: that which is imposed by the nature of the position, 
hereafter called structural vulnerability, and that which is perceived by the holders of the 
position, hereafter called psychological vulnerability. The research literature confirms the 

presence of both types of vulnerability in the vice-principal’s role. 

From a structural standpoint, vice-principals’ work has typically been defined as ‘duties as 
assigned by the principal’ (Armstrong 2012; Brien 2005; Oleszewski, Shoho & Barnett 2012; 
Wong 2009). This designation ensures maximum flexibility to accommodate local exigencies, 
but it renders vice-principals vulnerable to an unclear or inconsistent work portfolio. In the 
best case, role ambiguity makes it difficult for vice-principals to prepare adequately for their 
work; in the worst case, it leaves them vulnerable to the whims of their principal (Oleszewski 
et al. 2012). In studies conducted around the world (e.g., Barnett, Shoho & Oleszewski 2012; 
Celikten 2001; Grodzki 2011; Torrey 2003; Wong 2009), ambiguity of the role has been 
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identified as a factor that increases the uncertainty, stress, and frustration experienced by new 
vice-principals.  

With duties assigned by the principals, vice-principals have limited autonomy over their 
work. In most reported cases, vice-principals have been assigned routine managerial and 
student discipline tasks, with principals retaining key decisional and leadership roles (Brien 
2005; Cranston 2006; Hausman, Nebeker, McCreary & Donaldson 2002; Militello, Fusarelli, 
Mattingly & Warren 2015). However, in a review of empirical literature, Oleszewski et al. 
(2012) found that vice-principals almost invariably preferred work that involved instructional 
and leadership roles. The literature thus shows a gap between the tasks vice-principals wish 
to undertake and those which they are typically assigned. Grodzki (2011) has found that such 

a gap causes vice-principals to experience increased feelings of frustration and a decreased 
sense of self-efficacy, which Gronn and Lacey (2004) identify as psychological vulnerability.  

An unclear task portfolio also exposes vice-principals to work overload and strain. In Torrey’s 
(2003) study of vice-principals in New Zealand, for example, participants’ main concerns 
were workload and lack of time to complete all the required tasks. Moreover, concerns with 
overload do not seem to diminish over time, with Barnett et al. (2012) finding task load to be 
the major challenge cited by 57 per cent of new and 42 per cent of experienced vice-principals 
in Texas. Barnett et al. (2012: 116) note: ‘A consistent finding was that new and experienced 
assistant principals perceived the job to be fast paced and overwhelming, resulting in 
frustration in not being able to manage their time and complete tasks efficiently and 
effectively.’ 

Vulnerabilities inherent in the structure of the position are accompanied by psychological 
vulnerabilities arising from the transition to a new professional identity. Several researchers 
have discovered that the move from teaching to administration is fraught with emotional and 
self-identity challenges. Gronn and Lacey (2004), for example, found that aspirants 
experienced a sense of loss at leaving the classroom and the close relationship with students, 
and Grodzki (2011) heard concerns over no longer being part of the teachers’ social group. 
Moreover, Armstrong (2012) notes that new vice-principals are socialised to think more like 
officers of the organisation than like classroom teachers. These challenges lead to feelings of 
vulnerability that operate at the psychological level, separate from but adding to the 
vulnerabilities designed into the position. 

With challenges at both structural and psychological levels, it is reasonable to ask what 
impact they have on vice-principals as people and as administrators. Certainly, some 
individuals are more resilient and risk-tolerant than others, and generalising across a diverse 
population is hazardous. Moreover, feelings of vulnerability tend to decrease over time as 
vice-principals learn the job (Armstrong 2012). Regardless, the evidence in the literature is 
consistent: At the emotional level, many vice-principals experience feelings of frustration, 
anxiety, loss, and isolation (Armstrong 2009; Barnett et al. 2012; Grodksi 2011; Militello et al. 
2015; Oleszewski et al. 2012). At the task level, researchers have found negative impacts on 
perceived job performance as vice-principals report lower feelings of competence, capacity, 
and efficacy (Barnett et al. 2012; Celik 2013; Oleszewski et al. 2012). With many of these 
impacts being identified by both new and experienced vice-principals, it is safe to conclude 
that the position as typically constructed is inherently problematic. 

What to do about the problem is less clear. Moore (2009) argues for common expectations and 
a standard job definition so as to reduce uncertainty. Conversely, Oplatka and Tamir (2009) 
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argue against system-wide descriptions so as to provide maximum flexibility for vice-
principals to carve out personally satisfying careers. Some points of agreement, however, are 
evident in the literature. First, the role of the vice-principal is understood to be distinctly 
different from the role of principal (Armstrong 2012; Oplatka & Tamir 2009; Wong 2009). 
Second, success at the vice-principal level is seen to be essential to long-term leadership 
development and overall success within the administrative cadre (Grodzki 2011; Herrington 
& Kearney 2011; Kwan & Walker 2012). On the basis of these conditions, scholars agree that 
more research is needed on the vice-principal as a distinct administrative person and on the 
role as a distinct institutional position (Armstrong 2012; Oleszewski et al. 2012). With our 
study, we sought to contribute to the research by investigating vulnerabilities associated with 

the nature of the institutional position. 

Conceptual Framework 

Tichy’s (1980) analysis of organisational change provides a useful set of conceptual tools with 
which to understand the challenges experienced by new vice-principals. Tichy argues that 
organisations periodically go through episodes of uncertainty as conditions change and as 
members confront the associated problems. He situates uncertainties within technical, 
political, and cultural dilemmas, which he sees as three distinct but interrelated sets of 
problems through which organisations cycle over time. In his view, none of the dilemmas is 
ever fully resolved; all three sets of uncertainty ‘overlap and interact with each other’ (Tichy 
1980: 165) and ‘trigger one another in a dialectical process’ (p. 168). The cyclical nature of the 
problems engages members in an ongoing process of adjustment and development. 

The first set of dilemmas Tichy (1980) identifies is a technical design cycle, which is associated 
with problems of production, such as meeting work goals, addressing task complexity, or 
completing required functions. Technical design uncertainties coalesce around organisational 
structures and operational functions. Regarding school administrators, the hierarchical 
structure of schooling places vice-principals below principals, with principals having the 
authority to determine the range of tasks, the socialising processes, and the learning 
opportunities available to vice-principals (Armstrong 2009). This system, with its associated 
functions and responsibilities, makes the vice-principals’ work context unstable, 
unpredictable, and complex, which are the conditions that Tichy (1980) sees as causing 
technical design uncertainties.  

Tichy’s (1980) second set of dilemmas is a political allocation cycle, wherein members face 
uncertainties over who determines the goals of the organisation and who allocates rewards 

and resources. These uncertainties are expressed in tensions around power, control, and 
decision making. Generally, school principals delineate the responsibilities of school staff, 
establish priorities for the schools, and allocate resources (Newmann, King & Youngs 2000). 
Vice-principals usually engage in such leadership tasks only if invited by the principals, yet 
they consistently express an interest in doing more of this work (Militello et al. 2015). 
Although the lines of power and control in the school administrative cadre are not necessarily 
unclear, the lack of alignment between vice-principals’ preferred and actual task structures 
and their lack of access to meaningful decision making renders them vulnerable to political 
tensions. 
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Finally, Tichy (1980) notes that a cultural cycle occurs in organisations because they are social 
systems. Members are held together by the shared beliefs and values of the membership, 
which Tichy (1980: 165) calls the ‘normative glue’ of the organisation. Cultural uncertainties 
arise in response to different values, beliefs, and ideologies held by different members or to 
re-evaluation and revision of beliefs and values as social contexts change (Tichy 1980). In 
schools, the transition to administration is accompanied by a move out of one normative 
group (teachers) into a culturally different one (administrators) (Armstrong 2009). This shift 
implies that cultural uncertainties also contribute to role vulnerability for vice-principals.  

Methodology 

This study was part of a larger research project investigating the experiences of new vice-
principals and principals in the Canadian province of Ontario. The larger project was 
developed in response to a targeted initiative by the Ontario Ministry of Education (2009) to 
‘foster leadership of the highest quality in schools and [school] boards2 across the province’ 
(p. 4). As part of that initiative, the Ministry launched the Ontario Leadership Strategy, which 
identified leadership succession planning and talent development as essential elements and 
which required all provincial school boards to institute a Board Leadership Development 
Strategy by 2011. The purpose of our study was to explore the experiences of new school 
administrators as they participated in activities ensuing from this initiative. 

The larger study cast a broad net in order to appreciate the diverse contexts in which Ontario 
school administrators work and to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences. 
Exploratory mixed methodology (Creswell 2009) was used to collect qualitative and 
quantitative data. A sequential design using (1) an environmental scan, (2) an online survey, 
(3) individual interviews, and (4) focus-group interviews gathered information about vice-
principals’ and principals’ transition experiences. The environmental scan reviewed relevant 
research literature and Ministry, school board, and professional association documents 
related to new vice-principals and principals. The scan was used to identify current trends 
and issues in leadership development, succession planning, and administrative transitions, 
and questions for the online survey were developed from that material.  

The online survey yielded data on participants’ early and on-going professional 
development, levels of support and challenge in developing leadership capacity, and 
professional challenges and successes. These themes served as a guiding framework for the 
individual and focus-group interviews. However, participants were encouraged to take the 
conversations in directions that best captured the character of their experiences as they 

navigated the early stages of their administrative career. The data generated from the 
individual and focus-group interviews are the focus of this paper. 

The study invited participation from vice-principals and principals with 0–4 years in position 
from French and English language public school boards in Ontario, although only the 
information from the vice-principals is included in this paper. Interviews were conducted 

                                       
2 In Ontario, the provincial Ministry of Education provides oversight of 72 local school boards, which are 

comprised of senior educational leaders and locally elected trustees in specified geographic areas. School 

boards are responsible for allocating resources distributed by the Ministry in support of the provincial 

mandate for education. 
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with 38 vice-principals: 13 individual interviews and six focus-group sessions involving a 
total of 25 participants. The interviews were conducted either in person or by telephone, with 
individual interviews lasting 60−75 minutes and focus-group sessions lasting 70−120 minutes.  

All individual and focus-group interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Verbatim 
transcripts were distributed to relevant participants to ensure accuracy of the data they had 
individually provided (Creswell 2009). Upon verification of the transcripts, each of the three 
researchers analysed the transcripts from her participants and drew out salient concepts and 
themes. In an initial within-case analysis, data from each participant were sorted into the 
descriptive categories (Creswell 2009) of preparation for the role, supports, challenges, and 
recommendations. In a subsequent cross-case analysis, the data were examined for common 

ideas, issues, and concepts (Creswell 2009). Each researcher developed her own organising 
structure, and the researchers then met to discuss the individual structures and to identify 
common themes across the data. The themes and their associated data points were then 
organised into Tichy’s (1980) conceptual framework.  

Results 

In general, participants indicated that they were unprepared for the diverse demands of the 
transition to administration. They attributed the challenges to inadequate preparation and 
training, a difficult political climate, and lack of on-going mentoring and support. Participants 
were further challenged by complex administrative roles, unfamiliar tasks, and uncertain 
areas of responsibility. Success was attributed primarily to their ability to mobilise personal 
resources and to build networks of support. Their experiences will be reported through the 
three domains of technical design, political, and cultural dilemmas. 

Technical Design Dilemmas 

For the participants, transition into administration was fraught with structural uncertainty. 
Many of the tensions could be tracked to the lack of role definition for the position. In the 
words of one participant:  

I think defining the job [would be] very helpful. Recently, I was attending a principals’ 
administrative conference. This guy was speaking about legal issues. He said, ‘Legally, 
there is no such thing as a vice-principal – a principal, yes, but a vice-principal, no, 
because the buck stops at the principal.’ But as a vice-principal, I am interacting with 
people, and I am saying to kids, ‘No, you cannot do this. Yes, you can do that.’ So 
there’s got to be a job description with my responsibilities in it.  

Another participant noted that the unclear role made it difficult for her to prepare 
appropriately for her administrative responsibilities: 

At the beginning of this year, my principal said, ‘Well, haven’t you done health and 
safety?’ I’m like, ‘Oh, is that my job?’ I had to do that, but I didn’t know it was my job 
until she said it’s my job. … If I had known that, then I might have gotten organised 
sooner instead of scrambling. 

Lack of role clarity also meant that vice-principals took on tasks at the whim of the principal. 
As one participant stated: ‘The principal’s going to do the things they enjoy and are best at 
first, and give us the ones they don’t enjoy, right?’  
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Participants’ task portfolios also changed as the principal changed. One participant 
commented that he had worked with three different principals over a three-year period, his 
duties had changed each year, and each change had put him at the bottom of a new learning 
curve. Moreover, with no explicit guidelines on task assignment, some participants ended up 
with difficult administrative portfolios. One vice-principal, for example, reported that she had 
been assigned the task of informing unsuccessful candidates who had applied for teaching 
positions at her school, while another commented that his role largely revolved around 
discipline issues.  

The variable nature of vice-principals’ administrative portfolio affected the level of autonomy 
the participants experienced in the job. One participant observed that the independent 

decision making she had previously enjoyed in her classroom was no longer possible in the 
vice-principalship:  

When you’re a teacher, you know you’re in control of your room. You’re sort of an 
island unto your own, so you’re disciplining and the buck stops at you, unless it’s 
major and you have to take it to your administrator. Being a vice-principal and 
working with a principal, you have to match your decisions to your boss, essentially. 
If you have different styles or different philosophies, it’s quite difficult. So one area 
that’s a little bit tough is figuring out, ‘Is the way I’m responding something that my 
principal would support?’ 

Participants also reported uneven levels of autonomy in what work they were expected to 
perform. With role autonomy, participants could tailor their administrative portfolio to 
capitalise on their strengths. Without it, they often worked outside their comfort zone, and 
we detected a note of wistfulness from participants who were not able to exercise their 
strengths: 

I do wish, though – I have some strength in my background. Instructional leadership 
is the pathway that probably got me promoted. I was recognised by my 
superintendent for that, and I don’t do it at all. I don’t tap into that because my 
administrator is leading that. I don’t even get to tap into my strengths. It would be 
nice if maybe – if she could be forced to use my strengths. 

Working from a position of weakness also eroded their sense of confidence, as seen here: 

When I got into this role, it was almost like Day 1 of teaching. I just didn’t ever feel 
like I had the big picture. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing. I spent a lot 
of time asking for help, rather than being the leader. I found that very disheartening. 
… I don’t like feeling and looking incompetent. 

Several participants added that their sense of self-efficacy was further eroded by the feeling 
that others were judging them negatively. They recognised that they needed to learn all 
aspects of the work, but they wanted opportunities to contribute in personally meaningful 
ways and to look and feel competent as they moved into areas of further growth. 

Participants had found ways to reduce the uncertainties arising from the complexity, 
variability, and unpredictability of their portfolio. One strategy was to develop an aptitude 
for flexibility and perseverance: 

I don’t know that you can necessarily be prepared for everything. I think you just have 
to be very flexible and understand that it’s a work in progress, and that you’ve got to 
do the best that you can. You’re probably going to make mistakes. There are going to 
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be some things that aren’t always enjoyable. But in the end I think that if you stick 
with it and, again, you are flexible, it can be very rewarding. 

Another participant discussed the importance of open-mindedness and teamwork: 

If you’re not open-minded, well, I’m sorry. You need that when you become an 
administrator because you’re not making the decisions alone. There has to be a 
dialogue because at the end of the day, the vice-principal is not running the school; it’s 
the principal. But as a team, we come up with solutions and we present them to the 
staff because at the end of the day, we need everyone to be on board. 

This participant noted that little formal support was structured into administrative positions, 
and other participants agreed that new administrators were forced to rely on their personal 
reserves in order to deal with the complex technical challenges of the job. 

Political Dilemmas 

With no legal definition of their role, with their work being arranged at the discretion of the 
school principal, and with no access to union intervention, vice-principals in Ontario enjoyed 
few institutionalised protections, and several vulnerabilities reported by participants had 
political overtones. One participant, for example, noted that her decisions had occasionally 
been overridden by the principal, which weakened her sense of authority: 

The last principal that we had here, I’d say to the kids, ‘Okay, you cannot wear your 
skirt up to here.’ He could be ten steps behind me, saying, ‘Never mind.’ So my role 
does not have definition, and I think it would be a whole lot easier for people to make 
that transition, without stepping into so many piles, if they know, ‘Okay, here’s what 
I’m going to be doing.’ 

Lack of authority also emerged from an expectation to support the principal, regardless of the 
vice-principal’s personal perspective. One participant explained: 

My hardest part of the transition isn’t the job itself. It’s navigating that relationship 
with my partner. Really, I have to be second in command, as it were, and shadow her 
and support her with the staff. That’s part of my job. We don’t have the same outlook, 
and that’s been very, very difficult.  

With an implicit assumption that their decisions would align with their principals’ 
standpoint, participants felt fearful of making decisions without explicit approval from the 
principal, thereby weakening their ability to influence school activities. 

Another political challenge emerged from vice-principals’ lack of ready access to important 
information. One participant noted that this issue affected others’ perceptions of her 
leadership ability: 

I relied very heavily on the secretaries to find out what I was supposed to be doing, 
when it was supposed to be done, and those types of things. I think for that reason it 
was very hard to be seen as a leader, or even an instructional leader of any sort in the 
school. … It was hard because I think I was at my weakest point professionally, not 
being confident in who I was and what I was supposed to be doing.  

Another participant noted similar experiences: 

If you’re paired with a principal that keeps her cards very close to the chest, then it’s 
difficult for a vice-principal to be able to develop, even move into a principalship role 
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because the principal sometimes, if they’re very strong, makes it look like the vice-
principal is incompetent, and that’s not necessarily the case. 

Taking the initiative to seek out information was a key strategy for successful role learning, 
but it also created tensions for some participants. With limited access to information, they 
often had to figure out their level of authority by taking action and then dealing with the 
fallout if they made a mistake or overstepped a boundary. This approach exposed them to 
negative consequences that could have been prevented had they received the necessary 
information from the outset. 

A more disturbing type of political tension surfaced through principals’ undermining of vice-
principals. The following story provides a particularly egregious example of deliberate 
undermining:  

I am actually the first administrator in our board who’s Black. Comments were made 
by [the principal] that that was the reason why I was given the job. It was significant, 
and it was said in front of staff members, with me present, so [the principal] just was 
very, very brazen and willing to say whatever and had no problem whether I knew 
about it or not. ... It got to the point where I just had to say something because too 
many staff members were coming to me and saying, ‘[Do] you know she’s saying this?’ 

Tacit or inadvertent undermining was also evident. In the following example, it came from 
the failure to recognise the work of the vice-principal: 

There is one principal who takes credit for everything. That is not being a very team-
based player. If the vice-principal is helping just as much as the principal, then the 
team should be getting the credit. … It’s those hidden-agenda type of things that need 
to be figured out with the principal. 

We heard only a few stories of deliberate undermining, but we heard several cases where 
vice-principals were expected to do the work but then step aside and let the principal shine. 
Situations such as these tended to leave vice-principals feeling frustrated and betrayed.  

Strategies for dealing with political tensions were in short supply in the data. One participant 
relied on support from higher in the hierarchy: ‘I was very lucky, in that our current director 
knows my mom well … I was comfortable enough to sit down and ask his advice before I had 
to meet with my superintendent.’ Another participant, however, hesitated to seek support 
within the school system. She noted: ‘I’m even concerned if I’m talking to a mentor. 
Everybody here is so connected.’ With clear lines of support, vice-principals had a foundation 
from which to navigate the challenges arising from political tensions, but uncertainty about 
lines of authority and alliances in the system left participants feeling unsupported 
professionally and emotionally. 

The political dilemmas exposed participants to real or feared attacks from their principal or 
from others in the system. Those vice-principals with support networks were able to weather 
the political storms, but others were less successful in managing these tensions. Although 
participants tempered their remarks with phrases like, ‘Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t really 
a bad situation’, we heard enough of these stories to detect a strong note of political risk. 

Cultural Dilemmas 

Participants noted that moving into administration required a renegotiation of their 
relationships with teachers, parents, community members, and superintendents. They 



12 | ISEA • Volume 45, Number 1, 2017  

 

acknowledged that their move into the administrative cadre separated them institutionally 
from their former teaching peers, and learning how to build new relationships around this 
institutional divide was a challenge. As one participant stated: 

There are times that I feel lonely in the role. This is a transition from being a teacher to 
an administrator. When you’re a teacher, you’re so part of a group. … But there’s a 
separate level. All of a sudden, you’re viewed as above. That was a little bit tricky for 
me. I tried not to take it personally. It comes with the role. I don’t know how to close 
that gap, or if you need to close that gap. 

Moving to the administrative level was especially difficult if no pre-existing relationships 
were available, as in the following case: 

I switched boards, so I taught in a different board, and I became an administrator in a 
new board. Because of that, I didn’t have the connections that I would’ve had in my 
old role. I wasn’t the person that my principal wanted to come, so I wasn’t greeted 
very well and, in fact, was excluded from a lot of things. Our SERT [special education 
resource teacher] at the time was being treated as the vice-principal, and I was being 
sort of treated as a non-entity.  

Conversely, participants who had well-established personal relationships moved more 
seamlessly into the role: 

I was moved into the acting principal role and with a lot of support, really, by 
colleagues, I learned what it is like to sit in the big chair and make sure that I’ve got 
open lines of communication and I’m touching base and using the resources that are 
here, available to me in the building to try and do my job. 

The relationships the participants had established in their schools and school board provided 
a level of trust that supported further relationship-building and promoted socialisation into 
the administrative profession.  

Finding avenues for building new relationships was not equally easy for all participants. 
Some participants had a difficult time establishing networks when no formalised structure 
was available: 

There is some support there. I wouldn’t say there isn’t; there is. It’s just it’s not board 
sponsored or anything like that. … It’s kind of organic. 

Other participants had access to board-sponsored mentoring programs, which helped to 
reduce feelings of isolation: 

Through the board there was a mentorship program with monthly meetings, like a 
support group. That was definitely very helpful because then you didn’t feel you were 
so alone, because within the school you’re the only one in that role. So having the 
opportunity to meet with other new VPs and then experienced principals – very 
valuable. 

This participant added that the vice-principals had continued with an informal peer network 
after the district mentoring programme ended. The formal and informal relationships in the 
school or across the school board helped participants to deal with the loss of their former 
place in the teaching cadre and to rebuild their identity as school administrators.  
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Although participants commented on the need to build strong relationships with all 
stakeholder groups, they saw the relationship with the school principal as the most critical 
element in navigating the transition into administration. One participant explained: 

The first principal and I worked exceptionally well. She provided a lot of autonomy. 
We met at the end of each day or throughout the day just to chat if there were certain 
things happening … It was a fairly smooth transition because she was willing to listen. 

Other participants noted that a difficult relationship with the principal affected their ability 
to feel secure and competent as they left the comfort of their teacher identity. Interestingly, 
although problematic relationships with the principal made the transition more difficult, they 
didn’t necessarily jeopardise the vice-principal’s development, as seen here: 

My second principal usually liked it done a certain way, and I had to learn to modify 
myself to her ways, to adjust. And yes, I definitely moved ahead because of it. It’s just, 
initially, it was a little stressful because you have to change to be who you’re not, in 
some ways. 

The relationship with the school principal was critically important because the principal 
served as the primary gate-keeper for the vice-principal’s admission into the administrative 
cadre. Given the power of the gate-keeping role, participants agreed unanimously that a good 
relationship with the principal smoothed the cultural transition from teaching to 
administration. 

Discussion 

This study provided evidence that vice-principals are exposed to a number of vulnerabilities. 
Drawing on our reference points, we found examples of psychological and emotional harm 
(McLeod 1986), role conflict and exposure to criticism (Nir 2001), and reduced confidence to 
perform the job (Gronn & Lacey 2004). These vulnerabilities can be attributed to structural 
design issues as well as to psychological issues ensuing from participants’ perceptions of and 
reactions to their experiences. Whereas vice-principals might be able to reduce their sense of 
vulnerability at a psychological level, they have little control over the structural 
vulnerabilities arising from the nature of the position. Our results imply, therefore, that 
vulnerability is institutionalised in the vice-principal position and that attempts to cast 
vulnerability only in terms of personal experience and response fail to capture the depth and 
breadth of the problem. 

To make sense of the vulnerabilities evident in the data, we return to Tichy’s (1980) set of 
organisational dilemmas. With respect to technical design dilemmas (Tichy 1980), our data 
confirmed previous findings of ambiguity and inconsistency in the vice-principal’s role. As 
in other studies (e.g., Armstrong 2009; Barnett et al. 2012; Cranston 2006), the task portfolio 
of our participants was typically determined by the school principal, and tasks changed as 
the principals changed. Vulnerabilities arising from frequent task changes were exacerbated 
by the lack of authority for decision making, supporting Brien’s (2005) observation that, with 
no legislated role for the vice-principal, ‘the formal authority of a vice-principal is derived 
almost exclusively from the principal’ (p. 131).  

