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Editorial Note
This is the second of two general issues for 2017 and will be followed by 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 seven papers by
authors from five countries comprising Australia, Canada, Israel, the United Kingdom, and the
United States of America. Continuing her extensive work developing and exploring the concept
of transformative leadership (and contributing to ISEA), Shields presents a study that looks at
the work of superintendents in terms of their ability to prioritise social justice and equity over
the more technical and managerial aspects of leadership. Whilst a small interview-based study
of three superintendents and three assistant superintendents, the paper shows how a
transformative view of leadership best captured the work of these leaders; they were able to
maintain intense focus on issues of inclusion, excellence, social justice and equity. From another
long-term contributor to ISEA, in the second paper Oplatka explores principal workload issues.
A large study involving interviews with 50 Israeli principals, it uncovered typical workload
issues such as work/non-work boundaries, fatigue and stress, negative attitudes and loss of
control, but also uncovered positive elements such as self-fulfilment, and called for preparation
programmes to be up-front in their engagement with workload issues. In the third paper, Jeffris
and Bisschoff (a former editor of ISEA) explore the link between Twitter use and professional
development for 21 English Head Teachers. In their paper, a model for understanding Twitter
use was developed and then applied to a content analysis of Twitter posts. This analysis was
supported with individual interviews. The paper provided some clarity about what Head
Teachers gained from participating, with Twitter seen as an augmentation to traditional
information and training for Head Teachers. It had the potential to mitigate access and power
relationship issues, but for the most it was used to share information and resources, provide
support and collaboration and as a debate forum. Networks formed tended to be geographically
close, conveyed explicit knowledge rather than tacit knowledge, and, whilst Twitter was a useful
medium for practical and emotional support, it did contribute to workload issues such as the
blurring of work/non-work boundaries, and potential over-use of the communication forum. At
the 2017 AERA conference, we heard a presentation from Patten on her doctoral research about
teacher initiated communication with parents. We invited her to contribute a paper to ISEA and
were fortunate that she accepted. In a survey study of principals and teachers across 22 Canadian
secondary schools, Patten found that individual teacher communication with parents was
typically 4–6 times per year, with teacher experience, both in teaching and at a particular school,
and parent initiated communication, all having positive influences on the number of teacher
initiated communication, and overuse of mass communication and principal experience having
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negative influences. Also from Canada, Bouchamma, Tian, April and Basque focused on teacher
perceptions in regard to pedagogical supervision. Surveying 125 early years to adult learning
teachers whose principals were involved in a research training programme, the study explored
domains associated with teacher knowledge, beliefs and attitudes (personal), external sources of
information or stimulus (external), and outcomes perceived by teachers of what they do
(consequence). The study found that younger and/or less experienced teachers had lower levels
of self-efficacy, those who taught a larger number of students believed they provided greater
support to colleagues, and secondary teachers were the most adamant that their principals
needed to provide supervisory support. Using available databases on principal length of service
and student literacy and numeracy learning outcomes, Babo and Postma in the sixth paper, found
for the 172 principals studied that the longer they were principals the more positive an influence
they had on their school’s overall student achievement. The final paper is one of our own. We
included this both to provide a paper that we think is interesting and worthwhile, and to
highlight that the journal accepts synthesis/opinion pieces. In this paper, we explored seven
leadership domains and 18 associated capabilities, utilising education and non-education
research, to argue that in uncertain times, school leaders need to develop and use these
underlying leadership capabilities to improve their leadership and enhance school success.
David Gurr
The University of Melbourne
Lawrie Drysdale
The University of Melbourne
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Is Transformative Leadership Practical or
Possible? Learning from Superintendents
about Social Justice
Carolyn M. Shields

Abstract: Most empirical work related to equity, inclusion, social justice and excellence is focused on
the work of school principals. Moreover, when the role of district leaders has been explored, most recent
research has focused on accountability pressures, including financial pressures and unfunded mandates
(Alsbury & Whitaker 2007). Yet, current demographic changes and pressures may require broader, less
managerial approaches. Here, I present a purposeful study of three superintendents and three assistant
superintendents in an attempt to determine whether district leaders can also prioritise social justice
and equity or whether the more technical and managerial aspects of leadership always dominate at a
district level. After coding each two-hour interview for themes including superintendents’ values,
primary concerns, and transformative actions, I identified one or two salient issues described by each
and presented them as illustrative vignettes. Using an abductive approach to the data analysis, I also
explored the extent to which transformative leadership theory (Blackmore 2011; Shields 2011, 2016;
Weiner 2003) guides and grounds the work of these leaders.
Keywords: transformative leadership, social justice, superintendents, student-centred,
abductive approach

Introduction
In North America, free, universal public education for all seems to have been achieved for
decades. Yet, the history has been checkered, with inequities dating perhaps from Thomas
Jefferson’s two-track system instituted in 1779. Since that time, children from dominant
cultural and linguistic groups are considerably more successful than those from minoritised1
or impoverished backgrounds. Indeed, the achievement gap, better and more appropriately
called an opportunity or even an empowerment gap, has garnered considerable attention
(Ladson-Billings 2006; Lee 2002; Rothstein 2004).
1

Note, I use the term minoritised instead of the more common ‘minority’ to signal that the position is
not one of numerical dominance but one of power and positioning.
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Concomitantly, much attention has been paid to reform efforts that have failed to redress the
situation (Cochran-Smith 2003; Elmore 1993; Oakes & Rogers 2006). In fact, almost two
decades ago and 15 years after the first report, A Nation at Risk, was published, the authors of
its sequel, A Nation Still at Risk, wrote:
In the midst of our flourishing economy, we are recreating a dual school system,
separate and unequal, almost half a century after it was declared unconstitutional. We
face a widening and unacceptable chasm between good schools and bad, between
those youngsters who get an adequate education and those who emerge from school
barely able to read and write. […] Yet, it’s poor children who most need great schools.
(Bennett et al. 1998: 1-2)
Much recent scholarship focuses on the leaders and leadership of those good or bad schools
and what we can learn from them (Jean-Marie, Normore & Brooks 2009; McKenzie et al. 2008;
Theoharis 2009). Nevertheless, the issue of the re-institution of an unequal, dual system begs
the question of system leadership. What is the role of a superintendent or CEO in
perpetuating or challenging the new dual system of education, and in promoting an
equitable, inclusive and socially just approach to education for all?
This is a particularly salient question with respect to the inequities identified above, given
that the majority of the literature related to the superintendency tends to focus on managerial
and technical tasks with little attention paid to the equity challenges posed by changing
school and district demographics. In fact, in a study of superintendents’ challenges, Alsbury
and Whitaker (2007) reported that accountability pressures, including financial pressures and
unfunded mandates, dominated the concerns of superintendents, followed closely by issues
related to shared and democratic decision making. They concluded that the responses
suggested the need to expand current definitions and practices of social justice and to focus
more on the importance of context in the practice of social justice (Alsbury & Whitaker 2007:
171). Moreover, as Boske (2007: 492) suggests, because research has begun to ‘describe how
conventional actions of public school leaders often reproduce and legitimize’ unintended
negative consequences, it is important for superintendents to ‘recognize the unjust social
relations exhibited through implicit and explicit racial practices within their school
communities’ and to overcome the ‘unintentional barriers to the education of minorities,
children living in poverty, and English language learners’.
In response to the continued emphasis on managerial and technical tasks, Oakes and Rogers
(2006: 21-22) argued that: ‘technical changes themselves, even in the hands of committed and
skillful professional “change agents” or backed by court orders, are too weak to interrupt the
intergenerational transmission of racial inequality.’ They claim that those who seek reform
have ‘not treated equity reforms as distinctly different from other school improvement
initiatives’ (pp. 21-22). One response, as articulated by scholars like Nicoll (2014: 49), is to
argue that:
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It is only through the adoption of a fundamentally new perspective, an alternative
paradigm, that educators can be empowered to implement truly transformative
changes and bring about improved student outcomes, academic and psychosocial.
One such paradigm, identified by Mertens (2009, 2010) and by Sweetman, Badiee and
Creswell (2010) is the transformative paradigm. This paradigm emphasises the fundamental
principles of the transformative axiological assumption, which are ‘enhancement of social
justice, furtherance of human rights, and respect for cultural norms’ (Mertens 2010: 470). In
this paper, I take the normative stance that transformative leadership, grounded in the
fundamental principles of the transformative paradigm, reflects the required shifts in
axiology, ontology, epistemology, and methodology. Moreover, I argue that transformative
leadership, which focuses on leadership that promotes inclusion, equity, excellence, and
social justice, comprises such an approach (Freire 1970; Shields 2010; Weiner 2003). It also
responds to Nicoll’s (2014) call for a new paradigm. I do so, conscious of the need for such a
normative (but not prescriptive) stance to recognise, with Giroux (2004: 36):
…that its own position is grounded in modes of authority, values, and ethical
considerations that must be constantly debated in terms of the ways in which it both
opens up and closes down democratic relations, values, and identities.
One can find increasing evidence that transformative school leaders can create more
equitable, excellent, inclusive, and socially-just learning environments in which all students
thrive and in which academic achievement soars (Alsop, Dippo & Zandvliet 2007; Bader,
Horman & Lapointe 2010; Bieneman 2011; Donnell 2007; Duncan & Clayburn 1997; Evans,
Hanlin & Prilleltensky 2007; Shields 2016). Nevertheless, the question of sustainability is often
posed. Can a school remain equitable, inclusive, and successful once the transformative
leader leaves? An equally important question is whether, once promoted from a school to a
system-level leadership position, an educational leader can maintain a transformative focus
on social justice or whether the pressing technical demands of the system (finances, human
resource issues, facilities, and so on) squeeze out good intentions and equitable ideologies.

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of superintendents in promoting equity,
inclusion and social justice and to determine the extent to which transformative leadership
theory may support and facilitate these tasks. The approach of the study was to identify the
underlying beliefs, major challenges, and predominant concerns of three district
superintendents, and three assistant superintendents responsible for teaching and learning,
and to backward map these concepts to a transformative leadership framework, where
possible. Specifically, my hope was to identify the extent to which equity concerns drive their
leadership, and if such concerns are present, to understand how they play out in the leaders’
thoughts and actions.
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Overview of Theoretical Perspectives
I began by examining the current literature on superintendents which, for the most part,
emphasises the more managerial and functional aspects of the role. Alsbury and Whitaker
(2007) for example, identified three waves of educational reform that have had an impact on
the superintendency. These waves included first, the reinforcement of bureaucratic
techniques (influenced by the publication of A Nation at Risk), a second wave which ‘blamed
school failure on the bureaucratic structure of schooling’ (Alsbury &Whitaker 2007: 155), and
a third wave which called for restructuring schools, integrated delivery systems, and sitebased management. These foci, however, do not address some of the persistent challenges
posed by continued social, cultural, racial, and economic inequities in our schools. Neither do
they address the ways in which ‘conventional actions of public school leaders often reproduce
and legitimize … unjust social relations exhibited through implicit and explicit practices’
within schools and school systems (Boske 2007: 492).
To begin to address this equity gap, I approached the study from a critical perspective,
drawing on the theory of transformative leadership (Blackmore 2011; Foster 1986; Shields
2012; Weiner 2003) which offers a radical and critical leadership lens. Transformative
leadership has, in recent years, been theorised as ‘distinctively separate from the
transformational approach’ and other leadership theories, and is ‘characterized by its activist
agenda and its overriding commitment to social justice, equality and a democratic society’
(van Oord 2013: 422). It begins by acknowledging the urgent mandate for deep and equitable
transformation (not simply superficial change). Once this need has been identified, all
scholars of transformative leadership—including those who have successfully adopted its
premises in New Zealand, Bolivia, Ireland and Scandinavia—emphasise the need for
deconstructing knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and reconstructing new and
more equitable mental models. Regardless of the terminology, transformative leadership
requires rejection of racism, classism, xenophobia, homophobia and other ‘isms’ and ‘obias’
that perpetuate inequity. It also requires that we reject deficit thinking and other common
excuses for differential outcomes.
Transformative leaders require moral courage if they are to redistribute power, balance the
public good of democratic society and opportunities for civic participation with individual
private good, and transform institutional policies and practices. In education, leaders must
also transform curricula and programmes to ensure appropriate emphases on global
citizenship, on interconnectedness and interdependence, and on the need to respect,
welcome, and include the lived experiences of all children, regardless of background, in our
schools and curricula. In general, these characteristics are captured by the eight tenets of
transformative leadership identified by Shields (2015, 2016) and listed below:
1.

a mandate for deep and equitable change

2.

the need to deconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and
injustice and to reconstruct them in more equitable ways

3.

the need to address the inequitable distribution of power
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4.

an emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good

5.

a focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice

6.

an emphasis on interconnectedness, interdependence, and global awareness

7.

the necessity of balancing critique with promise

8.

the call to exhibit moral courage.

Although here I merely list these eight tenets of transformative leadership, they have been
fully explicated elsewhere (see for example, Shields 2012, 2013, 2016). In general, there is
agreement in the scholarly literature that transformative leadership theory involves ‘an
exercise of power and authority that begins with questions of justice, democracy, and the
dialectic between individual accountability and social responsibility’ (Weiner 2003: 89). Put
another way: ‘Transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and democracy; it
critiques inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater individual
achievement but of a better life lived in common with others’ (Shields 2010: 559).
Starting with the notions of justice and democracy, transformative leadership offers a way of
thinking that underpins, but does not prescribe, decisions about fiscal and resource
allocations, hiring and personnel management, teaching and learning in addition to issues of
school and district climate, culture, and vision.

Methodology: Avoiding Confirmation Bias
This was a qualitative study that used a purposeful sample and open-ended interviews
conducted jointly by the principal investigator (PI) and a graduate research assistant (GRA).
We sought central office leaders who had expressed an explicit commitment to social justice
and equity and hence, returned to a group of leaders who had been interviewed six years
previously when each had expressed a commitment to, and focus on, issues of equity,
inclusion, and social justice. Since that time, four had moved from principal positions to
district office leadership positions (three superintendents and one assistant superintendent);
two others had changed from one district position to a higher position as assistant
superintendent in a different district. During the extended interviews which lasted more than
two hours each, all were asked to describe their priorities, their challenges, and the support
they received from their boards, principals, and local communities. The goal was to determine
the extent to which they had been able to maintain a transformative approach to leadership,
including a commitment to social justice and equity.
Interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed by the GRA who used pseudonyms for
both individual and district names to preserve confidentiality. Data were analysed by both
the PI and the GRA using conventional coding procedures to identify themes. Profiles were
composed of each educational leader, drawing on the major themes identified and using
quotes and anecdotes from the interviews.

│7

8│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Both abductive reasoning (Evers & Wu 2006) and backward mapping from the themes
(Dimmock & Walker 2004) were used to determine the extent to which each leader could be
described as transformative using the eight tenets of transformative leadership theory.
Abductive reasoning, as described by Evers and Wu (2006: 513), is sometimes known as
‘inference to the best explanation’. They explain: ‘In this type of reasoning, the justification of
a generalisation relies on the fact that it explains the observed empirical data and no other
alternative hypothesis offers a better explanation of what has been observed.’
Because a researcher enters a case study with ‘a great deal of empirical knowledge’ (Evers &
Wu 2006: 511), it is often possible to draw appropriate inferences from the data. Thus, Evers
and Wu (2006: 517) posit that it is a mistake to attempt to ‘minimize theoretical bias in
generating theory from data’ by trying to minimise the role of theory. At the same time, it is
important to guard against ‘confirmation bias’ when a ‘theory is reckoned to be confirmed,
regardless of what the data show’ (Evers & Wu 2006: 517).
In order to guard against confirmation bias, the researcher and GRA used a backward mapping
approach (Dimmock & Walker 2004) in that the data were collected, coded, and analysed and
then examined for patterns that either reflected or failed to reflect the eight tenets of
transformative leadership as outlined by Shields (2016). Evers and Wu (2006: 524) concluded
that the structure of the cases, being shaped by ‘such external factors as culture, language,
theory…’ can provide a basis for similarity of judgment. Additionally, based on the knowledge
they bring to the task, researchers will have ‘an idea of what observations might provide the
most stringent tests for suppositions of inquiry’ (Evers & Wu 2006: 524). Finally, they argue
that: ‘An ongoing trajectory of inquiry through time and changing circumstances makes it less
likely that a stable match between patterns of researcher expectations and what is observed is
sheer coincidence’ (p. 524).
For all of these reasons, after considerable analysis of the data, and following a consideration
not only of one possible explanatory theory (transformative leadership), but also of two other
potentially useful theories (instructional leadership and transformational leadership), it was
found that transformative leadership offered the best and most comprehensive explanation
for the patterns of data identified.

The Data
For this research study, six people were interviewed—three superintendents and three
assistant superintendents. Four are female, and two male. Only one, Alice, is African
American; the rest are Caucasian. Table 1 provides an overview of the respondents and their
current contexts. It is clear that there are both similarities and considerable demographic
differences in the contexts of these educational leaders. Moreover, although there are many
similarities among these educators in terms of their underlying beliefs and convictions, they
played out in very different ways, depending on the contexts in which they exercise
leadership, as well as on some of the major challenges presented in each district.
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Table 1: Superintendents’ demographics and core beliefs
Respondent

Gender/
Ethnicity

Position

District

District
demographics

Beliefs, values

Example of actions

Alice Grey

Female/
African
American

Superintendent

6200
students

Black 40%.

(1st year)

12 schools
K-12

Hispanic 8%;

Critical
spirituality,
‘see’ each
person

Got mayor to cut trees,
Provides backpacks of
food

Superintendent

6300
students

Black 17%;

Vertical equity,

White 52%;

(2nd year)

12 schools
K-12

Hispanic 24%;

Relationships,
inclusion,
empowerment

Visible in schools each
day, committed to
diverse hiring

2200

Black 1%;

3 schools
(K-8)

White 83%;

David Dean

Carla Cox

Male/
Caucasian

Female/
Caucasian

Superintendent
(2nd year)

White 43%;
Multiethnic 7%

Multiethnic 5%

Hispanic 9%;
Multiethnic 2%

Social justice,
equitable access
& opportunity;
Dialogue,
feedback

Deconstruct /
reconstruct gifted
programme; nurses,
Police liaison officers

Technology for all
students
Walk around with
principals, challenge
observations
Empower principals

Transparency
Community,
capacity
Pam Jacobs

Female/
Caucasian

Assistant
Superintendent

(Works
with Alice
Grey)

Inclusion,
dialogue,
critical
consciousness

(1st year)

Conversation,
planning, focus on
range – gifted, special
ed, core

Deconstruction/
reconstruction
of ideas and
practices
John Law

Male/
Caucasian

Assistant
Superintendent

5900
students

Black 1%;

9 schools

Hispanic 8%;

Assistant
Superintendent

2300
students

Black 65%;

5 schools
(K-8)

Hispanic 12%;

White 86%;

Equity, Global
awareness

Math programme,
connections around the
world, rejection of
discrimination

Inclusion,
Transformative
leadership,
Equity

Data informed
instruction

Multiethnic 3%
Audrey
Burns

Female/
Caucasian

White 20%;
Multiethnic 4%
(Moving to
district that is
55% White)

Homeless, gifted
programme revision
Rejection of
discrimination

10│
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For the purposes of this paper, I have selected one or two salient concerns and responses of
each leader that serve to demonstrate the emphasis they place on equity and social justice.

Snapshots of Respondents
Taken together, the vignettes presented here provide a clear picture of the values, beliefs,
challenges, and actions of each leader, and offer a sense of their leadership style and
commitments. Taken together, I believe they also demonstrate how the underlying principles
of transformative leadership undergird and guide their praxis.

Dr Alice Grey
Alice is deeply grounded in the concept of critical spirituality (Dantley 2005) which, she says,
gave her a language for the core beliefs that guide and ground her. She describes the 6200
students in her care as her ‘babies’2 and says that the ones with whom she interacts are her
‘divine appointments’. They are the ones who divulge their deepest hurts and longings—the
fact that they were abused or raped or that someone wants to kill them. For her, it is
imperative that teachers learn to truly ‘see’ each one—the totality of their life’s experiences,
their challenges, and their potential. Scheduled meetings are secondary in importance to the
time she spends ‘out of the office, staying in touch with the children’.
Two anecdotes will help you to more fully understand Dr Grey. Shortly after arriving in the
district, she conducted an exercise with the staff, asking them to respond in writing to
prompts like: When I see White people, I …, or When I see Hispanic people, … or Black
people…. She recollects that the ‘comments were brutal’:
When I think of White people I think of educated and goal oriented and well
mannered. When I think of Spanish I think of family oriented, challenged, EnglishLanguage learners, I think of immigration. When I think of Black I think of loud and
violent and ghetto and ignorant and … stuff like that.
However, despite her recognition of the inappropriateness of the comments, she asserts that
she did not over-react, but first spent some time building relationships with the staff before
holding extensive conversations about racism and deficit thinking.
At the same time, when it comes to other situations, she responds without hesitation. On one
Friday afternoon, as she was working with teachers and staff, packing backpacks with food
to distribute to needy students, she discovered what she described as an ‘extortion’ scam. On
Fridays, gym teachers were charging students a dollar for the privilege of not wearing gym
clothes without incurring grade penalty. Alice’s furious response was to stop the practice
immediately to the ire of the physical education department. She reasoned:

This is, in fact, a very common way for African American educators to describe the children under their
guidance.
2
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So on the same day that you send food home, you charge your kids a dollar to not
dress for PE and the ones who can’t afford it you give a zero for not dressing for PE.
Do you see anything wrong with that?
For Alice, individual students warrant the same attention and concern as she demonstrated
for broader policies and practices. When she learned that a child living in a trailer back in the
woods had to walk past an abandoned house, because the bus driver refused to take the bus
to her home due to overgrown trees, she was ‘on it’ in an instant. Despite feeling nervous
herself, Dr Grey paid a home visit, found the child’s dwelling and insisted that she be picked
up at the door. Moreover, to help ensure everyone’s safety, she recounts matter-of-factly:
I called the mayor and said, ‘You need to cut these trees down; I can’t see (past the
intersection).’ So he got a crew out there and cut the trees down.
Whether she is rectifying the practice of school nurses not to enrol homeless children unless
they have had a physical exam or the actions of police liaison officers who seemed to be
lacking in cultural sensitivity and understanding, Dr Grey’s concern is always about making
the school environment more inclusive and respectful for all.

Dr Carla Cox
Dr Cox stepped into a difficult situation in which there had been five superintendents in five
years in a small district of two elementary schools and one middle school. Lack of trust was
considerable and relations with the elected school board were fragile. Nevertheless, like Dr
Grey, despite other pressing issues, Dr Cox spent time, several days a week, at schools talking
to students. Attending family fun night, basketball games, and pancake breakfasts all came
second nature to her, to the surprise of the community who had not seen a superintendent at
such events in at least 15 years.
The district in which she found herself had been what is sometimes known as a ‘sundown
town’ (Loewen 2006) —an all-White community in which Blacks had not been permitted to
reside. Hence, it was perhaps not surprising that when the middle school principal
administered a survey to his students about racism and sexual harassment, it uncovered
problems. Carla explained that at one grade level, ‘42 out of 44 kids surveyed say that they’ve
been sexually harassed in some shape or form’.
Her immediate response was similar to that of Alice; she informed the principal:
Shut down the building for the day. I don’t care about the Science test; go into small
group advisories and let’s tackle this issue and see what it looks like.
On other occasions, while on ‘walk-throughs’ of school buildings with the principals,
identifying issues that needed to be dealt with, she repeatedly asked: ‘What are you going to
do about it?’ Initially, when raising issues with the teachers, her principals blamed her,
saying, ‘Dr Cox saw…, or Dr Cox wants…’. But she insisted that they take responsibility and
address issues head on. When one principal wanted to eliminate two counselling positions
because the incumbents were not performing well, she rejected his avoidance tactics saying:
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If the people aren’t doing their jobs, it’s a personnel issue … You release them and
then you fill it with people that will do the job right.
For Dr Cox, social justice is ‘the foundational principle’ and so, she worked with her board,
not only on financial issues, but to identity core values of equity and inclusion as well.
From opening AP classes to any child interested in enrolling, to holding meetings at schools
called ‘bagels with board members’, Dr Cox says that her educational philosophy is holistic,
focusing not simply on tests, but on the totality of the educational experience. Moreover, as
she puts it: ‘When you still have teachers giving out extra credit for bringing in soup cans,
we’re not there at all.’

Dr David Dean
Dr Dean is superintendent of a district in size and demographics similar to that of Dr Grey.
A former marine, with experience as an actuary, David, known as the Harley-riding
superintendent, says that when he entered his doctoral programme he was very suspicious
of ‘social justice and all this touchy feely stuff’. Now, however, he reports that when he was
interviewed by the board for his current position, after two hours of general conversation, he
was asked if he had anything to add. His response was: ‘I look at every situation through a
lens of social justice-equity and if you don’t agree with that or you don’t support that then
I’m not your guy.’ He added: ‘The second thing is, technology is what’s going to help our
kids out; it’s going to help engage them.’
He demonstrated these commitments by arranging for the installation of technology access
points in all family units of two large, low-income housing projects as well as by providing
Chrome books to all students in grades 3–8. The latter is not just for the provision of
technology per se, but also a way of focusing on equity issues. To emphasise this, the board,
after extensive inquiry, numerous visits to other districts, and hundreds of hours of
professional development for teachers, acquired software to enhance equity. Dr Dean
described their project:
So you’ve got a Chrome book and I’ve got a Chrome book and I’m reading at a very
low lexile level so I’m reading Cat in the Hat or something like that and you’re reading
Quantum Physics and nobody knows the difference because you’re reading on your
Chrome book and I’m reading on my Chrome book.
Similar to the other two superintendents, Dr Dean spends a considerable amount of time with
students and parents. In fact, after time for meditation and prayer, exercise, and breakfast, he
starts his work day at approximately 6:15 a.m. for an hour of office work, before heading to
the high school to greet arriving students and parents who are dropping them off. Then it’s
on to one of the elementary schools for similar conversations before returning to his office or
to a local business for further conversation or trouble shooting.
Dr Dean says that: ‘Racism here is absolutely horrific, absolutely horrific!’ He recounts how
he has dealt with numerous discriminatory incidents, including many related to prejudice
against gay or lesbian faculty members. He is constantly thinking about how to hire a diverse
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staff, how to deploy them in ways that create the most inclusive and socially-just learning
environments for all students. And to do so, he frequently deflects criticism from parents and
board members for his choices and his actions.
One issue that affects Dr Dean strongly and personally is the issue of suspensions and
expulsions and the disproportionate impact on minoritised students. He is, however, very
pleased that the state senate has just passed a bill prohibiting out-of-school suspensions—an
act he believes will provide the catalyst he needs to create an in-school suspension
programme to better serve students, despite board resistance to the additional cost. He recalls,
with considerable emotion, an incident that illustrates his opposition to out-of-school
suspension:
One of my most promising students was suspended and… It still bothers me. At 1:40
in the afternoon he was shot and killed. While he was suspended. It’s not like Ozzy
and Harriett. There’s no Mom at home, you know. I mean he was on the street and he
got shot and killed. Middle of the day. Middle of a school day. So that’s why out of
school suspension to me is just so archaic …
Perhaps even more than the other educational leaders in this study, much of what Dr Dean
does is influenced by his own personal experiences with schooling—experiences that have
made him both empathic and socially just in his outlook and actions.