This structural feature also forced many of our participants to work outside their areas of 
strength. This finding sheds new light on reports of decreased job performance of new vice-
principals (Oleszewski et al. 2012). Anyone who is expected to work from an area of limited 
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personal capacity will need time, support, and coaching to learn new skills and abilities. 
Storying that learning period in terms of reduced capacity or incompetence fails to 
acknowledge the abilities that vice-principals do have but are not allowed to express. 
Moreover, expecting people to consistently function outside their areas of personal strength 
and interest is demoralising. In such cases, the vulnerability embedded in the structural 
design is likely to generate psychological vulnerabilities that could be avoided with a 
different design.  

Our study also found evidence of uncertainty arising from political dilemmas (Tichy 1980). 
Although our participants were reluctant to speak ill of their principals or school boards, and 
most were happy to be in their current position, we heard several stories of their authority 

being challenged deliberately or inadvertently by the school principal. While some 
participants received considerable support and care from their principals, the data revealed 
disturbing examples of principals abusing power and authority. This finding is somewhat at 
odds with the vice-principals in Brien’s (2005: 140) study, who ‘generally described their 
interactions with their principals as supportive and trusting’. We cannot offer reasons for our 
finding, but it confirms that the transition includes a political dimension that renders vice-
principals vulnerable to potential misuse of power. The hierarchical model underpinning this 
dilemma assumes that the best and the brightest rise to the top (see Weber 1924/2007), but our 
results demonstrate that this naïve assumption puts some vice-principals at serious risk. 

A hierarchical mindset could also be detected in the cultural dilemmas (Tichy 1980) found in 
the data. For the most part, cultural uncertainties were associated with the transition to a new 
professional identity. Similar to Grodzki’s (2011) study, our participants felt a sense of loss 
and isolation at leaving the teaching cadre. They saw teachers and administrators as sitting 
on two sides of an institutional divide, and they felt excluded from one side but not yet fully 
accepted on the other. Their uncertainty can be explained by Armstrong’s (2009: 55) 
description of the role played by organisational crossroads, intersections, and boundaries: 

They are characterized by hidden rites, rituals, and ceremonies which mark the move 
from outsider to insider and between teaching and administrative roles. These 
processes reinforce and protect organizational roles and structures, and they 
communicate information about acceptable and unacceptable administrative 
behaviors and role boundaries. 

The hidden rites, rituals, and ceremonies serve as the socialising forces that help vice-
principals to construct an administrative identity and to gain access to the administrative 
cadre. Those participants who had ready access to mentors, supportive supervisors, or 
administrative networks experienced a less confusing socialising process than those who had 
to navigate the landscape on their own. However, although this finding points to a potential 
solution for the cultural vulnerabilities, it also serves to anchor and sustain the hierarchical 
system that separates teachers from administrators and that places vice-principals in a 
vulnerable institutional position. This conundrum confirms Tichy’s (1980) proposition that 
structural, political, and cultural domains are tightly coupled and that dilemmas in one 
domain are likely to trigger dilemmas in one or both of the others.  

Implications 
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Tichy’s (1980) set of organisational dilemmas proved to be a useful conceptual tool for 
identifying where vulnerabilities lie, but it also highlighted their complexity and 
entanglement. Reducing vulnerabilities for vice-principals should be of interest to many 
people because, as Herrington and Kearney (2011) argue, success at the vice-principal level is 
essential to long-term development and retention of administrators. Yet Tichy’s model 
implies that it is unrealistic to expect quick fixes or simple solutions. Moreover, the 
persistence of the vulnerabilities over time and their ubiquity across geography fails Tichy’s 
standard of organisational development, namely, that members are able to solve problems as 
they periodically cycle through dilemmas in the three domains. Given those caveats, we offer 
some implications for educational leaders and researchers. 

We find the institutionalised lack of clarity and consistency in the vice-principal position to 
be troubling. We do not propose that a standard job description be developed because that 
solution would decrease flexibility to serve local needs or to tailor parts of the role to the 
strengths of an incumbent. We do, however, argue for something more specific than ‘duties 
as assigned by the principal’. Our findings suggest the need to dismantle the hierarchical 
structure of the education system, but we do not see this as a realistic solution given the deep 
roots of the hierarchy. Alternatively, we propose a clear and consistent vision of the 
leadership landscape; the administrative task structure; and the connections among teacher, 
vice-principal, and principal leadership activities. The development of the vision should 
involve all affected stakeholder groups and could include a detailed plan for how the various 
activities and tasks are determined and assigned, with input from all participants. We do not 
propose that vice-principals should have unilateral control over their task assignment, but 
they should have input into their administrative portfolio and the option to work part of the 
time from their areas of strength. 

We are also troubled by the evident lack of readiness of some principals to support and 
mentor vice-principals. This unexpected finding indicates a need for school principals to 
receive professional development from multiple sources on the political, social, and 
emotional impacts of the transition from teaching to administration. They should be made 
aware of the interactive effects of the dilemmas and the critical role of the principal in 
ensuring a relatively smooth transition process, and they should be provided with strategies 
for supporting both new and experienced vice-principals. We further propose that their 
success in supporting and mentoring vice-principals be part of the principals’ annual 
performance review. In preparation for the professional development and monitoring of 
school principals, we propose that clear parameters be established with respect to the political 
nature of the relationship between principals and vice-principals and the impact of the 
principal on creating and addressing political vulnerabilities within a hierarchical structure. 

Finally, our results offer a more nuanced and comprehensive view of the vulnerabilities 
inherent in the vice-principal’s position. For the most part, discussions of role vulnerability 
have focused on the experiences of vice-principals and their reactions to the problems they 
face, and we still see the need for more stories from new and experienced vice-principals to 
get a clearer picture of their lives. However, that line of investigation tends to focus on the 
person rather than the position (Marshall 1992), with the unintended consequences of limiting 
the discussion to psychological and competency impacts and putting the spotlight on 
individuals rather than institutions. Our findings extend the conversation by interrogating 
the ways in which institutionalised designs, political assumptions, and cultural mindsets 
contribute to both the vulnerability and the success of vice-principals. Casting vulnerabilities 
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more broadly is essential because, as Tichy (1980) points out, it is folly to address a problem 
in one domain with a solution in another domain. We therefore see a need for more studies 
on the structural, political, and cultural dilemmas faced by vice-principals as they enter and 
move through the administrative terrain. The depth and breadth of such studies have the 
potential to theorise and conceptualise the vice-principalship differently and, thus, to advance 
Marshall’s (1992) goals of improving the position itself and reconceptualising school 
leadership in general. 

Conclusion 

Around the world, a new generation of administrators is stepping into the role of vice-
principal at the same time as the educational landscape responds to 21st century conditions. 
These changes set up an urgent need to support new administrators’ transitions and to 
prepare them for meaningful leadership (Armstrong 2009; Militello et al. 2015). The vice-
principals in our study chose this vocation, believing in their potential to transform schools 
and to serve as educational leaders. Their experiences illustrate that, although they can 
succeed in the role, vice-principals confront a complex and entangled array of structural, 
political, and cultural challenges as they adapt to new roles, identities, and demands. Their 
narratives point to the need for creative, responsive, and co-ordinated supports that are 
nested within clear institutional expectations and constructive relationships. 

The participants’ responses indicate that structural and psychological vulnerabilities still 
accompany the vice-principal position. We suspect that the vice-principal’s role has suffered 
from lack of development because it has typically been viewed as a transition role. However, 
whether by circumstance or choice, some incumbents never move up the hierarchy, and the 
ambiguity of the role renders them vulnerable throughout their administrative careers. 
Regardless of whether vice-principals are permanently positioned or upwardly mobile, they 
deserve a safer work environment. Bringing clarity and coherence to the role can reduce 
structural vulnerabilities and thereby eliminate some causes of psychological vulnerability 
for vice-principals as they navigate a complex cognitive, social, and emotional landscape.  
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The Role of Vision in Effective School 

Leadership 

Carmen Mombourquette 

Abstract: In this paper principal interviews are used to determine the degree to which personal and 
school-based vision are used to impact the student learning experience. In total 27 elementary, middle 
school and high school principals from Alberta, Canada were interviewed using a semi-structured 
format. Student learning data were drawn from various standardised tests, surveys, and anecdotal 
sources. Schools were identified as high achieving or not achieving to the degree that their socio-
economic standing indicated based on data from a variety of publically available sources. Schools 
categorised as high performing were all led by principals who clearly articulated vision, mission, and 
goals that emanated from personal beliefs about student learning and the role the school’s programme 
played in helping students to learn. Similarly, schools categorised as not achieving to the degree to 
which their socio-economic standing would indicate had principals who did not work from a position of 
clearly identified personal beliefs or vision for the school. This study lends support to findings 
concerning effective leadership for learning practices and where vision for school has been noted as an 
essential skill of new and experienced school leaders. Despite the fact that school vision has been noted 
as an essential requirement of effective school leadership, 12 of the 27 principals interviewed for this 
study did not have nor follow a personal vision for education or lead their school community in the 
development and implementation of a vision that would guide the learning process.  

Keywords: School leadership, leadership for learning, principal leadership, school vision, 
student learning, student achievement 

Introduction 

In this paper, I interpret and articulate the views of 27 principals over a large cross section of 
Alberta as to the role vision played in their schools. Principals, in light of the 2009 mandate 
by the Alberta Minister of Education for school leaders, must attend to seven standards (or as 
they are known in Alberta, competencies) including that of Embodying Visionary Leadership. 
Important in the study are the views shared by principals of provincially funded schools and 
principals from federally funded First Nations schools (Native American Indians) – Cree, 
Blackfoot, and Dene. 
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In 2009, the Alberta Minister of Education authorised The Principal Practice Quality Guideline 
(Alberta Education 2009). Included in the Guideline was a mandate for the principal to 
collaboratively involve the school community in creating and sustaining shared school values, 
vision, mission, and goals. Support for the importance of attending to school vision is widely 
addressed in educational leadership literature. What is not as clearly set out in the literature 
is what the process of vision development and implementation looks like in schools in 
Alberta. To that end, from 2013 to 2014 I interviewed 27 principals to ascertain how they met 
the vision competency. 

The Alberta Minister of Education formalised a set of standards in 2009, known now as the 
Professional Practice Competencies for School Leaders in Alberta (PPCSL), and by so doing changed 

the landscape of school leadership. The competencies, as the standards are recognised in 
Alberta, highlight and describe the roles and responsibilities required of all Alberta school-
based leaders (principals, vice-principals, assistant principals, associate principals and others 
designated with a formal leadership position within the school). One such role and 
responsibility goes by the title of Embodying Visionary Leadership. 

The PPCSLs describe embodying visionary leadership as: ‘The principal collaboratively 
involves the school community in creating and sustaining shared school values, vision, 
mission and goals’ (Alberta Education 2009: 4). The principal is to fulfil the competency by 
being attentive to a variety of descriptors. In essence, the principal: 

 communicates and is guided by an educational philosophy based upon sound research, 

personal experience and reflection 

 provides leadership in keeping with the school authority’s vision and mission 

 meaningfully engages the school community in identifying and addressing areas for 

school improvement 

 ensures that planning, decision-making, and implementation strategies are based on a 

shared vision and an understanding of the school culture 

 facilitates change and promotes innovation consistent with current and future school 

community needs 

 analyzes a wide range of data to determine progress towards achieving school goals  

 communicates and celebrates school accomplishments to inspire continuous growth. 

(Alberta Education 2009: 4-5) 

School vision and its influence on student learning gains are well documented in the literature 
(Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis 2010; Chappuis, Chappuis & Stiggins 2009; Lambert 2005; 
Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2005; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring & Porter 2007; Seashore Louis, 
Dretzke & Wahlstrom 2010; Sun & Leithwood 2015; Ylimaki 2006). In this paper, addressing 
the supports found in the literature for each of the embodying visionary leadership 
descriptors brings a theoretical foundation together. 

The principal ‘is guided by an educational philosophy that is based on sound research, 
personal experiences, and ongoing reflection’ (Alberta Education 2009: 4). In addition, the 
principal needs to be effective in communicating this educational philosophy to the 
stakeholders in the school community. Key to this descriptor is the belief held by the principal 
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about education and the ability of all students to learn. Bandura (1993) and Tschannen‐Moran 
and McMaster (2009) speak of belief in terms of efficacy, or one’s belief in making a difference 
in the lives of others. Hallinger and Heck (1996) note the principal’s need to be guided by an 
educational philosophy, leading to the establishment of goals, based on perceived needs 
within the school community. These goals add strength to the principal’s influence on student 
achievement. 

Vision-related research recognises that educators do not perform their critical function of 
supporting student achievement in isolation from a wider organisational context. Alberta 
publicly funded schools are organised within school districts. The principal needs to be 
cognisant of the vision and mission for education provided by the district and through the 

district to the Province of Alberta. Research into high performing school districts by Bedard, 
Mombourquette and Aitken (2013) demonstrates the importance of aligning school, district, 
and provincial goals for education. The alignment of school and district goals around learning 
improvement produced sustainable change and student achievement gains when a district-
wide focus on student learning was emphasised (Knapp, Copland, Plecki & Portin 2006). 
Redesigning district offices is sometimes necessitated so as to ensure that principals receive 
the needed support to lead alignment of vision and mission around a leadership for learning 
ideal (Honig 2012). 

The principal ‘meaningfully engages the school community in identifying and addressing 
areas for school improvement’ (Alberta Education 2009: 4). The principal plays a key role in 
framing questions that will lead the community’s efforts in the quest of finding better ways 
to meet student-learning needs (Copland 2003). I found that the literature around engaging 
the community is centred on the concept of distributed leadership. Distributed leadership 
increases the impact of the principal on the school community in both scope and depth 
(Leithwood, Mascall & Strauss 2009). In other words, the more leadership is shared, the more 
it is emblematic of community input. 

The competency of Embodying Visionary Leadership acknowledges the important role played 
by the principal in ‘understanding the culture of the school’ (Alberta Education 2009: 4). 
Effective instructional leadership of the principal is highly related to positive school culture 
(Sabin 2011). The connection between leadership and creation of a common school culture 
depends on the presence and cohesiveness of an interacting group of individuals (Turan & 
Bektas 2013). Key to this idea is that principals have the freedom to work with teachers to 
form a positive school culture. Principals provide support for the development of this positive 
culture by facilitating the identification and preservation of what is of value while working to 
diminish cultural factors that do not support student learning. When done right, the 
instructional leadership of the principal blends with the culture of the school and together 
they form a powerful force for positively impacting student learning (Seashore Louis & 
Wahlstrom 2011). 

Existing school culture may enhance student learning or act as a drag and in many ways 
reduce the potential effectiveness of the overall instructional programme. School culture in 
and of itself does not necessarily mean a positive or negative influence. It can be either (Deal 
& Peterson 2009). For school culture to be a force for positive impact on student learning the 
principal needs to facilitate change and promote innovation consistent with current and 
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future school community needs. School culture plays an important role in the change process 
when a strong sense of community; a focus on learning and setting high expectations for all 
students; and exhibiting care for the well-being of teachers, staff, students, and members of 
the larger community are present (Griffin & Green 2013).  

Embodying Visionary Leadership requires principals to analyse a wide range of data to 
determine progress towards achieving school goals. Ylimaki (2012) provides a variety of 
definitions for the term vision. She notes the most often-used definition relates to a principal’s 
ability to see and articulate a compelling future for the school (Bennis & Nanus 1985; Westley 
& Mintzberg 1989). Ylimaki (2012) also notes that the other prominent definition is based on 
the development of goals for an improved future for the school as an organisation (Boyd 1992; 

DuFour & Eaker 1998). The former definition is leader driven, while the latter is based more 
on the collective development of the way forward. In either case, data play an important role 
in making sure the vision is actualised and impacting student learning (Barnes, Camburn, 
Sanders & Sebastion 2010; Bowers 2009; Copland 2003; Datnow, Park & Wohlstetter 2007; 
Knapp, Copland & Swinnerton 2007; Luo 2008). 

The final descriptor for Embodying Visionary Leadership speaks to the need to communicate and 
celebrate school accomplishments so as to inspire continuous growth. Waters, Marzano and 
McNulty (2003) identified 21 specific leadership responsibilities that are significantly 
correlated with student achievement. Included are:  

 Culture – fostering shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation  

 Focus – establishing clear goals and keeping these goals at the forefront of the school’s 

attention  

 Communicate – establishing strong lines of communication with teachers and students  

 Outreach – advocating and being a spokesperson for the school to all stakeholders 

      and  

 Affirm – recognising and celebrating school accomplishments and acknowledging failures. 

In many ways, these specific leadership responsibilities nicely tie the embodying visionary 
leadership descriptors together. They highlight the need for the principal to know what the 
school stands for by: identifying a shared vision, ensuring that the vision is widely 
communicated, focusing the work of the community on the achievement of the vision, and 
celebrating often the successes achieved. Sun and Leithwood (2015: 517) caution, however, 
that: ‘there is much yet to learn about how leadership influences student outcomes, and 
considerable research is needed before such learning can be “codified” in a way that might be 

directly useful to practicing school leaders.’ 

The literature addressed led to asking the following research questions: Do Alberta school 
leaders have clearly defined school visions? What does school vision look like in their schools? 
How do principals establish and maintain school vision? Does the visioning process look 
different in urban vs. rural, and provincial vs. First Nations schools? Does gender play a role 
in the ways in which school leaders work with school vision? Does age or years of experience 
play a role in the ways in which school leaders implement school vision? 
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Methods and Data Sources 

For this study, a multiple-case orientation was employed that featured principals’ accounts of 
how they enacted the embodying visionary leadership standard of the Professional Practice 
Competencies for School Leaders in Alberta. This process allowed for each case to be read on its 
own merits and together the case studies provide readers a holistic understanding of the 
embedded sub-cases (Yin 2012). Yin offers that: ‘… [C]ase study research is not merely a 
variant of … other social science methods … [It] follows its own complete method’ (p. 4). 

For the interviews a semi-structured protocol was prepared that featured specific questions 
around the standard. In total, 27 interviews were conducted with principals located in Alberta 
representing a variety of K−12 schools, and variations in terms of student academic 
achievement. The protocol was supplemented with additional probing questions throughout 
the interview process in order to stimulate clarification and nuance. A professional company 
transcribed each interview.  

Standard qualitative research analysis relying on thematic analysis was employed: 
familiarisation with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes among codes, 
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report (Braun & 
Clarke 2006). 

The principals represented schools from a variety of contexts: high levels of student 
achievement to average and below average achievement; rural, small city, and large urban; 
relatively stable, to relatively unstable with large English Language Learner (ELL) 
populations and lower socio-economic status. In order to put the empirical basis of this study 
in a theoretical framework, a concise literature review was developed that supported the 
validity of the embodying visionary leadership competency as grounded in current research.  

Yin (2012: 9) explains, ‘no such formula exists’ to determine the number of case studies that 
are adequate for purposes of explanation. For this study 27 cases were selected to allow for 
organisation type comparisons (e.g., elementary with elementary, high school with high 
school), and for a holistic perspective (the 27 cases together). In the analysis section individual 
cases are addressed as well as identifying holistic perspectives.  

The study employed a triangulation of data. Triangulation came from the choice of principals 
nominated by district superintendents or directors of education; from documents on school 
achievement data as presented by the Fraser Institute, the C.D. Howe Institute, and Alberta 
Education’s Accountability Pillar; and, of course, from the interview data. Solicited, as 
supporting evidence, was additional documentation from principals about competency-
based instruments they used in their practices, particularly with staff. In addition, when 
public data were not accessible, as was the case for most of the First Nation schools, time was 
spent on site in the schools analysing educational programming and resultant student 
achievement data. 

Table 1 presents an overview of the participants in the study. Included in the table is an 
estimation of student achievement. To make the achievement decision, data were assessed 
from each school in relationship to the overall socio-economic standing of the community in 
which the school was located. Schools recorded as higher than expected results had to have 
student achievement results that were greater than that which their socio-economic standing 
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might suggest. Schools categorised as below expected results had student achievement results 
that were less than that which their socio-economic standing might suggest. Data from the 
C.D. Howe Institute, Fraser Report and information provided by the school principal about 
the community in which the school was located were used to determine socio-economic 
status. Provincial Achievement Tests (PAT), Diploma Exams, Accountability Pillar results, 
and school published graduation rates provided the student achievement data statistics.  

Table 1: Participant descriptions by location, gender, experience, school type, funder*, and 

school achievement status** ordered by school achievement status 
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5  X   X   X  X    X  X  

8 X   X     X X    X  X  

10 X    X  X   X     X X  

21 X   X    X  X    X  X  

23  X  X     X X    X  X  
3   X  X  X   X X   X  X  
14 X    X    X  X   X  X  
25  X  X   X    X   X  X  
27   X  X  X    X    X X  
4 X   X     X   X   X X  
16   X X     X   X  X  X  
20 X   X    X    X  X  X  
26 X    X  X     X   X X  
7  X  X   X      X X  X  
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22  X   X  X   X    X   X 

24 X   X  X    X    X   X 

12 X   X     X X X    X  X 

13 X    X  X    X   X   X 

15  X  X  X     X   X   X 

6 X    X  X     X   X  X 

9   X  X X      X  X   X 

18 X   X   X     X  X   X 

19 X   X   X     X   X  X 

2 X    X X       X  X  X 

*Funder – The Government of Alberta is the primary funding source for public schools in the 

Province of Alberta. These schools are answerable to the Government of Alberta. The Government 

of Canada, through Aboriginal Affairs Northern Development Canada, funds schools located on 

First Nations. These schools are answerable to the First Nation’s Chief and Council. 

**Achievement status – data from Provincial Achievement Tests, Diploma Exams, Accountability 

Surveys, as well as various socio-economic factors were used to make the determination about 

student achievement. In this study, high achievement arose from student performance greater than 

what socio-economics would indicate.  

Yin (2012: 12) describes two types of questions that are pertinent for case study methodology: 
a descriptive question – ‘What is happening or has happened?’ – or an explanatory question – 
‘How or why did something happen?’ This study is a hybrid of both orientations. Principal 
behaviours are described in the context of the embodying visionary leadership competency, 
but they also go on to explain why and how they used the competency in their practices.  
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Findings 

In this section of the paper findings are presented as they apply to the achievement levels of 
the schools as well as in relationship to other factors like funding source and location of 
school. 

Achievement Level  

Higher than Expected Results 

Wordle was applied to the words used by the principals from the schools with higher than 
expected results, and when analysed, words like school, kids, teachers, staff, know and data 
dominated. As principals were asked about the vision of their respective schools it was noted 
that all were able to articulate what they considered to be the school’s driving force. They 
didn’t necessarily quote a printed and formally approved vision of the school. Rather, they 
addressed the big idea of vision from the point of view of what was generally considered the 
feature that made their school unique, and around which they and their school community 
rallied. For Principal 1 the vision was very child-centred: 

Our vision is that children need to do their best, they need to feel good about 
themselves. We need to get along, and we need to build a sense of community. So 
everybody has a part in a child’s education. 

For Principal 23 the vision centred on the role of the community and the school’s historic 
position as a community school: 

The vision of our school is based on the community school concept. We were 
designated as a community school when that programme was in place, and we felt 
that it did so much for what we were trying to accomplish, we kept community in our 
name without the funding. Basically, what that has done for us, and our vision for our 
school, is that we want to make education as relevant as possible for students, and so 
we take the basic curriculum and we try and give it that practical aspect by involving 
the local community. 

Principal 4 worked the concept of vision into a simple yet powerful set of words that took the 
place of a vision statement. The words were posted on her office wall, in each classroom of 
the school, and on all documents that went out into the community. The words were: believe, 
trust, honesty, respect and responsibility. These words were developed through a collaborative 
process involving the school staff and members of the parent community. Principal 4 tasked 
each group with identifying the skills they wanted the students of the school to hold and 
through those discussions the vision words were developed. In time, the word be was added 
when staff wanted the vision to be lived and put into daily practice by students. Teachers and 
parents, according to Principal 4, recognised that the children knew what the words 
represented but wanted to also see the students actually living out what the words meant in 
their daily actions.  