Dr Pam Jacobs
Dr Jacobs, who has worked in several districts as curriculum director, is currently working as
assistant superintendent to Dr Grey. Almost ten years previously, the two women had been
students in the same doctoral cohort, and hence, had encountered some of the same theories
and concepts related to the importance of social justice in educational leadership. Unlike Dr
Grey, Pam’s focus was not on critical spirituality but on dialogue and what she and others
have called ‘critical consciousness’ (Freire 1970).
Pam is the detail person—a good foil for Alice’s big picture focus, and as such, has the
responsibility of working with the school principals to ensure that the curriculum
appropriately serves all students. She reports that the mindset when she arrived in the district
was clearly expressed by one teacher who stated: ‘I don’t want to talk about this instructional
stuff …’till we get a handle on behavior.’ Pam, however, has insisted that they need to focus
on ‘student centredness’ and asserts: ‘I do think if we had the kind of expectations and
challenging curricula that would engage our students and bring them to the table of learning,
you wouldn’t have all these other behaviors.’ She constantly asks:
What are the issues that we need to talk about? Are you comfortable doing that? We
talk about sense-making conversation. I use it all the time. We talk about, I call them
crucial conversations, sense-making conversation. Do you have the resilience to be
able to do it? … I have become a master at wait time.
She explains that she always provides an article for the principals to read, giving the example
of one she used to address the pervasive deficit thinking in the district. And as she talks about
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what she is hoping to change, she frequently uses the term ‘deconstruct’. She is
‘deconstructing that mindset of IEP [Individual Education Plan]’ because it ‘doesn’t mean you
can’t learn, it means you learn differently’. She is in the process of deconstructing the ‘very,
very low expectation of the core curriculum’. That, she says, has a dismal impact on special
education students in that ‘there is no expectation. You have an IEP, it’s a death sentence in
this district’. And she is also in the process of deconstructing the approach to the gifted
programming that currently exudes ‘White privilege’.
Pam’s curricular focus is guided, she maintains, by the transformation she experienced
during her doctoral programme when the cohort encountered transformative leadership
theory. This, for her, ‘was the ah ha moment’. Since then, like the superintendents described
above, she has focused more on learning than on testing, more on curriculum conversations
and less on curricular standards. To do so in the face of the statewide emphasis on
standardised testing has required considerable moral courage and resilience on her part.

Dr Audrey Burns
When she completed her doctorate, Audrey Burns was an elementary school principal with
a reputation for excellence, caring, and a strong focus on ensuring social justice for all of her
homeless students. When interviewed for this study, she held a position as assistant
superintendent for curriculum and instruction. Unlike Pam, however, she did not feel that
she and her superintendent were aligned in terms of either ideology or purpose. One example
she gave was that during the hiring of a new principal, whom she happened to know was
gay, she did not divulge that knowledge to her superior. Once he discovered it, he was
furious, despite her continued insistence that ‘number one, it had no bearing on his ability to
do his job, and number two, that’s not something for me to share’.
Like Pam, she instituted numerous curricular changes, perhaps the most important being the
‘dismantling of the gifted program at the elementary level because it was only acceleration’.
She explained:
They weren’t really looking at the whole child as far as giftedness. … Only Caucasians
were in it which was, of course, a huge problem in the African American community
and when you look at the demographics that was a question I asked, when I first got
there. I said, ‘So are you telling me that we only have bright Caucasian children and
we have no bright African American children and no bright Hispanic children?’ … I
redid the identification [process] and that year when we identified, low and behold, I
had African American kids qualify, I had Hispanic kids qualify, and it was more
diverse; but I made the community angry.
Audrey’s concern for the homeless has also persisted during her time as assistant
superintendent, although she explains that few share her views. In fact, she says that enrolling
homeless students and finding appropriate supports for them is a ‘big one that I fight all of
the time’, despite the federal legal mandate to do so. Once again, we see the moral courage
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necessary to stand up to the community and to do the right thing, especially when there is
not alignment between her views and those of her superior.
Audrey also attributes her social justice stand to her doctoral programme because at that time,
as she put into practice some of the things she had learned, she ‘really felt and saw the
difference of [emphasising] social justice because of what it did for the minority populations’.
If someone would have ever told me that I did believe in social justice, … before it
would have been like ‘what are you talking about?’ but now it is who I am; it is what
I do; and I guess I did it before but not to the extent that I do now.
But she adds: ‘I will tell you that my views are not accepted by all.’

Dr John Law
Dr Law is in a very different situation from that of his counterparts as demonstrated in Table
1. He is the only respondent still working in the same district as when he was interviewed six
years earlier. Moreover, the district is one he describes as ‘Mayberry’ – an almost all-White,
very high-income district of approximately 6000 students, with only two bilingual classes and
a free and reduced price lunch population of less than three per cent. As an assistant
superintendent of learning and teaching, in terms of support and alignment with his
superintendent, he falls somewhere between Pam and Audrey in that he is generally
permitted to implement his ideas ‘as long as they do not impact standardised test scores’.
John explains that because the superintendent is ‘super concerned about test scores and wants
to talk about them’, it creates conflict with his own belief that test scores ‘mean nothing’, that
‘all this is a representation of our demographics; that’s all any of this is’.
He goes on to indicate that within the district, there is a well-known term for his ideas: ‘John’s
cockamamie scheme.’ Examples of his ‘cockamamie schemes’ include his holistic vision for
learning in which:
[The] vision for learning is expecting kids to be self-directed. It’s expecting kids to
know different cultures and know what experiences are like for other people and
connect with kids who are different than them. … Our goal is that kids are leaving
here ready to collaborate with anybody they could ever meet and being able to step
into somebody else’s or understand somebody else’s perspective.
To achieve a more student-centred approach, he explains, they have focused on Math, but
that the ‘very traditional teachers’ have had difficulty ‘shifting from a traditional,
computational approach to a more progressive conceptual approach, a more problem-based-how do you solve difficult problems and persevere through problems that you haven’t seen
before approach’. In addition, he has introduced a number of activities to enhance ‘global
awareness’ and to help students begin to understand perspectives and cultures other than
their own.
When asked if he has encountered any equity issues, he responds, without hesitation,
‘transgender issues are kind of blowing up everywhere’. Dr Law then elaborated:
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We have a couple who are identifying as early as elementary school, certainly middle
school, and definitely into high school, again in a very traditional community … and
everyone is very well intentioned. This is rocking their world, right? They’re having a
very hard time wrapping their heads around it.
He went on to say:
I think it is part of my role to push in general on the conversations. Most people who
work in our district would say that it is doing it exactly right [by] making a
transgender kid go to a separate room to change. What I think and what I’ve said is,
‘That sounds exactly like what people said about Black kids in a locker room--like
that’s going to make my kid uncomfortable having a Black kid in there; why don’t you
just put them behind the curtain? It’s going to make my kid uncomfortable drinking
out of a drinking fountain that a Black kid drinks out of so let’s just make them
separate and that will be just fine.’ If I came here and said to you, ‘we are just going to
have all of the Black kids drink out of a separate fountain because it makes other kids
uncomfortable’, you would probably, I would hope, tell me I was insane.
In general, Dr Law indicated he felt it was perhaps more difficult to make change at the
district level than at a school level, because it was more difficult to forge the kind of strong
relationships and to engender the kind of trust that had been the mark of his leadership as an
elementary principal. This was particularly true in that he had not grown up in the district he
called ‘Mayberry’ as had most of the Board members. However, he persisted nonetheless.

Discussion
The six vignettes above have demonstrated the very real challenges encountered by senior
educational leaders who strive to make positive and equitable change in their districts.
Moreover, they have clearly shown the importance of context in determining the varied
priorities of each respondent. Despite considerable contextual differences, each
superintendent clearly prioritised framing what social justice might look like and how it could
be implemented.
The GRA and I were gratified to note that during the first hour of each interview, no mention
was made of test scores. In every case, these educational leaders described challenges related
to equity and inclusion. Such challenges included: the need to ensure high academic
standards for all students; to equalise opportunities for minoritised students in advanced and
gifted programmes; to ensure equitable access to technology in large, low income housing
projects; to reject deficit thinking; to implement approaches to discipline that rejected zero
tolerance policies; and, to ensure respect for LGBT students. Each indicated that, when these
issues were thoughtfully addressed, test scores would take care of themselves (and they had).
Perhaps even more surprisingly, the three who were now superintendents told us that when
interviewed for their positions, they had indicated that their priority was social justice, and
that they should not be hired if that was not a priority of the hiring body.
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Each leader showed evidence of being hands-on, of knowing what was going on in the
schools, classrooms, and with individual students. This is an image of systemic leadership
not often found in either practice or literature—one in which relationships take precedence
over meetings, and in which equitable practice shapes policy. In general, the study found that
it is possible for senior leaders to attend to the technical issues of educational leadership
(finances; school lunches; human resources, hiring, and supervision; community relations)
and, at the same time, to maintain a focus on creating equitable and inclusive learning
environments for all students.

Were these Leaders Transformative?
Yet, the question I asked at the outset, still begs to be answered: were these leaders
transformative? Earlier, in my discussion of abductive reasoning, I noted that two other
popular theories of leadership are instructional leadership and transformational leadership.
To these, of course, we could add many others, including servant leadership, distributed
leadership, and ethical leadership. And claiming to use an abductive approach would require
that each be considered as a possible grounding for the beliefs and actions of these six leaders.
Moreover, it would be appropriate to assert that each explains some part of the findings of
this study. Certainly, all leaders, in particular the assistant superintendents, were focused on
instructional improvement. Each demonstrated elements of transformational leadership
(setting direction, developing people, redesigning the organisation, and managing the
instructional programme). Additionally, aspects of service and servant leadership were found
in all vignettes presented above. Evidence of distributing leadership, empowering people,
and building capacity were strongly demonstrated in all interviews; and the data clearly
demonstrate that each acted ethically, and with courage in the face of opposition and
resistance.
None of these theories, however, adequately explains the extraordinary focus on inclusion,
excellence, social justice and equity that is at the forefront of the beliefs and actions of these
leaders, a focus that also undergirds the tenets of transformative leadership. Pam’s repeated
use of the concepts of deconstructing and reconstructing ideas, David’s emphasis on both
public and private good, and John’s concern for ensuring that all students understood their
connections with others in the global community are uniquely explicit in the theory of
transformative leadership. The uniform critique of over-emphasising standardised testing
and their focus on fulfilling education’s fundamental promise of equitable opportunities for
all, including the most disadvantaged and marginalised, is, once again, only captured fully
by transformative leadership.
Although the other leadership theories considered here can and have made a contribution to
the thinking and practice of these leaders, it is only a transformative theory, one that explicitly
calls for equity, inclusion, and social justice, that most fully explains the work of these leaders.
Thus, this study clearly demonstrates that transformative leadership can form the basis for
the work of senior educational leaders at the system level.
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Conclusions
Although the study takes place in a mid-western state in the United States, it has significant
implications for systemic school leadership everywhere and especially in regions and
communities that are experiencing rapid demographic change. Too often, when faced with
large numbers of immigrants, an increasing number of home languages spoken in the schools
and community, and differing norms, values, and perhaps religious beliefs, school leaders
seem to be at a loss about how to proceed. This study demonstrates the possibilities and the
promise of a transformative approach to leadership that focuses on relationships and respect,
equity and inclusion, justice and fairness—one that recognises that children cannot learn to
their full potential unless they feel safe, welcomed, and respected in their schools. This study
establishes clearly that transformative leadership can be practiced and sustained, even by
leaders in large and complex systems who also have responsibility for the more managerial
and technical aspects of education. Indeed, learning from the experiences and actions of these
superintendents can provide a way forward for school and district leaders as well as for those
who work in leadership preparation programmes throughout the world. It is possible for
educational leaders at a system level to balance the technical demands of standards and
accountability with concerns for social justice and transformation for the benefit of all.
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'I'm So Tired and Have No Time for My
Family': The Consequences of Heavy
Workload in Principalship
Izhar Oplatka

Abstract: This paper explores the personal and organizational consequences of the heavy workload in
the principalship in our neoliberal era in education, and thereby fills the gap in theoretical knowledge
concerning principal workload. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 50 principals from the
elementary and secondary educational systems of Israel. The analysis followed the principles of
qualitative research. Several consequences of principal workload were found, such as unclear boundaries
between work and leisure time, a lack of time for the principal's family, a sense of fatigue and stress,
negative attitudes towards the workplace, and a sense of losing control at work. Yet, some principals
highlighted positive consequences such as self-fulfillment deriving from their work intensity. Principal
preparation programs ought to contain debates about principal workload and its actual and potential
implications rather than to ignore it and, instead, idealize principalship.
Keywords: principalship, workload, overload, work intensity

Introduction
It is widely accepted that the multiple and diverse expectations from schools in our era of
neoliberal reforms have brought about heavy workloads, high pressures, tension, stress, and
intensification of the principal's role (Gibton 2013; Gilbert 2012; Gronn 2003). According to
Philips, Sen and McNamee (2007), school principals in England have experienced heavy
administrative workloads and long working hours resulting in both stress and an imbalance
between working life and private life. In New Zealand, principal workloads increased an
average of ten hours per week after reforms leading to an exodus of elementary school
principals (Wylie 1997). Thus, many principals worldwide face increased workloads through
meetings, deputations, paperwork, and externally-imposed changes.
Employee workload has been constructed and explored in terms of pressure, stress, and
amount of work (Geurts, Kompier, Roxburgh & Houtman 2003). Basically, employee
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workload refers to ‘having high amounts of work, having to work fast, and working under
time pressure’ (Ilies, Huth, Ryan & Dimotakis 2015: 2-3). According to French and Caplan
(1972), employee workload might be objective or subjective; whereas the former refers to the
quantity of work an employee is requested to perform in a given unit of time, the latter refers
to an employee's feeling that his work is too much or too difficult to perform. Examples of
workload are longer working hours, pressure to work overtime, doing tasks in addition to the
regular work and a faster pace (Fong & Kleiner 2004).
While it is evident that many principals face heavy workloads in our era, there remains a
paucity of research into this personal state among school principals. In fact, with the exception
of Leithwood and Azah's (2014) large-scale study, most of the quantitative studies used
‘workload’ as one of numerous dependent or independent variables to scrutinize potential
influences of school reforms or educational change (e.g. Charalambous & Papaioannou 2012;
Cheung & Wong 2012; Poirel, Lapointe & Yvon 2012). They measured the principal's levels of
workload based on scales developed in non-education sectors. Similarly, ‘workload’ appeared
in qualitative accounts mostly as a ‘finding’ rather than the research focus (e.g. Derrington &
Campbell 2015; Gurr 2000; Taole 2013).
This paper is based on a larger qualitative study of the perceived components, factors, and
outcomes of principal workload from the subjective perspectives of Israeli principals (Oplatka
2016). This paper, though, displays the principals' accounts of the personal and organizational
consequences of the heavy workload in their job, and thereby fills the gap in theoretical
knowledge concerning principal workload, assuming that the particular characteristics of the
school organization have some unique impact on this personal state.

The Consequences of Heavy Workload
Most of the research on employee workload has revolved around the outcomes of heavy
workload. Notably, workload is associated with job stress, i.e. the quantity of the tasks
confronted or the difficulty of tasks can increase the level of employee stress (Shaw & Weekley
1985). Yet, this effect is mediated and buffered by high job autonomy (Baillien, De Cuyper &
De Witte 2011).
Heavy workload, though, has been linked to decreased job satisfaction, fatigue, emotional
exhaustion, depression, anxiety, gastrointestinal disorders and general psychological wellbeing (Fong & Kleiner 2004; Ilies et al. 2015), also among schoolteachers (Kam-Weng, KwokBun & Yiu-Chung 2006; Yiu-Chung, Kwok-Bun & Lai 2006). Employee workload is also
related to health problems and absenteeism (Zunker 2008). But, workload tends to have
different effects on employees' resources and therefore they make distinctions as to whether
they feel mentally, physically, or emotionally fatigued (Ilies et al. 2015). For example, Leiter
and Maslach (2009) found that higher perceived workload does not always have negative
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impacts on job satisfaction and turnover intentions, as long as nurses have sufficient control
over their daily work despite potentially being emotionally drained by their intensive work.
Much empirical attention has been given to the potential effect of workload on work–family
conflict that tends to decrease life satisfaction within-individuals, and at the same time
exacerbate emotional exhaustion among employees (Byron 2005; Goh, Ilies & Wilson 2015;
Major, Klein & Ehrhart 2002). This effect is explained by a lack of time needed to accomplish
one's duties in the family or through a lack of energy needed to engage in the family domain
(Edwards & Rothbard 2000). Yet, the positive relationship between daily workload and
work–family conflict was moderated by supervisor support and emotional fatigue. Thus,
informal supervisor work–family support significantly reduces the influence of high
workloads on work–family conflict, yet does not impact the indirect relationship on
individuals' daily life satisfaction (Goh et al. 2015). Likewise, employees who have heavy
workloads and are unable to establish a balance between work (family) and family (work)
roles are emotionally exhausted (Karatepe 2013). For instance, teachers’ job demands and
work–family conflict are linked primarily through emotional exhaustion (Ilies et al. 2015).
Numerous studies provide support for the negative relationship between workload and
performance. Heavy workload is viewed as an obstacle and distracts employees from their
work; an increase for example in workload may lead to a reduction in job performance (Johns
& Xie 1995; Siu 2003; Westman & Eden 1996). For example, Shirom, Nirel and Vinokur (2006)
showed that high workload is negatively related to the quality of performance among
physicians, and Powell, Savin and Savva (2012) found that overworked physicians generate
less revenue per patient because of a workload-induced reduction in diligence over
paperwork. Likewise, KC and Terwiesch (2009) found that workers speed up as workload
increases, and that this positive effect may be diminished after long periods of high workload.
Interestingly, work overload can lead to unwanted results and harm the restructuring and
revitalizing efforts of the firm after a downsizing process (Fong & Kleiner 2004).
Several researchers have turned to understanding the impact of workload on service time and
quality. They found that a high level of workload among service providers would generate
job stress (Glaser, Tatum, Nebeker, Sorenson & Aiello 1999) and emotional fatigue (Deery,
Iverson & Walsh 2002), as well as negative effects on job performance and organizational
commitment (Singh 2000). Heavier workload would also escalate turnover ratios and
indirectly raise recruitment and training costs (Hsieh, Yen & Chin 2004). For example, when
the overall workload of restaurant workers is high, servers may deem speed more valuable
than sales and therefore serve the tables faster, which can potentially reduce the sales (Tan &
Netessine 2014).
When the consequences of principal workload were explored, it was found that heavy
workload caused principals to abandon some responsibilities in their role (Peterson 2004), and
neglect or avoid doing any positive work for children with disabilities (Naz & Sulman 2012).
Cowie and Crawford (2008) found that a heavy workload caused novice principals to fail to
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balance the time for principalship duties (e.g. school finances, curriculum, and human
resources) and made some of them feel somewhat stressed, and they failed to play active roles
as instructional leaders in schools. Cypriot principals found it very difficult to alter their
habitual ways of teaching (Charalambous & Papaioannou 2012).
More specifically, more and more principals face the dilemma of about whether to focus on
matters related to teaching and learning, or whether to concentrate on a growing
administrative workload (Dimmock 1996). For example, Jamaican principals saw their main
role as instructional leaders, but suggested they did not have enough time to ‘role model good
teaching and generally to support teaching and learning’ (Miller 2015: 48). Similarly, South
African principals do not view themselves as instructional leaders and they feel overwhelmed
by the amount of pressure put on them (Taole 2013). In contrast, however, in spite of heavy
administrative workload faced by Turkish principals, they have time to be interested in
academic issues and talking to teachers. It is asserted that they are visible both in the
classrooms and corridors and they respect different points of view as well (Balyer 2012).
Consistent with findings from non-education organizations outlined above, a heavy
workload has also generated a work–home imbalance and impacted the principal's private
and family lives (Miller 2015; Saidun, Mohd & Borhandden-Musha 2015). According to
Philips et al. (2007) the role of school principal in England has changed radically, and the
administrative workload and long working hours result in both stress and an imbalance
between working life and private life. Time concerns took a personal toll on principals as well.
Descriptions detailed dramatically increased workloads on the weekends and after school in
addition to cancelled family and vacation plans (Derrington & Campbell 2015).

Methods
Workload encompasses a number of relevant variables that interact with each other, with no
appropriate conceptual framework to describe its characteristics and determinants in
principalship. This situation creates the need to study the principal workload by qualitative
research methods that allow an in-depth and wide-ranging description for revealing the
complexity and contradictions inherent in social phenomena from a holistic point of view
(Paton 2002).

Context
Although gradually changing, the Israeli government is the provider of education for almost
everyone, and education is geared towards matriculation exams that usually take place at the
end of high school and are necessary to gain entrance into higher education institutions. Labor
relations in the educational system are based on tenured track rather than personal contract,
and principals and teachers retire between the ages of 64 (females) and 67 (males), although

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

│ 25

in reality many take advantage of early retirement programs (around 60). Only very few
distinctions exist between the work standards of primary and secondary teachers.
The spirits of globalization and privatization accompanied by values of individualism and
diversity have brought about some changes in the Israeli educational systems since the early
2000s (Gibton 2011). The Ministry of Education (MOE) has commenced to encourage schools
to specialize and offer unique subjects out of a predetermined list of subjects taught for
matriculation exams. Furthermore, many primary and secondary schools have increasingly
became autonomous and self-managed, providing some freedom for school staff to build a
vision and mission for their schools, based on their values, communal needs, and the ethnic
characteristics of their students (Oplatka 2015).
During the last decade, though, an authority for research and assessment in teaching was
created in the MOE, and several national and international examinations have been
introduced into both primary and secondary schools. In addition, agreements with both
teachers’ unions in Israel (broadly, one for primary teachers and the other for secondary
teachers) led to some modifications in the nature of the teachers’ work (e.g. more teaching
hours, teaching small groups of students, time clocks in every school) in return for higher
teacher salaries. Apart from this, forms of school choice, school-based management, and
formal assessment have been introduced in primary and secondary schools (Arar & AbuRomi 2016). The context in which school principals work in Israel in recent years has been
characterized by increasing intensification, diversification, standardization, and
accountability.

Participants
Eighteen men and 32 women principals, from both elementary and secondary education,
participated in this study, a number that represents, by and large, the ratio of men to women
in principalship in Israel. The age range of the principals was 37 to 69 (average 49.76) and the
range of years in post was 2 to 16. Thirty-four principals manage schools in the State
Educational System, 6 run schools in the Religious State Educational System, and 8 run
schools in the Arab Educational System. Twenty-five principals manage elementary schools,
3 junior highs, and 22 high schools (includes both junior and high schools in one building).
They work in four different educational districts (South, Tel Aviv, Center, North), and their
schools' size range from 354 to 1,823 pupils. Their pupils belong to the upper middle class
(n=8), middle class (n=28), and low, even lower class (n=14). All but three were married with
children.

Participant Selection
Due to the need to focus on a homogenous group of subjects in a qualitative inquiry that aims
at profoundly understanding a certain phenomenon (Marshall & Rossman 2010; Paton 2002),
the principals in this study were selected using criterion sampling, i.e. all subjects who meet
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some criteria. We purposely selected principals who represented ‘information-rich cases that
manifest the phenomenon intensely… excellent or rich examples of the phenomenon of
interest, but not unusual cases’ (Paton 2002: 176).
Research staff approached supervisors, educational counselors, and other informants (either
head of department or schoolteacher), and asked them to recommend primary and secondary
principals according to two criteria: (1) principals who have two years or more experience in
principalship; (2) principals who are considered to work in highly competitive or stressful
school environments (e.g. high pressure from parents, newly mandated changes) and,
consequently, face high levels of workload. Based on the literature on employee workload, it
was believed that principals meeting the above-indicated criteria are more likely to face heavy
workloads in their work, and therefore could provide us with much knowledge about this
kind of personal state in principalship. Thus, after receiving recommendations from two
sources, the two to three principals most highly recommended were contacted by phone, and
a face-to-face meeting was scheduled with those who agreed to participate.

Procedure
Semi-structured interviews were used to gain the participants' subjective conceptualizations
of principal workload using an interview guide that helps make the interview meeting of
different individuals more systematic (Marshall & Rossman 2010; Paton 2002).
Two interview meetings were conducted with the participants by two research assistants
(PhD students) during 2013–2015, mainly at the participant's office, usually after school, in
order to avoid time pressure. At the beginning of each interview the interviewer obtained
permission to record the interview. In the first part of the interview with the principals, the
participant was asked to describe his/her role-perception, daily schedule and workload. To
assure the principal experienced some level of overload, s/he was asked to provide personal
interpretations of workload coupled with examples from his/her work life. Principals who
claimed empathically not to experience heavy workload at all were not included in the study.
Next came questions about the principal's feelings when required to accomplish a wide
variety of role tasks extensively followed by questions about the sources and outcomes of a
heavy workload in the principal's post. Note that so as to prevent any kind of ‘social
desirability’ the interviewer refrained from discussing the topic of workload in positive or
negative terms.
The manual analysis of the interview data followed the four stages described by Marshall and
Rossman (2010): ‘organizing the data’, ‘generating categories, themes and patterns’, ‘testing
any emergent hypothesis’ and ‘searching for alternative explanations’. This analysis aims at
identifying central themes in the data, searching for recurrent experiences, feelings and
attitudes, so as to be able to code, reduce and connect different categories into central themes.
The coding is guided by the principles of ‘comparative analysis’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998),
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which includes the comparison of any coded element in terms of emergent categories and
sub-categories.
The author, as principal researcher, analyzed the entire data set independently, and a research
assistant and a ‘critical’ friend examined the results of this analysis independently (Strauss &
Corbin 1998). The research team, then, met to compare their analyses and discuss
contradictory interpretations that arose, and to search for disconfirming evidence (Marshall
& Rossman 2010). In addition, some comparisons with the existing literature on employee
workload were made to increase the trustworthiness of the data.

Findings
The interviews with the Israeli principals revealed several consequences of principal
workload, such as unclear boundaries between work and leisure time, a lack of time for the
principal's family, a sense of fatigue and stress, negative attitudes towards the workplace, and
a sense of losing control at work. Yet, some principals highlighted positive consequences such
as self-fulfillment.

Unclear Boundaries between Work and Leisure Time
The principal’s need to carry out many and varied work tasks in a limited amount of time
makes it impossible for principals to complete these tasks during the work day, and they have
to continue working at home. An elementary school principal (131) indicated that: ‘many times
I also take my paper work home [although] it is not right to work in this way, because it
simply causes me to lose my personal time with my husband…’ In contrast, another
elementary school principal (20) thought: ‘you can never end all your tasks in the school, and
sometimes, when you get home and think about what you went through during the work
day, you gain more profound insights.’
Thus, the principals reported responding to a host of emails from supervisors, parents,
teachers, local education authorities, and commercial companies, as well as talking with
colleagues by phone during the evenings. A description of their excessive and ongoing work
performances at home is echoed in the subsequent quotes:
…I can't say that when I get home I call it a day. Every day when I get home I have a
hundred emails waiting for me that I have to answer…things that don't make life easy
for me. Because nowadays there are emails, feedbacks, WhatsApp, Facebook, I have
no Facebook, but WhatsApp makes me work a lot. (Secondary school principal, 11)
I can't take work home every day, there are these days when I get home and can't do
anything. But, there are these evenings when I answer many emails, for example…
phone calls I have no time to make at school… Many times I respond to emails on
1

The number refers to years in post
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Saturdays but send them only in the evening, also at nights, I also work and send
emails at nights, this is the most comfortable time for me. (Secondary school principal,
10)
While email correspondence from home is part of their work routines, phone calls made in
the evenings are related by the participants to emergency cases (e.g. a road accident of a
student, an injury of students during off-school activities), or to the urgent need to guide
teachers or parents. A secondary school principal (9) illustrated this situation:
…Today, I had a conversation with a teacher that was in a bad mood. I always leave
some time during the school days for such unplanned conversations. The only thing
that makes me worried, to be honest with you, is being in such a kind of job that never
ends, even when you go home, even when I go shopping and think to myself: ‘Oh.
[My deputy] hasn't answered my emails, she hasn't told me if the forms were sent to
the Ministry of Education.’ So I call her. There is the WhatsApp we use in the
management team…
In fact, the principal's work day never ends, even when s/he leaves the school setting. Many
participants reported spending their leisure time for reading reports, filling many kinds of
forms, writing new programs, or performing varied administrative tasks, due to their inability
to complete these tasks during their work day:
Interviewer: Isn't the heavy workload limited to your working hours?
Principal: Not at all…look, I believe there are principals who act differently, but I do
continue to work at home, I write at home, I need a quiet atmosphere to write, I need
this atmosphere for new ideas, for proofreading my reports… (Elementary school
principal, 13).
For example, I have a meeting with the supervisor on Saturday morning in my school,
so I have to prepare myself for this meeting. So far, I have not found the time for doing
that in my school, so I sent all my files to my computer at home. I decide what to do at
home, and come back with a clear agenda and a clear program…working at home
helps me realize what I wanna do, and helps me clarify my priorities, for example…
(Elementary school principal, 8, Arab educational system)
The principal carries out a wide variety of tasks during leisure time, for the simple reason that
‘there are so many things I have no time to complete at school, so I take them home, teacher
evaluation is one of them, the many forms I have to fill are another example’ (Elementary
school principal, 4). Likewise, the principal's leisure time is devoted also to personal concerns
and thoughts about a host of school-related issues. The participants indicated they are
unlikely to sleep well in times of severe problems and difficulties at work. Some indicated
writing small notes in the middle of the night to remember what came up in their mind during
their sleeping. They also tend to talk about work-related issues with friends, family members,
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or guests, because principalship is a never-ending job and the principal's mind needs to work
relentlessly, especially at nights, as is expressed in the following quotes:
Interviewer: To what extent is the workload limited to your working hours?
Participant: It is clear that during the working day the workload is at maximum pace.
But, after the school day it begins to decrease but the thoughts never leave your head,
they are everywhere you go, in the principal's world. I mean, the principals that care
for the school, that want success and excellence. A principal who doesn't care about
the final outcomes of the school won't feel heavy workload. He doesn't care, so he is
not under pressure, never worries [and] never thinks. (Elementary school principal,
10, Arab educational system)
The workload never ends…the brain is busy all the time. I am sitting in an after school
activity with my son and think about the school schedule…I find myself working
everywhere I go, because my brain is always busy, there are new ideas…principalship
is your way of life… (Elementary school principal, 2)
The participants reported thinking a lot about pupils in distress, leading to a sense of personal
distress and emotional overload, as a secondary school principal (10) demonstrated:
Now, I have 93 students in Poland [who visit the death camps]…So I don't sleep at
nights. I am not saying that as a phrase, but this is my reality in these days. I am
worried so much! Every morning I call them and ask the teachers there how was the
night, and every evening I talk with them again. And at home in the evening, I look at
our website to see pictures from there…and despite all of that, I can't sleep well,
because I have to make sure that all of them will return home safely…
Note, very few principals emphasized setting clear boundaries between work and home
(including family), saying that ‘when I go home I forget my work…I know how to separate
between my job and my family’ (Elementary school principal, 8, Arab educational system),
and ‘I try to make an absolute cut, I am not saying I don't talk with my deputy in the
evenings…but generally speaking I make a clear cut’ (Elementary school principal, 2). They
explained their attitude saying, ‘I saw a principal who collapsed because of the overload’
(Elementary school principal, 8), or ‘I have small kids at home’ (Elementary school principal,
6). Having said that, she added:
…When I have to stay late or to take things with me home, I try not to take anything
home. You take the responsibility with you, no chance to leave it at school. But, I try
not to take tasks to my home, because it can harm my family relations.

A Lack of Time for the Principal's Family and Friends
Another consequence of principal workload refers to a lack of sufficient time to spend with
the spouse and the children. A secondary school principal from the Religious State
Educational System (14) indicated sadly that the heavy workload leaves him ‘no time to study
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Torah with his kids’ and his counterpart (Elementary school, 2) emphasized her strong desire
‘to go far away, to detach myself from school’. Other principals complained having no time
for drinking coffee with friends, reading a good book, or simply watching television with the
kids. This situation has some emotional implications upon the principals, as a secondary
school principal (11) explained:
Many times I feel overwhelmed, frustration, I feel helpless, I feel I overlook many
important things in my personal lives, things that I no longer take care of…I know I
have to visit the ophthalmologist, but he is available only in the mornings and I won't
do it, because the heavy workload makes me forget what I have to do for myself…I
feel it disturbs my personal life, and I get back home physically and mentally
exhausted. I have, for example, to clean my house, but I'm not going to do it, because
I'm tired…I can only sit on the sofa…I will get into bed, it's hard for me, unless I have
to attend meetings outside. I told my daughter I would come to her at five thirty, but
I have no time for friends during the week days. I see my friends only on the weekends.
I can't meet people…because I can stay at the school until late afternoon, so I have
friends that no longer go out with me, never call, angry at me, saying, you work, so
what? We also work…
No doubt, the principal's friends cannot realize how heavy the workload is that she
experiences in her job. Yet, the ones who suffer most from the principal's heavy workload are
the family members. The participants complained being unable to spend quality time with
their spouse, children and grandchildren. Two male principals reported receiving negative
responses from their families as an example for the negative consequences of principal
workload upon their family time:
…I began to feel overwhelmed. But, maybe because I enjoy my work very much, so I
don't pay attention to this situation…but now I started to pay attention [to the
overload] from the responses I get from my family, my wife, my kids…they told me,
you know, we haven't gone on a trip for almost a year, you know that you have not
eaten dinner with us for more than three months! I said: ‘Could that be?’ So my wife
was angry and said: ‘Yes! You don't even notice that I had my hair done, that I bought
a new dress.’ … (Elementary school principal, 5, Arab educational system)
We saw videos of the kids when they were very young. The kids said: ‘Oh, dad, you
used to be happier in the past.’ So, I took it so hard, I have not taken them to movies
for a long time…maybe my job influences, I mean, I find myself trusting the kids will
get along, don't make me crazy, get along, you are independent…my wife always says,
when she talks about workloads: ‘I don't need your assistance, I mean, the kids don't
need your assistance in coping with things in their life, they need you to see the nice
things they do in their life and you miss these things.’ … (Secondary school principal,
11, Religious State Education System)
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The participants exposed their conflicts between child-raising and their managerial role that
lead them to feel a kind of blame towards their kids/spouse due to their absence from their
occasions and events. Some principals, though, emphasized the negative influence of their
heavy workloads upon the relationship with their spouse. A secondary school principal (9)
lamented the very short time he and his wife spend together:
…Sometimes my heavy workload influences my home. My wife begs to eat lunch with
me…but as a teacher she knows my work, maybe she understands the essence of my
role. But, the principal whose wife isn't a teacher and doesn't know this position won't
understand, maybe every day she will be angry and say to him he isn't part of the
family…
The participants indicated that some of their colleagues got a divorce due to the heavy
overload and the intensity in their role, as it leaves no time for them to spend with the spouse.
Unsurprisingly, then, an elementary school principal (8) reported going to a psychologist that
helps her gap between home and work and to find a time for herself, because, as she said, ‘it
is very frightening to realize you lose your life’. Another said she ‘heard her husband telling
her sister in law that he is very lonely, he is alone so many hours a day’, so I almost cried. I
said to myself: ‘Who needs it? He is really alone and he is so charming, we are together almost
forty years…’ (Secondary school principal, 13).

A Sense of Fatigue
Unsurprisingly, some of the principals reported feeling high levels of fatigue due to the heavy
workload they experience. The interview transcripts contained phrases such as ‘I'm
exhausted’, ‘I'm tired of the workload’, ‘we are all burned-out’, and the like. Some participants
elaborated:
Interviewer: What does the workload do to you?
Participant: …I am tired, very tired, I have no energy. I never leave my home on
Saturdays…My husband takes the kids for a ride. In the past, we used to visit many
places far away from our home, but not any more… [Today] I have no energy for
that… (Elementary school principal, 2)
Interviewer: If I saw you at the end of a very overwhelming day…
Participant: How would you recognize I had an overwhelming day? No more makeup on my face, tired eyes, very tired eyes, I wanna go home to rest. (Elementary school
principal, 9)
The principals emphasized their strong need to sleep long hours after the school day and
during weekends, describing themselves as exhausted. Likewise, they pointed to their
inability to do something meaningful at home and even to talk a lot with family members. In
contrast, however, very few principals reported not feeling any kind of fatigue. An elementary
school principal (2) demonstrated this feeling:

32│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Look, I love [the school] very much, I am not burned-out, maybe I am tired, but not
exhausted, not at all. Before I call it a day, I sit in my office and the teachers usually
come to say goodbye, and I can see how tired and drained they are, and I think to
myself I am in a different place…
Apart from feeling a sense of fatigue, the participants reported experiencing high levels of
stress following their heavy workloads at work. The stress is experienced during the working
day, inside and outside the school setting, resulting from the principal's inability to complete
all their role tasks in one day:
Heavy workloads bring about high levels of stress…I have no solutions for everything
and this makes me feel stress. When I have solutions, so the workload has no influence,
I don't care. Stress is when you have no solutions, no solutions. (Elementary school
principal, 9)

Personal Experiences of Negative Emotions
Following the heavy workloads, some of the participants reported feeling negative emotions
such as anger, fury, restlessness, frustration, and sorrow, and very few of them even
considered early retirement. These emotions lead some principals to ponder whether to go on
working under current circumstances while giving up their personal lives:
Interviewer: What do you feel due to the workloads in your job?
Participant: Tired…but also a feeling that I don't fulfil myself here. What do I need all
of this for? Many times I ask myself, like many of my colleagues, why did I do this to
myself? You get to a point that you make a lot of personal concessions in your life…and
if there wasn't such an overload in my work, I wouldn't have to give up so much.
(Secondary school principal, 4)
Interviewer: …And how does the heavy workload impact on you?
Participant: Tiresome…frustrating sometimes, makes me question my career choice.
Was it wise to become a principal? Is it right to be under pressure all the time? To
experience heavy workloads all the time? …Sometimes I stop and say to myself; why
do I need all of this? I decided to be a self-starter, to do something meaningful in my
life, and this choice has personal prices. (Elementary school principal, 7)
An elementary school principal (5) claimed that: ‘A principal must not stay in his job more
than ten years due to the great intensiveness in principalship nowadays that harms his/her
work quality.’ Another principal (secondary school, 10) said that many principals quit their
job and move to supervision because the supervisor's role is considered calmer than
principalship:
The principals are becoming heads of Local Education Authorities and jobs like that
and they are at their peak. I know someone who left principalship after five years and
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now she is a supervisor of two cities and enjoys her new role very much. She told me
she is so happy she is no longer a principal, and she said that after five years only!
Note, however, that the principals do not experience negative emotions solely; in fact, they
emphasized also experiencing positive emotions that renew their energy and help them face
heavy workloads at work. A secondary school principal (4) from the Religious State Education
System said:
Interviewer: What do you personally feel due to the heavy workloads in your job?
Participant: Sometimes, a lot of anger and frustration.
Interviewer: If I saw you at the end of your working day, who would I see?
Participant: I leave the school with a smile, a little tired, go home, I like running, it
makes me relax. I am tired but happy. I am not embittered, although it might sound
like that…

‘I Can't Complete Tasks Profoundly’: A Sense of Losing Control at Work
The heavy workload in the principal's job leads principals to feel losing control over their
work, i.e. they are usually less likely to carry out their planned tasks. In fact, they tend to
neglect what they consider to be important aspects of the schooling process (e.g. classroom
observation, face-to-face conversations with students). A secondary school principal (7) from
the Religious State Education System depicted the implications of heavy workloads in her
role upon her managerial practice:
I can hardly read my mail and 'clean' my table. It is likely I got many emails, but I never
read them. I can't visit the classroom enough, it is very important to me to watch the
teachers at work but I can't do it, I don't sit in staff meetings. I scheduled to talk with
every teacher personally but it will take me ages as I can talk with only one teacher
every two days…I need to talk with the students, I tell them to come at 5pm, as my
schedule is full until that time…so I will do what I must do, but I feel I miss the
educational side of my work. I don't do enough in this important area, I mean, I do the
technical things because I have a deadline to send this report or that form, and I have
to go over the budget and pay teacher salaries, and I will do these things, because I
have no other choice…I think the educational side is missing; to enter classrooms, to
open the door and ask the teacher 'how are you?' 'What is going on in the class?' 'How
can I help you?' I don't do that, not because I'm not here, I'm here! But, I'm preoccupied
with urgent tasks that came from outside…like mobilizing resources you don't get…
In fact, the participants complained they cannot pay sufficient attention to instructional issues
in the school due to the need to handle many administrative tasks that are, in their view, of
less importance than the instructional ones, yet are mandated by environmental
constituencies. This is echoed in the following quotes:
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Sometimes I feel I can't reach the students and I think that one of the most important
things for principals are the students. I can show you my schedule and how it is full
from half past eight in the morning, I am strict to be with the girls during the Morning
Prayer. But, you can see days I am overloaded from half past eight until five in the
afternoon, a meeting after meeting. When can I walk around in the school? When can
I talk with students? (Elementary school principal, 5)
I don't like being closed in my office…I am overloaded, I am not outside, I believe my
role as the principal is to be involved, this is very important. I know all the teachers,
all the kids, the connection is very close. I have no problem that the staff will call me
when there is a discipline problem… [But] you sit here with the school counsellor, the
psychologist, so you can't be involved in school activities that are so wonderful. There
is an activity in one of the classes I want to see or want other teachers to see also…but
when you face heavy workloads you can't do all that… (Elementary school principal,
10)
Likewise, the participants felt that the heavy workload limits their capability to accomplish
their role tasks exhaustively and effectively, or as one of the secondary school principals (14)
said: ‘Overload for me is to realize I can't do many things properly because a lack of time.’ A
secondary school principal (11) connected between loss of control and low performance:
Workload for me is to do many things at the same time, when I sometimes feel I'm
losing control. I can't accomplish my role tasks profoundly. I would like to but I
can't…there are too many things I am cutting corners about, because I must go on and
I can't be stuck. There is now the issue of student achievement in Math, I would like to
be involved in that, I would like to put all the other things aside and say, now I focus
only on Math, but I can't do it…I have no time, I feel I do things in a shallow way…
Most of the principals reported having no time to sit and think, to talk reflectively with
teachers about their work, to dream, to ask teachers how they feel, to get to know school
members profoundly, as arising from the following voices:
…You can't do things deeply when you have a host of tasks to do. So, I always feel
concerned, I stick to the routine [but] I want to make changes in the school, to do
something special, a new narrative…and somehow I can't be proactive as I would like
to. (Secondary school principal, 13)
Sometimes, it becomes too much, I mean, there are periods that you feel you can't
succeed in controlling everything, there is too much…I don't mind working very hard,
but what is important is to complete the tasks…because there are always more and
more. I don’t know of any other job like that, that never ends…You will never be able
to do everything in the best way, never. This is the kind of workload I am talking about.
(Secondary school principal, 2)
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Positive Outcomes
Some of the participants pointed to the positive implications of principal workload upon their
sense of self-fulfillment at work. In their view, despite the fatigue and pressure stemming
from their heavy workloads, the performance of many tasks concurrently provides them with
a sense of self-fulfillment and increases their work satisfaction. They simply seem to enjoy
their heavy workloads:
I enjoy it also. The workload generates a kind of enjoyment…I enjoy the workload, I
enjoy the high pressure…I feel my work is significant. [The workload] gives my work
a sense of meaning…there is no dull moment, no dull moment, and I like I have no
dull moment. I feel fully immersed in my job. (Elementary school principal, 8)
Interestingly, the heavy workload is considered to have positive influence upon the
principal's mood and emotions as long as it derives mainly from significant and meaningful
role tasks and activities. The participants used phrases such as ‘I feel good’, ‘I am fully
satisfied’, and ‘I'm very happy’ recurrently during the interviews. Two principals explained:
Look, we don't have to use the term 'workload' in a negative way. I chose to be a school
principal, I had enough opportunities in my life to stop and say, I won't do this role
any more. I will go back to a part time job as an English teacher…so probably I like the
sense of heavy workloads… (Elementary school principal, 10)
…We managed to increase the rate of our graduates who passed the final exams, so,
there is heavy workload but also I feel my work wasn't for nothing…there was a
newspaper article about our school, it is so encouraging. So, yes I'm overloaded but to
build a community, but our students, will all their problems from home, get the first
place in a nation championship… (Secondary school principal, 10)
School success seems to 'compensate' the principals for their intensive work and re-energizes
them to face their heavy workloads. The notion of high personal energy arises from the
following voice:
Interviewer: What do you feel personally because of the heavy workload?
Participant: …There are things that make me feel on cloud nine, I am so happy that
part of the workloads create good things…sometimes I choose to be overloaded and
add a new project that energizes me very much… (Elementary school principal, 8)

Discussion
From an analysis of the principals' interviews, a number of insights can be provided. First,
consistent with past research on employee workload (e.g. Ai-Yun 2006; Hsieh et al. 2004;
Karatepe 2013; Ladebo & Awotunde 2007; Zunker 2008), including in early principalship
(Oplatka 2012), the primary and secondary principals pointed to several consequences of
principal workload such as inability to establish a balance between work and family, a sense
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of fatigue and stress, negative emotions towards parts of their work, thoughts about
retirement or turnover, and a sense of losing control. Their perceptions are compatible with
those of newly appointed English principals who failed to balance the time for principalship
duties because of their heavy workload (Cowie & Crawford 2008). Nevertheless, and
consistent with KC and Terwiesch (2009) who found that workers speed up as workload
increases, some participants highlighted the positive implications of principal workload on
their work performance and self-fulfillment.
Second, while neoliberal reforms introduced in many educational systems worldwide,
including in Israel, have increased the principal's spheres of responsibility and the number of
his/her role tasks (Gibton 2013), the consecutive heavy workload principals face makes it
almost impossible for them to carry out their managerial tasks and activities profoundly and
thoroughly. Thus, while past research emphasized, by and large, that principals in our era
had no sufficient time to be instructional leaders (Cowie & Crawford 2008; Miller 2015; Taole
2013), the Israeli primary and secondary school principals not only reported having less time
for classroom observation or teaching improvement, but they also claimed they are unable to
control their work day (and schedule) or accomplish any kind of task completely due to their
heavy workload.
Third, inconsistent with past research outlined in the literature review (e.g. Siu 2003; Zunker
2008), the participants did not connect principal workload with work satisfaction, anxiety,
psychosomatic symptoms, and reduction in job performance. In their view, they feel high
work satisfaction and strive to perform their work tasks effectively, despite their pressure,
stress and workload. Interestingly, given findings from past research pointing to high job
autonomy as a mediating factor between workload and decreased job satisfaction, anxiety,
and general psychological well-being (Baillien et al. 2011; Ilies et al. 2015; Kam-Weng et al.
2006), the primary and secondary school principals were unlikely to feel these states, despite
their low autonomy in our era of neoliberalism. This finding might be accounted for by
intrinsic sources of work satisfaction among school principals, such as student success,
emotional commitment to student learning and a wide variety of managerial tasks. These
sources prevent principals from decreasing their quality of performance, lest they might be
'accused' of harming the students' future.
Although the external validity of qualitative inquiries is limited, some practical implications
from the current study might be suggested. Thus, following Leiter and Maslach (2009) who
found that higher perceived workload does not necessarily have negative impacts, as long as
nurses had sufficient control over their daily work, it is suggested to prepare future and
current principals in time management to help them plan their working day more effectively
and obviate any sense of losing control over their time and role. Likewise, a supervisor's
formal and informal support in time management and in coping with other negative
consequences of the heavy workload may also reduce the influence of high workloads on a
principal's work–family conflict, as Goh et al. (2015) showed.
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Special attention should be given to novice principals who face 'reality shock' (Oplatka 2012)
as well as low competence to cope with the heavy workloads in their role. Principal
preparation programs ought to contain debates about principal workload and its actual and
potential implications rather than to ignore it and, instead, idealize principalship. To this end,
principal candidates should observe different principals at work, explore their feelings
towards their workloads, and learn how effective principals cope successfully with their
never-ending role tasks.

Practical Implications
Given the negative consequences of the heavy workloads in principalship, three practical
implications for policy making and principal preparation programs are suggested:
Increasing the positions of middle management. As the principals reported having less and
less time for carrying out instructional tasks, it is suggested to increase the number of middle
management positions in schools to allow more teachers to accomplish managerial and
organizational tasks. This is assumed to leave more time at the hands of the principals for
instructional leadership and social justice leadership, and in turn, to decrease their negative
attitudes towards subjectively-held unnecessary administrative tasks.
Preparing future principals for the heavy workload. Given the high levels of workload
characterizing principalship worldwide, principal candidates should be familiar with the
negative implications of this workload and discuss strategies aimed at both balancing
between work and family and between administrative and instructional tasks. To this end,
principal preparation programs should elucidate references to the importance of empowering
the staff as a means to help the principal cope effectively with his/her heavy workload, the
best ways to plan the workday, time management, and educational planning.
Likewise, mentors of newly appointed principals need to be more sensitive to the high levels
of workload their protégés are experiencing during the first year in principalship and to guide
them as to how to survive this overwhelming time adequately.
Encouraging supportive behavior from superiors. Supervisors, district officials and local
education authorities should be encouraged to support the principals facing their heavy
workload and to develop empathy for their distress in our era of accountability. Supervisors
ought to pay more attention to each principal in their supervision zone and guide them as to
how to cope successfully with their overwhelming work environment.

Conclusions
1.

Principal workload may lead to increased work–family conflict, fatigue, negative
attitudes towards work, turnover, and a sense of losing control at work.
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2.
3.

4.

Due to principal workload, principals are unable to carry out their instructional
managerial tasks and activities profoundly and thoroughly.
As opposed to employee workload in non-education sectors, principals were
unlikely to connect their workload with decreased work satisfaction, higher
levels of anxiety and reduction in job performance.
To cope successfully with the negative outcomes of principal workload it is
suggested to increase the positions of middle management, prepare future
principals for the impending heavy workload in their role, and encourage the
supervisor to support the principal professionally and emotionally.
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The Importance of Twitter in the
Professional Development of DigitallyEngaged Head Teachers
Tim Jefferis and Tom Bisschoff

Abstract: In this paper the authors developed a model for understanding the professional development
of digitally engaged head teachers. They did this by synthesising the work of Gronn, Puentedura and
Dixon, whilst focusing on Twitter as a tool for professional development. Three research questions were
used to explore the link between Twitter and professional development for 21 head teacher participants:
Why are certain head teachers using Twitter?; How deep and broad are the networks of the sampled
head teachers?; What are the ways in which Twitter has contributed to head teachers’ professional
development and career progression? In the model, head teachers are seen to interact online with
differing levels of depth and sophistication as their careers progress. Findings suggest that the most
engaged at each stage stand to gain the most from their involvement. Twitter was used to connect with
other professionals; expand professional networks; seek out the opinion, counsel and support of others;
get professional news early; and to expand knowledge, influence and connections through serendipitous
online meetings.
Keywords: Twitter, professional development, head teachers

Introduction
According to Elias (2012: 30), it is ‘only natural’ that social media networks have begun to
provide an alternative structure for the ‘personal and professional growth of school leaders’.
Increasingly, school leaders are voicing their enthusiasm online. This passage from the blog
of a London head teacher extolling the virtues of Twitter, is typical of the genre:
I’ve ‘met’ some great fellow educators on my phone and iPad and I’ve met some in
real life too. I’ve read fascinating papers and articles, and been guided to books that
have changed the way I teach and learn. It encouraged me to start blogging. It’s
allowed me to enter into feisty and enlightening debate… I’ve even been offered a job.
Do it. And recommend it to others. (Sherrington 2013)
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The community Sherrington describes holds all the characteristics of the ‘personal learning
network’ (PLN) that Deyamport (2013) identified as a defining feature of many teachers’
Twitter use. According to Elias (2012), a broad and effective PLN is something many teachers
on Twitter (commonly referred to as ‘tweeps’ or ‘tweachers’) have gone to great efforts to
construct.
It is not just on Twitter itself that the usefulness of the medium is championed – more
traditional forms of peer-reviewed publication also point to Twitter’s usefulness for leaders
in schools. Dixon (2012) cites Twitter as an essential tool for head teachers and draws attention
to its power to transform the way some of the traditional functions of leaders are carried out
(see Table 1).
Table 1: Some of the ways in which Twitter has changed the way school leaders go about
their tasks (Dixon 2012: 48)
Task or Goal

Traditional Method

Using Twitter

Directly reaching out to a
local celebrity

You would call the
celebrity’s office, write him
or her a letter or work your
network to try to get his or
her attention.

You can use the celebrity’s
@username tag to make direct
contact with him or her on
Twitter.

Reminding students and
families about a school
event

You would send a
newsletter home, make
phone calls, or post the
event to your school
website.

You can post the reminder on
your Twitter account.

Finding great articles to
read on your topic of
interest

You would scan the table of
contents of education
magazines or websites.

You can use keywords on
search.Twitter.com to
discover articles
recommended by people you
trust.

The sort of professional development offered by social networking sites like Twitter is seen
by its champions as more democratic, more collaborative, more easily accessible and, of
course, totally free (Elias 2012). In this respect social networking stands in stark contrast to
more traditional forms of professional development which can be ‘fleeting in duration,
narrow in focus and top-down in [their] creation and delivery’ (Rutherfod 2010: 61).
In light of its burgeoning importance then, this study explores the use of Twitter by head
teachers in schools. It attempts to uncover the extent to which Twitter use is impacting upon
their professional lives.
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Literature Review
Various strands of research already published in the field of social networking amongst
school leaders are introduced here. Before embarking on these discussions, however, we
define the many specialist terms that are associated with social networks and with Twitter in
particular.
Social network sites are defined by Boyd and Ellison (2007: 211) as internet services that allow
individuals to:


construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system



articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection



view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system.

Boyd and Ellison (2007) acknowledge that the nomenclature used by the various providers
for each of these facets of social networking varies. Twitter uses the following terms for each
of Boyd and Ellison’s criteria:


a user’s profile page (with associated avatar usually, but not always a picture of the user’s
face)



a list of followers (people the user has a connection with)



tweets, retweets (RTs) and direct messages (DMs) and hashtags (#) (ways of making
connections and/or traversing their list of connections).

Thus Twitter has all the attributes that Boyd and Ellison (2007) regard as constituting a social
network. In addition, Twitter, in common with most other social networks, has associated
with it a host of specialist terms (see Table 2).
Table 2: Key terms associated with Twitter use
Term

Explanation

Edchat (or #Edchat)

An Edchat is a Twitter-driven discussion using a hashtag (cf). Educators
typically gather together online at a set time to discuss a range of agreed
topics.

Twitter handle

This is a user’s username, and always starts with an @ sign e.g.
@tjjteacher.

Tweacher

A moniker sometimes used for teachers on Twitter.

Twitterati

A term widely in use to describe those on Twitter with large followings
who are seen as thought leaders in their particular field of expertise.

Tweep

A person who is on Twitter – who may or may not be a teacher or leader.

Tweet

Anything written or published on Twitter up to a maximum of 140
characters. Tweets can also include links to other parts of the internet and
pictures or videos.
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Follow

A person wishing to receive tweets from another Twitter user needs to
follow them. Anyone can follow anyone else, without having to ask for
permission.

Follower

A follower is someone who has elected to receive your tweets direct to
their Twitter stream (qv).

Follow back

The unwritten convention on Twitter is that someone who is followed by
a particular user follows them back so that each receives each other’s
tweets.

@reply

This occurs when you want to mention a specific user on Twitter using
their @username Twitter handle. Mentioning a user in your tweet in this
way alerts them in their Twitter account under mentions even if you do
not follow that person.

Direct message
(DM)

A direct message is similar to an e-mail, when you direct message
someone only they can see your message. This is the only type of
communication on Twitter that is private. It is not possible to direct
message someone who is not following you.

Hashtag (#)

If you are tweeting about a particular topic or event and you want to
allow other Twitter users to find all the tweets about that topic in one
place you need to use a hashtag. Using a hashtag before a word or phrase
makes it into a hyperlink that can then be clicked on to reveal all the
other tweets on Twitter containing the same word or phrase.