In addition to articulating a vision, each principal shared stories that emphasised ways in 
which the vision was lived and expressed by themselves, the staff and/or the students. They 
also aptly demonstrated that being the keepers of the vision was a significant role they played 
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within the school community. Principal 3 told of arriving in her school and witnessing first-
hand the number of children who came to school hungry. She also noted various data she 
turned to in order to verify that what she was seeing related to hunger in her school. Her 
school division kept socio-economic data on each school. The data for this school showed that 
it was located in an area with high levels of poverty, low parental education levels, many 
recent immigrants and refugees, and homes led by single parents. Her vision became centred 
on the necessity to feed and clothe children so they could learn. Principal 3 also related that 
she had to hold true to the vision of ‘kids being able to eat anytime, anywhere’ when staff 
wanted to judge whether kids were hungry or not, or when staff thought certain kids had 
enough money to buy their own food. Her vision went to the heart of children being able to 

learn only if they have enough to eat. She was forced, on a regular basis, to get staff members, 
especially teacher assistants who lived in the community from which the children came, to 
stop judging and start feeding, and then teaching. 

Principals consistently mentioned they were driven by their own vision of education, yet also 
worked closely with their respective school communities to develop a shared sense of vision, 
mission, and goals. Principal 1 spoke of the need to develop a common language around vision 
and mission. In turn, he provided examples of how the school’s vision aligned with the 
educational goals established by his school community. In order to keep the vision common he 
revisits the big ideas every year and speaks to the language of the vision with students, staff, 
and community stakeholders. Principal 10 noted it was her clear, unwavering vision of making 
all decisions in the best interest of kids that led staff to jump on board and work toward 
achieving what has become a common vision. Principal 20 worked through the idea that 
vision, mission, and goals are for the long term. He emphasised in his school community the 
need to stick to a common set of goals over extended periods and not jump to new fads just 
because they were the ‘new way’ of the day or flavour of the month. 

The principals noted the important role data played in the accomplishment of the vision in 
their schools. Data sources mentioned were varied and appropriate to the plans outlined by 
these principals. In some cases the focus was on the effective use of Provincial Achievement 
Test data and the ways in which groups of teachers used this information to refine their 
practices; in others it was in pouring over results received from the Accountability Pillar data 
and the information gleaned from parent, teacher, and student surveys. Some used the wealth 
of information obtained by asking the appropriate questions in the Tell Them From Me surveys. 
In all cases, the principals made a direct connection between the data that was important to 
them and the fulfilment of their vision. Many organised multi-grade committees to emphasise 
that learning outcomes were not just the responsibility of the PAT year teachers.  

One of the most powerful stories of vision in use came from Principal 23 who explained how 
he moved his school community in the direction of a total focus on literacy and a response-
to-intervention model that was created. The vision in this school grew out of the community 
school concept, and as such he actively integrated all elements of the community into 
developing a school-wide literacy programme built on a pyramid of interventions approach. 
Teachers and teacher assistants worked in collaboration to plan and deliver an exceptionally 
rich, individual student focused programme. Of all the schools included in this study, 
Principal 23’s excelled in both the Fraser Report and the C.D. Howe rankings.  
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There is a common understanding in educational circles that ‘context matters’. Context 
certainly showed through in the vision, mission and goals developed by the principals of 
higher than expected achievement schools in this case study. The approaches taken by the 
principals, though similar in philosophy, were widely different in practice. In many ways 
principals articulated that when they first went into their schools they had to come to know 
the place before making major changes. They spent the first year looking, talking, and coming 
to know the school and the people who made it unique. Once they had the lay of the land 
they went to work leading the appropriate processes to develop and bring to life their 
respective visions. The significant impact of English Language Learners and the existence of 
poverty greatly influenced the development of vision for education in the cases of Principal 3 

and Principal 9. However, the visions and the approaches taken to meet them were different, 
as Principal 3’s school was elementary-junior high and Principal 9’s a high school. Age of 
student certainly influenced the context, which in turn influenced the vision and the eventual 
strategies that were developed. With Principal 3, the focus was ensuring that children had 
basic necessities met so they in turn could learn. With Principal 9, it was a focus on 
differentiated teaching strategies that could be employed with students whose attendance 
was irregular because of the need for them to contribute to the family income by working 
various part-time jobs.  

In most cases, the principals spoke to the importance of establishing a trusting relationship 
prior to tackling the development of vision, mission and goals. Each principal in his or her 
own way attended to the issues of trust prior to the process of change. With trust also came 
the second key component of backing up with appropriate data what was being proposed. In 
many cases the data, both soft and hard, led the vision conversations. In other words, these 
principals were strategic in their attempts to improve the overall quality of education in their 
schools by attending to the personal needs of people in the building while moving forward 
based on a solid understanding of the students they were tasked with educating. Building 
trust was also seen as critical in promoting risk taking and innovation. 

Overall, the principals from the higher than expected achievement schools knew what they 
believed about education and could turn that belief into a personal and school vision for 
education. The solid beliefs also permitted them to work closely with their respective 
communities to develop a community shared vision for the school. Trust was integral to the 
processes used by these principals to facilitate community input into vision development and 
implementation. Data were widely used to support the successful implementation of the 
vision and in turn to assess its effectiveness. Visions were not just words printed on walls and 
the various documents of the schools; they were lived in the daily practices of these principals. 

Schools with Results Lower than Expected 

Principals from schools where student achievement was less than that which socio-economic 
data would indicate should be the case did not have clear, widely shared, and articulated 
visions for their schools. For example, when three of these principals were asked to state their 
vision for education they stopped the interview and went to find a copy of the school’s 
handbook. Once the handbook was found the principal would read the school vision or 
mission statement. When pushed to explain how the vision or mission was expressed in the 
daily practices of the school these principals used platitudes or generalities to answer the 



30 | ISEA • Volume 45, Number 1, 2017  

 

question. Principal 2’s answer about vision captures the general idea associated with this 
group of principals: 

My vision for our school is … okay … I think that we need to work on our school 
vision. We did have a school vision when I started to work here, however, it’s not the 
same school vision that I think we should have now. The old one really hasn’t been 
advanced. For me, vision is wanting to see all the children being successful. All of the 
children being able to read and write and being at the same provincial level as 
everyone else and not having students to drop out and I ultimately want everyone to 
be successful.  

The use of data was in evidence in this group of schools. However, data took the form of an 
almost dirty word. Many of these principals reported that they didn’t take items like 
Provincial Achievement Tests, Diploma Exams, or even the Accountability Pillar results very 
seriously and that in some way these external measures didn’t really assess the children in 
their schools in an effective manner. Principal 6’s statement about the use of data in relation 
to fulfilling the vision and mission of the school provides evidence for an increased use of 
formal measures to help drive the education plan of the school forward: 

We probably should document more. I just sort of got thrown into this without a lot of 
background and training on how to be an administrator and all the different reporting 
things. I was never really told to keep track of things when surveys were administered. 
We don't really … never really thought of doing things like that. So we just sort of go 
day to day and keep going, as long as there’s still students here and we’re seeing 
results we just keep going with it. 

Lack of trust was an issue in many of the schools with less than stellar student achievement. 
In their answers to questions about relationships with teachers, support staff, and the parent 
community, many of these principals expressed a desire for each group doing more or 
providing better service as precursor to improved student achievement. These same 
principals did not articulate a clear way in which they could help build levels of trust and in 
turn develop more effective practices within their schools.  

With the principals of this group of schools there was little evidence of understanding of the 
roles played by vision. For the most part vision referred to the statements in handbooks and 
in some cases printed on the walls of the school. The schools did have vision and mission 
statements. What wasn’t readily apparent was the use of vision and mission as a driving force 
used by the principals to mould and shape the programmes of the school in the service of 
student achievement. Vision and mission statements simply met the need to have one, not the 

need to be part of the lived experience of the school community members. 

Provincial Compared to First Nation Schools 

As indicated in Table 1, 18 principals from the provincial school system and nine from schools 
located on various First Nations were interviewed. Each of the First Nation schools was run 
by the local First Nation and was under the control of Chief and Council. These First Nation 
communities received funding from the Government of Canada to operate their schools.  

Of the nine Frist Nation schools included in the study, four met the criteria as high achieving 
and five did not. In the high achieving schools the principals had well understood and 
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articulated visions for education in their schools. The answers provided by these four 
principals were very much in keeping with the answers provided by the principals of higher 
than expected results schools in the provincial school system. However, they all addressed 
one item in their answers that was not mentioned by the provincial school principals; they all 
addressed the importance of the school being attuned to the culture of the local people and 
the role the school played in keeping the local language alive. Culture and language featured 
in a significant way in their own vision for education as well as the published vision for the 
school itself. In the following excerpt Principal 4 talks about the way in which the vision for 
the school was developed and the way in which academic performance was blended with 
traditions: 

When planning for school growth we made good use of surveys and inputs from 
various stakeholders … school board members’ input, parents’ input, and students’ 
input. We started talking about the school openly within the community and involving 
the community in planning. We wanted to know what are the needs and what are the 
wishes of the people. And so it was really a communication process.  It was really 
conversation amongst potential students and parents and a deep conversation with 
the elders. And what are we looking for here? Well, we want our kids to be academic. 
We want our kids to be successful whether it’s trades or university. Our people said 
that academics had to be an important part of the school. They wanted success there. 
However, they also wanted success with within our traditions. The elders really 
supported the idea that children need to learn about the Western way but also needed 
to know the [name deleted] way. So … marrying those two became our overall vision.  

Other Areas for Consideration 

Rural, Small City, Urban Schools  

No noticeable differences were found between use of vision in rural, small city, and urban 
schools. Higher than expected results schools were in evidence in all three of these geographic 
areas and their principals made similar use of vision as a driving force for student 
achievement.  

Many of the schools with less than expected results were located in rural areas. However, 
upon close inspection it is noted that most of the lower performing schools were located on 
First Nations with stand-alone buildings. These schools did not have jurisdiction help to call 
upon as they, in essence, existed as a one school jurisdiction. It is important to note at this 
juncture that many of the principals in the high performing schools commented on the help 
and support they receive from district officials and that they went out of their way to make 
sure that their schools were aligned with district vision. Without this district support, schools 
did not perform as well as schools that did, and principals seemed to lack a vision around 
which they could lead learning. 

Years of Experience in School Leadership Positions 

The evidence from this study certainly does suggest that experience matters when it comes to 
the use of vision leading to higher than expected student performance. Of the five principals 
with 1−5 years of experience none had schools rated as high performing. Principals with 6−10 
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years of experience had mixed results with six leading higher performing schools and six 
leading schools with less than expected results. Of the ten principals with 11 or more years of 
experience, nine led high performing schools.  

School Type 

No significant differences existed between the use of vision between elementary, middle 
school, and high school principals. Principals from each of these school types that led high 
performing schools had a clear vision for the school, communicated that vision widely, 
involved others in the development and refinement of school vision, and used data to support 
their efforts to drive the school improvement efforts. In addition, each of these principals 

focused on issues of trust when building the relationships necessary for turning vision into 
reality. 

Analysis and Conclusions 

In this section of the paper an analysis is presented as to the contributions made by the 
competency of Embodying Visionary Leadership to the development of higher than expected 
performance in the schools studied. No attempt is made to speculate as to why the principals 
of the underperforming schools did not attend to this competency but rather the concentration 
on coming to understand the merits that embodying visionary leadership presents to schools.  

As noted previously, that school vision influences student learning gains is supported 
strongly in the literature. Based on the assumption that because districts had ready-made 
visions articulated for schools, and there’s lively professional scepticism that the visioning 
process produces more hot air than purposeful direction, I was not sure our sample would be 
as engaged in visioning as I found them to be. Principals showed their articulated visions in 
a number of visual expressions, but what was noteworthy for most was that the ‘official’ 
language of the vision was frequently replaced by more down-to-earth language, such as ‘we 
are here to serve the kids and their parents’, or some related theme close to that sentiment. 
Mintzberg (1979) pointed out that one tendency of ‘professional bureaucracies’ like schools 
was that of ‘provider capture’, where professionals with high job autonomy and a great deal 
of discretion to work directly with their clients (students) may bend the vision and goals of 
an organisation to serve their own needs at the expense of the clients. The exhortation that ‘we 
are here for the kids and their parents’ has its power of refocusing teaching professionals, at 
regular intervals, to consider whose interests they should be serving. Schools and educators 
are not immune to the seduction of provider capture.  

Ylimaki (2006) notes that the most often used definition of vision is related to a principal’s 
ability to see and articulate a compelling future for the school (Bennis & Nanus 1985; Westley 
& Mintzberg 1989). She signals a more collective approach to visioning, involving staff and 
the school community. Bedard et al. (2013) found that aligning school vision and goals with 
district vision and goals was an important consideration for schools. The data from this study 
suggest that both of Ylimaki’s definitions (individualist and collective) formed the ideational 
core of the organisation, and that the ability to engage others in buying into a realistic but 
challenging vision begins with the commitment and passion of the formal leader’s belief and 
his or her ability to communicate with and engage educational stakeholders about preferred 
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destinations (Copland 2003). Conversely, the principals from the underperforming schools 
did not attend to this engagement type activity. 

In some cases identification with the local community was seen as an important factor in 
refining the pedagogical and affective goals of the vision; this was especially so with the First 
Nation schools and their principals. School goals are more concrete expressions of vision 
statements, and in this sample, the principals of higher than expected performing schools 
made sure that the number of goals was small and objectives significant. Gone are the days 
when school goals took on the characterisation of a laundry list that keeps getting bigger each 
year, to the point where trying to do everything means accomplishing nothing.  

Data played an important role in making sure the vision was actualised and impacting 
student learning (Barnes et al. 2010; Bowers 2009; Copland 2003; Datnow et al. 2007; Knapp et 
al. 2007; Luo 2008). Data came in many forms: the PATs, of course; some standardised 
assessments; student exemplars demonstrating learning outcomes; and frequent visits to 
classrooms by principals and vice-principals who engaged students in conversations about 
what they were learning as much as they engaged teachers about lesson objectives and 
pedagogical and assessment aspects of the learning. The principals of high performing 
schools were less impressed with the information provided by yearly assessments such as the 
PATs, although all included PAT discussions in their agendas with teachers. They were more 
comfortable being informed by varying types of data they observed in visits to classrooms, 
and by what grade teams told them about progress in learning or issues that impeded it. 
Making a vision operational, like so many aspects of K−12 education, influences, and is in turn 
influenced by, the prevailing school culture (Seashore Louis & Wahlstrom 2011), a connection 
that high achieving school principals underscored. 

From what the principals of higher than expected performing schools articulated about the 
visioning process, it was clear that they had strong beliefs around what it meant to be an 
educator and how best to achieve maximum learning in students. They also clearly 
demonstrated skill in communicating the beliefs to teachers and other members of the school 
community. For example, several were committed to ensuring that inclusionary practices 
were embraced in the school community and they would not allow complacency on this issue. 
The work of Branson (2010) about the leader’s need to define and balance his/her own values 
and beliefs and those of the collectivity are important considerations to understand this 
tension.  
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Comparing Chinese and Canadian 

Transformational School Leadership 

Practices: A Cultural Analysis 

Peng LIU 

Abstract: Although Transformational School Leadership (TSL) is arguably the most influential model 
of its kind in the North American context, it is relatively unknown in China. In addition, little research 
into the applicability of this model has been carried out specifically with regard to the potential 
differences between the Chinese and North American educational contexts. Therefore, the purposes of 
this article are (i) to outline a tentative framework for the discussion of TSL in the Chinese educational 
context and (ii) to discuss areas of potential cultural similarity and dissimilarity between Chinese and 
Canadian transformational school leadership models. In order to provide a bicultural basis for a 
discussion of transformational school leadership, this paper suggests a tentative cultural analysis 
framework in which TSL practices may be effectively categorised. Twenty-nine Chinese 
transformational school leadership practices are described, with 12 practices identified as potentially 
useful for cross-cultural comparison, and 17 practices identified as principally applicable to the Chinese 
educational context. A cultural analysis is conducted using the tentative cultural analysis framework. 
The paper concludes that some of the principles and practices considered relate to dimensions of TSL. 
Relevant values from both cultures are discussed based on their relationships with TSL dimensions. 

Keywords: Transformational school leadership, culture analysis, China, Canada 

Introduction 

The school leadership literature reveals that most research on Transformational School 
Leadership (TSL) has been carried out in an individualistic cultural context. Hallinger and 
Leithwood (1996) have stressed that cross-cultural leadership research should be encouraged. 
Walker (2007) and Hayhoe (1999) have also stressed that cultural values are embedded in 
educational activities. This echoes Hallinger and Leithwood’s (1996) statement that leadership 
practices are influenced by social culture. In light of these arguments, this study undertook 
cultural analysis to compare effective transformational leadership practices in Canadian and 
Chinese contexts.  

In order to explore the essential differences between Chinese and Canadian transformational 
school leadership practices, an analytical framework was created based on relevant cultural 
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dimensions and theories. Cultural analysis was used as a method to conduct further analysis, 
and an ideal type was applied in this study. This yielded an understanding of Chinese culture 
as predominantly Confucian and Canadian culture as primarily Christian. 

Cultural analysis has been popular in recent years with the trend of exploring the uniqueness 
of indigenous phenomena instead of generalising universal rules. Cultural analysis is 
normally conducted at the micro and macro levels. At the micro level, the analysis can focus 
on exploring the relationship between culture and personal behaviour. For example, 
Kongsompong (2006) investigated the potential differences in consumer behaviour in two 
cultural settings. Macro level cultural analysis might focus on exploring the relationship 
between culture and collective behaviour. For example, Yeganeh and May (2011) investigated 

the effects of cultural values on the gender gap. As for leadership, conceptions of leadership 
and its styles differ widely across cultures due to the influence of different cultural values. 
Therefore, it is meaningful to explore the cultural values underlying leadership practices in 
order to understand leadership phenomena further.  

This study represents an original attempt to comprehend how transformational leadership 
practices can be understood using different cultural values. This research seeks to contribute 
to the further understanding of effective leadership practices across cultures. 

Cultural Analysis Framework for Understanding 

Transformational Leadership Practices in China and Canada 

Burns (1978) first proposed the concept of transforming leadership. He believed that 
transforming leadership focuses on self-actualisation and long-term benefits instead of safety 
and security. Bass (1985) further developed these ideas and stated that transformational 
leaders realise change through individualised consideration, inspirational motivation, 
idealised influence, and intellectual stimulation. Leithwood and his associates developed a 
transformational school leadership model in the educational context (Sun & Leithwood 2012) 
based on the theories of Burns (1978) and Bass (1985). Transformational school leadership was 
defined by Leithwood, Begley and Cousins (1994) as a kind of leadership that focuses on 
fostering individual and collective problem-solving ability in the change process. Then, 
Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) finalised the transformational school leadership model to include 
four dimensions: setting direction, developing people, redesigning the organisation, and 
managing the instructional programme. Whilst acknowledging the different views of 
transformational leadership, there is evidence that practices associated with these views have 
small but significant effects on student achievement (Hallinger 2011; Liu 2013; Robinson, 
Hohepa & Lloyd 2009; Sun & Leithwood 2012).  

Transformational leadership practices are culture-sensitive. House, Wright and Aditya (1997) 
stated that leadership in North America has significant assumptions such as individualism, 
self-satisfaction, and an emphasis on rationality and tradition. At the macro level, Den Hartog, 
House, Hanges, Ruiz-Quintanilla & Dorfman (1999) believed that social environment is 
deeply impacted by the cultural background, and societal culture greatly influences the 
development of leadership theories. At the micro level, connections between organisational 
culture and transformational leadership have also attracted the attention of many scholars. It 
has been stated that the culture in an organisation can have an influence on organisational 
innovativeness through cultivating new sets of shared values (Jaskyte 2004; Xenikou & Simosi 
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2006). However, Hofstede (2001) and Den Hartog et al. (1999) have suggested that these 
assumptions are not universal to all cultures. Li and Shi (2008) confirmed that 
transformational leadership in China has unique dimensions, such as moral modelling, 
although it also shares many other dimensions with Western views. Therefore, this study 
explored the reasons underlying the divergences and the similarities of the effects of 
transformational school leadership practices in different countries from a cultural perspective.  

It is obvious that both Chinese and Canadian cultures are diverse and contain mixtures of 
different cultural elements. In order to understand the differences and similarities between 
these two cultures, Weber’s ideal type was used here. The ideal type is one important way to 
conduct a comparative study (Hayhoe 2006). In this study, based on the ideal type concept, 

Chinese culture was regarded as a Confucian-dominated culture and Christian culture was 
treated as the main cultural element of Canadian culture. The reason for this is that Confucian 
thought, as the dominant philosophy in Chinese society, has been influencing Chinese 
education and scholars for thousands of years (Hayhoe 1999, 2006). Although it is believed 
that Canadians do not have a pervasive common culture which can be shared by all, scholars 
still have claimed that Christian values are the dominant element over the past three or four 
hundred years, and that Christianity originally shaped the laws, traditions, customs, 
institutions, and schools in Canadian society (Bramadat 2009; Courchene 1996). 

In order to understand these transformational leadership practices in depth, a cultural 
analysis framework was formulated based on existing cultural models in comparative 
cultural analysis. The Confucian and Christian cultural values relevant to this analysis 
framework were identified and elaborated upon in order to understand leadership practices 
culturally.  

Kroeber and Kluckhohn’s (1952) definition of culture is used in this paper. For them:  

Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and 
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups, 
including their embodiments in artifacts; the essential core of culture consists of 
traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached 
values; culture systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, on 
the other as conditioning elements of further action. (p. 181) 

In this study, various cultural models were examined to determine which dimensions of 
culture are relevant to leadership. Thomas’ (2008) review of four cultural models that have 
been previously used for comparative cultural analysis were employed as the theoretical 
foundation for identifying the cultural dimensions relevant to transformational leadership in 

the Chinese and Western contexts. These four models overlap in certain cultural dimensions 
such as individualism vs. collectivism, power distance, and human nature. However, they 
also contain other unique dimensions that enrich our understanding of cultural phenomena, 
such as the nature of human activity, relationship to nature, and the concept of space. A brief 
synopsis of each of these cultural models and their dimensions is presented below.  

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961) proposed six dimensions to differentiate different cultures, 
with these dimensions involving relationship to nature, beliefs about human nature, 
relationships between people, nature of human activity, conception of space, and orientation 
to time. There is a lack of surveys using this framework; it has not been widely applied in 
practice. Another widely researched framework for understanding cultural differences was 
constructed by Hofstede (2001). This can be used to analyse certain cultural phenomena 



            ISEA • Volume 45, Number 1, 2017   │ 41  

 

including orientations towards individualism−collectivism, power−distance, 
uncertainty−avoidance, masculinity−femininity, and the long term or the short term. To 
define cultural dimensions at the level of national culture, Sagiv and Schwartz (2000) defined 
seven value types: egalitarianism, harmony, embeddedness, hierarchy, mastery, affective 
autonomy, and intellectual autonomy. Similarly, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1993) 
formulated ten dimensions to understand national cultures, which cover 
universalism−particularism, individualism−collectivism, neutral−affective, specific−diffuse, 
achievement−ascription, time, environment, loyal involvement−utilitarian involvement, 
conservatism−egalitarian commitment, and masculinity−femininity. These dimensions 
described above are the foundation to build up cultural analysis framework in this study.   

This study examined the practices of transformational school leadership and attempted to 
determine the values underlying these practices. The following nine dimensions were used to 
analyse the relationship between culture and leadership: institutional collectivism; in-group 
collectivism; power distance; uncertainty avoidance; gender egalitarianism; assertiveness; 
human orientation; future orientation; and performance orientation. These cultural 
dimensions were chosen from the cultural model described above and their relationships with 
dimensions of transformational school leadership.   

The values associated with the transformational leadership dimension of ‘setting directions’ 
are as follows: long-term or short-term orientation and uncertainty avoidance (relevant to 
‘building a school vision’); relationship to nature and harmony, orientation to time and future 
orientation (relevant to ‘establishing school goals’); and performance orientation (relevant to 
‘creating high performance expectations’). Human orientation and intellectual stimulation are 
two values important to the dimension of ‘developing people’ (Schwartz & Sagie 2000). 

Regarding the dimension of ‘redesigning the organisation’, six dimensions of cultural values 
were seen to be meaningful. The first two dimensions are relevant to ‘developing a 
collaborative school culture’: relationships between people (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck 1961) 
and individualism and collectivism (Hofstede 2001). Hierarchy (legitimation of unequal 
distribution of power) and power distance (Schwartz & Sagie 2000) are relevant to ‘creating 
structures to foster participation in school decisions’. Orientation towards environment 
(Kluckhohn & Strodtback 1961; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1993) and harmony (fitting 
with the environment) (Schwartz & Sagie 2000) were seen to be related to the practice of 
‘creating productive community relationships’, which emphasises the relationship between 
the organisation and the environment. 

Finally, for the dimension of ‘managing the instructional programme’, the following 
dimensions of cultural values were determined to be important: achievement–ascription 
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner 1993); beliefs about human nature (Kluckhohn & 
Strodtbeck 1961); human orientation (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman & Gupta, 2004); 
performance orientation (House et al. 2004); harmony (Schwartz & Sagie 2000); fitting with 
the environment and the nature of human activity (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck 1961). 
Achievement−ascription and beliefs about human nature can explain different methods of 
establishing effective staffing practices. ‘Providing instructional support’ is relevant to 
cultural values like human orientation (House et al. 2004). ‘Monitoring school activities’ is 
associated with dimensions of cultural values like achievement–ascription (Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner 1993) and performance orientation (House et al. 2004). ‘Buffering staff from 
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excessive and distracting external demands’ is related to harmony (Schwartz & Sagie 2000) 
and the nature of human activity (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck 1961). 

In sum, a cultural analysis framework was proposed on the basis of the above categorisation 
and analysis of transformational school leadership practices.  

After comparing and contrasting these values dimensions relevant to the practices of 
transformational school leadership, the following dimensions were identified as the most 
relevant. These values dimensions can incorporate the meanings of other similar dimensions 
identified in the above four comparative cultural models. They include long-term or short-
term orientation, relationship to the environment, orientation to time, performance 
orientation, intellectual autonomy, individualism and collectivism, power distance, belief of 
human nature, human orientation (House et al. 2004), nature of human activity (Kluckhohn 
& Strodtbeck 1961), and uncertainty avoidance. This framework was used to analyse the 
differences and convergences in transformational leadership across different cultural 
contexts. In this study, relevant values in Chinese and Western cultures were mapped onto 
the cultural framework above in order to understand the phenomena in depth.  

Chinese and Canadian Transformational School Leadership 

Models 

Leadership is a social phenomenon. Bush and Qiang (2002), Hofstede (2001) and Lord and 
Maher (1991) believed that culture has an important relationship with leadership, which is 
the reason this study undertook to examine leadership practice from a cultural perspective. 
This section will discuss similarities and differences regarding transformational school 
leadership practices in China and Canada from a cross-cultural perspective.  

In order to ensure clarity of comparison and analysis, the Chinese transformational school 
leadership model (Liu, 2013) and Leithwood’s (2012) transformational school leadership 
model will first be introduced. These models both include the four dimensions of setting 
direction, developing people, redesigning the organisation, and managing the instructional 
programme, but there are some differences in terms of the leadership practices that fall under 
these dimensions.  

Liu’s (2013) research on Chinese transformational school leadership is the only study on 
transformational leadership practices in the Chinese school context according to a 
comprehensive transformational leadership review covering transformational leadership 
research in the fields of education, business, and management (Liu, 2015). There were several 
steps involved in creating a Chinese transformational leadership scale (Liu, 2013). First, the 
views of 273 teachers in a Chinese city on effective leadership practices were collected; content 
analysis identified high frequency words which formed the foundation for a Chinese 
transformational leadership scale. Forty-five items were generated in this step. Second, 
principal component analysis formalised the Chinese transformational school leadership 
scale with 29 items and ensured construct validity.  

Leithwood and his associates developed the transformational school leadership model based 
on Burns’ (1978) and Bass’ (1985) transformational leadership theories and empirical studies. 
From the start, eight leadership practices were included in the transformational school 
leadership model: building school vision, establishing school goals, providing intellectual 
stimulation, offering individualised support, modelling best practices and important 
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organisational values, demonstrating high performance expectations, creating a productive 
school culture, and developing structures to foster participation in school decisions 
(Leithwood 1994). Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) believe that transformational leadership 
cannot be separated from transactional leadership since basic living requirements are the 
foundations of the effects of transformational leadership practices. Therefore, instructional 
leadership practices, such as monitoring teaching staff and buffering, were added to the 
transformational school leadership model (Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd 2009). A short survey 
was designed by Leithwood and his team (Leithwood 2012), which includes similar 
leadership dimensions to Liu’s (2013) Chinese transformational school leadership 
questionnaire. 

Transformational school leadership practices which differ between Liu (2013) and Leithwood 
(2012) are listed in Table 1.  

Table 1: Transformational school leadership practices which differ between Liu 

(2013) and Leithwood (2012) 

Chinese cultural context Canadian cultural context 

1. Reasonably arranges human resources in 
the school. 

2. Provides us with a variety of opportunities 
to visit successful schools. 

3. Committed to establishing a good campus 
culture. 

4. Helps us to understand the school 
development strategy. 

5. Evaluates our work progress based on 
school goals. 

6. Provides us with a variety of training 
opportunities to improve the teaching 
quality. 

7. Helps us to be unique teachers according to 
our different characteristics. 

8. Encourages us to attend the activities of the 
teaching and research group. 

9. Promotes collective preparation for class. 
10. Establishes an evaluation system to ensure 

the smooth progress of teaching. 
11. Expects students to achieve good marks. 
12. Expects us to improve our professional level 

constantly. 
13. Encourages us to participate in academic 

activities to improve our standards of 
teaching. 

14. Broadens our horizons by inviting 
education experts to give lectures in school. 

15. Promotes communication among teachers. 

1. Provides useful assistance to you 
in setting short-term goals for 
teaching and learning. 

2. Gives you individual support to 
help you improve your teaching 
practices. 

3. Models a high level of 
professional practice. 

4. Promotes leadership development 
among teachers. 

5. Ensures wide participation in 
decisions about school 
improvement. 

6. After classroom observations, 
works with teachers to improve 
their teaching. 

7. Frequently discusses educational 
issues with you. 

8. Buffers teachers from distractions 
to their instruction. 
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16. Concerned about our existence, such as 
work stress, living conditions, etc. 

17. Strengthens school security, ensuring the 
smooth progress of teaching. 

  

 

The transformational school leadership practices that are shared by both scales are shown in 
Table 2. 

Table 2: Transformational school leadership practices that are shared between Liu 

(2013) and Leithwood (2012) 

Setting direction Developing people 
Redesigning the 
organisation 

Managing the 
instructional 

programme 

1. Helps us 
understand the 
overall direction 
of the school 
development. 

3. Provides individual 
support to our 
teaching activities. 

5. Promotes 
co-operation among 
teachers. 

7. Provides us with 
good teaching 
equipment. 

2. Helps clarify 
the reasons for 
our school’s 
improvement 
initiatives. 

4. Encourages us to 
consider new ideas for 
our teaching. 

6. Provides parents 
with the opportunity 
to participate in 
school management 
through parent 
committees. 

21. Improves 
teaching by 
regularly auditing 
our class. 

9. Provides 
useful assistance 
to us in setting 
short-term goals 
for teaching and 
learning. 

11. Develops an 
atmosphere of caring 
and trust humanism. 

13. Is effective in 
building community 
support for the 
school’s improvement 
efforts. 

 

10. Demonstrates 
high 
expectations for 
our work with 
students. 

   

Cultural Analysis of Similar Transformational School 

Leadership Practices in the Two Studied Leadership Models 

from Different Cultures 
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This section elaborates upon ideal type as a tool to conceptualise Chinese and Canadian 
culture. Then, cultural analysis of these two different cultures is conducted according to the 
values relevant to the analytical framework.  

Hayhoe (2006) has stated that the ideal types of Max Weber should be applied in cross-cultural 
comparison and constructed with a high degree of local integration for adequacy of meaning. 
In this study, a cultural analysis of the similarities in transformational school leadership 
between the Chinese and Canadian contexts was conducted using the four dimensions of 
transformational school leadership practices, the formulated cultural analysis framework, 
and the cultural values attached to this cultural analysis framework. 

In the dimension of ‘setting directions’, there were four items shared between the Canadian 
and Chinese contexts: ‘Helps us understand the overall direction of the school development’ 
(Item 1), ‘Helps clarify the reasons for our school’s improvement initiatives’ (Item 2), 
‘Provides useful assistance to us in setting short-term goals for teaching and learning’ (Item 
9), and ‘Demonstrates high expectations for our work with students’ (Item 10). These shared 
items can be linked to the following cultural values dimensions: the nature of human beings, 
the relationship between human beings and nature, the achievement assumption, and the 
potential of human beings. The cultural values relevant to these dimensions in Canada and 
China will be used to understand shared leadership practices across these cultures. 

The leadership practice of ‘clarification to subordinates regarding the reform purpose’ 
touches upon the relationship between human beings and nature. In Confucian thought, 
human beings are the most intelligent thing in this world and can successfully conquer 
difficulties in life and the external world. In terms of the relationship between human beings 
and nature, Confucius indicated that people can succeed in changing nature if harmony with 
nature is emphasised in their thoughts. This is relevant to ‘Helps us understand the overall 
direction of the school development’ (Item 1) and ‘Helps clarify the reasons for our school’s 
improvement initiatives’ (Item 2). Furthermore, human potential for the future development 
of society is also valued and emphasised in both cultures examined in this study. 

Human beings are regarded as generally kind and good in Chinese culture. For example, 
Mencius said, ‘All humans have a mind which cannot bear to see the sufferings of others’ 
(Chen & Lee 2008). Based on the human goodness assumption, Confucius and Mencius 
stressed that leaders should rely on education to reinforce, extend, and further develop 
human goodness (Chen & Lee 2008). Abramson (2007) pointed out that in Christian culture, 
God believes human beings are naturally kind but they may sometimes make mistakes. 
Christian cultural values promote leaders who can be concerned about followers, pardon their 
mistakes, and provide them with opportunities to promote themselves. Therefore, ‘Provides 
useful assistance to you in setting short-term goals for teaching and learning’ (Item 9) is 
valued in both Chinese and Canadian cultures since the expectation to ‘love others’ is a basic 
doctrine in both Confucianism and Christianity (Dong 2007).   

Regarding the achievement assumption, both Chinese and Canadian cultures hold that 
achievement is important. In particular, student achievement in Chinese society is highly 
valued due to the fact that one’s place in mainstream Chinese society is mostly based on 
student achievement in the national college entrance exam (Ding & Lehrer 2007). Student 
achievement in Canada also attracts people’s attention. Some scholars have conducted 
empirical studies to explore factors that affect Canadian students’ outcomes, for the purpose 
of identifying more effective strategies to improve their learning (Boucher, Bramoullé, 
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Djebbari & Fortin 2014; Ross & Gray 2006). However, in Canadian culture, students’ 
performance in other areas besides their academic achievement is also given much 
importance by educators and schools, for example, the improvement of their interpersonal 
communication skills (Yoshida, Milgrom & Coldwell 2002) and even students’ occupational 
performance after graduating (Carswell, McColl, Baptiste, Law, Polatajko & Pollock, 2004). 
Nevertheless, ‘Demonstrates high expectations for our work with students’ (Item 10) is 
recognised in both studied cultures. 

In the dimension of ‘developing people’, the following three items were shared across 
cultures: ‘Provides individual support to our teaching activities’ (Item 3); ‘Encourages us to 
consider new ideas for our teaching’ (Item 4); and ‘Develops an atmosphere of caring and 

trust’ (Item 11). These items touch upon beliefs about human potential, human nature, trust 
and caring in both Canadian and Chinese cultures.  

According to both Confucian ethics and Christian values, a leader has responsibility to care 
about team members’ personal development and promote their potential capacity; leader 
virtue is defined as a positive component and a comprehensive set of ethical and intellectual 
personal characteristics that can help people in an organisation to develop their skills, 
capacities, and competencies (Hackett & Wang 2012; Mabey, Conroy, Blakeley & Marco 2016).  

Human potential is acknowledged in both Chinese and Canadian cultures. Canadian culture 
promotes the values of tolerance, peace, and a spirit of compromise (Courchene 1996). 
Abramson (2007) argued that, in Christian tradition, people acting in good faith can gain more 
favour from God. In Confucian thought, human nature is regarded as good, but there is still 
a process that can be undertaken to develop that nature, which is related to people’s potential 
to succeed (Stępień 2014). Hence, Item 3 (‘Provides individual support to our teaching 
activities’) and Item 4 (‘Encourages us to consider new ideas for our teaching’) are 
acknowledged in both these cultures.  

Trust and caring are respected in both these cultures as well. For Confucians, ‘Man can't do 
anything without a good reputation.’ This signifies the importance of earning trust, and caring 
is regarded as an important part of benevolence, in particular for people who are in leadership 
positions (Yuan 2013). In Canadian culture, a belief in caring and integrity is also much valued 
(Schafer 1995). Therefore, Item 11 (‘Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust’) is recognised 
in both cultures. 

In the dimension of ‘redesigning the organisation’, the following three leadership practices 
are recognised by teachers in both cultures: ‘Promotes co-operation among teachers’ (Item 5); 
‘Provides parents with the opportunity to participate in school management through parent 

committees’ (Item 6); and ‘Is effective in building community support for the school’s 
improvement efforts’ (Item 13).  

Group orientation and collective action are extremely crucial in both Chinese and Canadian 
culture. The relationship between Chinese culture and educational reforms and the influence 
of societal culture on school leadership have been researched by many scholars, who have 
classified China as a collectivist society (Bush & Qiang 2002; Walker & Qian 2015; Yin, Lee & 
Wang 2014). People are normally valued based on their contributions to the organisation or 
group instead of their personal gains in the Chinese context.  

In comparison, the collective orientation in Canadian culture is built upon an emphasis of the 
individual self. Therefore, leadership is recognised as a process of leading a group of people 
instead of individuals. Christian culture believes in an ethical and humanitarian leadership 
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style in which leaders should maintain their vision to guide the group of people in a better 
direction even though individual followers within the group may have disadvantages 
(Abramson 2007). Compared with American culture, Canadian culture is more collective-
oriented; it emphasises mutual efforts, getting all employees involved in achieving 
organisational goals, and improving congregate productivity together (Ali, Falcone & Azim 
1995). 

‘Provides us with good teaching equipment’ (Item 7) and ‘Improves the teaching by regularly 
auditing our class’ (Item 21) are two leadership practices in the dimension of ‘Managing the 
instructional programme’ that are recognised by teachers in both cultures. As for Item 7, to 
give help to a subordinate is much valued in Chinese culture, and also leaders are expected 

to control the whole process of management. Similarly, interdependence in Canadian culture 
is highly appreciated for historical and climatic reasons. In terms of Item 21, ‘Improves the 
teaching by regularly auditing our class’, order and rule are also respected in both cultures. 
In Canadian culture, a belief in the orderly and systematic nature of the universe is 
appreciated (Schafer, 1995), which is shown in the basic principles of the Canadian 
constitution: peace, order, and good government (Courchene 1996). Meanwhile, Confucius 
stresses the role of Zheng Ming (arranging people into appropriate roles based on their 
capabilities and social rules) as important to the ruling of society (Liu 2004).  

Cultural Analysis of the Unique Transformational School 

Leadership Practices in the Chinese Transformational 

Leadership Model 

Apart from the survey items shared by the Canadian and Chinese transformational school 
leadership scales, there also remain items unique to the Chinese cultural context. These 
transformational leadership practices are shown in Table 3. 

The unique items in the Chinese version of transformational school leadership are here 
analysed from a cultural perspective in order to understand these practices in depth. 

‘Reasonably arranges human resources in the school’ (Item 8) is unique to the Chinese context. 
In Chinese culture, the capability of the person, his or her familiarity with the situation, and 
a degree of harmony in the relevant human relationships are regarded as the essential three 
preconditions for leadership. Arranging personnel effectively and convincingly is treated as 
an important indicator of effective leadership. This is reflected in the fact that, in Chinese 
culture, people’s achievements and capacities are recognised to a certain degree, although 

ascription still exists (Hwang 2012). This is related to Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner’s 
(1993) achievement−ascription assumption, which focuses on evaluating people’s status 
according to their achievement or ascription.  

Table 3: Items unique to the Chinese cultural context 

Setting direction Developing people 
Redesigning the 

organisation 

Managing the 

instructional 

programme 
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15. Helps us to 
understand the 
school development 
strategy. 

16. Evaluates our 
work progress 
based on school 
goals. 

23. Expects students 
to achieve good 
marks.  

24. Expects us to 
improve our 
professional level 
constantly. 

12. Provides us with 
a variety of 
opportunities to 
visit successful 
schools. 

17. Provides us with 
a variety of training 
opportunities to 
improve the 
teaching quality. 

18. Helps us to be 
unique teachers 
according to our 
different 
characteristics.  

25. Encourages us 
to participate in 
academic activities 
to improve our 
standards of 
teaching. 

26. Broadens our 
horizon by inviting 
education experts to 
give lectures in 
school. 

14. Is committed to 
establishing a good 
campus culture. 

19. Encourages us to 
attend the activities of 
the teaching and 
research group. 

20. Promotes 
collective preparation 
for class. 

27. Facilitates 
communication 
among teachers.  

28. Is concerned 
about our existence, 
such as work stress, 
living conditions, etc. 

8. Reasonably 
arranges human 
resources in the 
school. 

22. Establishes an 
evaluation system 
to ensure the 
smooth progress of 
teaching.  

29. Strengthens 
school security, 
ensuring the 
smooth progress of 
teaching.  

In addition, the following items are unique to Chinese upper secondary schools and can be 
understood based on values of learning in Chinese culture: ‘Provides us with a variety of 
opportunities to visit successful schools’ (Item 12); ‘Provides us with a variety of training 
opportunities to improve the teaching quality’ (Item 17); ‘Expects us to improve our 
professional level constantly’ (Item 24); ‘Encourages us to participate in academic activities to 
improve our standards of teaching’ (Item 25); ‘Broadens our horizons by inviting education 
experts to give lectures in school’ (Item 26); ‘Expects students to achieve good marks’ (Item 
23); and ‘Helps us to be unique teachers according to our different characteristics’ (Item 18). 
These practices touch upon values related to learning, as well as human orientation and 
intellectual autonomy (Schwartz & Sagie 2000), and performance orientation (House et al. 
2004). 

Learning is highly appreciated in Confucian thought. Confucius’ emphasis on education has 
significantly influenced Chinese people’s serious treatment of learning and education (Wong 
2001). In Chinese culture, it can be seen that principals and school leaders frequently stress 
the significance of student achievement in their work (Walker & Qian 2015). Higher collective 
teacher efficacy and higher transformational leadership are required to realise higher student 
achievement (Ross & Gray 2006; Walker & Qian 2015). This is connected to the view of House 
et al. (2004) in regard to performance orientation and intellectual autonomy (relevant to 



            ISEA • Volume 45, Number 1, 2017   │ 49  

 

‘intellectual stimulation’ because intellectual autonomy means whether we believe people can 
pursue knowledge) (Schwartz & Sagie 2000).  

Commitment to establishing a good campus culture (Item 14) is relevant to ‘relationships 
between people’ (Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck 1961) and ‘individualism and collectivism’ 
(Hofstede 2001). In Confucian thought, the leader plays an important role in the improvement 
of the organisation and individual subordinates by modelling moral practices and self-
improvement. Culture is regarded as a set of beliefs, values and behaviours by Lumby and 
Foskett (2008). For instance, Christian culture encourages people to be tolerant and peaceful, 
and to compromise, which are vital values in that cultural context (Courchene 1996). In this 
context, leaders are thus thought to have consistent, reliable, and trustworthy traits in 

establishing universally unconditionally supportive relationships with their followers 
(Abramson 2007). 

As for ‘Helps us to understand the school development strategy’ (Item 15), wisdom is treated 
as a crucial trait of leadership in Chinese culture. The school leadership practices of showing 
vision and the ability to predict the future of the organisation are perceived as important and 
effective. In addition, intellectual autonomy (relevant to ‘intellectual stimulation’) (Schwartz 
& Sagie 2000) is fostered by school principals because, in Confucian culture, people’s potential 
is highly respected. For example, Luo (2012) argued that the Confucian spirit encourages 
people to face their difficulties and overcome hardship; Confucian thought holds that people 
can perfect themselves by make ongoing efforts. 

The following two items reflect the collective orientation in Chinese culture: ‘Encourages us 
to attend the activities of the teaching and research group’ (Item 19) and ‘Promotes collective 
preparation for class’ (Item 20). Hofstede (2001) differentiated between individualism and 
collectivism. In Chinese culture, collective activity is one of the most important characteristics 
and an important way to realise collaboration. This originates from ancient farming society 
where collective work was extremely valued. Meanwhile, people affiliate themselves with the 
group in comparison to the independent self that is emphasised in Western culture. The term 
‘I’ in Western culture is independent of the organisation in comparison to Wo (‘I’) in Chinese 
culture, which is the small self that submits to the larger unit, for example family or society 
(Hsu 1971, 1985, cited in Cheng 1998). Therefore, these two items are significant in China.  

One of the basic values in Confucian thought is Li (‘ritual’), which has three levels of meaning: 
the system, principles of the organisation and the etiquette of the people. The value of Zheng 
Ming in Chinese society lays the foundation for people’s acceptance of an evaluation system 
in education management. This is also relevant to Schwartz and Sagie’s (2000) concept of 
hierarchy in terms of the legitimation of unequal distribution of power and power distance. 
This can explain why ‘Evaluates our work progress based on school goals’ (Item 16) and 
‘Establishes an evaluation system to ensure the smooth progress of teaching’ (Item 26) are 
recognised as leadership practices by teachers in China. The evaluation system in China is a 
way to arrange people with diverse capabilities into corresponding positions. Liu (2004) has 
stated that a chaotic situation would emerge if Zheng Ming were not implemented thoroughly 
since disorder in the organisation would result in serious conflicts among organisational 
members.  

‘Facilitates communication among teachers’ (Item 27) is relevant to the property of 
interconnection in Chinese society. Hwang (2000) stated that Chinese society is a relational 
society and Chinese social networks bind people to others in their life world. Strengthening 
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the communication among teachers is a non-negotiable task for Chinese school principals to 
help teachers to build up their relationships and finally realise school change. Confucianism 
clearly puts relationalism first, collectivism second, and individualism last (Chen & Lee 2008). 
This is also linked to relationships between people, one of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s (1961) 
six cultural dimensions. 

‘Is concerned about our existence, such as work stress, living conditions, etc.’ (Item 28) is 
related to teachers’ expectations of the leadership in their organisation. Core values of 
Confucian thought, such as benevolence (Ren), righteousness (Yi), ritual propriety (Li), 
wisdom (Zhi), trustworthiness (Xin), filial piety (Xiao), Zheng Ming, respecting learning, and 
collective activity, are embodied through these practices. The essential meaning of Ren 

(benevolence) is kindness to other people and caring for other people, and it is a most 
important quality for a leader. Therefore, kindness, caring, and support from the leaders in 
the Chinese context are highly valued and recommended. This is related to the definition of 
human orientation by House et al. (2004) that focuses on the degree to which people are kind 
and generous to others. In order to keep good relationships with subordinates in Chinese 
culture, the leader has to provide sufficient support for those who need help from above.  

The leadership practice of ‘Strengthens school security, ensuring the smooth progress of 
teaching’ (Item 29) is also recognised by Chinese teachers at large. Harmony is an important 
concept in Chinese culture, and leaders are very much evaluated based on whether they can 
build up a harmonious relationship between the internal and external organisation. This is 
consistent with Schwartz and Sagie’s (2000) concept of harmony. The Neo-Confucian school 
of thought believes that community-related effort plays a significant part in the cultural aspect 
of Chinese moral leadership in education, which emphasises the significance of collective 
assistance and caring among people (Wong 1998). Based on the values of Confucian thought 
in Chinese tradition, interpersonal relationships among people are considered to be the 
responsibility of school leaders, especially in the context of school moral leadership (Peng 
2012). For example, Peng (2012) pointed out that school leaders are faced in their work with 
multiple problems in dealing with human relationships including connection between school 
staff, students, students’ parents, and other educational stakeholders. 

Conclusion 

This article compared Chinese and Canadian transformational school leadership models. The 
common leadership practices across cultures and unique leadership practices in the Chinese 
context were identified. The following cultural dimensions are relevant to shared leadership 

practices across cultures: the achievement assumption, the nature of human beings, the 
relationship between human beings and nature, and the potential of human beings. 

In the two examined cultures, high performance is respected, while the potential of human 
beings is also emphasised. Although Canada is recognised as an individualist country, 
interdependence is also stressed there, which is similar to Chinese culture. In both cultures, 
human beings are believed to be good, which is a basic value for school leaders who should 
give sufficient support to subordinates. 

The following cultural analysis dimensions are relevant to understanding the unique 
leadership practices in the Chinese context: Although performance expectations are stressed 
across cultures, Chinese school principals are expected to be good at dealing with human 
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resource management since this is seen as a kind of relationship management in Chinese 
culture. In Confucian thought, the potential of people is highly respected, but self-nurturing 
is also emphasised. Chinese leaders are expected to be role models for their subordinates. 
Although there is a relatively high power distance in Chinese society, collaboration among 
people is also crucial since harmony is important.  