Modified tweet
(MT)

The prefix MT stands for ‘modified tweet’ and signifies that a user has
reposted something belonging to another user on Twitter with subtle
modifications.

Twitter stream

Everything you tweet on Twitter, together with all the tweets of the
people you follow, appears on your Twitter stream. This is similar to an
e-mail inbox in that it lists all the communications that are going on
between you and your followers.

Retweet (RT)

Users who find another user’s tweet particularly interesting can retweet
it. This has a similar effect to forwarding on an e-mail. A user who
retweets a tweet sends the communication on to all their followers.

Twitter lists

As users begin to follow more and more people, their Twitter stream (qv)
can become crowded. By creating a list, a user can restrict the tweets seen
to only those from certain people. For example, it is possible to set up a
friends and family list, which would show only tweets from people who
fell into this category. This allows users to get rid of the ‘noise’ on Twitter
and home in on what interested them.

For many tweeps, Twitter is the first place they go to for news, for information and for realtime interaction with colleagues and acquaintances. Part of the attraction of Twitter is that
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such networks and connections take no account of international borders; tweeps are able to
freely converse with like-minded people from around the world.
Conversations take place around the clock with activity spiking at key times in various time
zones. With everyone able to say whatever they want, whenever they want, some tweeps can
start to feel overwhelmed by the volume of information that appears in their stream. Hashtag
chats have developed to allow users to focus in on just the topic or event that interests them.
Many tweeps find these chats a good way to get involved in real-time discussions with other
educators on Twitter (see Table 3).
Table 3: UK educational chats (Tait 2014)

Whole
school
issues

Specialisms

Hashtag

Time

Content/description

#ukedchat

Thursday 8pm

The most popular education chat for
UK teachers

#edchat

Tuesday 5pm

Go global by joining in the chat with
teachers around the world

#sltchat

Sunday 8pm

Senior leaders chat about the big
issues in education

#pedagoofriday

Friday all day

Teachers discuss their best moment
of the week

#literacychat

Monday 8pm

Alternating with #engchatuk every
other week

#englessonchat

Every other
Sunday 8pm

English teachers

#mathscpdchat

Tuesday 7pm

Maths teachers

#asechat

Monday 8pm

Science teachers

#pechat

Monday 7pm

Physical Education teachers

#dtchat

Wednesday 8pm

Technology teachers

#Sendchat

Tuesday 8pm

Chat about all things special needs

#ukgovchat

Sunday 8.45pm

School governors and governing
body issues

In order to manage the torrent of information that fills a given user’s stream, Twitter also has
a built-in search functionality (so that tweets by a particular user, or about a particular topic,
can be called up). Twitter also algorithmically suggests material that might be of interest to
users under the #Discover tab. Here users are given further suggestions on who to follow and
can view what activity has taken place amongst those in their circle of interest. In this way,
their network, and the strength of the connections within it, grows.
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The Passage to Headship
There have been numerous attempts over the years to delineate the lives of head teachers.
Broadly these attempts fall into three archetypes: biographical, career-centric or a
combination of these two – life and career. Biographical models emphasise the influence of
childhood and on-going external influences on the career journeys of leaders. In contrast,
career-centric models focus more closely on the machinations of the workplace. Life and
career models, however, attempt to meld the key elements of the former two together. Each
framework has different strengths in terms of its ability to accurately describe leaders’ career
journeys. In this study, Gronn’s (1999) model (refer to Figure 1) – unashamedly biographical
in its approach – was chosen as the lens through which to view leaders’ careers. Gronn
identifies various stages that leaders go through on their career journeys, whilst emphasising
the role that outside influences play in a given leader’s progress.
Figure 1: The process of leadership formation (Gronn 1999: 35)
An individual’s
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Socialisation agencies
School

Text

Family

…and in contact
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Reference groups
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Friends

Mentors

…generates a
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Self

…and lays the
basis of…

Outlook
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Often a number of factors conspire – many of them beyond the control of aspirant leaders
themselves – to govern the speed and fluidity with which leaders climb their career ladders.
Gronn (1999: 34) emphasises the role of ‘socialisation agencies’ and ‘reference groups’ as
having a key role in leaders’ lives. Herein lies the rationale behind adopting Gronn’s model
of leadership progression over the alternatives. Other models have been rejected on the basis
that they:


either fail to make such explicit, eloquent – almost prescient – reference to external
influences such as ‘socialisation agencies’, ‘reference groups’ and even ‘followers’
(Gronn 1999: 31)



and/or entail a form of evidence gathering over an extended period of time that is not
suited to the time-bound nature of this study.

Professional Development amongst Head Teachers
There is a considerable body of literature which deals with traditional approaches to
professional development amongst school leaders. Change and improvement is frequent.
Policy makers feel ‘compelled to develop and modify their national training strategies’ to
equip head teachers and with the knowledge and skills that they need to perform their roles
to the best of their ability (Bolam 2003: 74). Bolam (p. 74) outlines what he sees as the main
characteristics of leadership development:


an ongoing process of education, training, learning and support activities



taking place in either external or work-based settings



proactively engaged in by qualified, professional teachers, head teachers and other school
leaders



aimed primarily at promoting the learning and development of professionally
appropriate knowledge, skills and values



to help school leaders to decide on and implement valued changes in their leadership
and management behaviour



so that they can promote high quality education for their students more effectively



thus achieving and agreed balance between individual, school and national needs.

And although there are national variations, head teachers everywhere face difficulties because
of ‘…the complexity of their roles and tasks; changing external pressures and demands [and]
poor access to professional training, development and support, both before and after
appointment’ (Bolam 2003: 77). Such difficulties are highlighted in other studies too, serving
to underscore the importance of getting professional development for head teachers right.
With ‘schools everywhere being asked to do more than ever before’ and where leaders face a
‘complex world and seemingly endless set of pressures’ (CERI 2001: 13), inadequate training
and access to professional development opportunities is damaging.
Several studies have shown that senior leaders tend to express a preference for informal forms
of professional development over more formal ones. Billett (2008), for example, views

50│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

professional learning as inextricably linked to the social elements of workplace encounters;
whilst Ribbins and Gunter (2002: 388) argue that leadership development is best understood
‘through the gathering of professional experiences from within contextualised settings’. They
emphasise the messy, organic nature in which most senior leaders further their training and
experience. The informality of many senior leaders’ learning is reflected in Erlaut’s (1994)
theory of professional development where unstructured acquisition of knowledge and
expertise plays a significant role. Brundrett and Zhang (2010: 156), having interviewed 34
school leaders in various different contexts, found that: ‘An almost ubiquitous response from
respondents indicated that leadership learning arose out of a variety of informal routes, such
as group work, learning communities and collaborative work across schools.’ Leaders, it
seems, prefer learning to be informal and to involve co-workers in a shared experience. It is
no surprise that informal coaching and mentoring networks have become one of the
cornerstones of the work carried out by the National College for Teaching and Leadership
(NCTL) – networks whose very existence depends as heavily on socialisation in the virtual
world as it does on socialisation in the physical one. Informal influences are a key feature of
Gronn’s pre-Twitter conceptualisation of leaders’ career journeys (see Figure 1).

Research Design
Having discussed the relevant literature and laid out the rationale for this paper, this section
focuses on the methods that were employed in this study to begin answering the research
questions.

Method 1: Twitter Content Analysis (A Netnographic Method)
Twitter content analysis has much in common with the more traditional method of nonparticipant observation described by ethnographers like LeCompte, Millroy and Preissle
(1993). A huge amount of data can be collected, particularly where the researcher is immersed
in the context for some time, allowing for the generation of detailed descriptions. Such
descriptions are data-rich and allow researchers to answer their research questions with a
level of detail and confidence that would not attend more perfunctory data collection
methods. Reliance on the researcher’s own inferences is kept to a minimum because so much
first-hand evidence abounds.
Borrowing heavily from the method adopted by Elias (2012), 100 tweets were collected from
each participant at random using a proprietary tool known as TwDocs. The process played
out as follows:
1.

Contact was made, via Twitter, with a selection of senior leaders in school. Twentyone agreed to participate. These leaders were found using searches for terms like
head teacher, leader and teacher. All the while a conscious effort was made to ensure
that the sample included individuals representing a diversity of genders, cultures,
years of experience and types of school. In this sense the sample was a stratified
purposeful sample of the type envisaged by Creswell (2007).
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2.

A specific focus was made on the Twitter accounts of school leaders themselves,
rather than those of their organisation. Users were found by searching for suitable
biographies, twitter handles and avatars (head teacher/headmaster etc.) on Twitter
and by scouring the followers of known school leaders.

3.

Those school leaders with Twitter accounts were added to a ‘list’ in TweetDeck to
allow for close communication between the researcher and participants for the
duration of the study.
Prospective participants were followed and then @ messaged to gain their attention.
They were sent an electronic copy of the informed consent form and asked to
digitally sign and return it to indicate their willingness to participate.

4.

5.

Following the example of Risser (2013), a coding scheme was adopted for tweets as
shown in Table 4.

6.

Additional data, such as number of followers and number of tweets/retweets were
also recorded. Each tweet was categorised as being professional or personal in
content.

Table 4: The coding scheme to be used, based on one designed by Risser (2013)
Conversation code

Example tweet

Request for information

Does anyone know where I can get and ISI lesson obs proforma?

Sharing of news

Have you seen this: http://goo.gl/wrNKc ? #ukedchat

Sharing of resources

This might be useful for some of you: http://goo.gl/dnFt9
#teachingresource

Showing appreciation

Thanks – see you tomorrow

Showing displeasure

Michael Wilshaw doesn’t know what he’s talking about
#whatanutter

Responding to others

@headguruteacher thanks for that RT

In order to ensure that the categories used for coding were discrete and returned data of
heuristic value, the study was piloted over a short period first. This was done with a view that
it would ‘iron out any problems’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000: 306) and so reinforce the
validity of the study.
Studies of this kind often employ teams of people to code responses and thus run into issues
of inter-rater reliability. Such problems were circumvented in this study as all the coding was
carried out by the researchers themselves.

52│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Method 2: Semi-Structured Interviews
The second method of data collection in this study involved the use of a semi-structured
interview to elicit further information from the 21 participants about their Twitter use.
A pilot interview was conducted with a Twitter-using head teacher to establish whether the
questions devised produced meaningful responses. The pilot interview identified omissions
and showed where there were opportunities to extend or alter the questions posed. Following
the pilot interview, the necessary adjustments were made to the interview prompts.
Interviews were conducted face-to-face and usually lasted between 45 minutes and an hour.
Audio files were recorded using Evernote™ and were then transcribed for closer analysis.

Sampling
Sampling was largely through self-selection – potential interviewees volunteered their
services through Twitter and/or were directly approached. Fortuitously the sample included
individuals from a range of different types of educational establishment. There were 21
participants (tweeps) in total.

Ethical Considerations
In recognition of the fact that observation is not a ‘morally neutral exercise’ (Cohen et al. 2000:
316), consideration was given to the ethical guidelines outlined by the British Educational
Research Association (BERA 2011).
BERA guidelines denote confidentiality and anonymity treatment of participants’ data as
being normative. Therefore, in all the semi-structured interviews, participants were assured
of the anonymity of their responses. Also in line with BERA guidelines, respondents were to
be asked to complete an informed consent form. This consent form alerted participants of
their right to:


correct the written record



withdraw at any stage



maintain their confidentiality throughout.

BERA guidelines make no mention of the suggested protocols for the mining of publicly
available data from social networks like Twitter. Sitting and observing the action on Twitter
from the side-lines could be viewed as a form of covert research which appears to fly in the
face of the principles of informed consent. But Mitchell (1993) argues that there are some
sources of knowledge that are legitimately in the public domain – Twitter, surely, falls into
this category. Indeed, the data held on Twitter are more akin to secondary data than to the
primary data that the BERA guidelines circumscribe. The most widely used primers on
educational research methods – Cohen et al. (2000) or Denscombe (2003) – have nothing to
say about the ethics of mining for data on social networks. There is a gap in the literature here.
In an article on this very issue Zimmer (2010: np) argues that although tweets are in the public
domain there is a reasonable expectation that:
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... one’s tweet stream will be practically obscure within the thousands (if not millions)
of tweets similarly publically viewable. Yes, the subject has consented to making her
tweets visible to those with the time and energy to seek her out…. But she did not
automatically consent, I argue, to having her tweet stream systematically followed,
harvested, archived and mined by researchers.
To err on the side of caution, participants in this study who have their accounts added to the
research list in TweetDeck were @ messaged to inform them of their involvement in the study.
Thus accusations of deception or covert surveillance were avoided. Additionally,
respondents’ Twitter handles were altered so as to make their contributions anonymous.

Findings
RQ1: Why Are Certain Head Teachers Using Twitter?
The analysis of respondents’ tweets yielded a rich seam of numerical information concerning
educators’ use of Twitter. Several themes emerged about which there was agreement amongst
respondents. These themes were reinforced by information gleaned from the Twitter
timelines of respondents, from respondent blog posts, and from other grey sources of
literature. In this way a high degree of triangulation proved possible. In what follows, the
themes that emerged are discussed.

Connectedness
Most head teachers use Twitter principally as a social tool – one for connecting with other
educators and entering into discussions with them. In all but one case the single biggest tweet
type for study participants was one that involved directly responding to others. On average,
59.8 per cent of head teachers’ Tweets involved responding to others in some way – though
the actual figure is higher than this because Tweets showing displeasure, appreciation or the
sharing of news could often have been coded as responses to others too in many cases. In
interviews, this strong emphasis on interaction was reinforced. In many cases respondents
reported having made personal friendships through Twitter. One tweep, for example,
reported that she’d made ‘genuine friends’ through Twitter. She continued: ‘…we go and stay
over each other’s houses our children know each other’ (@mulholland).
Others related stories in which they had made personal connections with influential educators
in a way that would not have been possible in the pre-Twitter age. In one powerful personal
story, a tweep described connecting through Twitter with Mike Cladingbowl, the National
Director of Inspection Reform at OFSTED. This tweep explained that not only did Twitter
play a role in setting up a face-to-face meeting, but also in crowd-sourcing questions from
governors that should be put to him:
[A] few months ago Mike Cladingbowl had tweeted that he would be arranging
seminars in order to meet personally with people working in schools and exchange
ideas/thoughts. I asked if governors could come along too and Mike replied that he
was very happy to talk with governors and had done so in the past… Once the date
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for the meeting had been confirmed, I asked governors on Twitter if there were any
questions they wanted me to ask on their behalf. (@robb)
Time and again respondents related similar stories illustrating how Twitter had enabled them
to connect with decision makers and thought leaders in education as well as with other
educators carrying out similar roles.
One of the respondents explained how she was an OFSTED inspector as well as a head
teacher. She reported finding out about new initiatives from OFSTED first via her Twitter
feed, rather than via more conventional means. Twitter, she argued, gave her the edge over
leaders not on the platform because breaking news in education was often discussed first
there before it made its way into the more traditional forms of media. Like many of the
respondents, she had got into the habit of checking her Twitter feed first thing in the morning
so that she was up-to-date with the latest news before starting work for the day.
Equally, several respondents were keen to stress the way in which Twitter had allowed their
networks to extend beyond national boundaries. One tweep related how she had organised a
conference in New Zealand for antipodean geographers. In doing so she had connected with
a series of British geography teachers who asked that she set up a hashtag for the conference
to allow them to follow proceedings in real time. She explained how teachers from the UK
were able to ask questions of eminent speakers remotely through their use of the conference
hashtag (#).
Further analysis of the results extracted using TwDocs revealed that the number of followers
each respondent has correlates closely with their level of engagement with the network.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the more users tweet, the more connections they make and the more
people they are able to entice to follow them (see Figure 2).
Figure 2: Follower count correlated against tweet frequency

Number of followers (logarithmic scale)
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Twitter emerges as an important means by which head teachers communicate.
Communication with fellow professionals, it seems, is the principal reason senior leaders sign
up to the platform in the first place. Other studies have found the same. For example, Elias
(2012: 54) quotes a respondent as saying:
If you believe that your job is to be the lead learner and to demonstrate that you have
vitality when it comes to learning and staying informed, the social media is a place
that makes that much more simple...
This study uncovered similar enthusiasm for making connections online amongst educators.
So much so that some respondents reported that those teachers in their schools not on Twitter
were starting to feel left out.

Challenge
Another theme that emerged from interviews, from participant Twitter timelines and from
associated blogs was that head teachers appreciate Twitter for its capacity to challenge and,
on occasion, to affront.
Tweeps like to share their thoughts and many link to their blogs through their Twitter profiles.
So it was that by reading participant blog posts we were able to put further flesh on the bones
of things participants had told us in the process of being interviewed. One tweep articulated
reasons for embracing the share-everything culture that Twitter facilitates on her blog:
- Clarify your thoughts. Nothing makes you think clearly like sharing your latest big
idea with the world! It helps you to consider your solution from all angles and,
hopefully, think about pitfalls before they happen. Luckily many teachers and
educators around are very, very happy to share their experiences with you.
- Invite criticism. Strange one this one. I firmly believe that school leaders need to invite
criticism; sharing decisions, thoughts and ideas will invite both supportive and, erm,
not quite supportive comments. If it's not so constructive, then ignore it, but most of
the conversation and comments that you will receive will be thought provoking and
helpful. That's certainly my experience.
- Problem solved. There will be problems that you have not come across before. There
will be ideas you have that you, or your colleagues, are not quite sure about! The very
act of writing it down – along with options, ideas and so on will often help – but if not
the chances are someone will have experienced something similar. (@edwards)
Her honesty here about Twitter’s ability to stir up debate is instructive. Leaders value having
their ideas picked apart by other tweeps with Twitter providing for many a useful sounding
board before bringing their ideas into their respective places of work. Though there were
some criticisms of Twitter in this regard, there were also many instances in which tweeps
found Twitter an invaluable forum for refining their thinking about leadership issues.
In support of this line of reasoning, reference to hashtag chats appeared in the majority of
respondent timelines. This exchange illustrates the sort of discussions that Twitter facilitates.
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In this case, @lowry is responding to a discussion about whether head teachers should get
involved in classroom teaching:
@SLTChat: Should all school leaders teach? #sltchat
@lowry: @SLTChat Not sure whether heads should? Do they have the time to do this
well? But otherwise yes – role models. #sltchat
@SLTChat: @headteacher – interesting point. Should head teachers teach? #sltchat
@lowry: @SLTChat @bunter yes but not too much. Otherwise lack credibility. Too
much and impacts on other responsibilities. #sltchat
As can be seen, others have the opportunity to agree or disagree, or offer their own caveats
and solutions to the problem posed. In this way hashtag chats offer an opportunity for head
teachers to share problems and suggest possible solutions. Whilst many respondents reported
joining in with chats at the allotted time (in one case ‘religiously’), several did not. But these
tweeps still felt they were able to get value out of the discussions. Several tweeps reported
using the search functionality within Twitter to isolate hashtags that they were interested in.
They were then able to join the discussion asynchronously.
‘Serendipity’ was a word used by several of the respondents – in each case unprompted – to
describe the nature of interactions on Twitter. The ability of users across the world to search,
respond and interact with material appearing in their own feed means that some material
resurfaces unexpectedly and so reaches a new audience.
Whilst many respondents reported enjoying having their views challenged on Twitter, most
reported that they actively shied away from getting involved in heated debate. Only a tiny
minority of tweets from any of the users were categorised as showing displeasure.
Respondents tended to stress their awareness of the public profile they had cultivated for
themselves on Twitter and generally went to great lengths to avoid controversy. Many
reported being followed by parents and pupils and felt that they needed to moderate their
output carefully in view of the potential audience for anything that they posted.
It might be assumed that the public nature of Twitter reduces its value, but respondents did
not think so. Private messages, about sensitive operational issues, for example, could be sent
using a direct message tweeps told us. Meanwhile, the open nature of everything else
published on the network ensured that serendipitous connections with educators from all
over the world were commonplace. One tweep described using Twitter mainly as a means of
sharing links to blog posts. Nonetheless, he was clear about the way Twitter had moved his
thinking forward. He described instances in which his thinking and practice had changed as
a result of discussions online:
Twitter has been transformative in terms of the way I access professional development.
And my thinking has changed as a result of it too – let me give you an example. I used
to be really into lesson grading – it was just something we’d always done. But in
reading the tweets and blogs of people I’d connected to on Twitter my view completely
changed. (@holloway)
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Nor was he alone in articulating the transformative effect of Twitter on his professional
development. For all their concerns about Twitter, respondents told us that the positives
outweigh the negatives; Twitter had exposed them to alternative viewpoints and, as a result,
it had changed them for the better.

Social Validation
Gronn (1999) identifies a strong sense of self-worth as a pre-condition for successful
educational leadership. It is significant, therefore, that many, if not all, of the interviewees
reported Twitter as bolstering their self-worth. They enjoyed a frisson of excitement when
something they had tweeted was commented upon, or retweeted. Twitter provided for them
a form of social validation. Some even recognised in themselves an element of affirmation
addiction. One tweep described having to switch off the notification settings on her iPad and
phone during the day to avoid distraction and to shield herself from the strong desire she felt
to check her notifications in real time.
Another tweep – with a Twitter following of over 90K at the time of the study – clearly felt a
strong sense of pride at having such a large number of people interested in what he has to
say. So much so, that his Twitter biography and the banner headline on his blog champions
the fact:
The most followed teacher on Twitter in the UK. (@noad)
He described in interview the scientific way he approaches expanding his following. Despite
getting between 500 and 1000 notifications every day, he related that he responds to over 90
per cent of them. This is all the more impressive for the fact that his Twitter account, in
common with all the other interviewees, is managed entirely by himself. In his interview he
described his life as a minor celebrity with people approaching him at conferences knowing
who he was as a result of his online presence. He had used his Twitter following to secure a
change of employment for himself, openly advertising his services for hire on the internet. As
he states on his blog:
I believe, Twitter and Blogging will help me find a new job without directly relying on
the TES or Guardian Jobs – this is an audacious move for any teacher; albeit a senior
teacher…
Can I also state – quite clearly – that I do not intend to enter any job through the back
door. I am simply using this page as an advertising channel and an extra pair of eyes
for job-alerts I may miss. I fully expect to take part in the application and interview
process like any other teacher. I would be a fool to admit otherwise. (@noad)
Following his job search he did secure alternative employment. He was clear in interview that
his employers had been attracted by the influence he commands in the Twittersphere. This
conferred a form of social validation not just for himself but also for his new school. His new
school would get spin-off benefits from his work in the online education community – spinoffs that his new employers were very happy to embrace.

58│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Several other respondents reported using their Twitter presence to further their careers. There
was clear evidence of them trying to position themselves as experts in their field. One tweep
reported delivering several seminars at conferences on the back of connections he had made
through Twitter. His Twitter handle itself was a deliberate attempt to position himself as a
thought leader on Twitter for the British independent sector; it had opened up international
opportunities for him too. At the time we interviewed him he had just accepted a new
headship in Dubai. In a similar vein, another respondent described how important her Twitter
feed had been in cementing her influence within the community of Australian teachers in
which she worked. As she explained:
I try to make sure that the stuff that appears in my timeline if useful to people. I don’t
Tweet that I am going out to have a latte. It’s not about me, it’s about geography. I try
to lead by example. I’ve developed a high profile within New South Wales through
the work I’ve done at a national level and through my Twitter profile. If people read
my stream they’ll soon realise that I know what I’m talking about. (@cranston)
Another tweep related how she had become a regular invitee to conferences as a result of her
Twitter following. She described how she had been asked to author a book in recognition of
the influence she had built up on Twitter. This book had used Twitter to crowd-source
teaching and leadership advice from teachers she had connected with on Twitter. In the
introduction to her book, she writes:
A book of top tips written by brilliant and inspiring teachers, educators and leaders
from all over the country, many of whom are experts in their field and shining
examples of pedagogical excellence. A massive thank you is owed to everybody who
has contributed to this book – their generosity is huge. Please do follow the
contributors on Twitter, and share your own practice and ideas with the wider
education community. (@mulholland)
Thus by taking the time to connect with influential tweeps, and then by asking them to
contribute to her book, she has positioned herself as a socially influential British educator,
able to connect and curate the work of fellow commentators. Her influence has grown
exponentially. She was clear that it was Twitter that made authorship of this book possible in
the first place and was thrilled – and not a little surprised – by the recognition and influence
it afforded her.
By tweeting and blogging regularly, the majority of respondents were deliberately cultivating
a strong digital presence, one that would be useful to them in furthering their careers and
extending their influence. Many recognised that the digital space was one in which they ought
to be making their mark and defining themselves as leaders. As one tweep explained:
At first I didn’t really get Twitter; I had an anonymous account. But I moved to a school
where people were really forward thinking and so I started tweeting as myself. I’ve
made a lot of professional links through it and have been able to market myself in my
second career [as a photographer] too. (@bowd)
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Concerns and Inconsistencies
A handful of users reported having encountered unpleasantness on Twitter. Usually – but by
no means always – this unpleasantness was connected to their use of Twitter as a channel for
their personal lives rather than for their professional ones. In mixing the private with the
professional – something which Twitter facilitates – one respondent recorded unease about
the ‘unresolved tension’ (@lambkin) surrounding the purpose of his account. Three
respondents reported having to block other users from their timelines to stop abusive
comments. Using emotive language, one respondent articulates some of the concerns
interviewees raised about the arguing that can arise on Twitter when people with strongly
held views come to blows:
I think what makes it really powerful is when you share your stuff and put yourself
up for a bit of scrutiny. And then take it on the chin if it’s crap or if someone else has
done it better or whatever… But engage properly in those debates and not in just the
kinda petty – you know crap – arguing that goes on. There are people who are like
really good and who – you know – who I really respect who literally spend hours and
hours a week defending their pedagogy. And I’m like you know what I just let them
crack on. People like @imagineinquiry I really rate their stuff and I think they’re great
but they just get embroiled in this like crap… Anyway so I’ve been blocked by people.
There was this one guy who was kind of a dick and he blocked me. I think he only
followed me out of courtesy and then I found when I tried to follow him that I couldn’t.
I think he only followed me out of courtesy. I think people must feel that they have to
have balance. (@mulholland)
This sort of experience was the exception rather than the rule though. One tweep, for example,
told us ‘...if I’ve been trolled I’ve missed it’ (@lambkin). He recognised that conversing with
people from behind the safety of a computer screen could invite unpleasantness, but he’d
never experienced it. More of an issue was that the 140-character limit to tweets meant that it
was hard to communicate nuance in a discussion and so statements could appear curt or rude
when in fact they were meant to be nothing of the sort. Several respondents reported having
been caught out by what had appeared to be a dismissive tweet, but which further discussion
revealed was actually meant in a more accommodating spirit.
Several tweeps felt that because Twitter allows users to surround themselves with likeminded individuals, there can be both positive and negative consequences. A significant
number of tweeps made mention of ‘confirmation bias’. One saw in himself a tendency to
gravitate towards tweeps of a similar socio-cultural outlook. These tweeps served only to
reinforce his world view. His observation mirrors the findings of Aral and Walker (2012: 338)
and their identification of the ‘homophile’ bias that social networks are vulnerable to.
Specific mention was made by several respondents of the polarised nature of the progressive
versus traditional teacher debates on Twitter. Teachers with a more progressive outlook were
seen as clustering around a few influential champions, whilst the same clustering occurred
amongst the traditionalists. Fierce debates were described by respondents, in which neither
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side was willing to back down. As one tweep wrote on his blog, and reinforced in interview,
this could lead to myopia amongst educators unless they consciously sought out alternative
views:
Some Republicans were amazed Obama was re-elected... Why? They read only the
Republican media. It is really important to read views that are different from one's
own. Social media is not a good forum for proper debate: people coalesce into interest
groups; Devil's Advocates struggle; gunslingers and snipers shut down discussion.
(@lambkin)
Thus amongst the majority of respondents there were concerns that Twitter, if not used
sensitively and responsibly, could foster unhelpful group-think. It could close down rather
than open up thoughtful debate about education. The tendency of users to surround
themselves with people whose views they agree with is referred to in Twitter circles as the
‘echo chamber’ (although one tweep used the alternative term ‘filter bubble’ in his interview).
Indeed, the term echo chamber has such significance in the lexicon of edu-Tweeters that an
influential blog has adopted the name. The Echo Chamber, overseen by @oldandrew, himself
a teacher, makes a point of curating blogs that run counter to what he sees as the unstintingly
progressive reporting of education issues in the mainstream press. As he explains:
The Echo Chamber grew out of a realisation that there were a good number of teacher
bloggers who were blogging to express opinions that simply didn’t fit in with the
opinions the media attributed to teachers but did seem to fit in with those views I heard
regularly in the staffroom from classroom teachers. (Old 2014: online)
Here is clear recognition that both long-form pieces and micro-blogs (like Twitter) run the risk
of exposing readers to a very one-sided debate, sometimes deliberately so. In this sense they
are extremely vulnerable to the confounding effects that Aral and Walker (2012) identify in
their paper on the issue.
Twitter feeds the echo chamber tendency because of the algorithms that the platform uses to
serve users with content and users to follow. Twitter tends to offer users material they will
like, or that is similar to material they are already seeing. It steers clear of novel, controversial
or contradictory material. In this way there is danger, recognised by a significant number of
the respondents, that unless a determined effort is made to engage with users holding
alternative views the Twitter experience can become insular and detached. It might not cause
offence, content will be pleasing to the user, but neither will it serve up the multiplicity of
resources, views and opinions that most senior leaders reported wanting it to. In short there
is a real risk that a distorted view of the wider world of education might emerge.

RQ 2: How Deep and Broad Are the Networks of the Sampled Head
Teachers?
The breadth and depth of each respondent’s Twitter network was analysed in a number of
ways. Firstly, using the information generated by TwDocs, it was possible to analyse the
number of times other individuals were mentioned in each respondent’s Twitter timeline (see
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Figure 3). These figures act as a proxy for connectedness, in the sense that they show the extent
to which respondents were using their tweets to interact with others – the results appear in
Table 5.
Table 5: Mentions in the timelines of the study respondents
Twitter handle

Number of mentions of
other individuals

1

@noad

215

2

@watson

100

3

@nancini

146

4

@hollingsworth

170

5

@renwick

206

6

@mulholland

134

7

@morris

180

8

@coventry

105

9

@evans

203

10

@hicklin

112

11

@jones

105

12

@bowd

100

13

@johnson

100

14

@lowry

174

15

@derbridge

152

16

@cranston

143

17

@robb

180

18

@lambkin

100

19

@parry

155

20

@edwards

149

21

@holloway

159

Within each sample of 100 tweets for each respondent there were no instances of respondents
making less than 100 mentions of other discrete individuals. This is not to suggest that every
tweet analysed contained reference to another Twitter user because it is possible to mention
more than one user in any given tweet. Nonetheless, what is clear is that the leaders studied
are all – to varying degrees – active in including others in their online conversations. Twitter
is inherently social.
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Secondly, using NodeXL, it was possible to analyse and visualise the size and breadth of the
networks associated with each respondent. For each respondent, the last 100 tweets on Twitter
mentioning their Twitter handle were analysed. The clustering coefficient generated for each
Twitter user by NodeXL gives a measure of the tightness of their networks. Users with a high
clustering coefficient have lots of friends who know friends – their network contains many
links within it. By contrast, users with a low clustering coefficient may have a lot of
connections on Twitter but their connections interact less with each other, suggesting that
their network is more disparate. The average clustering coefficient of any given network is
always a number between 0 and 1, where 0 is extremely disparate and 1 is maximally
clustered. The average clustering coefficients of all the respondents in this study are shown in
Table 6.
Table 6: The average clustering coefficient for each of the tweeps in the study

Twitter handle

Average
clustering
coefficient

Twitter handle

Average
clustering
coefficient

1

@noad

0.425

12

@bowd

0.188

2

@watson

0.667

13

@johnson

0.478

3

@nancini

N/A

14

@lowry

0.266

4

@hollingsworth

0.494

15

@derbridge

N/A

5

@renwick

0.309

16

@cranston

0.255

6

@mulholland

0.314

17

@robb

0.280

7

@morris

0.425

18

@lambkin

0.056

8

@coventry

0.334

19

@parry

0.434

9

@evans

0.339

20

@edwards

0.429

10

@hicklin

0.126

21

@holloway

0.422

11

@jones

0.190

These figures represent the clustering coefficients for 100 randomly selected tweets from each
user. As such they offer only a snapshot of users’ Twitter activity. Nonetheless, they serve as
a useful measure of the breadth of users’ connections. It is immediately apparent that the
Twitter networks of school leaders are broad – they are not populated only by individuals
who know each other (as would be the case had users had network coefficients closer to 1).
The highest network coefficient was generated by @watson’s timeline suggesting that his
network of Twitter connections is tighter than is typical. This suggests that many people in
his network also know each other. There is a simple reason for this: @watson’s Twitter account
is used more for broadcasting than it is for connecting. He has the lowest percentage of tweets
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in which a conversation is engaged in (just 21 per cent compared to an average across all the
respondents of 59.8 per cent) suggesting that most traffic is one way – from him to his
followers with little interaction in the other direction. In this sense his use of Twitter is atypical
amongst the leaders in this study.
The evidence suggests that head teachers tend to make connections across a broad spectrum
of people, many of whom will not know of each other and who are therefore only connected
vicariously through their link with the individual known to both of them.

RQ3: What Are the Ways in which Twitter Has Contributed to Head
Teachers’ Professional Development and Career Progression?
Tweeps spoke warmly of the enormous contributions they felt Twitter had made to their own
professional journeys. In one case a tweep related how Twitter had helped him as he
progressed from deputy headship to headship. This tweep had faced the twin hurdles, on
taking up his first headship, of moving into a new job whilst also of changing sector (from
independent to maintained). As he explained:
I found Twitter incredibly useful when I first started. For example, one of my first tasks
here was to set up a performance related pay policy. I had no idea what to do, but I
connected with @johntomsett and @headguruteacher through Twitter who had posted
their own policies publically for people to share. Having discussed these with them I
felt knowledgeable about something that not long before I’d been totally ignorant
about. (@lambkin)
Here is very clear evidence of a head teacher using Twitter constructively in what Gronn
(1999: 33) would describe as his transition from ‘formation’ to ‘accession’.
In a similar vein, a respondent who had recently taken up a position as a head teacher was
keen to relate the help and support she felt she had derived from the fellow head teachers she
had met on Twitter. She felt she had tweeps to go to when faced with a new problem. Twitter
provided a useful antidote to the sense of isolation she experienced as the most senior member
of staff in her school.
Table 7 shows the extent to which the senior leaders in this study use Twitter to share
resources and expertise. The low number of ‘requests for information’ might lead to the
conclusion that leaders do not use the network for obtaining specific answers to specific
questions. Interview responses suggested otherwise, however, with many respondents
describing their use of the direct message facility in Twitter to converse with members of their
network about sensitive topics. This explanation from a tweep was typical:
I tend to DM [direct message] people when I need really specific help. It doesn’t look
good to be always asking for help in the public sphere. (@parry)
It is reticence about being seen to need help – with all the issues about confidence in leadership
that might entail – that explains the low number of public requests for information. The
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majority of leaders spoke warmly and enthusiastically about the ability of their Twitter
networks to provide them with the information and help that they needed.
On tweep was effusive about the use of Twitter amongst the staff and pupils in her school.
Departmental heads, teachers and pupils were actively encouraged to use Twitter to connect
and engage with the wider world of education. In the case of teachers, this meant that they
were exposed to the latest debates and resources in education. In the case of pupils, children
in her school were encouraged to use Twitter to gain access to UCAS information, revision
materials and topical subject news. The school’s VLE and campus-wide plasma screens had,
until recently, displayed the school’s Twitter feed. Much to her disappointment, recent
concerns about the radicalisation of teenagers had resulted in a decision to remove the feeds
and revoke access to Twitter across the school’s network. This decision was to be reviewed
again shortly, however.
Numerous tweeps reported actively encouraging teachers and departments to open Twitter
accounts and get active on the network. Two tweeps related how they had created an
expectation in their schools that academic departments would maintain active Twitter
accounts. One tweep wondered whether in the future his school would need to insist on more
consistency of message from these accounts. He related how much of the output went
unmonitored at present in his school.
One respondent explained how he had initiated, back in January 2013, a scheme called Bring
a Teacher to Twitter (BATTTUK). On the BATTTUK website he explains the rationale behind
the idea:
So, what is BATTTUK? Well, if you’re a Twitter user, you already know how powerful
it is, how useful it can be? A digital staffroom, where someone, somewhere will have
an answer for you. You can go to Twitter to vent your frustrations; to ask for help; to
make someone smile; to have someone make you smile. A place where you can be as
open or as anonymous as you like…. Fancy the challenge? Think you can convince a
member or members of your staff to join the Twitter train? Sign up [HERE] and you
will be helping them, helping us. Unlike our school, this staffroom is unlimited in size,
our doors are open – let’s welcome you in. (@evans)
He, and others, related countless stories of help, encouragement and a sense of shared
purpose that arose from being on Twitter. Several interviewees explained how they had
attended Twitter-inspired ‘TeachMeets’ in which educators meet face-to-face and share best
practice. It is routine at such gatherings for Twitter to serve as a ‘back channel’ on which
delegates tweet their thoughts and share their experiences with the community beyond those
physically in attendance. One respondent invited us to participate vicariously in #TMLondon,
following tweets online and monitoring the level of engagement amongst delegates. The
nature of the tweets and the blogs that such a meeting generates bolsters the sense that Twitter
is a valuable resource for leaders in education. As one tweep explained on his blog following
the event:
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I was reminded last week on the power of Twitter which brought together 250
education professionals to London for #TMLondon. Selfies, trending, hashtag,
learning and sharing all took place and not only were there 250 teachers there, there
were more than 200 viewing online at the same time too. It was phenomenal. It got me
thinking again about the power of Twitter. (@evans)
Twitter has provided the platform for a great deal more connection between teachers that was
ever possible before.

@morris

@hicklin

@jones

@bowd

1

0

0

3

6

0

Sharing of
news

19 20 17 26 17 7

1

41 8

Sharing of
resources

18 53 26 27 23 32 11 5

4

Showing
appreciation

5

4

11 1

17 9

4

4

Showing
displeasure

2

0

0

2

0

5

0

0

@holloway

@coventry

0

@parry

@evans

3

@lambkin

@renwick

0

@robb

@hollingsworth

3

@cranston

@nancini

2

@derbridge

@mulholland

1

@lowry

@watson

Request for
information

Conversation
code

@johnson

@noad

Table 7: A breakdown of tweet type for of the respondents

0

1

1

0

1

1

3

3

12 20 7

5

12 5

22 13 6

18 20 23 10 29 0

6

4

24 5

17

1

6

9

17 1

2

5

5

4

3

1

6

0

2

4

2

0

2

0

0

1

2

0

18 6

1

Responding to 55 21 43 46 38 52 83 45 87 53 55 46 68 61 87 77 86 49 76 68
others

The Model
By combing the insights of three other authors – Gronn (1999), Puentedura (2010) and Dixon
(2012) – a model was devised to conceptualise our findings (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Model for the professional development of a school leader

Increasing level of sophistication

Time

Socialisation:
‘grooming and
anticipation’ by link
posting, creating
content etc.

Development of self
or reputed self by link
posting, creating
content etc.

‘Leadership proper’ by
link posting, creating
content etc.

‘Letting go’ by link
posting, creating
content etc.

Socialisation:
‘grooming and
anticipation’ through
direct collaboration
with others etc.

Development of self
or reputed self
through direct
collaboration with
others etc.

‘Leadership proper’
through direct
collaboration with
others etc.

‘Letting go’ through
direct collaboration
with others etc.

Socialisation:
‘grooming and
anticipation’ via two
way interaction with
other tweeps etc.

Development of self
or reputed self via two
way interaction with
other tweeps etc.

‘Leadership proper’
via two way
interaction with other
tweeps etc.

‘Letting go’ via two
way interaction with
other tweeps etc.

Socialisation:
‘grooming and
anticipation’ via
reading, hearing and
seeing tweets etc.

Development of self
or reputed self via
reading, hearing and
seeing tweets etc.

‘Leadership proper’
via reading, hearing
and seeing tweets etc.

‘Letting go’ via
reading, hearing and
seeing tweets etc.

Leaders are seen to engage with online communities with differing levels of depth and
sophistication as their careers progress. Findings suggest that the most engaged at each stage
stand to gain the most from their involvement. We found that those interviewed were using
Twitter to:


connect with other professionals and expand their professional networks



seek out the opinion, counsel and support of others



get professional news early, and in an easily-digestible format



expand their knowledge, influence and connections through serendipitous online
meetings.

There was a strong sense that leaders valued Twitter for its ability to bolster their ‘sense of
self’ – something identified by Gronn (1999: 68) as being important in leader formation and
progression. The research led us to devise the following pieces of practical advice for those
school leaders keen to join the conversation on Twitter:
1.

Do not worry too much about your audience. Your followership will grow as you
do. Leaders who restrict their voice too much can either sound parochial (just school
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sports results) or self-aggrandising (a stream of bon mots on the latest educational
issues). The beauty of Twitter is its ability to connect various audiences in new and
unexpected ways. A tweet about a family cycle trip might spark a connection with a
teacher cyclist in Chile, say, who sends you an interesting article on school finance…
2.

Do not chase followers. Meaningful two-way conversations with fellow tweeps only
occur with about 150 discrete individuals, no matter how large your followership.
Chasing followers will not markedly increase the number of people you interact with
on a day-to-day basis. Dunbar (2008) found that meaningful human relationships,
whether mediated on or offline, have a relatively small upper limit. Let your account
grow organically.

3.

Be yourself. Leaders are naturally concerned that what they say online might come
back to haunt them. Nonetheless, honesty and a willingness to show your true self
invites reciprocation. A good rule of thumb is not to post anything you would not
want your parents to see; beyond that, be your authentic self.

4.

Use lists. Before long tweeps start to become overwhelmed with the volume of
information streaming down their timelines and run the risk of missing the wood for
the trees. A useful way around this is to use lists to compartmentalise the various
categories of people you follow. If there are individuals you routinely find have
useful or interesting things to say about a particularly topic, make a list for that topic.
You will save an awful lot of time and be more efficient at surfacing useful material.

5.

Build up a stable of people you follow. When you first join Twitter it is difficult to
know where to begin. It is worth having a look at some other people’s suggestions,
but don’t be too constrained by these. Searching Twitter for specific keywords, for
example, can throw up people who fall outside the standard UK education
Twitterati. Stick at it, your timeline will get more and more useful as it matures.

6.

Interact. It can be tempting just to ‘lurk’ – and you can still get a lot out of Twitter by
being entirely passive – but by giving as well as taking you will unlock a whole new
level of utility. One way of getting involved in a safe and relatively structured way
is to involve yourself in one of the numerous hashtag (#) chats that occur throughout
the week on a range of topics to do with education.

7.

Always be gracious. If you use Twitter to its full potential, it won’t be long before
you come across someone you disagree with. This can be a good thing – several
respondents remarked how their thinking had changed on a given issue thanks to
the persuasive arguments of others online. But it is easy to come across as dismissive
or rude when constrained to just 140 characters. Go out of your way to be
magnanimous and conciliatory, even towards people you profoundly disagree with.
At the very least, agree to disagree and move on. Life is too short to do otherwise.

8.

Turn it off from time to time. Many of the respondents were aware of the addictive
nature of Twitter and its ability to disrupt the flow of their other work with constant
mini-interruptions. Leaders need to develop their own systems to guard against this.
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Perhaps try catching up with Twitter in concentrated bursts and discipline yourself
not to check your timeline at other times.

Conclusion
This paper has attempted to unearth some of the ways in which head teachers in education
use Twitter as a professional development tool. It has attempted to quantify Twitter’s
usefulness as a professional development tool for senior leaders. Twenty-one tweeps were
interviewed. As a means of triangulation and further elucidation, these tweeps had their
Twitter streams mined. Despite biographical differences between the tweeps who took part,
all share the belief that Twitter is, by and large, a force for good in education.
In investigating the usefulness of Twitter as a professional development tool, three research
questions were framed. A summary of the findings pertaining to each is presented here.

Why Are Certain Head Teachers Using Twitter?
The research identified several ways in which head teachers are making use of Twitter as a
professional development tool. All the participants were effusive about the power of Twitter
to augment – or in some cases replace – traditional sources of information and training for
senior leaders. Twitter’s flexibility and the breadth of connections it offers were valued by all
the tweeps interviewed. The Twitter streams of the participants showed clear evidence of
accounts being used to:


gather or request information



share resources



provide encouragement



collaborate on shared projects



enter into debate about topical educational issues.

In this sense the tweeps were admirably fulfilling all the personal elements of the six domains
proposed by Deiser and Newton (2013) as being requisites of social-media-literate leadership.
Tweeps were active, to varying degrees, in producing, distributing and receiving materials
through the medium of Twitter and associated social media platforms on a personal level as
individuals. Time and again, evidence emerged of enthusiastic engagement with Twitter for
the purposes of personal improvement.
But Deiser and Newton (2013) identified organisational and strategic use of social media,
where leaders perform the roles of advisors, architects and analysts as equally important.
Here even the most active and experienced tweeps interviewed seemed still to be finding their
way. The organisational and strategic facet of social media leadership was underdeveloped
in almost every case, with only two respondents having had serious, board-level discussions
about social media strategy. For most tweeps, there existed a creative tension over their use
of Twitter. @lambkin’s description of an ‘unresolved tension’ amongst leaders resonated with
many of the head teachers in the study. The messy, democratising nature of Twitter – its
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ability to short-circuit traditional power structures, to allow classroom teachers to converse
with the world – is liberating and unsettling in equal measure.
Tweeps in this study have embraced social media for the way it can transform their
professional development, but few have systematised social media engagement across their
organisations. Social media engagement at an organisational level tends to be ad hoc. Rarely
is there a clear strategy governing the use of organisation-wide social media in schools. As
social media becomes ingrained in the fabric of schools and other educational institutions,
there is space for the philosophy underpinning its use to be explored and for institutions to
adopt a more co-ordinated approach to managing the social media accounts that operate
under their auspices.

How Deep and Broad Are the Networks of the Sampled Head Teachers?
Twitter allows head teachers access to a far larger network of educators than was ever
previously possible. Some tweeps went out of their way to cultivate relationships with
educators overseas, to share ideas and to learn from different systems. However, the majority
of tweeps still converse most regularly with people who are both geographically and
ideologically close to themselves.
There is a clear distinction here to be made between tacit and explicit knowledge. The
distinction between the two has been delineated by Daniel, Schwier and McCalla (2003) and
is shown in Table 8.
Table 8: Tacit vs explicit knowledge (Daniel et al. 2003)
Tacit knowledge

Explicit knowledge

Drawn from experience and is the most
powerful form of knowledge

Can become obsolete quickly

Difficult to articulate formally

Formal articulation possible, and can be processed
and stored by automated means, or other media

Difficult to communicate and share

Easily communicated and shared

Includes privately held insights,
feelings, culture and values

Formally articulated in public

Hard to steal or copy

Can be copied and imitated easily

Shared only when individuals are
willing to engage in social interaction

Can be transmitted

Twitter is best at communicating explicit knowledge, whereas those interviewed still valued
face-to-face communications for transferring tacit knowledge. Researchers in other fields
point to the stubborn resistance of clustering effects to the growth of social media networks.
Cities still attract actual people to them despite the fact that much of the work the attracted
people do seems to be online and – on the face of things at least – could just as well be done
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from home. Indeed, it seems the more internet-based the work, the stronger these clustering
effects are – witness the tight concentration of workers in the financial sector in the city of
London or of workers in the technology sector in Palo Alto, California. Workers, teachers
included, collaborate most with those geographically close to them despite the opportunities
services like Twitter offer for remote discussions. Thus there is likely to remain, for the
foreseeable future, a need for physical meeting of leaders in geographic space even as the
importance and frequency of these meetings begins to tail off. The comments made by
@edwards capture the sentiments of many respondents on this topic:
People I’ve mostly connected with have been in the north-east United States. I tend to
make deeper connections with people I have a realistic chance of meeting face-to-face.
The echo-chamber effect was a problem that each of the respondents mentioned in their
interviews, albeit not always using that term. Respondents went to differing lengths to try
and counter it. If the management of a PLN on Twitter is to become part of the course content
on mainstream leadership courses, then strategies for avoiding the echo-chamber effect, or at
least having a heightened awareness of it will be necessary. Equally links need to be made
and properly cultivated between the various bodies responsible for leadership training across
the world. There is no longer a need for the authorities involved in developing school leaders
to operate solely within national borders. Cultivating online relationships with similar bodies
elsewhere in the world will likely enrich the services they offer.

What Are the Ways in which Twitter Has Contributed to Head Teachers’
Professional Development and Career Progression?
This study has unearthed significant evidence of head teachers’ appreciation of Twitter as a
medium through which they derive emotional and practical support in performing their
duties. As has been shown, Twitter goes some way towards reducing the loneliness that can
attend senior leadership. Head teachers value the ability of Twitter to serve them with
answers to questions at a time and place that suits their working routine. In this sense the
boundary between home and school life has been blurred, with leaders appreciating the
flexibility Twitter gives them. Twitter’s usefulness in this sense chimes with studies such as
those carried out by Boerema (2011) and Smith (2007) which suggest that the most effective
professional development is not the traditional, planned one-to-many model but a more
informal one-to-one or group mentoring model.
It was less clear how Twitter had led to institutional improvement. Several educators related
using their Twitter accounts for marketing purposes, but appreciated that in so doing they
were limiting their audience. There was also concern amongst the leaders questioned as to the
possibility for blurring or diluting the message they hoped would be communicated via their
accounts. Most had adopted a model where their Twitter account spoke for them, and them
alone (and in each case was operated by them in person) whilst other school accounts
operated (marketing, departmental accounts etc.) under different auspices. The only
connection between the organisation and the individual therefore was through @ mentioning
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or retweeting. Little mention was made by any tweeps of the use of Twitter in classrooms or
as a means of making meaningful connections between institutions. This, therefore, is an area
ripe for further research.
It is clear that the one-to-many model of INSET delivery no longer has a monopoly in the
marketplace. Head teachers – busy and geographically dispersed as they are – have a lot to
gain from using Twitter as a channel through which to get the information and training that
they need. Some national training bodies, like the NCTL, have already recognised this and
are increasingly active on social media. But in many cases the Twitter accounts, run by
marketeers not educationalists, are being used more as broadcast channels than as conduits
for two-way discussion. Several tweeps bemoaned that the most senior players in the relevant
organisations are largely silent on Twitter.
This research has identified several areas where the use of social media and the training
connected to its use could be improved. These recommendations have implications for policy
makers, senior leaders, and for those involved in leadership training.
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Principal Leadership for Teacher to Parent
Communication in Ontario
Sarah L. Patten

Abstract: Government policy, in several countries, requires schools to communicate with parents, but
it is not clear how often contact is happening. This research focuses on factors that are related to the
frequency of teacher to parent communication at the secondary school level and discusses how principals
can leverage them to follow policy and improve contact with the home. The analysis of survey data, from
22 secondary schools in one Canadian province, uses hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) to determine
how teacher factors, principal actions and school factors are related to the frequency that teachers initiate
contact with parents. The results show teachers are contacting parents on average four to six times a
year and teacher experience has a positive relationship with the frequency of communication. Two
principal factors have a negative relationship with the frequency; overuse of mass communication with
parents, and the years of principal experience.
Keywords: principal leadership, effects of leadership, teacher to parent communication

Introduction
Parents are integral and important as partners in their children’s education. To support this
belief, jurisdictions including the United Kingdom (Sherbert Research 2009), the United States
(ESSA 2015), Australia (DEEWR 2008) and Canada have implemented policies that require
schools to reach out to parents and communities. The Ontario Ministry of Education (OMOE)
policy encourages schools to communicate with parents or guardians frequently, using a
variety of methods, in order to develop partnerships for ‘improved student achievement,
reduced absenteeism, positive student behaviour, and increased confidence among parents
in their children’s schooling’ (OMOE 2010: 8). While the goal of frequent and purposeful
communication between the school and the home is clearly stated, the policy leaves decisions
about how to each district and school. This study examined whether educators abide by the
policy’s intent by measuring how often secondary school teachers communicate directly with
parents and whether principal leadership or school level factors have a relationship with the
frequency of teacher to parent contact.
Each district school board in Ontario is required to ‘ensure that schools support and
communicate with parents throughout their child’s schooling’ (OMOE 2010: 21) but there are
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no specific protocols or procedures in the policy for district leaders, principals and teachers
to follow. An underlying assumption of this study, based in current research, is that principal
leadership is the link between the policy and the actions of teachers. There are previous
studies that outline how principals act as a mediator between the district policy and actions
taken at the school level (Gordon 2009; Leithwood & Louis 2012). It has also been shown that
the actions of administrators can have an impact on teacher to parent communication (Barr &
Saltmarsh 2014; Griffith 2001; Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2005; Kim 2009; Leithwood & Jantzi
2006). However, Auerbach (2010) observes that ‘the intersection between leadership and
school–family partnerships is underdeveloped ... with general recommendations but few
empirical studies’ (p. 731). The objective of this study was to determine if secondary school
teachers, in Ontario, were following the government policy by measuring how frequently
they communicated directly with parents. The research questions were:
RQ1. How frequently do secondary school teachers initiate individual communication
with parents or guardians?
RQ2. Which principal factors relate to the frequency of teacher initiated communication
with parents or guardians?
RQ3. Does the frequency of teacher to parent communication have a relationship with
student achievement on provincial tests, school demographics or socio-economic
factors?
The research used quantitative methods including web-based surveys and hierarchical linear
modelling (HLM) to address these questions.

Theoretical Framework
This research is based in a post-positivist methodology, which uses previous research,
evidence and quantitative data analysis in order to develop a case or claim (Phillips &
Barbules 2000). It used surveys to gather quantitative data about educators’ actions and HLM
analysis to look for any relationships between teacher factors, principal actions and school
level factors. This approach follows the work of Hallinger and Heck (2014) in conceptualising
leadership as ‘an indirect effects model [where] the effects of leadership are ‘mediated’ by
features of the school (e.g. school climate, capacity, etc.) and its classrooms’ (p. 657). It also
follows the four paths model, set out by Leithwood and others, which conceptualises a
principal’s influence flowing along four paths to have an indirect effect on student
achievement (Leithwood, Anderson, Mascall & Straus 2009; Leithwood, Patten & Jantzi 2010).
One of the paths is Emotional which focuses on the principal’s support of the feelings and
emotions of teachers about school related matters. The theory is that if principals provide
support around feelings of efficacy and trust through meaningful professional development,
then teachers will be better at their job and students benefit. Another aspect is the Family path
which looks at how the principal influences connections to the parents and community. This
path includes principals’ own beliefs about the importance of communication with parents,
encouraging parents to be involved both at home and in the school and providing resources
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to inform parents about their child’s education. Factors from both of these paths are reflected
in the models.
Analysis with HLM can determine the relationships between the frequency of teacher to
parent communication and teacher, principal and school level predictors. In linear modelling,
teacher data and survey responses are often averaged together or are assumed to be
independent. However, in research based in schools, Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) assert that
this assumption is problematic and limited, since teachers that work in the same school, for
the same principal will be affected by similar influences, such as leadership style, school
policy and neighbourhood demographics and cannot be completely independent of each
other. Because the focus of this study was to determine how principal actions and school
factors related to teacher actions, the data were assumed to have a nested structure. In all of
the analyses, individual teacher survey responses were the first level of data and were nested
within principal survey responses and school demographics at the second level.
The data collected were part of a larger study completed for a doctoral dissertation which
examined the intersection of leadership and parent communication (Patten 2015). The
analysis determined whether secondary educators believed that communication with parents
was important, and whether principal perceptions or actions could impact the focus or
frequency of teacher to parent communication. The focus for this article is only on the
frequency of communication initiated by teachers to parents. Shajith and Erchul (2014)
observed that the frequency of communication between school and home was an ‘important
predictor of parents’ decisions to become more involved at their children’s school’ (p. 12).
School leaders need to know how often teachers are contacting parents and then take steps to
address the quality of communication. The elements of quality and the focus of the
communication, either positive or negative, are dealt with in the larger work.