The underlying values relevant to effective leadership practices in different cultures are 
discussed in this paper. The findings indicate that analogous values across cultures decide 
similar leadership practices, and unique cultural values determine unique leadership 
practices in the Chinese culture. Finally, the cultural framework formulated based on the 
synthesis of the diverse culture analysis theories is valid and helpful for understanding 

leadership practices across cultures. 
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Metaphors We Supervise By: Israeli 

Superintendents’ Views of their Role in 

Transitional Times 

Ronit Bogler and Adam E. Nir 

Abstract: The study examines the role perceptions of Israeli superintendents operating in a transitional 
time from a centralised toward decentralised educational system. Content analysis of the metaphors 
used by 129 superintendents to describe their role revealed three main themes: the superintendent as an 
omnipotent person; acting under difficult circumstances; and functioning as a facilitator rather than a 
leader. While the rhetoric stresses decentralisation, in practice centralisation still prevails. The 
metaphors demonstrate the complexity of the transitional phase within which Israeli superintendents 
act, where there is a large discrepancy between the declarative and the explicit policies regarding 
decentralisation processes. This duality in the educational system’s messages makes the 
superintendent’s role much more complicated in comparison to the roles of other officials operating 
outside the school. 

Keywords: Superintendent, metaphors, decentralisation, Israel. 

Introduction 

School superintendents act under complicated circumstances (Murphy & Hallinger 1986). As 
key position holders, mediating between the top level of the educational administration, 
school principals and local authority officials, they are expected to act as intra- and inter-
organisational boundary spanners. The job descriptions of boundary spanners are primarily 
aimed to focus on ‘relational and organisational navigation (e.g., “liaisons” of various types)’, 

and they are commonly viewed as ‘generalists whose jobs entail much more than simply 
spanning boundaries’ (Miller 2009: 619). Hence, the superintendent’s role is challenging, 
requiring him/her to respond to various, sometimes contradictory needs that come from 
different sources (Grogan 2000). This is especially true when the educational system is in the 
midst of a transition, moving from one type of administration, centralisation, to another, 
decentralisation. 

The goal of the current study, therefore, is to examine the complicated and challenging role 
of the Israeli superintendent in a transitional time using metaphors as depicted by the 
superintendents to represent their views of their role. Since metaphors represent a reflection 
of reality, and the reality within which the Israeli superintendents are currently engaged is in 
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transition, using this qualitative research method will capture more eloquently the 
superintendents’ views of their role and working circumstances. The metaphors enable the 
superintendents to express and pinpoint hidden qualities which may not be easily articulated.  

The School Superintendent as a Boundary Spanner  

School superintendents are representatives of the state, and as such they serve as middle-
persons between policy-makers at the state level and key incumbents at the local educational 
authority (LEA), school principals and the local communities within which the schools under 
their jurisdiction operate.   

Superintendents function as boundary spanners (Goldring 1990) who are engaged in 
‘boundary spanning' activities that cross, weave and permeate many traditional boundary 
types, including organisational, sectoral, professional and policy’ (Williams 2012: 1). Firestone 
and Fisler (2002: 451) claimed that position holders in formal boundary spanning roles have 
‘special potential’, and to reach that potential they must undertake various tasks, among them 
communication facilitation and assistance to role partners in articulating a common vision. 
The boundary spanners’ capacities differ in relevance and in efficacy; therefore an effective 
boundary spanner in one context does not guarantee his/her success in other contexts (Miller 
2009). Thus, a superintendent who is effective as a boundary spanner within his/her district 
with school principals, teachers and local community authorities due to the knowledge and 
the experience that s/he has gained in the system over the years may not necessarily be so 
when dealing with groups outside the district, such as representatives of the Ministry of 
Education (MOE). A poor acquaintance with or understanding of the interests and ideology 
characterising these external interest groups may harm his/her effectiveness as a boundary 
spanner.  

Superintendents are in the midst of a critical juncture where they are expected to juggle 
between various tasks within different levels of operation resulting from their boundary 
spanning activities. Their multi-faceted role in ‘ordinary’ times becomes much more 
complicated under transitional times when external conditions are changing. In addition, this 
period of time is characterised by a large discrepancy between the declarative and explicit 
policies, which call for decentralisation processes that will grant greater autonomy to the 
schools, and the actual practice that implicitly reveals that the decentralisation move has only 
partially been implemented through the lines of authority in the educational system. 

The Israeli Educational System and the Role of the Superintendent  

The educational system in Israel is moving from a centralised system to a decentralised one 
as a result of a number of educational reforms that called for granting greater autonomy to 
schools. In the early years since its establishment (in 1948), a highly centralised system of 
government took responsibility for regulating the flow of large waves of immigration, 
prioritising the locations to which the immigrants would move, and allocating the economic, 
educational and organisational resources. Consequently, a centralised hierarchical structure 
was established where the Ministry of Education controls most aspects of the educational 
system. Superintendents became the eyes and ears of the head office in schools, controlling 
and supervising processes which attempt to minimise the gaps resulting from ethnic, 
religious, economic and social conflicts (Bogler 2014).  
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Throughout the years, waves of immigration continued to pour in, some of which gave rise 
to reforms that emphasised liberalism and individual freedom, equality and civil rights, and 
a move toward market economy and privatisation. These changes gave rise to the approach 
of increasing school autonomy through the implementation of a School Based Management 
(SBM) policy (Volansky 2007). However, the policy to increase schools’ degrees of freedom 
through SBM created two conflicting concepts: expanding school autonomy on the one hand, 
and at the same time, maintaining central regulations and control mechanisms that 
undermine school autonomy. Although the implementation of SBM began in the late 1990s, 
the educational system is still highly standardised and centralised (Gaziel 2012; Gibton, Sabar 
& Goldring 2000).  

The Ministry of Education is responsible for all levels of education, including higher 
education, and the Minister of Education is appointed by the Prime Minister. The MOE 
appoints a Director General who is the general manager of the Ministry, a professional rather 
than a political figure. The District Manager is the manager of the compulsory educational 
system in the district, while the District Superintendent is the supervisor responsible for the 
pedagogical areas under the supervision of the District Manager. The Comprehensive 
Superintendent is the person in charge of controlling and supervising school conduct in line 
with the educational regulations. Among his/her tasks are implementing of educational 
policy, developing school performance and personnel (including the appointment and 
dismissal of school principals), and enabling local initiatives to take place. More specifically, 
superintendents are responsible for a number of key roles, such as leading educational 
initiatives, assisting in adapting the curriculum to the school’s needs, promoting a 
constructive school climate to facilitate the implementation of reforms, taking part in 
programs for teacher training and professional development, co-ordinating between different 
educational agencies, assisting in mobilising school resources, evaluating school 
achievements to improve the educational system, and taking part in planning, organising and 
supervising resource allocation (Addi-Raccah 2015). Using Kowalski’s (2005) typology of the 
superintendents’ role conceptualisations, the Israeli comprehensive superintendent may be 
perceived as teacher−scholar (referring to the instructional facet of his/her leadership), manager, 
and communicator who co-ordinates among the role partners in the different educational 
organisational levels. One may consider adopting Berliner’s (1990) metaphor of the teacher as 
an executive to the superintendent, as the superintendent fulfils the ten functions that are 
expected from business executives in industry, in the government, or in any other workplace, 
and they are: planning; communicating goals; regulating the activities of the workplace; 
creating a pleasant environment for work; educating new members of the work group; 

articulating the work of the site with other units of the system; supervising and working with 
other people; motivating those being supervised; evaluating the performance of those being 
supervised; and developing budgets. This list of functions applies to the Israeli 
superintendents who carry a high managerial role in the organisational hierarchy of the 
educational system. 

In the centralised educational system, the comprehensive superintendent is supposed to 
maintain control and supervision of school conduct according to the Ministry regulations, and 
yet to allow the development and expansion of school autonomy, as declared explicitly in the 
SBM reforms that have taken place throughout the years. In this conflictual situation, where 
school autonomy and state’s (continued) direct control and supervision are at odds, the 
superintendent serves as a ‘middle person’ who ‘juggles’ between the school principal, to 
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whom s/he is inclined to grant some degree of autonomy, and the upper echelons of the 
organisational hierarchy (e.g., local authority or the central administration), which stress the 
need to establish regulations that will ease their control over the schools. While the 
introduction of SBM called for reconsidering the role definitions of all officials who were 
directly influenced by this change initiative, and redefining the power relations within which 
individuals were assumed to act in these newly-created circumstances, the formal role 
definition of the superintendent has remained almost unchanged throughout the years 
(Gaziel 2012; Nir & Eyal 2003). Thus, superintendents had to be the representatives of a 
nationwide policy that calls for school autonomy in budgeting and decision making and, on 
the other hand, they kept their power and authority as top officials in the educational system. 

In the current study, we aim to study how superintendents in Israel view their role in this 
transitional time using metaphors, where they were asked not only to choose the metaphor 
that best fits their job but also to explain the rationale behind their choice.  

The Metaphor – A Reflection of Reality 

‘The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of 
another’ (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 5). As mental constructs (Lakoff & Johnson 1980), metaphors 
are ‘powerful forces, conditioning the way we come to think of ourselves and others, of events 
and even nations’ (Berliner 1990: 85). They are ‘integral to our language’ (Akin & Palmer 2000: 
69; emphasis in original), and are a form of symbolic expression that is often the medium for 
understanding ideas, insights and intuitions (Marshak 1993). Metaphors are ‘a figure of 
relationality’ (Saunders 2016: 94), ‘a creative feature of language use’ (Zhao, Coombs & Zhou 
2010: 382), and are used regularly in everyday discourse, not only in the language, but also in 
thought and action (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 3). They imply much about our way of thinking 
and seeing how we view and comprehend our world (Morgan 1986). The use of metaphors 
as a research tool is highly valued in problematic and complex situations where individuals 
face difficulties in describing and analysing their role and circumstances. Metaphors enable 
us to capture the state of mind or the disposition within which the subjects of a study are 
acting. Though they may be perceived as one’s idiosyncratic view, metaphors can be 
generalised to similar instances and contexts. Metaphors may express the vague, the 
unspoken and the messages that are difficult to articulate.  

Metaphors have been used extensively to study teachers’ perceptions or beliefs regarding 
their job, professional development, identities and educational reforms (e.g., Alger 2009; 
Avidov Ungar 2016; Berliner 1990; Thomas & Beauchamp 2011; Tobin 1990; Zhao et al. 2010). 
Very few studies have adopted this research tool for studying superintendents’ role 
perceptions (e.g., Clouse, Goodin, Aniello, McDowell & McDowell 2013; McCabe 2001). 
Metaphors are ‘indicative of leaders’ thinking and form a basis of their actions. Leadership 
metaphors create leadership reality by defining such important aspects as the leader’s role 
and the context in which leadership takes place’ (Oberlechner & Mayer-Schoenberger 2002: 
7). The analogy to superintendents is forthright as they hold leadership positions. 
Consequently, the current study will shed light on the role of Israeli comprehensive 
superintendents as they perceive it in transitional times mainly via metaphors. The unique 
contribution of the current study is in its use of metaphors that are mainly effective in 
describing situations that are evolving, where it is not yet clear what the ‘genuine’ goals are 
and the directions of the upcoming development.   
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Metaphors are able to expose the unspoken and the dynamic, qualities that are difficult to 
articulate. Therefore, they may serve as an efficient and effective research tool in describing 
superintendents’ inner world. Those individuals operate in an educational system that 
attempts to reshape the power relations among echelons, and is aimed to accommodate the 
degrees of freedom granted to schools by the reforms that have been declared but not fully 
carried out. By using metaphors as a sensitive tool, the study explores the unique complexities 
experienced by superintendents holding boundary spanners’ roles in a centralised 
educational system that explicitly advocates a policy of school autonomy. The goal of the 
present study is to examine the multifaceted and challenging role of the Israeli superintendent 
in a transitional time using metaphors as proxy for the superintendents’ views of their role. 

Method 

Participants 

Data were collected through questionnaires completed by 129 of about 150 comprehensive 
superintendents in the Israeli educational system, a system that is undergoing a shift from 
centralisation to decentralisation and School Based Management following many years of 
tight centralisation. The respondents’ mean age was 54 (sd=6.5); 66 per cent women; 90 per 
cent held a Master or PhD degree, with 30 years on average of educational experience (sd=6.5), 
and nine years on average of experience as superintendent (sd=6.6). The last fact means that 
they served as superintendents during the time when efforts were made to introduce SBM 
into the Israeli educational system. This inevitably created gaps between the implicit and 
explicit agendas that are typically created when a decentralised policy is introduced into a 
centralised system. This is in line with their report indicating that 98 per cent report they lack 
a clear role definition. Among the superintendents, 83 per cent had previously been teachers 
and 70 per cent principals. The sample included 74 per cent Jewish and 26 per cent Muslim 
and Christian Arab and Bedouin superintendents.  

Procedure  

The questionnaires were distributed through the superintendents’ weekly meetings in seven 
of the eight districts. The superintendents were asked, among other things, about their job 
description, responsibilities and their impact on policy formation at the district level and their 
relationships with school principals. In addition, they were asked the following question: 
‘What is the metaphor that best describes your role as a supervisor? Please explain your 
choice.’ Thus, the superintendents had to provide the rationale behind their choice of the 
metaphor that best described their role. A content analysis was conducted to discover the 
themes that best described the superintendents and their role based on a common meaning. 
This procedure included two steps. In the first step, the researchers examined the written 
responses to the open-ended question and identified the most salient metaphors. In the 
second step, the researchers classified these metaphors into generic themes. This process was 
conducted by each researcher independently to allow for better consistency. Hence, the 
themes indicate the convergence obtained between the judgements of the two researchers’ 
classifications.    
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Findings 

As indicated earlier, Israeli superintendents operate under ambiguous circumstances, where 
the Ministry of Education declared and has implemented an SBM policy, although in practice 
it still maintains its centralised structure and nature. It is, therefore, of no surprise that 
superintendents' role definition was not updated following the implementation of the SBM 
reform in spite of its implications on their role.  

Demographic data show that all the 129 sampled superintendents have been acquainted with 
SBM for a number of years since their average number of years of experience is 8.9 (SD=6.6).  
Hence, they have been in position since 2002, in the midst of the first application of SBM, 
which began in the beginning of the 1990s. These superintendents were actively involved in 
the transition from a centralised toward decentralised educational system regarding school 
autonomy. 

Descriptive Statistics 

When asked about the circumstances of their role performance, the responses of the 
superintendents reflected working settings that are characterised by complexity, multiple 
tasks, ambiguity and role-conflicts. Sixty-one per cent indicated that in their district there is 
no written definition of the superintendent’s role beyond the one specified in the Circular, 
which has not been updated since 1969 (Nir & Eyal 2003). The respondents felt work overload 
(‘The number of tasks that I need to perform in my role exhausts me’ – M=5.3, SD=1.8); 
difficulty in determining who they represent (‘While visiting in schools, I find myself to be 
more a representative of the MOE than a representative of the district’ – M=4.4, SD=1.9); 
ambiguity regarding their job description (‘Policies, regulations and bylaws of the MOE that 
affect my job are clearly defined’ – M=4.8, SD=1.4); and difficulties in deciding one’s position 
in the organisational hierarchy (‘I'm my own boss in almost all work-related conditions’ – 
M=4.5, SD=1.6); all were on a 7-point scale, where ‘1’ represents strongly disagree, ‘4’ refers to 
one’s difficulty in taking a stand, and ‘7’ – strongly agree). 

The majority of the superintendents in the study (66 per cent) reported that they experience 
autonomy at work. When they were asked to describe their role on a 10-point scale, where 
forming policy appears on the one side and implementing policy on the other, most reported 
being somewhere in the middle. However, when they referred to their ability to actively 
influence the formation of educational policy in their district, 70 per cent agreed that they did 
have an influence. This finding may imply that the superintendents perceive themselves as 
playing an active role in affecting the policy that is determined at the district level. Though in 
general the superintendents in this study did not characterise themselves as capable of 
affecting policy formation at the national level, when it comes to their actual districts, they 
value their ability to affect policy formation. When asked about their impact on the selection 
of school principals, 67 per cent responded that they do have much impact, thus implying 
that the superintendents feel that they have an impact on both the district and the schools. 

With regard to the superintendents’ self-concept, 88 per cent of them reported that they are 
perceived as professionals in their district. This finding, as the findings indicated above (e.g., 
the superintendents’ feeling of autonomy in the job), may imply that the superintendents feel 
that they are trusted by the administration at the district level. Nevertheless, most of them (87 
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per cent) indicated that they have considerable administrative work that is a result of the 
control and regulations imposed on them by the central office. 

Content Analysis 

Based on arguments stating that metaphors serve as a sensitive tool that can capture the most 
delicate nuances of reality, three key themes emerged from the content analysis of the 
superintendents’ metaphors and their explanations: metaphors describing the 
superintendents as omnipotent people; metaphors describing their difficult role and working 
circumstances; and metaphors describing the superintendents as facilitators, assisting their 
colleagues/followers in their work. Below, we exemplify the presence of each theme using the 

metaphors depicted by the superintendents. 

Emerging Themes 

Theme 1: An Omnipotent Person Occupying a Key Position 

Many of the superintendents glorify themselves as being omnipotent officials in charge of the 
educational system. They are responsible for controlling and supervising school conduct in 
line with the educational regulations and duties that entail implementation of educational 
policy, the advancement of school performance and personnel, and the facilitation of local 
initiatives that are taking place. Below is a representative list of metaphors that exemplify the 
superintendents’ self-import view. 

Octopus – the metaphor that was most often used by the superintendents was the octopus. 
The explanations behind choosing it varied among respondents. Following is a list of the 
interpretations provided for this selection. ‘Long arms, sends its arms in different directions 
and distances’; ‘Expected to hold “lots” of things simultaneously’; ‘Knows how to and has 
control of many areas, at different arenas, while taking into account different factors. Needs 
to have control, understanding and collaboration of all the parties involved in all areas’; and 
‘Needs to be very flexible, be involved in many tasks, and to use intellectual, affective and 
social abilities’. The superintendents who chose the octopus as a metaphor to describe their 
role view themselves as highly involved at every juncture of decision-making processes, or 
flow of information among members of the educational system either below or above them, 
in school, in the local authority or in the Ministry of Education. The need to have control over 
everything that is under their jurisdiction exemplifies their need to hold a very centralistic 
position. This necessity is in congruence with the current state of the educational system in 
Israel, which has not yet moved to a decentralised system in spite of the various reforms that 
have taken place in the past two decades. These reforms include the shift to school-based 
managing institutions headed by a principal who maintains greater degrees of freedom in 
managing the school. The indecisive manner regarding the centralisation−decentralisation 
policy results in confusion and multiplicity of tasks as portrayed by the multi-armed octopus. 
It seems that the superintendents who chose the octopus as a metaphor referred mainly to 
three characteristics of this creature: its flexibility, intelligence and its multiple arms that allow 
dealing with a variety of issues at the same time. Octopuses are invertebrates with no internal 
or external skeleton. This fact implies of their ability to be flexible and capable of squeezing 
into tight spaces, thereby reaching every place. The superintendents report on their need to 
be flexible and relate to different stakeholders at the same time. Flexibility seems a highly 
significant quality for adaptation in a changing and ambiguous environment.  



            ISEA • Volume 45, Number 1, 2017   │ 63  

 

Octopuses are also known as intelligent creatures able to learn information and use it, in 
addition to having short- and long-term memory that assists in information recall. The 
superintendents’ role is highly demanding and requires them to take care of many tasks 
simultaneously for which they need to ‘use intellectual, affective and social abilities’. They 
must be and function as omnipotent individuals who have a wide range of capabilities and 
talents, particularly when operating under circumstances that are not easily workable. 

Orchestra conductor – ‘Each principal has expertise in his/her special area, and the 
superintendent is responsible for the whole composition’, said one superintendent, explaining 
the choice of directing a musical performance. The superintendent, like the conductor 
standing on a raised podium, has far-reaching sight, and is responsible for bringing all 

‘performers’ to act in harmony. When dealing with a variety of interests, some of which are 
contradictory, achieving harmony becomes a rather complicated challenge. If the 
superintendent listens prudently to each player on the stage (i.e., in the school, in the local 
authority, in the MOE), as expected from an orchestra conductor, it is more likely that the 
performance and the results attained will be better. The superintendent is the one who can 
lead the whole group of stakeholders to a harmonious end product especially when the issue 
becomes extremely difficult. 

A locomotive – As one of the superintendents noted: ‘The locomotive is aimed to implement 
the Ministry’s policy and mark the goals in an attempt to fit the multiple units behind him.’ 
The superintendent who provided this metaphor saw him/herself as the main and leading 
power for a train. The locomotive’s sole purpose is to move the train along the tracks, carrying 
behind him/her all the heavy load and dependent units. Again, the group of superintendents 
using this metaphor refer to themselves as a very central and dominant figure in the group of 
role partners who are beneath him/her in the organisational hierarchy. Using this metaphor, 
it is clear that superintendents perceive themselves at the top of the organisational hierarchy, 
where others are dependent on them, even those who are formally above them in the 
organisation. This dependency becomes challenging when there is no clear understanding of 
where the train is headed. 

Theme 2: The Circumstances 

A second category of metaphors was employed by superintendents to describe the difficult 
work conditions in which they operate. 

Tsunami – One of the superintendents remarked: ‘The number of tasks and duties on my 
calendar create overflow at the expense of my family and health.’ The tsunami – a 
phenomenon that is a result of the displacement of large volumes of water that manifest as a 

series of enormous waves – exemplifies the massive flow, and more significantly the overflow 
of water that may last minutes and sometimes hours with extremely high waves. The usage 
of tsunami in the context of superintendents’ work is aimed to show the difficult conditions 
under which they operate. Many of the superintendents’ activities are determined ad-hoc, 
unrelated to their advance planning and, therefore, unpredictable. Thus, even if they have 
scheduled meetings, visits or ceremonies, too often they may end up changing their day as a 
result of last minute calls because new plans pop up that call for their involvement. These 
working circumstances create a lot of stress and require them to be adaptive to changing 
conditions with no prior warning. This description of a superintendent’s role implies that 
such an individual needs to be flexible and adaptive to changing environmental situations. 
Needless to say, a tsunami embodies many dangers and may be fatal for those caught in the 
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waves. Hence, it seems that superintendents working in an educational system, shifting back 
and forth from centralisation to decentralisation, lack the ability to clearly think about the 
future and their position in the system.   

Traffic cop – This cop directs the traffic according to road conditions and requirements, aiming 
to create comfortable conditions on the way. The traffic cop is also responsible for addressing 
traffic infractions. While other metaphors are more focused on the circumstances, purposes 
and goals characterising superintendents’ role, this metaphor mainly focuses on the 
processes. The superintendent’s role is complex and requires co-ordination skills to 
accommodate everyone’s needs. The superintendents are at the crossroads of decision-
making processes, and they need to direct the traffic of information that flows to them from 

all levels of the organisational hierarchy. Sometimes, the information and data are 
contradictory (e.g., plans coming from school principals that contradict the Ministry’s 
regulations), and on other occasions, the ‘road load’ is so heavy that only a professional 
superintendent could resolve the overload (e.g., new regulations or CEO Circulars that appear 
frequently). These working conditions, under which the superintendents are called to act, are 
unpredictable and put great pressure on them on a daily basis, as faced by traffic cops 
attempting to control the flow of cars approaching busy intersections. While drivers and 
traffic cops are all subjected to exact regulations, superintendents operating in transitional 
circumstances often find themselves caught in a traffic jam as a result of contradictory 
regulations and instructions. 

Theme 3: Facilitators 

Another main function superintendents perform in the processes conducted at the school 
level involves capacity building. 

Superintendents used the metaphor of a National Water Carrier to describe their contribution 
as capacity builders. The National Water Carrier is Israel’s main water artery. In considering 
the water shortage which typically characterises Israel, it is used to regulate the water supply 
in the country so that water is supplied consistently to various regions. This metaphor 
emphasises the facilitation facet of the superintendents’ role. They are in the position of 
enabling school staff members to do their job within the Ministry’s regulations, and interface 
with officials in the local educational authorities and with policy makers at the MOE. They 
strive to optimise the relationships among all parties and ensure that the division of resources 
is justified and balanced according to the relative needs of the schools and the students. 

A butterfly is another metaphor employed to describe superintendents’ role as capacity 
builders. Facilitators often need to look at the big picture and shift resources, knowledge or 

support from one place to another where it is more needed. ‘The butterfly flies from one 
flower to another’, indicated two respondents. Since butterflies are, among other things, 
pollinators and indicators of a healthy environment and ecosystems, they play a crucial role 
in nature. In line with the chaos theory, the ‘butterfly effect’ describes a phenomenon whereby 
a small change in one location/time zone may produce a significant change elsewhere or at a 
later time. The use of the butterfly metaphor to describe the role of the superintendents 
implies that they are perceived as facilitators who enable the ongoing functioning and stable 
working circumstances of their role partners on the various organisational hierarchy levels. 
Nevertheless, one cannot ignore the fact the butterflies have a very short life span in which 
they have to accomplish their assignments. Table 1 summarises the metaphors and their 
description. 
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Table 1: Metaphors and their description 

Theme 1: An omnipotent person occupying a key position 

Metaphor Meaning 

Octopus Must be flexible and relate to different stakeholders at the 
same time. Their role is highly demanding and requires 
them to take care of many tasks simultaneously. 