Teacher to Parent Communication
At the secondary school level, the impact of teacher to parent communication has been
studied directly. The work of Epstein (2008) outlines a six step parent involvement framework
that includes two-way communication activities that ‘keep families informed about and
involved in school programs and students’ progress’ (p. 10). Research shows that parents
want and:
... need more information about adolescent development, middle level and high school
programs and option, graduation requirements, college and career planning, and
community programs for teens. (Epstein 2008: 10)
Other research has looked at the positive benefits of more frequent teacher to parent contact:


A meta-analysis found that specifically focusing on communication between parents and
teachers had a positive effect on student achievement, (d=0.28, p<0.05) (Jeynes 2012);
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A study in Quebec secondary schools determined that ‘school interventions should first
focus on individualized contacts that teachers initiate with parents’ (Deslandes &
Bertrand 2007: 172-173) to increase parent involvement and build trust;



Simon (2004) asserts that outreach and communication from the secondary school
positively predicts parent involvement in areas such as selecting courses, discussing postsecondary options, completing homework and attendance at school events.

A large scale, multi-year study focused on teachers’ practices to engage parents. Using data
from multiple, longitudinal cohorts of schools, the researchers designed and tested a ‘Teacher
Parent Contact Scale (TPCS)’ (Seitsinger, Felner, Brand & Burns 2008). The TPCS measured
the frequency of parent-teacher conferences, meetings and communication. Based on the
study the researchers determined that ‘at the high school level, the overall TPCS and efforts
to provide information regarding student performance and problems were significantly
associated with family engagement in educational activities at home’ (p. 496). Individual
communication between teachers and parents has been shown to be important but research
into the actual frequency of communication from secondary school teachers found that it is
often low. Research has established that the frequency of communication decreases between
elementary and secondary school (Deslandes & Barma 2016; Jeynes 2012; Shajith & Erchul
2014). Seitsinger et al. (2008) found that the secondary school teachers in their study contacted
parents on average only two to three times per year. Seitsinger et al. (2001) also reported that
only about 20 per cent of parents of secondary school students received communication from
the school about their child. This study examined how often secondary school teachers in
Ontario made contact with a parent about a specific student.

Principal Actions
Several research studies outline how the actions of administrators can have an impact on
teacher to parent communication across a school (Griffith 2001; Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2005;
Kim 2009; Leithwood & Jantzi 2006) and how principals act as a mediator between the district
policy and actions taken at the school level (Gordon 2009; Leithwood & Louis 2012). In a
synthesis of research on leadership practices that influence student outcomes, Robinson,
Hohepa and Lloyd (2009) state that ‘ensuring that policies and practices promote productive
parent involvement and good teacher–parent relationships is an important leadership
responsibility’ (p. 169). The imperative for school leaders to take action by communicating
with parents and supporting staff to do so is a strong recommendation from many studies
and a strategy that has shown correlations with high academic achievement (Leithwood &
Louis 2012; Sirvani 2007). In a study in Ontario, the overwhelming response was that parents:
... wanted clear, accurate information about what and how their child was doing in
school and information about what they could do to help. They wanted to be able to
support the child at home and talk with the teacher in a respectful and understandable
way. (OMOE 2005: 15)
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The underlying assumption in much of the educational leadership research is that if principals
and teachers can increase teacher to parent communication, it will increase parent
involvement in the home, in making educational decisions, and can have positive effects for
students.
The question then becomes how school leaders can promote and support productive teacher
to parent communication throughout the school. Kraft and Rogers (2015) discuss the
challenge ‘for policymakers and administrators ... to design policies that set clear but
reasonable expectations for teachers while also designing systems that make communication
efficient and effective’ (p. 60). Barr and Saltmarsh (2014) found that the principal plays a
crucial role shaping relationships between the school, teachers and parents. In addition,
Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005) discuss how a principal’s leadership is key for ‘school actions
that empower teachers’ (p. 117) by providing training and in-service programmes so that
teachers learn how to communicate effectively with parents and encouraging or requiring
teachers to make more frequent calls home. This research examined if principal actions were
influencing the frequency of communication between teachers and parents.

School Factors Affecting Teacher to Parent Communication
There are challenges and barriers identified in the research literature that could limit
secondary school teachers’ contact with parents. Several studies in the United States found
that teachers did not communicate as often with parents who had low socio-economic status
(Katenkamp 2008; Kohl, Lengua & McMahon 2000; Robinson & Harris 2014; Rubie-Davies,
Peterson, Irving, Widdowson & Dixon 2010). In two separate studies conducted in Ontario,
teachers’ negative perceptions of immigrant parents and language barriers led to less frequent
communication (Peterson & Ladky 2007; Wong 2015). Other challenges outlined were that
secondary school teachers may be apathetic towards communicating with parents or have too
heavy a workload to find the time (Deplanty, Coulter-Kern & Duchane 2007; Ramirez 2000;
Wong 2015). Each of these challenges was addressed through the analysis.

Methodology
To explore how teacher factors, principal leadership and school level factors relate to the
frequency of parent contact, web based surveys were administered to principals and teachers
in secondary schools in Ontario, Canada during the 2013–2014 school year. The surveys
measured the frequency of all contact between the teacher and parents and were collected as
part of the research for a doctoral dissertation. For this study, the survey results were
re-analysed to focus on individual communication originating with the teacher and directed
at a specific parent about a specific child. Teachers were asked how often they communicated
with a parent about both negative issues, such as behaviour and poor attendance, and
informational items, such as course choices and school events. The analysis of the survey
responses used hierarchical linear modelling (HLM), a multiple regression technique that
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determines the relationships both within and between each level of nested data. In this
analysis teacher responses were used at the first level and then nested into groups based on
the school. In that way all of the responses from the teachers who worked at the same location
were connected to the second level responses from their own principal and the demographic
data from their specific school. Using HLM allowed the results to measure variance across
factors at different levels, so it was used to determine how factors at the teacher, principal and
school level related to the frequency. The first level of the analysis looked at teacher
predictors, to account for the influence of experience, role and workload and explain any
variance within each school. The second level of the analysis included three separate submodels. Principal factors showed the influence of the administrator’s actions and school
policy. School demographics, such as number of students, academic success on provincial
tests and what percentage of students had a first language other than English addressed the
mediating factors in the school. Measures of community socio-economic status included
family income, parental education level and immigration levels. The analysis was completed
using HLM 7 and procedures outlined by Raudenbush and Bryk (2002).

Instrumentation
The survey instruments for both secondary school principals and teachers were developed
specifically for the doctoral research. The multi-item scales used were based on current
literature. There was a segment in the survey adapted from the Teacher Parent Contact Scale
developed by Seitsinger et al. (2008) and Seitsinger (2009) and these items were used with
permission. In the web based survey the principals responded to 33 items and teachers
responded to 35 items. Responses from the principal and teacher surveys provided the data
to measure teacher level predictors, principal actions, and school demographics such as
school and staff size. School results from province wide tests of literacy and numeracy, and
the percentage of students who were English language learners were collected from public
sources. Socio-economic status predictors of family income, parental education and recent
immigration were based on publicly available data from the Statistics Canada census of 2006.

Sample
The target population for the study was all public secondary schools in Ontario. The sample
frame was all of the secondary school principals and teachers in four district school boards.
Across the four district school boards, 88 principals were contacted and asked to participate.
In total there were 31 principals who completed a survey for a response rate of 35 per cent.
When a principal agreed to participate he or she was asked to email an invitation and survey
link to all of the teachers. The exact number of teachers per school was not collected, because
it was impossible to know how many invitations each principal sent. For this reason there is
no way to determine a response rate for teachers. Due to the nested structure of HLM analysis,
in order for a school to be included in the data set, there had to be responses from both the
principal and teachers. After eliminating schools with missing data, there were 22 principal
surveys and 109 teacher surveys completed for a response rate of 25 per cent. This was a small
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sample with unbalanced data, which could reduce the statistical power of the final models.
However, DeBeuckelaer and Wagner (2011) contend that with good practice and procedures
small sample surveys are still valid. This analysis was run with restricted maximum
likelihood and only the estimation of fixed effects was used to account for the structure of the
data and maintain validity (DeBeuckelaer & Wagner 2011; Maas & Hox 2005; Raudenbush &
Bryk 2002).
The main measure of frequency was a composite variable based on data about how often
teachers made individual contact with a parent or guardian, specifically about their child,
using a frequency scale of 1 (never) to 7 (daily); the six items included how often teachers
contacted parents about student accomplishments, poor academic performance, absenteeism,
behavioural problems, missed work and homework. Reliability statistics for the composite
showed a Cronbach’s alpha of  = 0.87, which is considered good. All of the six items had a
factor loading of between 0.68 and 0.87 so none had to be dropped from the composite before
analysis.

Findings
Research Question 1 – Teacher Factors
The first research question asked how frequently secondary school teachers communicated
with individual parents, specifically about their child. A hypothesis was that there would be
variance within schools that could be accounted for by individual teacher level factors such
as experience, workload and role.
For each model of the analysis, the outcome variable was Frequency, a composite variable of
how often teachers individually contacted a parent or guardian about a specific student’s
accomplishments, behaviour, attendance or school work. In all of the models the residual
school specific effects, u0j, were assumed to be normally distributed with mean 0 and variance
00. The analysis was run with restricted maximum likelihood because of the small sample
size. An analysis of the unconditional model was run in order to determine the mean value of
all responses and how much variance occurred within teachers in the same school and how
much variance occurred between teachers in different schools.
Level-1 Model:

Frequencyij = 0j + rij

rij

Level-2 Model:

0j = γ00 + u0j

u0j

iid

N (0,2)

~
iid
~

N (0, 00)

For the unconditional model, presented in Table 1, the overall grand mean score for
Frequencyij was 4.18 (t = 26.8, p < 0.001) which represented a frequency of a teacher making
contact with a parent two to three times a semester. The level 1 variance within schools was
2 = 1.24 and the variance between schools was 00 = 0.12. The interclass correlation (ICC)
represents the proportion of variance between schools and was 9 per cent. These values
showed that the frequency varied the most between teachers in the same school and
accounted for 91 per cent of the variance.
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Table 1: Unconditional model

Fixed Effect

Coefficient

Standard
error

t-ratio

Approx.
d.f.

p-value

Frequency (school mean), γ00

4.18

0.156

26.80

16

<0.001

Random Effect

Standard
deviation

Variance
component

d.f.

χ2

p-value

Variance between school means, u0

0.34

0.12

16

24.20

0.085

Variance within schools, r

1.12

1.24

The next step was to determine what teacher level factors could account for this variance
within schools. The variables added were number of students taught, whether parents
contacted the teacher directly, grades taught, whether a teacher taught a compulsory or
elective subject or was in a support role, years of experience in education and years at the
specific school. Any variables that were too small and not statistically significant were
dropped from the model, specifically if the coefficient was < 0.10 and the p value was > 0.1.
The reduced model, in Table 2, was a better fit than the unconditional model and the teacher
level predictors explained another 19 per cent of the within school variance.
Table 2: Final estimation of teacher level factors

Fixed Effect

Coefficient

Standard
error

t-ratio

Approx.
d.f.

p-value

Frequency (school mean), γ00

4.21

0.162

26.05

16

<0.001

Parent Calls, γ10

0.30

0.097

3.10

65

0.003

Teacher Experience, γ20

0.19

0.096

2.02

65

0.048

Random Effect

Standard
deviation

Variance
component

d.f.

χ2

p-value

Variance between school means, u0

0.42

0.18

16

28.97

0.024

Variance within schools, r

1.01

1.03

Overall, to address teacher level factors, the teachers who participated in this study initiated
direct contact with parents two to three times a semester (00 = 4.2, t = 26.05, p < 0.001). There
were two teacher level factors which had a relationship with the frequency of communication
– teacher experience and parent initiated communication – both of which were significant at
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the p < 0.05 level. When teachers had above average experience in education (over 15 years),
there was a small positive relationship with frequency of communication ( 20 = 0.19, t = 2.02,
p = 0.048). Also, if a parent initiated contact with the teacher, it was positively related to more
frequent communication overall by the teacher (10 = 0.3, t = 3.10, p = 0.003). This may indicate
that teachers responded positively to parent requests by communicating more frequently.

Research Question 2 – Principal Actions
The second question sought to explore if there were any principal actions that had a
relationship with the frequency of communication. An assumption of this study was that
teachers who work at the same school would be influenced by the leadership style and actions
of the same principal and this might account for a portion of the between school variance.
There were seven principal level predictors tested to see if they had any relationship with
teachers’ frequency of communication with parents. They included principal reports of the
frequency of their own actions, such as encouraging teachers to communicate more
frequently, communicating with individual parents themselves and sending out messages to
parents en masse using automated calling systems or websites. The other factors were specific
to the principals themselves and included their years of experience in education, as a principal
and at the school, and if they spoke a second language. As set out by Raudenbush and Bryk
(2002) the first run of the analysis applied all seven level 2 predictors to all level 1 predictors
from the previous model, then those that were small (<0.10) and not significant (p > 0.1) were
removed and a reduced model estimated. The reduced model, in Table 3, was a better fit than
the teacher level model.
Table 3: Final estimation of principal level factors
Fixed Effect

Coefficient

Standard
error

t-ratio

Approx.
d.f.

p-value

Frequency (school mean), γ00

4.29

0.135

31.82

14

<0.001

Mass Communication, γ01

-0.40

0.174

-2.28

14

0.039

Education Experience, γ02

-0.54

0.201

-2.67

14

0.018

Parent Calls base, γ10

0.27

0.097

2.76

64

0.007

Principal time at school, γ11

0.21

0.122

1.74

64

0.086

0.19

0.094

2.02

64

0.048

Parent Calls

Teacher Experience
Teacher Experience base, γ20
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Random Effect

Standard
deviation

Variance
component

d.f.

χ2

p-value

Variance between school means, u0

0.22

0.05

14

17.54

0.228

Variance within schools, r

0.99

0.98

The proportion of the within school variance explained by the principal level predictors did
not change significantly [(1.24-0.98)/1.24 = 0.21] which may show that teachers who work for
the same principal are affected in the same way. However, the variance between schools was
reduced from 00 = 0.18 to 00 = 0.05, showing that principal factors can explain differences
between schools.
The findings for principal actions were that there were two principal level factors which had
a relationship with the frequency of communication – the principal’s years of experience in
education and frequency of mass communication with all parents – both of which were
significant at the p < 0.05 level. When principals had above average experience in education
(over 20 years), there was a negative relationship with frequency of communication (02 =
-0.54, t = -2.67, p = 0.018). This was an unexpected result and could indicate that there is a
difference between how experienced and inexperienced principals handle policy
implementation at the school level. Also, the principals reported how frequently they used
forms of mass communication, such as e-mails and automated calling systems to contact all
parents at once. If the frequency of mass communication was more than two to three times a
month then there was a negative relationship with the overall frequency of individual
communication by teachers (01 = -0.4, t = -2.28, p = 0.039). This shows a relationship between
the principal’s actions and the teacher’s actions. In a school that frequently contacts parents
en masse, the teachers do not initiate individual communication as often.

Research Question 3 – School Factors
The final question sought to explore the variance within and between schools by addressing
demographic factors at the school and in the school community. Research in the United States
has shown that the socio-economic status of the students can have a negative impact on
teacher communication with parents (Katenkamp 2008; Robinson & Harris 2014; RubieDavies et al. 2010). For this study, which surveyed teachers in Ontario, Canada, a similar
analysis was run to determine whether neighbourhood factors accounted for any of the
between school variance.
There were eight school level predictors tested to see if they had any relationship with
teachers’ frequency of communication with parents. School level demographics included
principal reports of the number of students and staff at the school. Ministry of Education data
were used for the percentage of students at each school who passed the provincial tests of
literacy and numeracy and the percentage of students who were English language learners.
Socio-economic data, from Statistics Canada public reports, included the percentage of the
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school neighbourhood that was low income households, the percentage of adults in the area
who had completed some university / college education and the percentage of recent
immigrants to Canada from non-English speaking countries. Following the procedures from
Raudenbush and Bryk (2002) the school level factors were run in two separate models. The
first was school level demographics and the second included socio-economic predictors. If
any of the level 2 predictors were small (<0.10) and not significant (p > 0.1) they were removed
and a reduced model estimated.
The final model, in Table 4, included the teacher level factors from research question one, the
principal level factors from research question two and the school level factors that were
significant. The overall proportion of variance explained within teachers at the same school
increased from 21 per cent to 23 per cent [(1.24-0.96)/1.24 = 0.23] in the final model which
shows that teachers who work for the same principal, in the same community, are affected in
similar ways.
The findings about school factors were consistent with the previous models. There was only
one relationship between the school level demographic factors and the teacher factor of parent
calls. If the school neighbourhood had an above average percentage of recent immigrants,
there was a slight decrease in the frequency of teacher calls to parents that had contacted them
first (11 = -0.04, t = -2.21, p = 0.03).
Table 4: Final set of factors that were statistically significant
Fixed Effect

Coefficient

Standard
error

t-ratio

Approx.
d.f.

p-value

Frequency (school mean), γ00

4.30

0.135

31.72

14

<0.001

Mass Communication, γ01

-0.40

0.175

-2.27

14

0.040

Educational Experience, γ02

-0.54

0.200

-2.67

14

0.018

Parent Calls base, γ10

0.34

0.095

3.55

64

<0.001

New Canadians, γ11

-0.04

0.018

-2.21

64

0.030

0.24

0.095

2.52

64

0.014

Parent calls

Teacher Experience
Teacher Experience base, γ20

Random Effect

Standard
deviation

Variance
component

d.f.

χ2

p-value

Variance between school means, u0

0.23

0.05

14

18.04

0.204

Variance within schools, r

0.98

0.96
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There were no other socio-economic predictors that were statistically significant in the final
model. This is in contrast to several findings from research work conducted in the United
States and Canada where SES factors such as income, education and immigration status have
negative effects on teacher to parent communication (Kim 2009; Kohl et al. 2000; Peterson &
Ladky 2007; Robinson & Harris 2014). This may be a more recent result of Ontario having a
more diverse population, a history of multiculturalism and immigration or less stratified
income levels.

Discussion
The purpose of this research was to examine the frequency of teacher to parent
communication in Ontario secondary schools and the relationship it had to teacher level,
principal level and school level factors. The research also addressed gaps in the literature
about the specific actions of educators when communicating with parents and the intersection
of principal leadership.

Summary and Interpretation of Findings
Based on the HLM analysis of the survey responses from teachers in four different school
boards, secondary school teachers initiated direct contact with a parent only two to three times
a semester (00 = 4.3, t = 31.72, p < 0.001). Ontario teachers reported more frequent individual
contact with parents when compared to a study conducted in Rhode Island by Seitsinger et
al. (2008) where the average frequency was only once or twice a year (mean = 2.7). However,
the frequency of contact by secondary school teachers is found to be lower than in elementary
school (Noel, Stark & Redford 2013; Seitsinger et al. 2008; Seitsinger et al. 2001). In order to
abide by the provincial policy, secondary school teachers need to increase the number of
contacts with individual parents. If parents want and need specific information about their
child, then teachers should be contacting each child’s parents directly, rather than only
contacting a few parents once a semester. If principals could encourage teachers to contact a
few parents, even once each month, it would address the intent of the policy and build
stronger connections with the community.
Two teacher level factors were significant and provide insight into ways that principals may
be able to increase frequency of communication between the school and home. The first
showed that if teachers were more experienced there was a positive relationship to frequency
(20 = 0.24, t = 2.52, p = 0.014). This relationship may be explained by the fact that senior teachers
have more opportunities to see the positive effects of contacting parents and gain confidence
in their role. Also, the longer a teacher is at one school the more they develop a comfort with
the school community. Inexperienced teachers may struggle with workload issues and taking
time to communicate with parents is a lower priority (Ramirez 2000). Principals need to
harness the experienced teachers’ influence by asking them to act as mentors during
professional learning in order to help others become better communicators.
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The second factor showed that when there was parent initiated contact, it was related to more
direct communication by the teacher (10 = 0.34, t = 3.55, p < 0.001). This positive relationship
may speak to a development of trust and increased parental involvement shown in previous
research (Bryk 2010; Hoy 2012). It also may indicate a reciprocal relationship where teachers
will communicate more often if parents also take the time to reach out (Shijith & Erchul 2014).
Principals can leverage this factor by working with the community to build trust and invite
parents to contact teachers directly or through the main office.
In contrast to the teacher level factors that had positive relationships with frequency, both of
the significant principal level factors had a negative relationship with the frequency of teacher
to parent communication. The first factor was the school use of mass communication ( 01 =
-0.4, t = -2.27, p = 0.04). If the school was communicating with all parents, several times a
month through forms of mass communication such as automated calling systems and
websites, this related to a decline in individual contact between teachers and parents. One
explanation is that when the school is already providing information about daily attendance,
events or course selection, individual teachers do not feel the need to do so as well. However,
this begins to limit the type of contact that parents say they desire most, specific information
about their child (OMOE 2005; Seitsinger et al. 2008). Deslandes and Barma (2016) state that:
Regular communication is the cornerstone of effective and collaborative relationships
between parents and teachers. Communication must go beyond ... information to
include exchanges on educational practices, expectations and concerns. (p. 8)
Generic announcements from the school do not address parent needs, only one to one contact
between teacher and parent can provide the preferred type of information. Knowing this
result, principals can be explicit with teachers that individual communication with parents
must still occur and that mass forms of contact are a complement, not a replacement.
The second factor was if the principal had over 20 years of experience in education there was
a negative relationship with frequency (02 = -0.54, t = -2.67, p = 0.018). More than half of the
schools in the survey sample had principals with over 20 years in education. Principals with
more experience may not be as concerned with implementing the letter and law of policy or
may have different priorities from the Ministry of Education. This could result in less direct
encouragement or support of teacher to parent communication. The result may also support
the research showing principal actions serve as a mediator between the district policy and
actions taken at the school level (Gordon 2009; Leithwood & Louis 2012) whether in a positive
or negative way. To follow the provincial policy, principals need to make the expectation for
teacher to parent contact explicit and provide staff with support to develop quality
conversations and guidelines about frequency.
The only school level factor that had a relationship with frequency was the percentage of
recent immigrants in the neighbourhood. There was a slight decrease in the frequency of
teacher calls to parents that had contacted them first (11 = -0.04, t = -2.21, p = 0.03). This can be
explained by the idea that if parents do not have English as a first language or are new to the
Ontario public school systems, they may be more reluctant to contact teachers directly. The
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barriers of language and culture are outlined in other research (Kim 2009; Peterson & Ladky
2007; Wong 2015), but would be a good area for further study .

Implications for Principals
There are several recommendations for administrators of secondary schools based on the
results of this research. Principals can implement the provincial policy expectation of frequent
school to home communication by supporting teachers and being explicit about the need to
initiate contact. To build this type of supportive environment, principals first need to review
how often their school uses forms of mass communication such as automated calling systems,
websites and school newsletters. While these are efficient ways to reach all parents in a school
community, they may not have the desired effect of improved school and parent
relationships. Seitsinger et al. (2008) indicate that contacting parents about their child’s
progress is what families wanted. Deslandes and Barma (2016) found that parents wanted one
to one contact with a teacher to be able to ask questions and that they specifically ‘would like
to be informed of their adolescents’ progress and to be told that things are going well’ (p. 18).
Neither of these requirements can be met by a recorded message. As well, the analysis showed
that when forms of generic and mass parent communication were used frequently, then
teachers reduced the amount of individual contact that they made with parents. In order to
support the type of teacher to parent communication that parents want and that can benefit
students, principals need to reduce the frequency of mass communication from the office to
counteract the negative effect on their staff. Principals should put more of their efforts into
encouraging and supporting teachers to contact parents with individualised and rich
information. This is what will build better relationships and increase parental involvement to
support student achievement.
Another point that stands out is that even though Ontario secondary school teachers in the
sample have a higher frequency of parent communication than another district, they still only
average two to three contacts a semester. In order to build better connections between the
school and home, the frequency needs to increase across all teachers, regardless of their role,
experience or workload. Since experienced teachers made more direct contact with parents,
principals can enlist their aid to mentor less experienced staff. Other studies show that the
frequency of communication declines from elementary to secondary school (Jeynes 2005;
OMOE 2010; Seitsinger et al. 2008; Seitsinger et al. 2001; Shajith & Erchul 2014) along with a
decline in parent involvement because students are more mature and take on more autonomy
(DePlanty et al. 2007; Deslandes & Bertrand 2007). However, if parents contacted teachers the
frequency of communication increased, even at the secondary level. Principals must find ways
to encourage parents to contact the school, and support those who are recent immigrants.
Seitsinger et al. (2008) found that when encouraged and supported, secondary school teachers
could increase the frequency of their communication, although it took several years.
Increasing the frequency of teacher to parent contact at the secondary level can build a better
connection between the school and home.
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Limitations and Future Research
This research was limited in some areas. Responses were only from principal and teacher
perspectives and did not include parent perceptions. The measure of teacher practices did not
provide a reliable measure of parent involvement, so in future studies a parent perspective
would be beneficial. The total number of schools included in the data analysis was 22, which
represented a 25 per cent participation rate. While an acceptable response rate, overall the
number of schools at level 2 could be considered small. The procedures followed for the data
analysis addressed this concern as much as possible. The data are a snapshot of only one
moment in time, so there is need for more research to understand the motivations of teachers
and parents. A recommendation is to pursue qualitative research to get at the quality of
interactions and the beliefs from both teacher and parent perspectives about what constitutes
good communication. As well, the predictors used did not account for all of the variance
within and between schools. There may be other factors that account for differences. For
example, one aspect of the school context that was not included was the effect of teacher
unions and the politics of schools. In the open response section of the survey, one principal
and several teachers raised the issue that the teachers’ union in Ontario actively discourages
teacher to parent contact through e-mail or outside of school hours. The impact of union
directives could be included in future study.