Orchestra conductor  Leads the whole group of stakeholders to a harmonious 
end product, especially when issues are extremely 
difficult. 

A  locomotive Superintendents perceive themselves at the top of the 
organisational hierarchy, where others are dependent on 
them. 

Theme 2: The circumstances 

Metaphor Meaning 

Tsunami Role activities are determined ad-hoc, unrelated to their 
advance planning and, therefore, unpredictable. 

Traffic cop Information and data are contradictory and the load is so 
heavy that only a professional superintendent could 
resolve the overload. 

Theme 3: Facilitator 

Metaphor Meaning 

National Water Carrier Looks at the big picture and shifts resources, knowledge 
or support from one place to another where it is more 
needed. 

A butterfly Enables the ongoing functioning and stable working 
circumstances of their role partners on the various 
organisational hierarchy levels. 

Metaphors, as indicated above, are a reflection of a reality, and may be used as an interpretive 
tool. Hence, the complexity of the superintendents’ role and professional circumstances may 
be better understood via metaphors. The three themes that were derived from the metaphors 
used by the superintendents seem to reflect the circumstances characterising the educational 
system which declaratively shifts from centralisation to decentralisation though, in practice, 
still aims at maintaining its centralised nature. While the rhetoric stresses decentralisation, in 
practice, centralisation still prevails. Hence, superintendents continue to tread on unstable 
ground, and confront conflicts, pressures and unclear, sometimes contradictory, demands 
describing a transitional phase. Under these circumstances, the metaphors demonstrate that 
superintendents prefer to act as facilitators and function as ‘middle persons’ led by the general 
director's regulations rather than put themselves in a leadership position which might 
increase their role stress and conflict. Thus, the metaphors show the complexity of the unique 
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circumstances characterising a transitional phase within which the Israeli superintendents act. 
They also exhibit the complexity derived from the fact that it is not clear whether the Ministry 
intentions to decentralise authority are genuine because of the gap between the declarative 
stand and the reality. 

Discussion  

All the superintendents who participated in the current research have served during the 
introduction and the implementation of SBM in the Israeli educational system. Since changes 
in superintendents’ role definition did not follow this policy shift, they were expected to know 
how to accommodate themselves to the new circumstances where school principals and 
teachers are assumed to gain higher degrees of autonomy. Nevertheless, their self-reports 
reflect their confusion and stress which follows their difficulty to reconcile between their need 
to allow sufficient autonomy to schools, on the one hand, and to monitor schools’ conduct, on 
the other hand (Nir & Eyal 2003). This is hardly surprising considering that such initiatives 
need to overcome the centralisation trap (Nir 2006), indicating central officials’ inclination to 
delegate authority to schools and, at the same time, maintain substantial central control in 
schools (Gaziel, Bogler & Nir 2005; Nir 2003a, 2003b). Similar contradictions in the 
superintendents’ role are reflected in Grogan’s (2000) work, where she describes the ironic 
situation of the superintendents who are pressed to decentralise authority and empower 
others and at the same time to be more accountable for student outcomes. In addition, 
superintendents are called to spend time with community members at the expense of meeting 
teaching staff within their district.  

The superintendents act as boundary spanners who are expected to please the upper and 
lower echelons of the organisational hierarchy. They need to respond to conflicting demands 
coming from different sources, and to manage organisation−environment relations via two 
strategies: buffering and bridging (Scott 1981). In the current research, the superintendents 
were found to act as facilitators, a role that entails both notions of buffering and bridging. 
They perceive themselves as buffering principals from external pressures coming from the 
MOE, LEA and from the school (e.g., parents). In their bridging role, the superintendents 
encourage principals to collaborate with them and with the immediate environmental 
stakeholders for the sake of the schools. As with the case of school principals (Kohansal 2015), 
superintendents can be engaged in bridging and buffering strategies simultaneously. Their 
role as facilitators requires them to be able to bridge school boundaries to external interest 
groups and agents, and at the same time protect individuals (e.g., school principals) or groups 
(e.g., parents) from external forces, especially in times of transition, following the 
implementation of new reforms that cause frequent disruptions and increased processes of 
bureaucracy.  

The findings of this study demonstrate the use of metaphors as an important tool to learn 
about the superintendents’ role in transitional times. Nevertheless, like all research, the 
contribution of this study can be assessed in light of its purpose and methods. The current 
research, as in most qualitative studies, suffers from the difficulty of generalising from the 
Israeli idiosyncratic setting to many. We have shown how the Israeli comprehensive 
superintendents act as boundary spanners in a centralised system, thus, the current findings 
could apply mostly to centralised public educational systems. 
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Implications 

Metaphors provide an insightful path, shedding light on a phenomenon which still needs to 
be established and institutionalised. The metaphor is a sensitive tool, enabling individuals to 
relate to their deep feelings and emotions even before they are able to rationally conceptualise 
and define the realities and the unique circumstances within which they operate. They enable 
the exposure to what is still difficult to articulate. They are vehicles enabling expression of the 
unperceived and, therefore, may be viewed as a channel or bridge connecting between the 
perceived reality and individuals’ inner state.  

In this sense, metaphors may be viewed as an effective means that allow individuals to 
describe ambiguous and ill-defined circumstances. Studying phenomena characterised by 
high sensitivity, high ambiguity, and high complexity is an extremely delicate task since such 
circumstances promote desirability. Hence, the main contribution of the current study may 
be evident in the power of metaphors to address delicate issues not easily expressed, thus 
serving as a proxy for the evolving qualities that are difficult to articulate.  

While transitional times are inherently difficult and characterised by uncertainty, the fact that 
policy makers in the Israeli educational system have not yet decided to what extent school 
autonomy should be increased on the account of the upper echelons’ authority adds to the 
stress and complexity that superintendents experience on the job. Taking together the role of 
the superintendent as a ‘boundary spanner’ and these unique circumstances makes the 
superintendent’s reality highly complex. Consequently, whether the transition toward school-
based management is actual or only declarative (Nir, Ben-David, Bogler, Zohar & Inbar 2016), 
the comprehensive superintendent is found in the midst of ambiguity stemming from the fact 
that his/her role definition has remained the same throughout the years while changes have 
taken place in the school settings. This duality in the educational system’s messages makes 
the superintendent’s role much more complicated in comparison to the roles of other officials 
operating outside school. 
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Women Primary School Principals in 

Cyprus: Barriers and Facilitators to 

Progression 

Maria Karamanidou and Tony Bush 

Abstract: This paper examines the career progress of female principals in Cypriot primary schools in 
accessing leadership. It reports part of a mixed methods study focused on the extent to which women 
primary school principals in Cyprus face barriers during their accession and enactment, and what these 
are. The study was exploratory, and used both a survey of all 187 women principals (53 surveys were 
fully completed representing a 28 per cent response rate) and interviews with 20 principals. The data 
were collected sequentially, with the survey preceding the interviews. The findings show that family 
influences, stereotyping, previous educational experience, training seminars, Cypriot society and 
culture, lack of female role models, and discrimination were powerful influences on the career trajectory 
of these women primary school principals. These themes recur in several places, showing the pervasive 
nature of these influences on women principals in Cyprus. Many of these findings resonate with 
insights from previous research. 

Keywords: Female principals, Cyprus, career progression, primary schools 

Introduction  

The purpose of this paper was to examine the barriers that women school principals 
encounter in Cyprus primary schools during their accession to, and enactment of, leadership 
positions. In educational systems, women remained under-represented in leadership roles, 
even where the majority of the workforce is female (Lumby, Azaola, De Wet, Skervin, Walsh 

& Williamson 2010). As more women gradually entered leadership roles in Cyprus, which 
customarily have been filled mostly by men, there is a need to understand the experience of 
female leaders.  

Gendered Leadership in the Cyprus Educational System  

This paper focuses on the Greek Cypriot educational system, and not the separate Turkish 
part of Cyprus, because, since the conflict between the two communities in 1974, it is only 
possible to gain limited information on education there (EPASI 2008). The educational system 
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in Cyprus is highly centralised and controlled by the state. Only people who have at least 15 
years’ experience in state primary schools may apply to become principals.  

Gender has also been indicated as a factor influencing promotions to primary leadership 
positions in Cyprus (Nicolaidou & Georgiou 2009; Polis 2013). Although teaching continues 
to be a female-dominated profession, promotion statistics in Cyprus pointed to the unequal 
allocation of headship posts between male and female candidates and note the under-
representation of women in leadership posts (Nicolaidou & Georgiou 2009; Polis 2013). The 
discrimination against women in appointments to headship is apparent through a 
comparison between the number of female and male candidates and that of appointees. 
During the last cycle of promotions in 2013, female principals comprised 77 per cent of 

candidate principals but they only occupied 28 per cent of the available posts (Polis 2013).  

Aims and Research Questions 

The aims of the research were to establish the influences on women principals’ professional 
careers, the enablers and barriers to accessing the principalship, and the ways in which these 
barriers can be overcome. There were five research questions. 

1. What aspects of a female’s life can influence her leadership progress?  

2. What are the barriers for women in seeking to access leadership roles?  

3. How can these barriers to leadership positions be overcome?  

4. What forms of support are significant in helping women to access leadership?  

5. What types of training and development contribute to women’s preparation for 

principalship?  

Literature Review  

Theoretical Literature on Barriers to Accession 

The literature on gender and leadership suggests that gender has a significant impact on 
women’s access and entry into leadership positions (Blackmore, Thomson & Barty 2006; 
Coleman, 2005). ‘This is because women are still discriminated against and lack 
administrative preparation for the positions on the basis of their gender despite equal and to 
some extent preferential treatment policies put in place’ (Moorosi 2010: 10).  

Hadjipavlou (2003) notes that women in Cyprus have not been given space to articulate their 
accomplishments and have been given even fewer opportunities to help them to access 
leadership positions. For many years the systematic professional development of teachers and 
principals at all phases of their career has been neglected.  

In most countries, women were expected to preserve traditional family roles alongside 
existing or new job responsibilities (Sanchez & Thornton 2010). When women attain or seek 
positions as educational leaders, it is not easy to balance their work and family obligations 
(Coleman 2001, 2005; Mahitivanichcha & Rorrer 2008; Moreau, Osgood & Halsall 2007; 
Wrushen & Sherman 2008). 

Shakeshaft (2002) recognises that there were still a lot of women who reflect that parental 
responsibilities restrain them from performing their jobs as school principals, and that such 
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responsibilities may make women reluctant candidates for leadership positions. Additionally, 
Coleman (2004) notes that the classification of women as sympathetic, domestic, and of lesser 
importance and status than males, influenced them. 

Moorosi (2010: 16) notes that ‘social barriers in the form of broader cultural expectations in 
terms of the sex role stereotypes, political, traditional and historical influences are even more 
problematic because they are so deeply rooted in the society and in the institutional cultures 
and are therefore not easy to eradicate’. Women experience a glass ceiling arising from gender 
stereotypes and the difficulties of combining motherhood with a career (Coleman 2011).  
Linked to the above, Cyprus has adopted an approach that leads to the appointment of highly 
experienced, and usually male, principals (Pashiardis & Ribbins 2003). 

Empirical Literature on Barriers to Accession 

Coleman’s (2004) UK research, based on the orthodoxies relating to gender and leadership, 
signifies that women principals often mention some ‘commonplace misunderstandings which 
are brushed aside by the women who mentioned them, but they still have to be regularly 
overcome and are indicative of the underlying assumption that the leader is male and that 
women as leaders are “outsiders”’ (Schmuck 1996: 356).  

The causes of women’s under-representation have been described as ‘overt and covert 
barriers’ (Coleman 2001, 2009), or ‘internal and external barriers’ (Blackmore 1989; Hall 1996; 
Shakeshaft 1989), to women’s career development. The term ‘glass ceiling’ has internationally 
become the most representative metaphor comprising the whole range of inhibitors limiting 
women’s accession to senior positions. 

Wirth’s (2001:16) research in Geneva shows that ‘the gendered division of time between work 
and family is probably the most significant gender issue of all and explains many of the 
differences between the work patterns and job types of men and women’. A barrier that 
women might have faced in order to aspire to leadership is that ‘motherhood takes priority 
over work and hampers women in balancing their work and family life. Women often have 
to make a choice between their career and children.’ Research in Greece shows that ‘[t]hose 
who succeed despite this role conflict usually have other people looking after their families’ 
(Kaparou & Bush 2007: 228). 

Hadjipavlou’s (2003) research in Cyprus states that women have not been given space to 
express their achievements and have been given even fewer resources to help them to aspire 
to leadership positions. One main reason is the structural organisation of Cypriot society, 
which could have been considered as patriarchal and gender specific. Linked to this, research 
in Ohio showed that women need to be assertive enough to aspire to leadership positions, 
and to apply for them when qualified to do so (Pirouznia 2013). 

Research in South Africa also identifies other barriers to women’s promotion to leadership 
positions, including discriminatory hiring and promotion practices, lack of mentoring 
systems in the teaching profession, lack of support systems from family and colleagues, lack 
of networking, lack of female role models, and lack of support from colleagues and 
administrators (Chen, Doherty & Vinnicombe 2012; Chisholm 2001).  

International research shows that women’s efforts to become leaders can be even more 
difficult if there is a lack of support from partners/husbands and extended family (Coleman 
2011; Hall 1996; Kaparou & Bush 2007; Young 1992). Additionally, women take career breaks 
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to have a family, putting them in a disadvantageous position compared to their male 
colleagues and making them think twice before applying for leadership positions (Coleman 
2009, 2011; Evetts 1994; McLay 2008; Moreau et al. 2007; Thornton & Bricheno 2000). As 
Coleman (2007: 397) explains: ‘[t]he expectation that women will take maternity leave, rather 
than having a more extended career break may not in itself have been helpful to women, as it 
has fuelled the expectation that women will take only short breaks for childbirth and 
childcare.’  

Methodology and Methods 

Mixed methods were used for this study as they facilitated a better understanding of the 
connections among variables and allowed an appropriate emphasis at different stages of the 
research process. Using a sequential mixed methods approach facilitated a better overall 
perspective (Morrison 2007). A survey approach was used to obtain generalisable data about 
the phenomenon and semi-structured interviews to add greater depth and meaning on this 
complex issue. 

Methods and Sampling  

The research of women principals in Cyprus primary schools was designed to provide a 
‘measure’ of the career progress of female principals and to address the apparent under-
representation of women in leadership positions. Individual responses were aggregated in 
order to give a summative measurement. 

Surveys−Questionnaires 

Statistical data from the Ministry of Education in Cyprus were used in order to establish the 
number of women principals in Cyprus primary schools. An imperative consideration in 
judging the trustworthiness of research is the size of the sample (McMillan 1996). The total 
population of women principals in Cyprus primary schools is 187 and the authors surveyed 
the whole population, a census, to facilitate generalisation. 

Questionnaires may include closed and open questions, where closed questions prescribe the 
range of responses from which the respondent may choose (Morrison 2007). Both types of 
questioning were included in this research, since they offer different kinds of information and 
provide a more complete picture of the phenomenon. The questionnaires were distributed by 
using the Internet application, Survey Monkey. Fifty-three women principals (28.3 per cent) 
completed the questionnaire fully, and 23 (12.3 per cent) responded partially. The overall 
response rate was 40.6 per cent. The incomplete questionnaires varied in the number of 
questions answered. Those that answered only the biographical data (12) were omitted from 
the analysis while the remaining 11 were included, because they provide some substantive 
data. This is a modest but acceptable response rate, considering that this was a whole 
population survey, or census.   
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Interviews−Case Examples 

Sampling for the interviews was based on self-selection, arising from a question included in 
the survey instrument. All 20 women principals who agreed to take part were interviewed. 
One of the advantages of having willing participants for interviews is that they are likely to 
provide a significant amount of data. These are not case studies as generally understood in 
the literature, because only the principals were interviewed, but they can be regarded as case 
examples. 

Interviewing is one of the oldest and most widely used of social science research techniques 
(Cohen & Crabtree 2006). Semi-structured interviews were used, with prompts, to allow 
informants the freedom to express their views in their own terms while having sufficient 
structure to provide reliable, comparable, qualitative data (Cohen & Crabtree 2006).  

Using a recorder has the advantage that the interview report is more accurate than making 
notes (Opdenakker 2006). All participants agreed that their interviews could be recorded. All 
20 interviews were conducted at the principals’ schools, with dates and times based on the 
respondents’ availability.  

Data Analysis 

A number of features of Survey Monkey were used to conduct the analysis. Survey Monkey 
exports gave a presentation-ready summary of the survey results by question, known as 
question summaries. The data were aggregated using tables and figures. Statistical tests for 
difference were not conducted and analysis was based on the themes that emerged from the 
data.   

The qualitative data were analysed manually, following four steps: reviewing the data, 
organising the data, coding the data and interpreting the data. Patterns, categories and themes 
were coded and clustered to different groups in order to make comparisons. The last part of 
the analysis was interpretation that involved attaching meaning to the data. The 
interpretation of data was achieved by making a list of key themes.  

The approach to data analysis links to Denscombe‘s (2003: 119) point that ‘analysis contributes 
to originality because the emphasis on “why” has greater depth and contributes to the 
generation of knowledge as distinct from information.’ 

Data triangulation was achieved through the comparison of qualitative data received from 
the semi-structured interviews of 20 women principals with the quantitative data from the 76 
questionnaires.  

Findings and Discussion 

The findings and discussion are presented thematically and literature is used to inform the 
analysis.  

Childhood and Family Background  

The survey findings showed that a majority (28/53) of the respondents who responded to this 
question have female family members who are, or have been, principals. This suggests that 
family background is an important influence for many women principals. There were 
significant differences in relation to age, as more mature principals were less likely to have 
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female family members in the profession. The survey data show that a great majority (27/28) 
of respondents with female role models were highly experienced principals, with more than 
ten years’ in post. The interview findings indicate that participants who mention female role 
models identify their mother (8), grandmother (4), aunts (3) or mother-in-law (1). However, 
ten said that they had no female role models.  

Lumby et al. (2010) suggested that when there is equitable representation of women in 
leadership positions, this provides role models of female success, encouraging women to 
aspire to these positions. The data from this study collectively suggest that role models were 
important for the career aspirations of the principals. This implies that lack of female role 
models could be a barrier for those women aspiring to access leadership positions in schools. 

This supports Eliophotou and Christou’s (2012) research, also in Cyprus, which showed that 
feminisation of education does not appear to extend to leadership positions, and that this is 
most probably due to lack of role models. 

Women principals were asked if they experienced the patriarchal family model during their 
childhood and, if yes, to explain how, if at all, this model influenced their decisions to seek 
promotion as a principal. The data confirm the findings of Coleman, Haiyan and Yanping 
(1998) regarding underlying patriarchal values. The patriarchal family is a family model in 
which males are the primary authority figures and fathers hold authority over women and 
children. In the Cyprus context, patriarchy means the family model where the structure is 
hierarchical and the father is dominant. 

The survey data show that a majority of the principals (30) who answered this question 
experienced the patriarchal family while the other 27 did not. Most (24) of the women who 
experienced the patriarchal family model were mature principals, aged over 45. Almost all of 
the younger principals did not report experiencing the patriarchal family model. Similarly, 
the survey data show that the more experienced professionals were more likely to mention 
this model, which was also more common in the traditional towns of Paphos, Larnaca and 
Famagusta than in more urban locations. Principals working in more traditional areas, 
notably Paphos and Larnaca, are more likely to regard the patriarchal family as a significant 
influence. Those ten women interview respondents who said that they did not have any 
female role models note that the patriarchal family model was the main reason for not having 
a female role model.  

Quinn’s (2014) research showed that there is a need for role models in the progression of 
potential female leaders and that fathers are important early role models. However, the 
majority (41/62) of survey respondents said ‘no’ to the question about whether the patriarchal 
family was an inhibitor for accessing leadership positions. Survey data showed the 
significance of age and experience for this issue. Almost all of those who regarded the 
patriarchal family as an inhibitor were experienced principals. Principals who led schools in 
bigger cities, such as Limassol or Nicosia, tended to suggest that the patriarchal family was 
not an inhibitor. Principals working in smaller cities, which have a more traditional culture, 
consider that the patriarchal family inhibited their decisions about accession. 

The interview data showed that ten women respondents experienced the patriarchal family 
model. P11 said that ‘the patriarchal model was a huge barrier for women to become what 
they wanted, apart from housewives and being responsible to raise their children’. Coleman 
(2004) noted that the identification of women as caring, domestic, and implicitly of lesser 
importance and status than men, impacts on the experience of women in positions of 
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leadership. Another interviewee, P20, added that her decision to become a teacher was 
influenced by the patriarchal family model they were experiencing: 

There were lots of families experiencing the patriarchal family model and there was a 
lack of female role models. Women were responsible for the household and raising 
their children. Fathers were those taking the decisions. One of those decisions, 
influenced by my father, was to become a teacher.  

However, the patriarchal family model did not influence her decision to apply for the 
principal’s position, as this was entirely her own decision after 27 years’ experience in 
education. 

Forms of Support for Women Leaders  

The survey findings showed that a large majority (48/62) of respondents said that they have 
attended training seminars for school principals. The great majority (47/58) of the respondents 
agreed that such seminars were important for their career development. This view was 
supported by the interview respondents, one of whom (P5) said that training seminars can 
show principals how to adopt their own leadership style, how to react in certain situations, 
how to lead the school and how to discuss problems arising from the daily routine at school.  

Another form of support was the family, and a large majority (53/58) of the survey 
respondents stated that family support was important or very important for their career 
development. Lumby et al. (2010) also noted that most principals with families viewed them 
as advantageous to their career progress. The interviews also showed how family can be a 
vital form of support, as noted by one principal (P19). ‘They supported me from the beginning 
of my career until now.’ Lumby et al. (2010) also showed that many principals reported their 
family to be very supportive, giving encouragement and advice, and accompanying them to 
school or related functions. 

Two interviewees mentioned the significance of networks. They commented that, due to their 
good networks with other principals, they knew how to deal with certain situations, even 
before they accessed the principalship. Moorosi (2010) claimed that the acquisition of 
qualifications, training and workshops, as well as participation in informal networks, played 
a crucial role in preparing women to acquire management positions. 

Facilitators and Barriers to Women's Career Progression 

The survey and interview findings showed that the seven factors facilitating women accessing 

leadership positions were the family background, the Cypriot culture, the Cypriot society, 
societal stereotypes, discrimination, their educational experience, and the leadership seminars 
they might have attended. The seven factors identified as facilitators also operated as barriers 
for many survey and interview respondents. These factors are discussed, and linked to the 
literature, below. 

Family and Friends as a Facilitator 

Lumby et al. (2010) noted that most principals with families viewed them as advantageous to 
their career progress. Almost all (52/58) of the survey principals stated that their family 
background was an important influence on their aspiration to leadership positions. Papanis 
(2014) also showed the importance of family activity in influencing the representation of 
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women in different professions. Fourteen interviewees also named family as an influence. 
One of them (P16) said that: 

Cypriot society doesn’t seem to facilitate a woman who wants to apply for a leadership 
position. Especially if the candidate is sensitive, and takes everything seriously, she 
won’t be able to cope with the conflicts and issues arising in her work environment. 

Nevertheless, on moving on to headship positions, further support is needed for women to 
perform the role (Theodosiou 2015). 

The great majority of respondents (53/54) stated that family background was an important 
facilitator for their decision to aspire to leadership positions, while only one person said that 
this was unimportant. Interview findings showed that the most frequently mentioned 
facilitator was that of family and friends. Almost all (17/20) of the women principals 
interviewed said that their family and friends were facilitating factors towards their career 
progression. According to Coronel, Moreno and Carrasco (2010), most women leaders who 
are married and have families embraced both their family and work roles. 

Family and Friends as a Barrier  

Tsangari and Stephanidi (2012: 150) noted that women’s ‘decision to work has an impact on 
the institution of the family: on one hand, the home is still mainly dependent on the woman 
but, on the other hand, the Cypriot family structure is still characterised by patriarchy’. Three 
quarters of the respondents (43/58) stated that family background constituted a barrier to their 
career aspirations, while only 12 said that this was not a barrier. Older and more experienced 
educators and principals were more likely to perceive their family backgrounds as inhibitors 
to their career aspirations. Five interviewees also mentioned family as an inhibitor towards 
their career aspirations. Two of them said that they did not receive any support from their 
family. Another (P19) linked this issue to the patriarchal family and said that this was one of 
the factors which inhibited her career progress, and that most of the women of her age 
experienced this family model. Shakeshaft (2004) acknowledged that barriers to the entrance 
of women into leadership positions included patriarchal societal structures and the 
devaluation of women within societies. Lack of female role models in the family was another 
factor that was mentioned by interviewees as an inhibitor towards women’s career progress. 
More than half of the interviewees (12/20) referred to the lack of role models as a reason for 
women being under-represented in leadership positions.  