Conclusion
As governments set education policy that emphasises the need for schools to involve parents,
principals and teachers need research to explore the ways to establish this relationship to
improve outcomes for all involved. This research studied how teacher, principal and school
factors related to the frequency of individual teacher to parent communication. The final
analysis of the survey results suggest that in Ontario secondary schools teachers are beginning
to communicate with parents. However, many teachers in the sample did not make contact
frequently enough. The study also identified actions principals and teachers can take to
increase the amount of communication with parents. These actions include having
experienced teachers act as mentors, principals directly encouraging more communication
with both staff and parents and re-evaluating the efficacy of mass electronic communication
from the school. Every secondary school may be able to point to some teachers who are
abiding by the Ontario policy, but many more teachers need to be supported and directed by
their administrators to increase communication. It is the responsibility of school leadership to
make building relationships with parents a priority in schools in order to contribute to
improved outcomes for students.
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Pedagogical Supervision: Teachers’
Characteristics, Beliefs, and Needs
Yamina Bouchamma, Jiafan Tian, Daniel April and Marc Basque

Abstract: We examined pedagogical supervision from the angle of teachers’ perceptions of their in-class
practices. An online questionnaire on supervision practices and perceptions was administered to
preschool, elementary, secondary, and adult learning teachers (N = 125) from Québec whose respective
principals were involved in a two-year research training programme. Three aspects of the
interconnected teacher professional growth model were studied to identify the teachers’ characteristics,
beliefs, and needs with regard to internal and external supervision, namely, (1) teacher supervision (as
an external source of information, stimulus, or support); (2) the personal domain (beliefs and needs);
and (3) the consequences resulting from their in-class practices. Results show significant differences
associated with the teachers’ socioprofessional, sociodemographic, and sociocognitive characteristics
(sense of efficacy), as well as a noticeable effect of education level, age, teaching experience, and number
of students on the teachers’ beliefs and needs regarding pedagogical supervision.
Keywords: supervision, professional development, teacher professional growth, sense of
efficacy, expectations, needs, challenges

Introduction and Research Problem
Context
Québec’s Education Reform (2005), which essentially proposed new teaching and assessment
practices, changed the roles and responsibilities of schools and their districts, and in doing so,
failed on several levels due to its less than stellar application in the classroom, particularly
with regard to teaching practices and student learning (Cardin, Falardeau & Bidjang 2012).
Indeed, this reform has been criticised for leaving teachers to fend for themselves in their
appropriation of the changes, for ignoring their needs, and for imposing top-down changes
without proper support for those caught in the middle (Cardin et al. 2012). In this context,
pedagogical supervision by the school leader is both a necessary and indispensable practice
for any successful organisational transition.
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Lack of Pedagogical Supervision Programme
However, despite its mention in two official documents, namely, the province’s Public
Education Act and its school principals’ competency standards (MELS 2008), clear policies
and guidelines pertaining to teacher supervision remain absent. As a result, teacher
supervision varies from one school district to another and even one principal to another
(Bouchamma, Giguère & April 2017). Ultimately, how do teachers, the most concerned
stakeholders in this process, respond to this?

Challenges of Teacher Supervision
Generally speaking, pedagogical supervision refers to an ensemble of practices used by school
leaders to improve teaching and learning (Grissom & Loeb 2011; Hallinger 2005; Horng,
Klasick & Loeb 2010; Neumerski 2013). This supervision process has its challenges, from truly
understanding the concept (as it pertains to assessment) to how it translates to practice, which
requires examining the relationship between supervisor and supervised teacher. The research
domain is in fact characterised by several concepts, including supervision, teacher evaluation,
and development, which are three interconnected dimensions of teacher improvement (Jorro
2007; Nolan & Hoover 2011). The proximity of the concepts of supervision and evaluation
tends to blur certain lines in terms of the goals of this practice (Holland 2006), which
ultimately impacts how teachers welcome this approach.
The attitude of many teachers is ambivalent: despite a clear demand for supervision, most
are against the idea of being evaluated (Lapointe & Archambault 2014) and are hesitant
toward being supervised by a superior (Bouchamma 2005) which influences autonomy, as
this type of intervention directly affects professional growth. Teachers also tend to organise
their day-to-day professional practices in isolation (Dembélé, Goulet, Lapointe & Deniger
2013; Tardif & Borgès 2014), which not only limits the amount of exchange among colleagues
but also the sharing of expertise (Tardif & Borgès 2014). Québec schools now welcome the
pedagogical leadership of its principals, as is evidenced in both the practice and research
communities who are taking a closer look at teaching management, the impact of the
principal’s supervisory leadership, and the application modalities at play (Brassard et al.
2004).
Principals, on the other hand, have difficulty maintaining a trusting relationship with their
teachers and more specifically, a balance between control and providing pedagogical
assistance to meet their teachers’ needs (Nolan 1997). Furthermore, the fact of perceiving
teacher supervision as a form of ‘evaluation’ ultimately affects this balance (Lapointe,
Brassard, Garon, Girard & Ramdé 2011).
In a context characterised by the absence of a legal framework precisely defining teacher
supervision, we examined teacher supervision practices in light of the participating teachers’
sociodemographic, sociocognitive, and socioprofessional considerations.
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Relevance
Teacher supervision is vital because it has been shown to have many positive effects on
both the student and the teacher (Nolan & Hoover 2011; Sergiovanni & Starratt 2006;
Zepeda 2007). In addition to contributing to countering their disconnect from the
profession, teacher supervision improves both teaching quality and teaching methods
(Nolan & Hoover 2011) which undeniably improves student learning and achievement
(Clarke & Fournillier 2012; Coldren & Spillane 2007; Leithwood & Jantzi 2006; Mullen
& Hutinger 2008; Pont, Nusche & Moorman 2008).
That said, the findings of Burch and Spillane (2003) remain timely as to the chronic lack of
research addressing how school leaders implement pedagogical leadership on a day-to-day
basis. In fact, this significant lack of expertise in this area persists (Neumerski 2013; Spillane
& Diamond 2007), despite the reforms introduced in class (Glickman, Gordon & RossGordon 2009; Zepeda 2007).

Lack of Knowledge
Explanations abound regarding this lack of knowledge. Some authors attribute it to the
tendency to compartmentalise our current understanding of pedagogical leadership and
to associate it with its role. This situation makes it difficult to adequately define and
describe what effective pedagogical leaders do in different contexts (Neumerski 2013).
While studies on instructional leadership have furthered our understanding of this type of
supervision, several elements remain to be explored, such as the point of view of the teachers
in the supervision process, which is rarely discussed in the literature. The present study
therefore centres on understanding teacher professional development from their perspective,
as they have the best grasp of the situation and are the first ones affected by supervision.
To examine supervision from the teachers’ standpoint, the practices and perceptions that
facilitate and shape this pedagogical leadership were studied in a context where the latter was
not fully conceptualised or clearly defined. The following specific questions were addressed:
1.

The teachers are exposed to which supervision practices?

2.

What are their needs regarding supervision?

3.

Which collective supervision practices would they like their principals to employ?

4.

What is their level of self- and collective efficacy and their perception of the help they
provide for their peers, in terms of benefits?

5.

Which factors do they believe impede this supervision?

Literature Review
Studies on the introduction of teacher supervision in schools have examined supervision
methods as well as the person responsible for this supervision (April & Bouchamma 2015;
Tyagi 2010). To meet the needs of their teachers, the supervisor must possess the proper
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expertise, namely, knowledge (various supervisory models and tools), know-how (how to
differentiate supervision according to the needs expressed), and know-how-to-be (relational
aspects with the person being supervised). Indeed, research has shown that teachers have
their preferences as to how and by whom they wish to be supervised (Bouchamma 2005).
A shift in focus in this field has led to a type of teacher supervision in which there is both a
regard for the needs of the person being supervised and an effort by the supervisor to master
the necessary tools to be able to tailor the process depending on the context (Walker &
Dimmock 2000) and the teacher’s individual profile (Bouchamma 2005). Recent studies on the
subject tend to view the teacher effect on student achievement from the standpoint of
collaboration (Hopkins 2009; Pont, Nusche & Moorman 2008; Seashore Louis 2006), and this
fits well with contemporary views of schools as learning communities composed of teachers
(DuFour & Eaker 2004; Hord & Sommers 2008). In counterbalancing their common
experiences, beliefs, and knowledge, collaboration enables teachers to reflect, develop,
experiment, and evaluate effective practices that are adapted to the school’s specific needs
(Spanneut 2010).

Teacher Characteristics Associated with Pedagogical Supervision Practices
The literature rarely takes into account pedagogical supervision from the perspective of the
teachers, and less so in considering the connections between the factors related to the
sociodemographic, socioprofessional, or sociocognitive characteristics that shape their
perceptions of this supervision. However, a few studies have identified the teacher
characteristics associated with the choice of supervision practice.
In their study measuring teachers’ perceptions of the pre- and post-evaluation interviews in
a context of clinical supervision, Range, Young and Hvidston (2013) found a difference
between tenured and non-tenured teachers in terms of how they viewed their practices. For
the non-tenured teachers, the practice was understood as being influenced by several factors,
such as building trust, sharing observation reports, the direction taken by the teacher for a
lesson, constructive criticism, identified standards, interview sequence, and areas for
improvement. In contrast, the tenured teachers’ perceptions were influenced by only two
variables, namely, the post-interview as it pertained to their professional development and
their supervisor’s positive feedback. The respondents generally appreciated the relationships
of trust, the constructive criticism, as well as the reflection and the areas for further growth
which they considered to be important in either interview.
Young teachers, and those with less experience, welcome the assistance and support of their
supervisor through the 360° supervision model fed by data from multiple sources, such as
colleagues, parents, and students (Kalule & Bouchamma 2014). These teachers have a net
preference for the type of supervision that can be adapted to their profile. Non-permanent
faculty, compared to their tenured peers, prefer participating in professional development
activities proposed by their supervisors (Bouchamma 2005).
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Teachers who teach average-sized classes have been shown to have a more positive attitude
and a stronger sense of identity, have an easier time integrating new teaching practices, show
greater mutual respect, know others better, feel safer, are in favour of increased accountability
(as the actions and contributions are more apparent), and finally, express a greater sense of
belonging (Leithwood & Jantzi 2009). Finally, studies have shown that teachers who set
common goals within collaborative environments and who trust their peers are more likely
to make changes to their in-class practice (Newmann, King & Youngs 2000).

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study was based on three components of the
interconnected teacher professional growth model of Clarke and Hollinsworth (2002) which
served as the empirical backdrop (see Figure 1). In this model, teacher change occurs in two
specific domains:


the external domain, which includes external sources of information, stimulus, or support;



the internal domain, which includes (a) the domain of practice (professional
experimentation); (b) the personal domain (teacher’s knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes);
and (c) the domain of consequence (salient outcomes) (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002;
Witterholt, Goedhart, Suhre & van Streun 2012).

Figure 1: Interconnected model of teacher professional growth (Clarke & Hollingsworth
2002: 951)
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In this model, professional development is defined as an inevitable and continuous learning
process with a complex and non-linear structure which takes place through multiple growth
mechanisms. Two concepts are evidenced, namely, reflection – a person’s ability to reflect on
past experience in a structured manner and to gather conclusions for future actions
(Korthagen & Vasalos 2009; Witterholt et al. 2012), and enactment – the action or everything
the teacher knows, believes, or has experienced (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et
al. 2012). The processes of reflection and enactment are therefore the mechanisms by which
change in one domain brings about change in another (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002;
Witterholt et al. 2012).

External Domain (External Sources of Information or Stimulus)
Different from the other domains by its position outside of the teacher’s personal realm
(Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012), the external domain represents the
external sources of information or stimulus available to the teacher, including professional
documentation, textbooks, and conversations with peers (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002).

Internal Domain
The domain of practice refers to the teacher’s in-class experimentation and the decisions they
make to retain the practices contributing to improving student achievement and to reject those
that do not (Guskey 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012).
The personal domain refers to changes in the teacher’s knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes. This
growth is evidenced by the value they give to new teaching strategies (Clarke &
Hollingsworth 2002). To alleviate the difficulty distinguishing between knowledge and beliefs
and between beliefs and attitudes, Witterholt et al. (2012) propose the term practical knowledge
as encompassing all of these aspects.
The sense of self-/collective efficacy is part of a person’s sociocognitive characteristics. In
Bandura’s social learning theory (Bandura 1982, 1986), self-efficacy, or the sense of self-efficacy,
is defined as a person’s belief in their ability to perform a specific task or efficiently deal with
a given situation. This belief is not necessarily based on a rational estimation of a person’s
actual abilities, but is rather the result of a process between what a person estimates is
necessary for a given task, the resources this person has or believes they have, and most
importantly, the ability to correctly use these resources in this particular situation. Selfefficacy, or the confidence a person has in their ability to produce a desired effect, influences
their aspirations, choices, and efforts, in addition to level of perseverance (Bandura 2003). The
sense of collective efficacy is the shared conviction of a group with regard to its motivation to
perform, its resilience, and its ability to succeed (Bandura 2003). For teachers, specifically,
collective efficacy is the belief in a shared sense of efficacy as education professionals
(Goddard 2001, 2002; Goddard, Hoy & Hoy 2000; Tschannen-Moran & Barr 2004).
Finally, the domain of consequence, or salient outcomes, pertains to the teacher’s system of
values and to the conclusions derived from their in-class practices (Clarke & Hollingsworth
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2002; Witterholt et al. 2012). For example, employing a new teaching strategy may be a
positive experience for some, while others may sense a loss of control (Clarke &
Hollingsworth 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012).
In an effort to limit the object of research, only three domains were considered in the present
study: external domain of practice, personal domain, and domain of consequence. The domain
of practice was not analysed, as our study did not include an observation of the teachers in
action (professional experimentation).
Our conceptual framework ultimately raised the following questions: What are the
supervisor’s practices? What are the teachers’ expectations with regard to supervision? What
teacher characteristics are associated with the internal and external supervision practices?

Methodology
Subjects
The participants were teachers whose supervising principals were involved in a two-year
research-action training programme. This training initiative guided the school leaders from
two school districts in the introduction and enhancement of effective teacher supervision
practices. Out of 1447 teachers, 303 answered the questionnaire. Only teachers in a
supervisory process were involved in this research. Not all the respondents met this
requirement. So, respondents who partially completed the questionnaire were eliminated,
representing more than half of the questionnaires (N = 178) leaving 125 usable questionnaires.
This was attributed to the fact that due to a lack of government policy in this regard, the
supervision of tenured teachers is not mandatory in Québec and thus varies from one school
to another.
The remaining participants hailed from elementary schools (N = 75,) secondary
establishments (N = 25), and the adult education sector (N = 25). The average age of the
participants was 41 years, with 15 years of teaching experience (9 of which in their current
school) and an average of 58 students under their responsibility.

Instruments
The Teacher Questionnaire: Practices and Sense of Efficacy of the Supervised Teachers (TQ:PSEST)
was adapted from two questionnaires:
Supervisors’ Questionnaire. Both questionnaires were validated by: (1) an items analysis and
a verification of the validity of the questionnaire’s factor structure (Devellis 2003); (2) a pretest
with a ‘confirmatory factor analysis CFA’, and pilot tests to support the factor analyses with
data in various contexts: New Brunswick (Bouchamma 2006); Morocco, Romania, and Haiti
(Bouchamma, Iancu & Stanescu 2008a, 2008b), Uganda (Kalule & Bouchamma 2013a, 2013b,
2014) and China (Tian 2016).
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Leadership Questionnaire: Practices and Sense of Efficacy of Instructional Leadership (LPQ &
SEIL) developed in a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) project
(2011-2014) from (1) the meta-analysis of Robinson et al. (2008); (2) our previous work on
leadership practices in effective schools (Basque & Bouchamma 2013; Bouchamma 2011);
and (3) the sense of collective efficacy, an adaptation of Goddard’s (2002) 12-item model.

The questionnaire housed six sections:
1.

Teachers’ sociodemographic and socioprofessional characteristics and those of the
school (12 questions);

2.

Supervision practices to which the teachers were exposed (22 items);

3.

Their needs in terms of pedagogical supervision (28 items);

4.

Collective supervision practices they would like their principals to use (28 items);

5.

Sense of efficacy and the effect of their support to their peers (29 items, including 7
on self-efficacy, 12 on collective efficacy, and 10 on the effect of their support to their
peers);

6.

Challenges regarding pedagogical supervision (27 statements).

The respondents were asked to rate each answer on a five-point Likert-type scale to measure
their agreement or frequency, by choosing either 1-Totally disagree to 5-Totally agree or 1-Never
to 5-Always.

Data Analysis
Factor analyses enabled us to gather the intercorrelated variables considered by the multilevel
analyses, so as to establish the relevance of each group of factors. The factor analysis was
performed according to the method established by Baillargeon (2003): determination of the
correlation matrix, exploratory factor analysis, rotation of initial factors, and examination of
produced results.
Table 1 presents the domains of the interconnected model of teacher professional growth
which guided this study (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002), and reviews the associated factors.
Finally, multivariate analysis of variance MANOVA, t-test, ANOVA, and regression tests were
performed according to the type of categorical and continuous variables, with KMO and
Bartlett tests providing complementary information by measuring sample adequacy and
sphericity (chi2), respectively. The t-test assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variance,
and independence were respected (George & Mallery 2001).
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Table 1: Domains of the interconnected model of teacher professional growth and associated
factors
Domains

Associated Factors

External domain
of practice

Supervisor's practices
help and support
adaptation to the teacher's profile
Expectations with regard to the supervision
communicate ethical values
provide the necessary resources
delegate power
share knowledge and opportunities

Personal domain
(internal domain)

Sense of efficacy

Domain of consequence

positive effects of their own support for colleagues
challenges of the supervision

self-efficacy
collective efficacy

Results
Table 2 presents the different factors emerging from the factor analyses for each of the three
domains (external, personal, and consequence).
Table 2: Factor analysis factors related to each domain (external, personal, and
consequence)
EXTERNAL DOMAIN
Practices of the
Help and support
teacher’s
encourages me to determine my goals
supervisor
leads me to reflect on my practices
helps me better identify the means to reach my goals
enables me to determine which areas I should work on
helps to improve my teaching by acting on observable facts
encourages me to practice helping my peers
Adaptation to the teacher’s profile
adapts their supervision to my level of motivation
adapts their supervision to my abilities
adapts their supervision to my level of experience
adapts their supervision to my needs
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Teacher’s
expectations
regarding the
supervision

Communication of ethical values
keeps their promises and does what they say
deals with each member according to their needs
helps us for as long as we need
sets clear objectives
guides the actions of the team members according to certain values
speaks of common values
judiciously uses their power
consults with the team members to make decisions
Necessary resources
gives me time during work hours
provides the necessary materials (textbooks, CITs, etc.)
provides us with an available space to work
financially supports participation in activities (conventions, etc.)
is particularly attentive toward new teachers
Delegation of power
delegates their power
transforms certain members into veritable actors for change
shares certain important responsibilities with the team members
welcomes lecturers
Shared knowledge and opportunities
encourages the sharing of knowledge and practices
promotes co-teaching and mentoring opportunities
shares their vision with the team members

PERSONAL DOMAIN
Sense of collective
We are motivated to work as a team
efficacy
We are able to motivate our colleagues
We know how to communicate strategies that our members can
easily apply
We know how to motivate each other
We have the necessary knowledge to work as a team
We are able to overcome the challenges when working as a team
We know that teamwork influences teacher performance
We have the necessary skills to work as a team
We know that teacher performance is enriched by teamwork
We believe that every teacher can learn from their peers
We know how to involve a member who does not understand
teamwork or who does not want to work in a team
We do not give up if a teacher refuses to work in a team
Sense of
self-efficacy

I possess the necessary didactical know-how
I possess the necessary didactical knowledge
I possess the necessary pedagogical know-how
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I possess the necessary pedagogical knowledge
DOMAIN OF CONSEQUENCE
Positive effect of
I can improve:
their own support
their attitudes
for peers
practices
abilities
motivation
knowledge
learning capacity
school climate
Challenges
of the supervision

Lack of:
trust between members
collaborative culture
willingness/interest of the members
quality of life at work
information as to the goals of the supervision

External Domain
The external domain consisted of two main questions on (1) the practices of the teacher’s
supervisor and (2) the teacher’s expectations regarding the supervision.
Concerning the practices of the supervisor, the factor analysis generated two factors to
collectively explain 44.88 per cent of the total variance. The main factor Help and support
explained 28.68 per cent of the total variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .888, while the
second factor Adaptation to the teacher’s profile housed four items and accounted for 16.2 per
cent of the total variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .737.
For the second question referring to the teachers’ expectations regarding the supervision, the
factor analysis generated four factors to explain 50.065 per cent of the total variance. The
leading factor Communication of ethical values accounted for 14.381 per cent of the total
variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .834. The second factor Necessary resources housed six
items and explained 12.142 per cent of the total variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .827.
Finally, the third factor Delegation of power consisted of five items (accounted for 9.777 per cent
of the total variance), and finally, the fourth factor Shared knowledge and opportunities consisted
of three items (accounted for 9.567 per cent of the total variance), with a Cronbach’s alpha of
.751.
Table 3 presents the results of a series of t-tests and ANOVA as retained by factor analysis.
Highlighted are factors related to supervision (external domain), and teacher characteristics,
namely, sociodemographic (age and gender), and socioprofessional (years of teaching
experience, years of experience in the school, and number of students). No statistically
significant correlation was found between the characteristics of the teacher being supervised
and the factors of the external domain of practice.
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Table 3: Independent sample t-test: Supervision (external domain of practice) and certain
teacher characteristics
Sex

Teaching
experience

Experience
in the school

Class size

0.188

-0.151

1.039

0.336

-0.755

1.104

-0.622

1.134

-0.233

-0.920

Age
Supervision practices
Help and
support
Adaptation to the
teacher’s profile

Expectations regarding the supervision
Communication
of ethical values

0.613

-0.879

0.814

-0.454

-0.174

Necessary
resources

-1.452

0.911

-1.303

-1.499

-1.089

Delegation
of power

-1.674

-0.548

-1.395

-0.705

-1.594

Shared
knowledge and
opportunities

0.049

-0.197

-0.332

-1.067

-1.346

*p < .05 ***p < .001
For the factor Supervision practices, the KMO index measuring sampling adequacy indicated
.826, while Bartlett’s sphericity test recorded a chi-square of 720.728 (ddl = 78; sig. = .000); for
Expectations regarding the supervision, the KMO index was .817 and the Bartlett’s chi-square
measurement was 1279.146 (ddl = 351; sig. = .000).
Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations pertaining to teaching level (preschool,
elementary, secondary, adult education) and teachers’ preferences as to the type of team
supervision practices by their school leader.
Multiple comparison test results show that compared to their colleagues in other levels,
secondary school teachers showed the most interest that their principal provide them with
the necessary resources, delegate power, and share knowledge and professional growth
opportunities.

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

│ 103

Table 4: Means, standard deviations, and ANOVA: Team supervision and teaching order
Variables

Preschool/
Elementary

Secondary

Adult Education

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

F

P

Communicates
ethical values

4.48

0.47

4.58

0.50

4.41

0.50

.706

.496

Provides the
necessary
resources

4.34

0.58

4.70

0.48

4.57

.43

4.324

.016

Delegates power

3.44

0.64

3.90

0.79

3.58

.80

3.564

.032

Shares
knowledge and
opportunities

4.13

0.64

4.55

0.57

4.23

.72

3.736

.027

*p < .05

***p < .001

Personal Domain (Internal)
For Sense of efficacy, the factor analysis generated two factors explaining 46.536 per cent of the
total variance. The main factor (sense of collective efficacy), accounting for 30.021 per cent of
the total variance, included 12 of the 19 items from two questions, with a Cronbach’s alpha of
.919. The second factor (sense of self-efficacy) consisted of four items explaining 16.515 per
cent of the total variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha score of .923.
For the factor Sense of efficacy, the measured KMO index for sampling adequacy was .796,
while the Bartlett chi-square indicated 1413.386 (ddl = 171; sig. = .000).
Table 5 presents the t-test results between the factors related to supervision (personal domain)
and certain teacher characteristics. A statistically significant correlation was found between
the teachers’ sense of self-efficacy and their age (-4.061***), the number of years of teaching
experience (-4.080***), and years in the school (-2.809*).
Table 5: Independent t-test: Sense of self-/collective efficacy and certain teacher
characteristics
Age

Sex

Teaching
experience

Experience in
the school

Class size

Collective
efficacy (SCE)

0.273

-0.013

0.402

1.005

-.854

Self-efficacy
(SSE)

-4.061***

-1.035

-4.080***

-2.809*

.487

*p < .05

***p < .001
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In Table 6, T-test results reveal a statistically significant difference (t(123) = -4.080, p < 0.05)
between the mean of the teachers with 15 or less years of teaching experience (M = 4.57, SD =
0.48) and that of the teachers with more than 15 years in the profession (M = 4.87, SD = 0.35).
Teachers with greater teaching experience recorded higher scores with regard to their sense
of self-efficacy. The categorisation into 15 years or less and More than 15 years can be explained
by the level of precariousness characterising the teaching profession in Québec. Indeed, one
out of two teachers experience job insecurity during a period of between 5 and 15 years
(Duchesne & Kane 2010; Gingras & Mukamurera 2008; Mukamurera & Balleux 2013).
Table 6: Means, standard deviations and independent t-test: Sense of self-efficacy and
teaching experience

SSE
*p < .05

15 years or less

More than 15 years

M

SD

M

SD

df

T

4.57

0.48

4.87

0.35

123

-4.080***

***p < .001

T-test results in Table 7 show a statistically significant difference (t(120) = -2.809, p < 0.05)
between the mean of the teachers who had eight years or less experience in their current
school (M = 4.59, SD = 0.49) and that of their peers who had more than eight years of teaching
experience in their establishment (M = 4.81, SD = 0.38), with the more experienced teachers
reporting a stronger sense of self-efficacy. Dividing the variable Experience in the school into 8
years or less and More than 8 years takes into account the reality of Québec teachers who must
often take on and share duties among several schools during a period of five to eight years
prior to obtaining a permanent stable position in one school (Tardif 2013).
Table 7: Means, standard deviations and independent t-test: Sense of self-efficacy and years
of experience in the school

SSE
*p < .05

8 years or less

More than 8 years

M

SD

M

SD

df

T

4.59

0.49

4.81

0.38

120

-2.809*

***p < .001

Domain of Consequence
Table 8 presents the t-test results between the factors related to supervision (domain of
consequence) and certain teacher characteristics. According to our factor analysis, two factors
accounted for 34.30 per cent of the total variance.
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The main factor, Positive effect of teacher’s support for peers, explained 20.161 per cent of the total
variance and involved seven of the 19 items in two questions, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .878,
while the second factor, Challenges of the supervision, contained five items explaining 14.137
per cent of the total variance, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .801.
The KMO index for Positive effect of teacher’s support for their peers was .820 and the Bartlett test
indicated a chi-square of 431.597 (ddl = 21; sig. = .000). For Challenges of the supervision, the
KMO index was .780, while the Bartlett chi-square measurement was 229.190 (ddl = 10;
sig. = .000).
Table 8: Independent t-test: Domain of consequence and certain teacher characteristics
Age

Sex

Teaching
experience

Experience
in the school

Class
size

Positive effect of
teacher’s support
for peers

0.988

-0.328

1.427

0.277

-2.910*

Challenges of the
supervision

-1.168

-0.801

-1.692

0.196

0.336

p < .05

***p < .001

In Table 9, T-test results indicate a statistically significant difference (t(114) = -2.910, p < 0.05)
between the mean of the positive effect of the support for peers of the teachers who had 25 or
less students in their class (M = 4.07, SD = 0.58) and those with more than 25 students in their
class (M = 4.37, SD = 0.38). Teachers with a greater number of students stated that they felt
they were able to give more support to their colleagues.
Table 10 presents the mean, standard deviation, and variance of each factor studied.
Table 9: Means, deviations, and independent t-test: Positive effect of teachers’ support for
peers and class size

Positive effect of their
support for peers
p < .05

***p < .001

25 students or less

More than 25

M

SD

M

SD

df

T

4.07

0.58

4.37

0.54

114

-2.910*

106│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Table 10: Mean, standard deviation, and variance of each factor
Mean

Standard
deviation

Variance

Help and support

4.1281

.87441

.765

Adaptation to the teacher’s profile

4.3872

.79127

.626

Communication of ethical values

4.4829

.47737

.228

Necessary resources

4.4480

.55030

.303

Delegation of power

3.5571

.71505

.511

Shared knowledge and opportunities

4.2278

65392

.428

Collective efficacy (SCE)

3.9813

.70016

.490

Self-efficacy (SSE)

4.6940

.45333

.206

Positive effect of their own support for peer

4.2172

.58032

.337

Challenges of the supervision

3.3780

.87619

.768

Comparison of the Three Domains
To be able to delve further into previous findings, we conducted multiple comparison
analyses of the three domains under study, namely, the external domain of practice, the
personal domain, and the domain of consequence. Results show statistically significant
differences between the means.
Table 11 shows a statistically significant difference between the external domain and the
domain of consequence, the external domain and the personal domain, and the personal
domain and the domain of consequence. The teachers’ beliefs and personal expectations were
noticeably associated with the personal (internal) domain and less so with the domain of
consequence.
Table 11: Paired t-test of the three domains: External, internal, and consequence
Domains
External/Consequence

4.2028

T

ddl

Bilateral Sig.