Cypriot Culture, Society and Stereotypes as a Facilitator 

Cypriot culture consists of the beliefs, behaviours, objects, and other characteristics common 
to the members of the society, and this culture helps members to conform to the society's 
shared values. Only a small proportion of respondents (8/58) stated that the Cypriot culture 
was an important facilitator in their decision to aspire to leadership positions, while a majority 
(30/58) stated that this factor was unimportant for them.    

Shakeshaft (2004) acknowledged that barriers to the entrance of women into leadership 
positions included patriarchal societal structures and the devaluation of women within 
societies. As the Cypriot culture can still be considered to be male dominated, and patriarchy 
to be the social system in which a male is the family head and the primary authority, it is not 
surprising that most respondents agreed that the Cypriot culture did not facilitate their 
decision to access leadership positions. More than half of the survey respondents (30/58) 
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stated that the Cypriot culture was an important or very important influence on their decision 
to aspire to leadership positions, while only 12 regarded this as unimportant. Significantly, 
older and more experienced principals were more likely to be influenced by these cultural 
factors. These data seemed to confirm the view of Jakobsh (2004) that gender roles are socially 
constructed classifications that are inspired and furthered by the overarching influence of 
patriarchy within society, communities, and families. The survey findings showed that most 
(80 per cent) of the women who experienced the patriarchal family model are mature 
principals, aged over 45, suggesting that this may be less influential for younger principals. 
School area data provide a mixed picture. The patriarchal model was more common in the 
traditional rural towns of Paphos, Larnaca and Famagusta than in more urban locations. 

Interview data showed that half (ten) of the respondents experienced the patriarchal family 
model. Hadjipavlou (2003) states that, in traditional rural towns in Cyprus, women have not 
been given space to articulate their achievements and have been given even fewer resources 
to help them to aspire to leadership positions. 

Lee’s (2011) research showed that women principals’ leadership experiences sometimes 
operate contrary to the traditional gendered stereotypes, and that trying to meet the cultural 
norms expected of them results in conflict and stress. Almost half of the survey respondents 
(27/58) stated that societal stereotypes were an important influence on their decision to aspire 
to leadership positions. Older and more experienced teachers and principals are much more 
likely to be influenced by such social stereotypes than younger and less experienced leaders. 
Coleman (2007) noted that women tend to deny that there is a problem whilst at the same 
time they are able to give examples of their own or others’ experiences of discrimination. 
Principals from two of the smaller and more conservative towns, Paphos and Larnaca, were 
also more likely to be subject to such influences. Only a very small proportion of survey 
respondents (6/58) stated that societal stereotypes were an important facilitator for their 
decision to aspire to leadership positions. This study confirmed Coleman’s (2012) view that 
there is a stereotype that a principal is someone who is male, from the dominant ethnic group, 
of middle age and from a reasonably privileged background. 

Cypriot Culture, Society and Stereotypes as a Barrier 

While equity gains have been made, different expectations and attitudes towards women, 
based on culture, still exist. Studies indicated that these negative attitudes to women 
constitute the major barrier to female advancement in school leadership (Shakeshaft 2007). 
More than half of survey respondents (30/57) stated that Cypriot culture constituted a barrier 
to their career progression, while almost a third (17/57) said that this was not the case. Older 
and more experienced educators were much more likely to regard the Cypriot culture and 
society as barriers to career progression, as were those from traditional locations such as 
Paphos and Larnaca. The interview data also showed that Cypriot society was linked to 
societal stereotypes. More than half of the interview respondents (11) acknowledged that 
stereotypes are among the reasons that women are under-represented in principalship roles.  

Blackmore (1989) claimed that traditional patterns of behaviour prescribed certain roles to 
which women conform to differing degrees, and that is why they form part of women’s 
identity, values and needs. More than half of survey respondents (32/58) stated that societal 
stereotypes constituted a barrier to their career progression, while about a quarter (14) said 
that this was not a barrier. Older and more experienced educators were more likely to 
experience societal stereotypes as a barrier. Principals working in more traditional locations, 
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such as Paphos and Larnaca, were more likely to regard societal stereotypes as a barrier. This 
view is supported from interview findings on societal stereotypes, linked to Cypriot society 
and culture. One of the interviewees (P15) mentioned that Cypriot culture, and societal 
stereotypes, can easily be a facilitator and an inhibitor at the same time for a teacher’s career 
progression. During her own career she found this factor to work as a facilitator for her, as 
she wanted to prove to everyone that gender doesn’t play any significant role when it comes 
to accession to leadership positions.  

Coleman (2007) stated that there is a stereotype of hegemonic masculinity that consciously 
and unconsciously influences our expectations of what a leader ‘should’ be. Stereotypes 
linked to Cypriot culture were the most frequently named inhibitors during the interviews, 

mentioned by nine of the interviewed principals. These stereotypes were linked to the 
patriarchal family. One interviewee (P4) mentioned that ‘sometimes the Cypriot culture 
duplicates stereotypes against women and I believe that this is happening due to the 
patriarchal model, which still exists’. As Hadjipavlou (2010) noted, the acknowledged head 
of the family in Cyprus is still the father. The data on societal stereotypes and discrimination 
data are very similar, suggesting that perceived stereotypical attitudes may be manifested as 
discrimination. Both factors appeared as barriers for accession to leadership positions for a 
majority of principals. Georgiou, Papayianni, Savvides & Pashiardis (2002: 81), referring to 
Cyprus, said that ‘discrimination against women in regards to their promotion to leadership 
posts … should be considered unfair’.  

Discrimination Only Seen as a Facilitator 

Almost half of the respondents (26/58) stated that discrimination was an important or very 
important influence on their decision to aspire to leadership positions. Older and more 
experienced educators and principals were more likely to feel influenced by discrimination. 
This also seemed to be more prevalent for principals in smaller towns such as Paphos and 
Larnaca. Discrimination did not seem to facilitate women’s access to leadership, as no one 
mentioned this factor during the interviews. There is limited literature on discrimination as a 
facilitator for women primary school principals, therefore this finding could be considered as 
an addition to the international literature.  

Previous Experience and Seminars as a Facilitator 

More than half of the respondents (39/58) stated that previous experience was an important 
influence on their decision to aspire to leadership positions while only ten principals regarded 
this as unimportant. Perhaps surprisingly, younger and less experienced principals were 
more likely to value educational experience. The great majority of respondents (45/58) stated 
that their experience in the educational field was an important facilitator towards their 
decision to aspire to leadership positions. Six interviewees also mentioned that their previous 
educational experience was one of the facilitating factors towards their career accession. 
Moorosi (2010: 2) identified the importance of networks, ‘as the acquisition of qualifications, 
training and workshops, as well as participation in informal networks, is viewed as playing a 
crucial role at the personal level to prepare women for acquiring management positions’. 
Previous experience in education can also be linked to good relationships with colleagues and 
school staff. In their review of NCSL evaluations, Bush, Bisschoff, Glover, Heystek, Joubert 
and Moloi (2006) show that networking is the most favoured mode of leadership learning.  
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More than half of the respondents (36/62) stated that leadership seminars were an important 
or very important influence on their decision to aspire to leadership positions. 
Understandably, less experienced educators were more likely to find them helpful than very 
experienced practitioners. These leadership seminars were designed to help new principals 
to prepare for their new challenges and responsibilities, and to learn how to develop their 
leadership styles. Pashiardis (2009) acknowledged that there is a need to recruit and develop 
a new generation of school leaders with the knowledge, skills and dispositions best suited to 
meet the current and future needs of education systems. It was, therefore, unsurprising that 
the findings were very positive for this dimension. Twelve interviewees also stated that 
seminars worked as a facilitator towards their career progression, one noting that they are 

organised in a way to provide new principals with the confidence they needed. One (P6) 
mentioned that ‘the training seminars were vital for me as, before I applied for this position, 
I didn’t have the confidence needed for it’. 

Lack of Mentoring as a Barrier 

The research of Lumby et al. (2010: 20) indicated that, when participants showed their 
husband as their mentor, these were mostly educators. As noted earlier, Quinn’s (2014) 
research showed that there is a need for role models and mentors in the progression of 
potential female leaders and that fathers were important early role models. Data from the 
present research showed that, through having role models, principals became aware of their 
own individual strengths and weaknesses, and teach each other mentoring skills. More 
experienced principals were good role models for another principal’s career. Lack of 
mentoring was an important inhibitor, mentioned by three of the 20 interview respondents. 
Data showed that absence of mentoring means that leaders do not receive the right guidance. 
Findings from this research suggested that mentoring as support for enacting leadership 
would be effective in breaking down the barriers for women and as a tool for leadership 
development.  

Career Breaks as a Barrier 

Another inhibitor, evident from the interviews, was the impact of career breaks. An 
interviewee mentioned that the requirement for 15 years of experience, before applicants can 
apply for a leadership position, can be an inhibitor for women who need to take career breaks, 
and might be a reason for women to be under-represented in leadership positions. It may also 
inhibit women from taking extended maternity leave. As Coleman (2007: 397) explained: 
‘[t]he expectation that women will take maternity leave, rather than having a more extended 
career break, may not in itself have been helpful to women, as it has fuelled the expectation 
that women will take only short breaks for childbirth and childcare.’   
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Conflict of Family and Professional Roles as a Barrier 

Moorosi (2010) acknowledged that family issues might be a barrier as women’s chances of 
accessing promotion were limited because of their family responsibilities. A linked inhibitor 
mentioned during interviews was that of balancing family and professional life. The 
interviews showed that women are often unwilling to apply for leadership positions, as they 
are thinking about how they will be able to balance family and professional responsibilities. 
Several principals linked their experiences to balancing their professional and personal role. 
Some of the women survey respondents (9/58) acknowledged that there is an overlap between 
their professional and family roles. Therefore, principals who are married to a supportive 
partner view their marital status as an advantage for their career (Lumby et al. 2010).  

Data from the survey and interviews showed that most of the women principals 
acknowledged that there was sometimes an overlap between professional and personal life. 
Three interviewees commented that training seminars could be valuable in learning how to 
balance professional and family life. Moorosi (2010) noted that the performance of women 
principals was affected by family and domestic responsibilities.  

Conclusion 

This paper reports a significant study on women school principals in Cypriot primary schools. 
Both survey and interview findings reinforce the widely accepted view that leadership is 
context-specific. This is borne out in the impact of Cypriot culture on women principals, with 
its patriarchal assumptions, embedded within family structures and also affecting 
communities, and notably in more traditional areas. Cypriot principals are also concerned 
with team harmony and group cohesion. Successful principals seek the opinions of teachers, 
students and parents, and strive for mutual understanding. According to Pashiardis, 
Savvides, Lytra and Angelidou (2011), they also encourage staff to participate in discussions 
about values and beliefs. 

The widely held belief that leadership is ‘man’s work’ discouraged many potential leaders 
but the participants in this study succeeded in accessing leadership, demonstrating that such 
attitudes can be overcome with talent and determination. Pashiardis and Savvides (2014) note 
that promotion in Cypriot schools is based primarily on seniority. They also acknowledge that 
the principalship was not often pursued by many women, but, over time, opportunities for 
promotion arose, and when they are able to be principals, they readily assumed this role. This 
was because a position of greater influence enabled them to support student learning and 
serve the needs of the school community in a more effective way. In the present research, all 
the participants stated that, even though they faced several barriers during their accession to 
leadership, given appropriate levels of support, it was possible to overcome these barriers and 
become a successful principal. 

This paper shows that women in Cyprus are over-represented at the classroom level but 
under-represented in more senior positions, including principalships, which have to do with 
the exercise of authority (Cyprus Statistical Service 2012). Angelidou, Georgiou, Papaioannou, 
Xenophontos and Pashiardis (2002) comment that, although women make up more than 50 
per cent of the teacher population, they hold far fewer than half of the management positions 
in schools. The most recent data from Cyprus 2010/2011 (Cyprus Statistical Service 2012) for 
women in teaching and leadership positions clearly demonstrate that women are under-
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represented in headship roles, with 27.1 per cent of male educators holding leadership 
positions, but only 17.5 per cent of women doing so. 

Cypriot school principals seem to believe that their involvement in current activities does not 
contribute to their professional or personal development to a high degree and does not 
respond to their overall leadership needs (Pashiardis et al. 2011). Interestingly the present 
paper shows that training of principals on the Cypriot educational system is agreeing with 
literature based in Cyprus as this kind of training is primarily bureaucratic in nature and 
inadequate for the preparation of future school leaders (e.g., Pashiardis et al. 2011). A recent 
study investigating the views of school principals in Cyprus about their professional 
development revealed that they have a ‘moderate’ level of satisfaction from their attendance 

in in-service activities in general as school principals (Michaelidou & Pashiardis 2009). They 
seem to believe that their involvement in current training does not contribute to their 
professional or personal development to a high degree and does not respond to their overall 
needs as school principals (Pashiardis et al. 2011). 

The paper also identifies contextual differences between Cypriot urban and rural locations 
with traditional areas more likely to adhere to patriarchal attitudes, in respect of accession 
and enactment. More traditional areas (mostly rural areas) gave greater prominence to 
patriarchy, and parental and community attitudes towards gendered leadership strongly 
reinforced male norms.  

The research shows that most of the newly appointed primary school principals in Cyprus 
received support from their spouses while accessing leadership positions, even though, 
during childhood, they experienced the patriarchal family model. This contrasts with 
previous research, which tends to emphasise support from other sources. Moorosi (2010: 14), 
for example, showed that ‘women principals relied heavily on support from other family 
members such as mothers and sibling sisters as well as domestic helpers, but noticeably less 
from spouses’. 

The influence of societal culture is an established feature of the existing literature but the 
present paper is significant in extending traditional patriarchal notions to the more specific 
notion of the patriarchal family. The survey and interview findings highlight the significant 
role of the patriarchal family, which is still embedded in Cypriot society. Patriarchy influences 
girls’ career choices from an early age, especially in traditional communities, as they observe 
gendered roles and see little evidence of women exercising leadership outside the home.  

Another aspect of this paper is the evidence of a relationship between conservative 
communities and accession of women to leadership. While much of the current literature 

tends to offer a general overview of the issues facing prospective and current women leaders, 
this research shows that these factors play out in very different ways, according to the specific 
context. Traditional, mainly rural, communities reinforce ingrained stereotypical views while 
urban areas are more likely to adopt more modern attitudes to gendered leadership. The 
patriarchal culture remains powerful, especially in very conservative parts of rural Cyprus. 

This research makes a significant contribution to the literature on women school principals in 
Cypriot primary schools. The findings reinforce the widely accepted view that leadership is 
context-specific. This is borne out in the impact of Cypriot culture, with its patriarchal 
assumptions, embedded within family structures and also affecting communities, notably in 
more traditional areas. In examining these contextual influences, this research also contributes 
to the wider body of knowledge in different international contexts, including South Africa 
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(Moorosi 2010), England and Wales (Coleman 2002), and Greece (Mitroussi & Mitroussi 2009), 
through its specific focus on the Cyprus context. 
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Kuwait Principals: Preparation, 

Induction and Continuing Development 

Ibrahim Alhouti and Trevor Male  

Abstract: This research explored the leadership capability of principals in intermediate schools in 
Kuwait by examining the preparation and development programmes that were available to them. Ten 
intermediate school principals were interviewed to identify the qualities that they considered school 
principals needed to lead public schools in Kuwait, whether or not their own preparation, induction and 
continuing support were sufficient and their suggestions for what else was needed. The interviews 
revealed that principals in Kuwait are not prepared well for their positions due to the inadequacy (and 
absence) of formal preparation programmes, relevant learning experiences, induction procedures and 
continuing support. Participants identified a number of different experiences and activities that would 
help develop their practice in leading public schools in Kuwait and would help others in similar 
circumstances. 

Keywords: Educational leadership, principals, Kuwait, leadership preparation development 
and induction  

Introduction 

An NIE-Singapore report, commissioned by the government in 2013 to examine aspects of the 
education system in Kuwait and contrast them with benchmarks of successful systems 
elsewhere in the world and best practices, indicated that the leadership capability of 
principals in schools in Kuwait was considered to be under-developed at a time when the 
government was expecting schools to lead a process of improvement that would lead to 
higher levels of student attainment on internationally recognised standards of performance 
(NIE-Singapore 2013). Central to the findings from this report was that most principals were 
considered to be only managing rather than leading the school (NIE-Singapore 2013). These 
findings reflected the fact that there was a ‘lack of a formal preparation program for school 
principals and the lack of standards for that educational development program’ (Alansari 
2012: 2). 

This prompted us to investigate the perceptions of serving principals of intermediate schools 
(for children aged 11 to 14 years) in Kuwait by exploring the preparation and development 
programmes in which they had been involved and additionally looking at the skills and 
qualities that they recognise as being significant for their position. From this study we aimed 
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to identify experiences and training that would help prepare school principals to lead public 
schools in Kuwait and support them after appointment. 

Education in Kuwait 

Kuwait is a small prosperous country with a centralised education system in which school 
attendance is compulsory for all national students from the age of six to 14 years and is 
provided free in public schools. Whilst there are many private schools in the country, these 
cater mainly for the expatriate community, which largely forms the service industry, rather 
than nationals. Typically, private schools are considered to be inferior to public schools and 
are not used by nationals. The only exceptions to this are a few Kuwaiti parents who choose 
to send their children to fee paying international schools, mostly in order to enhance English 
language competency. The vast majority (87.5 per cent) of Kuwaiti children consequently 
attend public schools with a total of 317,713 students (Ministry of Education (MOE) 2015).  

Public school student performance levels in 2007 were low on internationally recognised 
assessments, such as TIMSS and PIRLS (Alramzi 2015). Consequently, Kuwait established a 
long-term strategy to reform the education system and gave schools the main responsibility 
in this strategy (MOE 2008). There was no mention, however, of preparation and development 
programmes for principals, although an educational development framework subsequently 
published suggested that distinctive educational leadership needed to be the first steps to 
improving the capability of school principals (MOE 2013). At the same time the government 
was also considering the recommendations from a comprehensive study of the educational 
system undertaken by the National Institute of Education (NIE), Singapore in conjunction 
with the National Council for Education Development (NCED) which, again, made strong 
recommendations for enhanced principal preparation and development programmes (NIE-
Singapore 2013). Finally, in this regard, due emphasis was also laid on recommendations on 
the development of school principals made in an NCED/World Bank project, commissioned 
by the MOE, which had been engaged in a multi-year, integrated modernisation programme 
to address critical issues in Kuwait’s education system (Alkhoja, Halabi, Abdullah & Al-
Shamali 2015). 

The Role of School Principals in Kuwait 

Over 20 years ago the MOE (1995) defined the general skills necessary for a school principal 
as comprising ‘leadership, human feelings, educational thought, model, democratic and 

flexible in dealing with others, broad-mindedness, decision-making, brother and a friend to 
his colleagues and, finally, capable of innovation’ (p. 23). This list of skills (yet to be amended) 
was not linked directly to the role and was non-specific, effectively dividing the principal role 
into two parts: an administrative role focused on the relationship between the MOE and 
schools and a technical role more focused on the learning and teaching process. The 
administrative role encompassed 147 specific tasks to be done monthly, whilst the technical 
role encompassed six activities relating to monitoring staff and students in order to develop 
and increase performance. It was clear from our examination of government documentation 
(MOE 1995) that principals were likely to be spending more time on administration than on 
technical tasks, which was leading them to act more as managers than leaders. The role was 
thus akin to what is considered to be managerial leadership (Yukl 2012) where the delivery of 
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decisions made elsewhere is the key responsibility and the only leadership attribute required 
is to ‘practise human relationships leadership to keep morale up’ (Sergiovanni 1992: 69). 

A more global view suggests schools need high quality leaders rather than managers to 
improve student performance (Earley 2013) and many countries have invested heavily in the 
preparation, induction and continuing support of school principals in order to achieve that 
aim (Bush & Jackson 2002; Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr & Cohen 2007). The 
characteristics of leadership differ from those of management in that the leader is a developer, 
an innovator, a visionary and a strategist (Bennis 2009). Leadership in this context, therefore, 
will be about decision making, whilst management is considered to be the effective 
implementation of processes that already exist. As the individual with formal authority 

within the school the principal will need, therefore, to be both a leader and a manager. 

In this sense leadership is perceived as ‘the ability to motivate, influence, and enable 
individuals to contribute to the objectives of organisation of which they are members’ (House, 
Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman & Gupta 2004: xxxi). Leadership is a process that entails (1) general 
influencing; (2) influencing others, individuals or groups, not only for their own sake, but for 
a common and shared goal; and (3) influencing the aims and purposes to be achieved. This 
means that leadership involves the capacity to gain results from people through persuasion 
in order to achieve a shared purpose, which is seen as a requirement in an Islamic culture (Mir 
2010). 

The expectations of principal behaviour in Kuwait are rooted in the past, however, and based 
on delivery of national policy through a list of administrative, technical and managerial tasks. 
There have been significant changes to the working context, learning guides and tools, 
however, which have all changed since 1995. This suggests that the official guide to leading 
schools needs to be updated to fit with the reform strategies that have been planned, many of 
which are contingent on there being well prepared school principals. The proposals contained 
within the national education strategies (Alkhoja et al. 2015; MOE 2008, 2013; NIE-Singapore 
2013) have yet to be manifested into action in terms of principal preparation and development 
and so this investigation was based on the existing system, rather than the recommended one. 

Issues in the Preparation, Induction and Continuing Support of 

Principals 

School systems across the world have been subject to changed expectations that have typically 
significantly increased the accountability of the principal or headteacher. Such reforms have 
included almost total delegation of finances to schools in the UK, the introduction of 
formalised and state-mandated school improvement processes for schools in the USA and the 
desire for enhanced student outcomes in most countries which has been driven by national 
governments, but delivered through schools. The effects of these initiatives have been to 
systematically increase the responsibilities of principals, making them more accountable to 
their local community and national government. This often results in principals being 
required to act in two roles – chief executive and lead professional – with the emphasis being 
on school performance indicators that are aligned to student academic attainment. 

A key feature of the formal leadership role that has developed is the need for principals to act 
on the boundary tensions between the core activities of their organisation and the wider 
demands, challenges and opportunities of its environment (Selznick 1992; Yip, Ernst & 
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Campbell 2009). This work of boundary spanning involves protecting and supporting critical 
organisational functions, while simultaneously attempting to accommodate external 
demands. Conceivably, the loosely coupled nature of educational institutions (Beekun & 
Glick 2001; Weick 1982) may make it possible for principals to negotiate between apparently 
conflicting needs and to play roles which, at first glance, seem to be contradictory. The 
diagnostic study of education in Kuwait undertaken in 2013 supports this view in that the 
task of principals in the twenty-first century ‘has shifted from one who manages to one who 
innovates [and] the school is now seen as a corporation, headed by a chief executive officer 
whose key responsibility is to bring it to higher levels of excellence’ (NIE-Singapore 2013: 
110). Appropriate knowledge and skills are required in order to lead: 

[…] through innovative actions and decisions in entrepreneurial leadership, 
knowledge management, global leadership, ethical leadership and social 
responsibility. They guide their teachers toward providing high quality education that 
caters for the holistic development of every child in the school. They articulate a vision 
of high achievement and foster an environment that is conducive to learning and 
growth, change and improvement, effort and excellence. (NIE-Singapore 2013: 110) 

To enjoy success within their role, therefore, those preparing for and entering the 
principalship should have a range of knowledge, skills and abilities which allows them to 
balance the demands of systemic expectations whilst also supporting the learning needs of 
students in schools (Coleman & Glover 2010). Inevitably, such preparation should take 
account of the type and size of school in which the principal is likely to serve, with this intent 
recognised with effective formal school leadership being ‘situational and contingent on 
context and circumstance’ (Male 2006: 3). Investigations into the transition to principalship 
typically suggested that beginning principals were often not fully prepared for their new job 
(Daresh & Male 2000; Draper & McMichael 1998). Although the situation has improved since 
the beginning of the century with licensure schemes being widely adopted in the quest to 
ensure engagement of prospective principals to a relevant body of knowledge and skills 
appropriate to the demands of the job (Oyugi 2015), mechanisms still need to be in place not 
only to prepare prospective principals, but also to support them in their ongoing role. 

Making the transition to the principalship carries with it challenges that permeate the period 
of preparation, induction and consolidation in the new post and affect every newly appointed 
principal. These needs have been categorised as personal, organisational and occupational 
dimensions (Male 2006). The personal dimension of principal preparation and induction 
relates mainly to the issues of reconciling self-image and preferred behaviours with the 
demands of the post. The organisational dimension, largely informed by socialisation theory, 
highlights issues relating to understanding the culture of the organisation, including 
recognising the influence of the previous principal and encouraging the exploration of 
alternative structures and systems as the new principal begins to influence the culture of the 
school. The occupational dimension focuses on the generic issues relating to the adaptation 
required by the principal to become effective in post. This includes the development of skills 
in the preparation stage, with the need for differentiation according to the type of school and 
for that preparation to provide a range of learning activities appropriate to the reality of the 
job in action. Most preparation programmes have tended to focus on the occupational 
dimension, however, with the best offering a comprehensive range of learning experiences 
that include shadowing, apprenticeship, internship, coaching and mentoring which provide 
a theory base consolidated through action (Male 2004). Such learning experiences can be 
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accumulated through a combination of formal and informal education, field-based learning 
and personal and professional formation: the tri-dimensional approach to the preparation of 
principals (Daresh & Playko 1992). Features of effective preparation programmes that employ 
these approaches have now been consolidated in most US universities running principal 
accreditation programmes and in Australia, with emphases placed on the accumulation of 
theoretical and field-based knowledge which, in turn, is further supported in practice 
(Jacobson, McCarthy & Pounder 2015; Watterston 2015). As demonstrated by an in-depth 
analysis of provision across the US, these programmes are not only aligned to agreed 
professional standards, but also provide mentoring and career support to certificated 
principals (Winn, Anderson, Groth, Korach, Pounder, Rorrer & Young 2016). 

These features are seemingly recognised in the findings of the 2013 report on Kuwait 
education which suggests that for aspiring principals ‘knowledge on leadership goes beyond 
theoretical knowledge. It requires professional knowledge which is developed through 
practice and experience’ (NIE-Singapore 2013: 109) and concludes, ‘the most important 
concern is that principals should be better prepared through a good training program prior 
to taking up the position. This should be continued into their service as principals through in-
service programs’ (NIE-Singapore 2013: 116). 

Preparation, Induction and Development Programmes for 

Principals in Kuwait 

The Kuwait MOE (2010) resolution on training courses indicated provision of a series of 
preparation workshops for suitable applicants which studied concepts of educational 
leadership and prepared them to: 

 learn to develop a strategic plan for the school 

 evaluate professional competence of school principals in terms of total quality 

 learn how to manage the school activities 

 understand the importance of developing communication skills 

 learn the evaluation process of school staff and teachers 

 learn how to write formal school reports 

 learn the main concepts of educational law for their job. 

Additionally, the MOE collaborated with other providers to offer workshops on leadership 
skills, which were mostly optional for principals (Alansari 2012). However, in the NIE survey, 
46 per cent of MOE officers did not consider the preparation of principals as sufficient. 
Moreover, 88 per cent of the officers rated the programmes as insufficient, whilst 83 per cent 
rated the quality of the leadership training programmes as low (NIE-Singapore 2013). 
Furthermore 65 per cent of the same officers considered the current leadership skills of 
principals to be weak and considered them to be focusing on their managerial role. 

Conversely the NIE survey showed principals as having a perception of themselves as being 
effective leaders, although their teachers did not fully agree with them in that regard. The 
findings show school leaders saw themselves as having twice the amount of leadership skills 
as the teachers see in them (NIE-Singapore 2013). The overall conclusion, however, was that: 
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 Leadership skills of school leaders are not what they assess themselves to be when seen 

through the eyes of teachers. 

 Most principals are only managing the school instead of leading the school.  

 There is a lack of provision of professional training opportunities. (NIE-Singapore 2013: 

118) 

These findings present a conundrum in that whilst the majority of MOE officers are not happy 
with principal preparation, at the same time they have the authority to make it better, a 
finding which partially prompted our further research into the perceptions of principals 
themselves. Consequently, we sought to investigate the views of intermediate school 
principals in Kuwait by exploring the programmes in which they have been involved and 
additionally looking at the skills and qualities that they recognised as significant for their 
position. The research questions were: 

1. What qualities do school principals need to lead public schools in Kuwait? 

2. What programmes and experiences are currently available to develop school 

principals? 

3. What experiences and training would help prepare school principals to lead public 

schools in Kuwait? 

The data are used to compare and contrast the situation in Kuwait with leadership 
preparation and development programmes with theoretical constructs established through 
research conducted elsewhere in order to make recommendations for the preparation, 
induction and continuing development of principals in Kuwait. 

Research 

A purposive sample of ten principals of intermediate schools provided the data that inform 
this study which were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted in their 
respective workplace. As gaining access to schools in Kuwait was not easy due to cultural and 
political considerations, we used the snowball sampling technique as principals would not 
have participated or welcomed us without a recommendation from one of their colleagues. 
This resulted in six male and four female participants. Experience as school leaders ranged 
from two to ten years with an average of 20 years’ experience in schools prior to reaching the 
position of principal. It needs to be noted that all schools in Kuwait beyond kindergarten (ages 
four to six years) are gender segregated, with the principal being male or female accordingly. 
Apart from this factor there is no distinctiveness between the academic and professional 
background of the participants due to the centralised nature of the education system. 
Consequently, no differences were drawn between participants in terms of their 
qualifications, experience or gender when analysing the data. 

Each participant was interviewed for a period of about an hour in a private environment 
within their school using a combination of direct and open questions which were developed 
from the literature review. A pilot interview was undertaken with one school principal in 
order to improve and evaluate the interview protocol which included questions on: 

 why and how they became a principal 
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 how they perceive their aims and role, including differences in expectations from their 

former role(s) 

 the skills and qualities they consider are important for the role 

 the help and support they have received in becoming a principal 

 the help and support they need as a serving principal 

 what additional skills they need to implement planned government reforms.  

All interviews were conducted in Arabic in 2015 by the first author, were audio-recorded, 
transcribed and translated into English by a qualified translator. The transcripts were 
analysed by both authors and categorised into in-vivo codes developed from the data, and 
not by pre-existing conceptualisations: the process of open coding (Charmaz 2006). Saturation 
in terms of responses allowed for axial coding and the development of themes (Strauss & 
Corbin 1998). 

Standard ethical procedures were followed with each participant being informed in writing 
about the purpose of the study prior to data collection. Interviews for this study were 
conducted with signed participant agreement and the right to withdraw at any time. Copies 
of transcripts were shared with participants in order to ensure an agreed record of meeting, 
thus improving the veracity of the data. In reporting the findings participant identity was 
kept anonymous. 

Findings 

Analysis of the interview transcripts led to the creation of three core themes which illustrated 
the participants’ views. These themes were: 

1. The participants’ understanding of the requirements of the position 

2. Participants’ view of the current situation with regard to training and development 

programmes 

3. Participants’ needs and aspirations in terms of school leadership.  

The Participants’ Understanding of the Requirements of the Position 

In relation to the requirements of the position, six participants suggested that the principal’s 
role was to improve the teaching and learning in their school. Typical of one of these 
responses was: 

The aim of a school principal is to provide students with an excellent education, make 
students feel comfortable inside the school building, provide students with all the 
things they need, control the behaviour and ethics of students and develop their skills. 
(P1) 

This typical response suggested the six perceived the key role of the principal to be leading 
teaching and learning. Three took a differing view, however, claiming that the aim of the 
school principal is just to act as a link between the MOE and the school and to take 
responsibility for any mistakes made. As one participant claimed: ‘If any problem occurs at 
school the principal is deemed responsible for it even if he/she has no relation to it’ (P8). 
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All ten respondents showed that they consider themselves to have a range of duties which 
must be carried out in order to achieve these aims, divided into two types: administrative 
duties and technical. One participant comment was: 

[…] a truly successful leader is the one who can strike the balance between technical 
and administrative work. (P4) 

We concluded principals still considered there was a need for them to focus on the tasks 
required by the 1995 government guidance, although they were also to maintain a balance 
between leadership and management. An assessment of the balance of work between 
leadership and management was made by one female principal when she described her role: 

The duties we assume are much more than those determined by the MOE. The role 
required from a school principal is to be present in the morning line, make 
observations round the school building, visit some classes, read the mail, make 
teachers’ competence reports and meet counsellors of study courses. These activities 
are techno-administrative, not leadership activities. The school principal who likes to 
practice leadership duties must change their management system. (P3) 

Three participants perceived their role as being to improve teacher performance and claimed 
that their duties and roles were very different from what the MOE asked from them. They 
suggested they focused more on the leadership role as their main responsibility, with one 
principal reporting: ‘The most important duty of a school principal is to follow up teachers’ 
performance by visiting them in the class. Through follow-up you find out the shortcomings 
that a teacher has’ (P6). This led us to conclude that these three principals perceived they had 
a responsibility to focus on the quality of teaching and learning; this represented role 
development more in keeping with concepts of leadership for learning that are seen more 
frequently in other school systems. 

When identifying the skills and qualities they thought necessary five participants agreed that 
strategic planning was the core skill and without it principals would not be able to lead their 
school, as one participant illustrated: ‘Strategic planning is one of the most important skills 
that must be held by a leader [to] lead people towards a certain aim. Without a plan the leader 
cannot lead followers’ (P2). Likewise, four participants illustrated that decision making was 
seen as a significant skill for school leaders. As one participant stressed: ‘Without making 
decisions many issues cannot be solved. There are school principals who fear making 
decisions as they are not confident of the consequences because they do not have the skill that 
helps them make the right decision’ (P6). This was further evidence of Kuwaiti principals 
adopting a leadership role, in this case in response to the needs of their organisation. 

Furthermore, time, priority and budget management skills were identified and summed up 
by one who said: 

We need the skill of timing and prioritising so as to be able to manage our time 
efficiently to have better achievement. We need also to differentiate among priorities 
in order to avoid doing the unimportant things instead of the important things. (P3) 

Problem solving was identified as central to their work with four participants suggesting that 
principals needed to have skills to be able to do so in conjunction with other staff as: ‘Forming 
work teams. This reduces stress on the leader and makes others feel that they are a vital 
employee and an effective part of school’ (P8). In other words, it seemed these principals were 
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creating a wider discussion base in order to improve decision making and develop collective 
leadership responsibility. 

In summary, therefore, not only did participants recognise the need to exhibit more in the 
way of leadership behaviours and spend less time on management, but they also identified 
areas where further development was needed. These were strategy, decision making, problem 
solving and the management of time, priorities and budgets. 

Participants’ View of the Current Training and Development Programmes 

This theme presents details of the preparation and development programmes that they 
attended throughout their career in order to explore and assess what is currently available to 
school principals in Kuwait. The interviews showed some good practice with a few 
participants being prepared for the position of principal in different ways. For example, one 
participant said: ‘There are training programmes the MOE provides the school principals 
with. The theme of such courses is leadership. The courses were provided at the beginning of 
our occupation of this leading position’ (P6). This was evidence that there had been some 
attempt to prepare principals for a role that was wider than envisaged in 1995 and one that 
required leadership capability. 

Three participants showed that they were prepared for this position when they were assistant 
principals through being given the opportunity to perform some of the principal’s tasks to 
help them gain skills. One participant commented: 

I received support from my ex-principal when I was assistant. He would assign me 
some leadership activities which qualified me for this position. When you work like 
this you start to gain skills and be ready to occupy the new leading position. (P5) 

This type of support appeared idiosyncratic, however, and reliant on the goodwill and 
enthusiasm of serving principals as opposed to a systemic response from the ministry. The 
interviews showed, for example, that seven participants were not happy with the preparation 
programmes run by the MOE and they related this to several reasons. For instance, one 
respondent claimed: ‘Most courses focus on the theoretical aspect of leadership and abandon 
the real practical aspect. I attended 12 courses, none of which touched the reality’ (P3). Along 
the same lines, one respondent commented: ‘There are a number of courses given to school 
principals, but they are so shallow and weak. These courses do not meet the principals’ 
requirements. The programme was for two weeks only’ (P8). Another participant linked the 
weakness of these programmes to trainers who do not specialise in leadership. He said: 

On about five training courses we had trainers who are not specialised in leadership. 
They were just people with leading positions in MOE and most of their speech was 
about their experience and impressions. Who said that their experience was true? (P2) 

This view of inadequate pre-service principal training was given more credence when 
participants were asked about development programmes that were available to them. The 
interviews indicated that these were not of high quality and did not meet participants’ 
expectations. In this regard, an interesting claim arose from one participant who commented: 

All the developmental courses available are useless. They are like the preparation 
courses we attended when we assumed the position. So, I am not motivated to attend 
and I try to escape it to spare my time from the silly things that I hear in such courses. 
The mere names of the courses suggest the vapid and trivial contents. For example, 
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there was a course for assistant school principals under the title ‘Know your 
personality through your signature’. Furthermore, while the title of a course may be 
accurate, such as ‘strategic planning’ the disaster is that the duration of such a course 
is only one hour. Who in the world can train leaders in strategic planning in just one 
hour? (P2) 

To conclude, one participant tried to clarify why the preparation and development 
programmes were not good and claimed: 

The intention of the MOE is not bad. The problem lies in bad management. The 
ministry has a training centre and there are huge budgets allocated for training, but 
the bad management has negative effect on that and the training outputs. (P2) 

In summary, therefore, the participants in this study expressed dissatisfaction with the range 
of support they were offered in preparation for and induction into their new role and were 
particularly critical of the MOE provision. 

Participants’ Needs and Aspirations in Terms of School Leadership 

This third theme developed foci on what school principals considered they needed in order 
to increase their leadership abilities. Participants highlighted some difficulties and suggested 
different activities and programmes that would have helped them to enhance their abilities to 
be more proactive in leading their schools. In relation to the difficulties all participants agreed 
that the criteria and mechanism for choosing school leaders in Kuwait were not valid as one 
of participants stated: 

The criteria do not include certain competencies or skills required to occupy such a 
position and are not enough. It is shameful that we are in the twenty-first century and 
these criteria are still used for selecting school principals for the most important 
institutions. In our present time, we need to concentrate on competencies, not on years 
of experience. The number of years of experience does not make you a leader. We do 
not have the principle of comparison. No consideration of Master’s or Doctoral degrees 
or training certificates. (P3) 

Another participant suggested that it was not just the criteria that were invalid but the 
mechanism as well, claiming: 

Unfortunately, there is no clear mechanism to occupy such a leading position. 
Sometimes, there is a course, then an interview. Sometimes they interview first and 
then the course. Some other times there is only an interview without a course. There 

must be one standard and it must be based on scientific grounds in order to have a 
selection process made according to proficiency. (P1) 

As a result, one of the participants claimed that the lack of these criteria meant principals are 
not qualified to lead schools: 

From my view 90 per cent of school principals are not qualified to manage schools 
[and] are not qualified to lead. They have not undergone professional development. 
(P6) 

These findings suggested a need for the revision of selection criteria, pre-service preparation 
and appointment to the principalship. Interestingly the power of principals was also 
mentioned by participants as one of the difficulties that they faced, with seven participants 
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claiming that their limited powers prevented them from reaching their aims. As one 
participant commented: 

The powers of a school principal are extremely limited, s/he cannot engage in any 
activity or change anything without returning to the MOE to get permission and 
approval. As a school principal I have no right to organise a lecture without going back 
to the management and getting their approval. (P7) 

On the other hand, the other three participants claimed that the powers they had were 
sufficient and that there was no need for more: 

Many school principals think that they have no powers, [but] the rules are flexible and 
you can act within laws and regulations. True, there are limits to powers, but it is not 
acceptable to attribute my failure as school principal to that reason. (P2) 

The balance of opinion was in favour of more decentralisation, therefore, with the majority of 
participants seeking to have more power to handle issues that were specific to their context 
without having to refer back to the ministry for permission to act.  

In terms of training and development programmes needed to provide them with an 
appropriate range of skills, participants suggested some activities and programmes that could 
help, for example: 

Contracting with specialised training companies [who can] compete to offer their 
services including training programmes and distinguished trainers [from which] the 
MOE selects. (P2) 

Participants also called for more opportunities for experiential learning with visits between 
school principals being declared as one of the activities that could help them gain some 
leadership skills from their colleagues. One participant suggested: 

Exchanging field visits with school principals is one of the most helpful ways to 
acquire new skills and ideas at work. If we imagine that the assistant school principal 
before he becomes a principal had made visits to a group of successful school 
principals, during his visits he would see with his own eyes how things are managed 
and how some practical skills are acquired which it is so hard to acquire from training 
courses. (P8) 

There were two key issues that arose from this theme, therefore, in regard to the nature of the 
principalship with the majority considering that better selection criteria and processes were 
needed to ensure candidates were qualified for the position through expertise, rather than just 
experience, and that the locus of power needed to shift from the MOE to the principal. Not all 

were in agreement with the last conclusion, however, with three participants considering 
there was already enough scope for them to exercise leadership in their school. Participants 
also offered suggestions for improvement in terms of outsourcing leadership development 
programmes and encouraging visits to other schools to broaden their personal view of being 
a principal. 

Summary and Discussion of Findings 

In relation to the first research question – the requirements of the position – participants were 
able to define their role and identify the qualities and skills which would help them in leading 
public schools in Kuwait. The interviews demonstrated that their main aim was to provide 
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students with an excellent education and to make students feel more comfortable in schools. 
That reflects other studies that indicate effective principals deal with teaching and learning so 
they can improve student outcomes. Participants stressed that they aimed to change schools 
for the better, reflected on how they act as leaders and understood that the position they 
occupied was very sensitive, with the success of the school being based on the principal. This 
aligns to the work of Huber (2004) and NIE-Singapore (2013) who argued that effective 
principals focus on changing schools and play a critical role in transforming schools. 

Decision making was also seen as important because principals faced a number of issues that 
needed a decision from them, and without this skill they will not be able to take the right 
decision. This corresponds to the work of Coleman and Glover (2010) and to the MOE (1995) 

who also listed decision making as one of the essential skills. Furthermore, participants 
stressed that managing meetings, time and budget management were significant skills for 
principals. Participants claimed that if leaders know how to manage their time and their 
meetings they may better achieve their tasks. Similarly, in order to use the school’s annual 
budget appropriately to improve the learning and teaching outcomes, for example, a principal 
needs to know how to manage this budget. Such skills are confirmed by Coleman and Glover 
(2010). Problem solving was also seen as a skill that would help them in leading schools, with 
principals being able to solve the problems they have to address and refer issues they do not 
know to others who are more skilled. 

The interviews show, therefore, that participants identified different qualities and skills that 
helped them in leading public schools in Kuwait and agreed that strategic planning was the 
most important skill. They asserted that they should lead people towards a certain aim and 
involve others to achieve their goals, for without planning leaders would not take the right 
direction and would fail to achieve their aims. In fairness to the MOE, this is an issue clearly 
identified as a development need in the NIE study which stated: 

The primary function of the school leader has changed much in the new century. He 
or she does not just manage the school. The leader must now have the competencies 
to inspire others to do things they might otherwise not do and encourage others to go 
in directions they might not otherwise pursue. In short, the leader must have qualities 
of visionary and instructional leadership. (NIE-Singapore 2013: 156) 

These interviews thus reflect a need for the MOE to review the processes that relate to the 
occupational dimension of the transition to becoming a principal. In other words, the 
participant responses highlighted a requirement for more focused training and development 
opportunities to develop the range of skills necessary for the role. 

Participants in this study reported their role to be divided into administrative duties and a 
focus on teaching and learning. The central claim, however, was that the role defined by the 
MOE was not one of leadership and the required duties kept them away from supporting and 
changing the teaching and learning process in their school. Nevertheless, some principals in 
public schools in Kuwait claimed to undertake roles that went beyond what was set out by 
the MOE, such as developing teacher performance, creating team work and planning. 
Moreover, they sought to assign their administrative duties to others, such as the assistant 
principal or head of department or the secretary, so that they could focus on their leadership 
role. These interviews illustrate a low level of support in terms of the organisational 
dimension of the transition to formal school leadership, however, with participants signalling 
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a need for more help and guidance for developing the capability to inspire others and 
encourage involvement and engagement in decision making within the school. 

In regard to the second research question – their view of the current situation with regard to 
training and development programmes – participants indicated there was some evidence that 
showed a few participants considered they were prepared by a combination of training 
programmes and support from their ex-principals. The majority of participants were clear 
that they were not happy with what had been available to them, however, and claimed that 
they were not prepared well for their position. The MOE programmes were considered 
inadequate, insufficient and did not prepare participants for real-world experiences. 
Moreover, the trainers had not been specialised in the field of leadership, but were just officers 

with leading positions in the MOE who tended to present their experiences to the participants, 
which were not felt to be relevant. Participants typically felt these training programmes to be 
a waste of time as they were almost identical to programmes they had attended as assistant 
principals, reflecting the fact that their preparation was not directly related to their role. This 
lack of suitable development programmes seemingly pushed principals to attend some 
training courses at their own expense in order to increase their leadership capabilities in their 
schools. It can be concluded, therefore, that, in contrast to some other countries like the USA, 
Australia and England where practical experience coupled with more formal learning was the 
norm, Kuwaiti participants in this study typically considered they had not been prepared well 
to lead schools. Participants were not happy with what had been available to them and 
asserted that those development programmes had not been of high quality and had not 
matched their expectations and needs. This demonstrated a need for there to be much greater 
support for the development of the personal dimension of the transition to the role, with 
participants illustrating a demand for better and more focused training and development 
opportunities in order to build their leadership capability. 

In response to the third research question – their needs and aspirations in terms of school leadership 
– participants indicated they were far from happy with selection criteria and processes which 
did not match the profile of the twenty-first century principal. This contrasts to findings from 
other studies which report that other countries request an approved qualification in order to 
become a school principal (Bush 2008; Daresh & Male 2000). Furthermore, they considered 
greater devolution was needed, although a small minority felt there had been sufficient room 
in the system for principals to exercise their own power. They made recommendations to 
improve principal preparation and development through offering ideas for experiences and 
training programmes that would help them lead public schools in Kuwait. These findings 
thus correspond with the work of Bush and Jackson (2002), Bush (2008) and Alansari (2012) 
who all emphasised that school leaders need specific preparation programmes that link to 
their duties and match their position in order to be ready to lead schools. These demands were 
also consistent with the works of Daresh and Playko (1992) and Winn et al. (2016) which both 
concluded that suitable learning experiences could be accumulated through a combination of 
formal and informal education, field-based learning and personal and professional formation. 
In summary, therefore, greater consideration needed to be given to all aspects of selection, 
preparation and induction to the post and for programmes and development activities that 
support the personal, organisational and occupational dimensions of the transition to 
becoming a principal. 
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Conclusions 

To sum up, the interviews supported the argument that principals need to be of high quality 
in order to be able to lead Kuwaiti schools, particularly in the light of the reform initiative set 
out by the MOE and the World Bank and this could be achieved by providing them with 
specific preparation and development programmes. Consequently, based on the evidence of 
this study participants considered: 

1. The MOE needed to set new criteria for the selection of school leaders. 

2. There is a need to identify a national curriculum for preparing and developing school 

leaders. 

3. The MOE should reform the preparation and development programmes to match 

what is available globally and should co-operate with different sectors such as 

private training centres or public sector bodies in order to fulfil its responsibility for 

increasing the leadership capabilities of school principals. 

From the reports commissioned or conducted by the Kuwait government it seems these 
recommendations had been recognised, but needed to be implemented in order to ensure that 
not only would there be candidates for the position of principal in Kuwait public schools who 
would be well-prepared in terms of the demands of the twenty-first century, but that there 
would also need to be adequate support mechanisms for their induction and continuing 
development. Such provision would support principals as they grow in the personal, 
organisational and professional dimensions of the post and create a body of principals that 
could improve learning outcomes for students in Kuwait public schools. Given the 
expectation that reform and improvement in Kuwait should be led by schools, it was 
considered essential to ensure that principals are provided with appropriate training, 
development and educational opportunities to enhance their leadership capacity prior to 
taking on the role and support during their induction. This suggested there were implications 
for the MOE which required review and improvement to their support mechanisms for 
aspirant and newly appointed principals in line with the recommendations of their own 
commissioned report (NIE-Singapore 2013). 

Caution needs to be exhibited towards the findings, of course, as the sample of participants 
was small in number and this indicates an opportunity to explore this issue more fully as the 
state of Kuwait moves from a centralised system to one of greater school autonomy. Such 
models of school systems that have been operating in other nations, and in particular in the 
USA and UK, have indicated the need for effective leadership at the institutional level if 
governmental ambitions are to be achieved. It would seem from these interviews that the 
ambitions of the education reform signalled by the Kuwait government ran ahead of the 
ability of principals to deliver and, consequently, identified a need to review and amend the 
process of principal preparation, induction and ongoing development. 
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