5.552

75

.000

-2.335

81

.021

7.349

106

.000

3.7688
External/Personal

4.2028
4.3262

Personal/Consequence

4.3262
3.7688

*p < .05

***p < .001
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Discussion
This section presents the results pertaining to the three domains examined in this study,
namely, the external domain, the personal domain, and the domain of consequence.

External Domain
Our results indicate no statistically significant difference between the characteristics of the
supervised teachers (age, gender, experience, and class size) and the factors associated with
this domain (help and support; adaptation to the teacher’s profile; communication of ethical
values; provision of necessary resources; delegation of power; and sharing of knowledge and
growth opportunities).
Of interest is the statistically significant difference observed between secondary school
teachers and those of the other levels. Indeed, our results show that secondary school-level
educators appeared to be more inclined to appreciate that their principal/supervisor provide
them with the necessary resources, delegate their power, and share knowledge and
opportunities for individual and personal professional development (Table 4).
These findings are in agreement with those of other studies showing that secondary school
teachers are more resistant to teamwork and those in primary education are more inclined to
work collaboratively (Cardin et al. 2012). Indeed, in expressing their desire to share resources,
responsibilities, knowledge, and growth opportunities, we suggest that principals in
secondary establishments welcome and support collaborative activities.
Does this notable interest of secondary-level teachers in teamwork initiatives represent a new
trend? Is this interest transposed into the practice or is it but a desired ideal? One thing is
certain: researchers now recognise that collaboration between teachers is a successful means
to effectively improve student achievement. In this perspective, the experiences, beliefs, and
knowledge shared by teachers enables them to evaluate and implement successful teaching
strategies that are better adapted to the specific needs of their environment, for the ultimate
benefit of their students (Spanneut 2010). Further to this, Cardin and his colleagues (2012)
concluded that collaborations with peers are mostly exercised by women and by primary
school teachers. In the present study, however, no statistically significant correlation was
found between gender and the factors pertaining to collaboration.
Finally, literature shows that young teachers and those with less experience are more
associated with the 360° supervision model involving several contributors/evaluators and
that non-permanent teachers are more associated with the professional development activities
proposed by their supervisors, compared to their tenured colleagues (Kalule & Bouchamma
2013). In contrast, our findings show no statistically significant link between age or teaching
experience and the factors related to the external domain.

Personal Domain
Results show an elevated sense of self-efficacy in older teachers, in those with more teaching
experience, and in those with more experience in the school. This brings our attention toward
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young teachers who are more at risk of dropping out of the profession. We thus hypothesise
that low self-efficacy may be an early warning sign for new teachers who struggle in the
beginning with difficult working conditions, who may endure a precarious job status over
several years during which time they must adjust to fragmented schedules and at-risk
students, not to mention undergoing teaching evaluations and fearing external judgement
from their peers (Tardif 2013). In short, new teachers face many hurdles and pedagogical
difficulties (Duchesne & Kane 2010; Gingras & Mukamurera 2008; Mukamurera & Balleux
2013).

Domain of Consequence
Results show that teachers with larger groups of students believe they are capable of better
helping their peers and also collaborate more with them. Of interest here is that school
systems in Québec and elsewhere are increasing their actions to decloister basic school
subjects to allow for reinforcement by other subjects within the imposed curricula.
Relative to this key finding, it appears that the professional learning community (PLC) in
schools that support the collaboration of all of its contributors and encourage their staff to
collectively conduct activities and reflection to continuously upgrade both skills and
knowledge and positively affect student outcomes (DuFour & Eaker 2004; Hord & Sommers
2008; Leclerc & Labelle 2013) is relevant when a group of teachers accompanies the same
students. Therefore, the PLC not only facilitates the emergence of a shared and distinct vision
with regard to student achievement but also stronger interaction and dialogue. Furthermore,
this approach enables teachers to combine their students’ action plans and ensures consistent
actions in the classroom.

Comparison of the Three Domains
The results of this study show that the personal beliefs and expectations of the participating
teachers were very strongly anchored within the personal domain (internal) and less so in the
domain of consequence. It goes without saying that the teaching profession is charged with
complexity; several parameters must be therefore considered. The domain of consequence
(outcomes) remains difficult to understand in light of the various changes operating in this
setting (reforms, evolving school-teams, budget cuts, to name a few), which in the end
signifies that today’s results are no guarantee of success in the future.
That said, are there practical implications of having personal beliefs and expectations locked
into the personal domain as opposed to the domain of consequence? Our hypothesis is that
teachers in this situation are unable to determine the full impact of the positive effects of the
support they give to their colleagues. As a result, their supervisors have the daunting task of
‘convincing’ them of the advantages of peer supervision as a means of help, support, and
professional development to improve the quality of existing education services and enhance
student outcomes. In turn, teachers with personal expectations less connected to the domain
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of consequence are perhaps less conscious of the challenges they may encounter related to
supervision.

Summary
Few studies on teacher supervision have explored how teachers’ sociodemographic,
socioprofessional, and sociocognitive characteristics influence their perceptions with regard
to supervision (Kalule & Bouchamma 2013). As observed in the present study, younger
teachers and those with less experience welcome the assistance and support of their
supervisor by the 360° supervision model fed by data from multiple sources, such as
colleagues, parents, and students (Kalule & Bouchamma 2013). These teachers thus prefer a
type of supervision that is adapted to their profile. Non-permanent faculty, compared to their
tenured peers, prefer participating in professional development activities proposed by their
supervisors (Bouchamma 2005).
School leaders/supervisors must therefore encourage interpersonal relationships built on
trust and create a climate of trust with their supervised teacher; hence, supervision is adapted
to fit the teacher’s characteristics. In this perspective, it will be of interest to pursue research
with more qualitative studies to further our understanding of how school leaders adapt their
supervision practices to match the profile of the teacher being supervised.
Finally, studies have reported divergences between tenured and non-tenured teachers on how
they view their practices (Range, Young & Hvidston 2013) as well as between those who set
common objectives within collaborative environments and who trust their peers versus those
who do not, in terms of welcoming changes in their in-class practices (Newmann, King &
Youngs 2000). Our study adds to existing knowledge on the subject and proposes new
significant correlations involving teaching level, past teaching experience, and the number of
accompanied students, and how they impact teachers’ perceptions of the supervision they
receive.

Conclusions and Practical Considerations
To conclude, three significant findings emanate from this study:


The older and more experienced teachers possessed a stronger sense of self-efficacy,
compared to younger and less experienced peers (it goes without saying that it is only by
experiencing stability and continuity in their duties can a teacher acquire this selfefficacy);



Those who taught a larger number of students believed that they provided greater
support to their colleagues;



The personal beliefs and expectations were generally strongly associated with the
personal domain (internal) and less so to the domain of consequence (salient outcomes).
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This study also enabled us to review certain pedagogical supervision practices desired by the
supervised teachers in light of some of their sociodemographic, socioprofessional, and
sociocognitive characteristics (sense of efficacy).
One avenue explored was the Domain of practice (professional experimentation), situated
within the internal domain (Clarke & Hollingsworth 2002), which basically encompasses the
teacher’s actions in the classroom. This domain in fact contains and refers to those practices
contributing to student achievement. Teachers generally abandon those showing no apparent
signs of enhancing student learning (Guskey 2002; Witterholt et al. 2012). By considering such
sociodemographic, socioprofessional, and sociocognitive variables as the sense of personal,
professional, and collective efficacy, this tangent would enable researchers to determine how
teachers’ perceptions influence their professional practice. Furthermore, in light of the
relevance of teamwork mentioned throughout this study, it would be of interest to learn from
supervised teachers so as to collectively reflect on possible opportunities for networking,
discussion, and exchange within the context of peer supervision according to the needs and
realities of their environment.
Moreover, our findings reveal that among all of the levels, secondary school teachers were
the most adamant that their principal/supervisor provide them with appropriate resources,
delegate responsibilities, and share knowledge and professional growth opportunities. Based
on these results, we propose to conduct further research to specifically analyse the beliefs and
needs of teachers in both primary and secondary education.
Individual supervision in itself cannot be considered a cure-all (Bouchamma 2007); it is rather
how it is used that makes the difference. Individual supervision may potentially cause
teachers to isolate themselves (Marshall 2005), which is why it is better to encourage
collaboration among teachers through their participation in PLCs, which also requires the
supervisor’s expertise. Moreover, if individual supervision is chosen for a teacher, the latter’s
characteristics must be taken into account (how far along they are in their career, their level
of autonomy, which subject matter is involved, characteristics of the school, the community,
etc.).
Finally, it must be mentioned that schools that have introduced teacher supervision
programmes have created time management challenges for their supervisors who accomplish
these duties. This approach leads us to consider the work of teachers within a professional
learning community as a promising alternative to ensure teacher professional growth and
development.

Acknowledgement
The authors acknowledge the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
(SSHRC).

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

│ 111

References
April, D., & Bouchamma, Y. (2015). Teacher supervision practices and principals’ characteristics. Alberta
Journal of Educational Research, 61(3), 329-346.
Baillargeon, G. (2003). Outils Statistiques et Analyse de Données pour les Sciences du Management et des Relations
Industrielles. Trois-Rivières, QC: Éditions SMG.
Bandura, A. (1982). Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. American Psychologist, 37(2), 122.
Bandura, A. (1986). Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A social-cognitive theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.
Bandura, A. (2003). L’Auto-Efficacité: le Sentiment d’Efficacité Personnelle. Paris: De Boeck.
Basque, M., & Bouchamma, Y (2013). Academic achievement in effective schools. The Alberta Journal of
Educational Research, 59(3), 503-519.
Bouchamma, Y. (2006). School principals’ perceptions of personal and professional efficacy with regards to
teacher supervision in New Brunswick. Journal of Educational Administration and Foundations, 17(2) 9-23.
Bouchamma, Y. (2007). Evaluating teaching personnel. Which model of supervision do Canadian teachers
prefer? Journal of Personnel Evaluation in Education, 18(4), 289-308.
Bouchamma, Y. (2011). Écoles efficaces: Quelles compétences des directions d’école en matière
d’accompagnement du personnel enseignant? Dans M. Moldoveanu (Ed.) Les Compétences des Acteurs de
l'Education, Éditions Peisaj (pp.19-36). Collection Cogito, Côte Saint-Luc, QC.
Bouchamma Y., Giguère, M., & April, D. (2017). Référentiel de Compétences d’un Superviseur Pédagogique:
S’autoformer et s’autoévaluer pour superviser individuellement et collectivement. Québec: Presses de l’Université
Laval. 350 pages.
Bouchamma, Y., Iancu H.-D., & Stanescu, M. (2008a). L'évaluation du personnel enseignant au Maroc, en
Haïti et en Roumanie: Similitudes et différences. Revue Stiinta Sportului, 6(67), 67-92.
Bouchamma, Y., Iancu, H.D., & Stanescu (2008b). Practices of pedagogical supervisors in Romania, Morocco
and Haiti. The Annals of the University ‘Dunarea de Jos’ of Galaţi. Physical Education and Sport Management,
Fascicle XV, 66-69.
Brassard, A., Cloutier, M., De Saedeleer, S., Corriveau, L., Fortin, R., Gélinas, A., & Savoie-Zajc, L. (2004).
Rapport à l’activité éducative et identité professionnelle chez les directeurs d’établissement des ordres
d’enseignement préscolaire et primaire. Revue des Sciences de l’Éducation, 30(3), 487-508.
Burch, P., & Spillane, J. P. (2003). Elementary school leadership strategies and subject matter: Reforming
mathematics and literacy instruction. The Elementary School Journal, 103(5), 519-535.
Cardin, J.-F., Falardeau, E., & Bidjang, S.-G. (2012). ‘Tout ça, pour ça…’. Le point de vue des enseignants
du primaire et du secondaire sur la réforme des programmes au Québec. Formation et Profession, 20(1), 9-22.
Clarke, D., & Hollingsworth, H. (2002). Elaborating a model of teacher professional growth. Teaching and
Teacher Education, 18(8), 947-967.
Clarke, P. A., & Fournillier, J. B. (2012). Action research, pedagogy, and activity theory: Tools facilitating
two instructors’ interpretations of the professional development of four preservice teachers. Teaching and
Teacher Education, 28(5), 649-660.
Coldren, A. F., & Spillane, J. P. (2007). Making connections to teaching practice: The role of boundary
practices in instructional leadership. Educational Policy, 21(2), 369-396.

112│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Dembélé, M., Goulet, S., Lapointe, P., & Deniger, M. A. (2013). Perspective Historique de la Construction du
Modèle Québécois de Gestion Scolaire Axée sur les Résultats. Brussels: De Boeck.
Devellis, R. F. (2003) Scale Development: Theory and applications (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications.
Duchesne, C., & Kane, R. (2010). Défis de l'insertion professionnelle et dispositifs d'encadrement. McGill
Journal of Education, 45(1), 63-80. doi: 10.7202/1000030ar
DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. E. (2004). Communautés d’Apprentissage Professionnelles: Méthodes d’amélioration du
rendement scolaire. Mission, BC: National Educational Service Canada.
George, D., & Mallery, P. (2001). SPSS for Windows. Step by step: A simple guide and reference (3rd ed.).
Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Gingras, C., & Mukamurera, J. (2008). S’insérer en enseignement au Québec lorsqu’on est
professionnellement précaire: Vers une compréhension du phénomène. Revue des Sciences de l'Éducation,
34(1), 203-222.
Glickman, C. D., Gordon, S. P., & Ross-Gordon, J. M. (2009). Supervision and Instructional Leadership: A
developmental approach. Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Goddard, R. D. (2001). Collective efficacy: A neglected construct in the study of schools and student
achievement. Journal of Educational Psychology, 93(3), 467-476.
Goddard, R. D. (2002). A theoretical and empirical analysis of the measurement of collective efficacy: The
development of a short form. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 62(1), 97-110.
Goddard, R. D., Hoy, W. K., & Hoy, A. W. (2000). Collective teacher efficacy: Its meaning, measure, and
impact on student achievement. American Education Research Journal, 37(2), 479-507.
Grissom, J. A., & Loeb, S. (2011). Triangulating principal effectiveness: How perspectives of parents,
teachers, and assistant principals identify the central importance of managerial skills. American Educational
Research Journal, 48(5), 1091-1123.
Guskey, T. R. (2002). Professional development and teacher change. Teachers and Teaching, 8(3), 381-391. doi:
10.1080/135406002100000512
Hallinger, P. (2005). Instructional leadership and the school principal: A passing fancy that refuses to fade
away. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 4(3), 221-239.
Holland, P. (2006). The case for expanding standards for teacher evaluation to include an instructional
supervision perspective. Journal of Personnel Evaluation in Education, 18(1), 67-77.
Hopkins, D. (2009). Every school a great school: Realising the potential of system leadership. In A.
Hargreaves, A. Lieberman, M. Fullan & D. Hopkins (Eds.), Second International Handbook of Educational
Change (pp. 741-764). Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer.
Hord, S. M., & Sommers, W. A. (2008). Leading Professional Learning Communities: Voices from research and
practice. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.
Horng, E. L., Klasik, D., & Loeb, S. (2010). Principal’s time use and school effectiveness. American Journal of
Education, 116(4), 491-523.
Jorro, A. (2007). Évaluation et Développement Professionnel. Paris: L’Harmattan.
Kalule, L., & Bouchamma, Y. (2013a). Supervisors’ perception of instructional supervision. International
Studies in Educational Administration (ISEA), 41(1), 89-104.

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

│ 113

Kalule, L., & Bouchamma, Y. (2013b). Teacher supervision practices: What do teachers think? International
Studies in Educational Administration, 40(3), 91-104.
Kalule, L., & Bouchamma, Y. (2014). Instructional supervision practices and perceptions of efficacy of
supervisors. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 26(1), 51-72.
Korthagen, F., & Vasalos, A. (2009, August). From reflection to presence and mindfulness: 30 years of
developments concerning the concept of reflection in teacher education. Paper presented at the 13th
Biennial Conference of the European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction (EARLI),
Amsterdam, Holland.
Lapointe, P., & Archambault, J. (2014). Regards sur la gestion éducative des directions d’établissement
d’enseignement primaire au Québec. In N. Garant & C. Letor (Eds.), Encadrement et Leadership. Nouvelles
pratiques en éducation et formation (pp. 35-42). Brussels: De Boeck.
Lapointe, P., Brassard, A., Garon, R., Girard, A., & Ramdé, P. (2011). La gestion des activités éducatives de
la direction et le fonctionnement de l’école primaire. Revue Canadienne de l’Éducation, 34(1), 179-214.
Leclerc, M., & Labelle, J. (2013). Au cœur de la réussite scolaire: Communauté d’apprentissage
professionnelle et autres types de communautés. Éducation et Francophonie, 41(2), 1-9.
Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2006). Transformational school leadership for large-scale reform: Effects on
students, teachers, and their classroom practices. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 17(2), 201-227.
Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2009). A review of empirical evidence about school size effects: A policy
perspective. Review of Educational Research, 79(1), 464-490.
Marshall, K. (2005). It’s time to rethink teacher supervision and evaluation. Phi Delta Kappan, 86(10), 727735.
Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS). (2008). La Formation à la Gestion d’un Établissement
d’Enseignement: Les orientations et les compétences professionnelles. Gouvernement du Québec.
Mukamurera, J., & Balleux, A. (2013). Malaise dans la profession enseignante et identité professionnelle en
mutation. Le cas du Québec. Recherche et Formation, 3(74), 57-70.
Mullen, C. A., & Hutinger, J. L. (2008). The principal’s role in fostering collaborative learning communities
through faculty study group development. Theory into Practice, 47(4), 276-285.
Neumerski, C. M. (2013). Rethinking instructional leadership. A review: What do we know about principal,
teacher, and coach instructional leadership, and where should we go from here? Educational Administration
Quarterly, 49(2), 310-347.
Newmann, F., King, B., & Youngs, P. (2000). Professional development that addresses school capacity:
Lessons from urban elementary schools. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American
Educational Research Association, New Orleans, LA.
Nolan, J. F. (1997). Can a supervisor be a coach? No. In J. Glanz & R. Neville (Eds.), Educational Supervision:
Perspectives, issues and controversies (pp. 100-112). Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon.
Nolan, J. F., & Hoover, L. A. (2011). Teacher Supervision and Evaluation: Theory into practice (3rd ed.). Hoboken,
NJ: Wiley.
Pont, B., Nusche, D., & Moorman, H. (2008). Améliorer la Direction des Établissements Scolaires, Vol. 1.
Politiques et pratiques. Organisation de coopération et de développement économiques (OCDE).

114│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Range, B. G., Young, S., & Hvidston, D. (2013). Teacher perceptions about observation conferences: What
do teachers think about their formative supervision in one US school district? School Leadership &
Management, 33(1), 61-77.
Robinson, V. M. J., Lloyd, C. A., & Rowe, K. J. (2008). The impact of leadership on student outcomes: An
analysis of the differential effects of leadership types. Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(5), 635-674.
Seashore Louis, K. (2006). Changing the culture of schools: Professional community, organizational
learning, and trust. Journal of School Leadership, 16(5), 477-489.
Sergiovanni, T. J., & Starratt, R. J. (2006). Supervision: A redefinition (8th ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill
Higher Education.
Spanneut, G. (2010). Professional learning communities, principals and collegial conversations. Kappa Delta
Pi Record, 46(3), 100-103.
Spillane, J. P., & Diamond, J. B (2007). A distributed perspective on and in practice. In J. P. Spillane & J. B
Diamond (Eds.), Distributed Leadership in Practice (pp. 146-166). New York, NY: Teachers College Press
Tardif, M. (2013). La Condition Enseignante au Québec du XIXe au XXIe Siècle. Une histoire cousue de fils rouges:
précarité, injustice et déclin de l’école publique. Québec, QC: Presses de l’Université Laval.
Tardif, M., & Borgès, C. (2014). Changes in teaching and collective teacher work: 1980-2010. Journal of
Education and Human Development, 3(1), 1-15.
Tian, J. (2016). La supervision du personnel enseignant: une étude comparative Québec-Chine,
Unpublished master's thesis, Laval University.
Tschannen-Moran, M., & Barr, M. (2004). Fostering student learning: The relationship of collective teacher
efficacy and student achievement. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 3(3), 189-209.
Tyagi, R. S. (2010). School-based instructional supervision and the effective professional development of
teachers. Journal of Comparative and International Education 40(1), 111-125.
Walker, A., & Dimmock, C. (2000). Mapping the way ahead: Leading educational leadership into the
globalised world. School Leadership & Management, 20(2), 227-233.
Witterholt, M., Goedhart, M., Suhre, C., & van Streun, A. (2012). The interconnected model of professional
growth as a means to assess the development of a mathematics teacher. Teaching and Teacher Education,
28(5), 661-674.
Zepeda, S. (2007). The Principal as Instructional Leader: A handbook for supervisors (2nd ed.). Larchmont, NY:
Eye on Education.

Author Details
Yamina Bouchamma
Department of Foundations and Practices in Education
Faculty of Education
Laval University, Québec, Qc
Email: yamina.bouchamma@fse.ulaval.ca

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Jiafan Tian
Department of Foundations and Practices in Education
Faculty of Education
Laval University, Québec, Qc
Email: jiafan.tian.1@ulaval.ca
Daniel April
Department of Foundations and Practices in Education
Faculty of Education
Laval University, Québec, Qc
Email: daniel.april.1@ulaval.ca
Marc Basque
Department of Education and Kinesiology
Moncton University, Edmundston, New Brunswick, Canada
Email: marc.basque@umoncton.ca

│ 115

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

│ 117

The Influence of a Principal’s Length of
Service on Elementary School Academic
Performance: A Study of One
Northeastern USA State
Gerard Babo and Kerry L. Postma

Abstract: This study explored the influence of an elementary school principal’s length of service on
student performance in Language Arts Literacy (LAL) and Mathematics as measured by a mandated
high stakes assessment in one state in the United States. One hundred and seventy-two elementary
principals were randomly selected from a cross section of economically diverse public school districts in
the State of New Jersey and their overall school assessment performance data were analyzed. Results
indicated that a principal’s length of service does significantly influence student performance in both
Mathematics and Language Arts Literacy when controlling for specific demographic indicators that
previous research has identified as influencing student achievement. In general, the longer a principal
serves in the position the more positive an influence he/she has on the school’s overall student academic
achievement.
Keywords: principal longevity, principal attrition, principal turnover, student achievement,
leadership

Introduction
Leadership is crucial to the success of any organization, and schools are no exception.
Research has firmly established that a principal has a significant effect, whether direct or
indirect, on school performance (Boberg & Bourgeois 2016; Branch, Hanushek & Rivkin 2013;
Brockmeier, Starr, Green, Pate & Leech 2013; Coelli & Green 2012; Day, Gu & Sammons 2016;
Dumay, Boonen & Van Damme 2013; Egodawatte 2012; Finnigan 2012; Fletcher, Grimley,
Greenwood & Parkhill 2013; Kythreotis, Pashiardis & Kyriakides 2010; Leithwood & Azah
2017; Leithwood, Seashore-Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004; Miller 2013; Mulford & Silins
2011; Palmer, Hermond & Gardiner 2014; Sebastian & Allensworth 2012; Sebastian, Huang &
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Allensworth 2017; Silva, White & Yoshida 2011; Supovitz, Sirinides & May 2010; Supriadi &
Yusof 2015; Wahyuddin 2017; Waters, Marzano & McNulty 2003; Woods & Martin 2016). The
influence of the principal on student achievement has even been quantified by some.
According to a study of 7,420 Texas principals, exceptional principals can affect an increase of
‘as much as seven additional months in a single year’ beyond that of their less effective
colleagues (Branch et al. 2013: 64). In a review of research on the effect of school leaders on
student outcomes, Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005) concluded that the leadership
behavior of the principal contributes 25 per cent to the academic achievement of the students
in the school. While few studies boast of a direct effect on student achievement by the
principal (Day et al. 2016; Kythreotis et al. 2010; Silva et al. 2011), research on the indirect
effects of principal leadership abounds. Learning climate and teacher behaviors are the two
main areas through which a principal’s impact on student achievement is demonstrated
(Boberg & Bourgeois 2016; Day et al. 2016; Dumay et al. 2013; Egodawatte 2012; Finnigan 2012;
Fletcher et al. 2013; Kythreotis et al. 2010; Leithwood & Azah 2017; Mulford & Silins 2011;
Palmer et al. 2014; Sebastian & Allensworth 2012; Sebastian et al. 2017; Supovitz et al. 2010;
Supriadi & Yusof 2015; Woods & Martin 2016). Whether by direct or indirect means, a
principal is clearly an important and contributing force in the daily life of a public school
student (Leithwood et al. 2004).
Given the sizable impact that principals have on student achievement, the issue of principal
retention becomes one of major concern. Although over a dozen countries report difficulty
with principal recruitment (Pont, Nusche & Moorman 2008), a majority of the literature on
frequent principal turnover is focused on the United States. The inability of the U.S. to retain
principals for any considerable length of time may be due to the unique burdens on American
principals. Monumental broad systemic changes and policy initiatives in America’s public
schools since 2000 brought on by the No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Race to the Top and Every
Student Succeeds Act legislation in combination with the adoption of the Common Core
Curriculum and the PARCC assessment, have contributed to creating additional challenges
for today’s school building principals. When we include the changes to many of America’s
state teacher tenure laws, in addition to the substantive mandated revisions to teacher
evaluation procedures and protocols implemented over the past five years, the challenges
addressed on a daily basis by most school building principals appear to be almost
insurmountable. In point of fact, some researchers and educational policy makers posit that
the current job responsibilities of a building principal in the United States have become almost
unsustainable (Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe & Orr 2010).
Consequently, it is not surprising to learn that in the U.S., one in five principals leave their
school after just one year (Burkhauser, Gates, Hamilton & Ikemoto 2012). This turnover has
negative consequences concerning student achievement (Béteille, Kalogrides & Loeb 2012).
Moreover, principal turnover appears to be occurring more often in districts with the greatest
need, which helps to contribute to the achievement challenges and perpetuates systemic
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educational equity issues (Burkhauser et al. 2012). Studies are now also indicating that
principal turnover has the possibility of becoming an issue not only in these more demanding
high needs school districts but also in many school districts in general in the U.S., regardless
of their location (Burkhauser et al. 2012).
Nearly a quarter of the country's principals leave their schools each year (Harris Interactive
2013), and nearly half of all newly hired principals quit prior to or during their third year of
service (Fuller & Young 2008). In a survey of 500 American principals, 33 per cent of the
leaders reported that they were likely to leave their job for another profession within the next
five years (Harris Interactive 2013). This troubling exodus of school leadership makes it even
more difficult and complicated for public school districts to not only adequately meet the
demands of both new state and federal mandates, but more importantly to initiate, maintain
and sustain comprehensive school improvement efforts, specifically in high needs districts.
It seems intuitive that staff turnover, in particular a high rate of it, influences the productivity
of an organization, specifically schools and school districts. In fact, a growing body of current
educational research in this area substantiates the negative effect of teacher turnover on
student achievement in addition to its impact on the overall educational climate and culture
of a particular school (Ronfeldt, Loeb & Wyckoff 2013). Guin (2004) reported that schools
where the annual teacher turnover rate is high have difficulty in developing and maintaining
effective and productive professional relationships among teachers, which is essential to
organizational productivity, growth and change. This low rate of teacher renewal makes the
planning and advancement of new curricular initiatives extremely challenging, which
inevitably negatively influences student efficacy. What makes these findings even more
troubling is that these high turnover rates typically plague poor, over-crowded urban school
districts.
Ronfeldt et al. (2013) confirm these findings in their five-year study of 600,000 fourth and fifth
grade students in the city of New York. Their findings indicate that students in schools with
high rates of teacher turnover perform lower in both Mathematics and Language Arts
Literacy. These results are exacerbated in schools where a high percentage of the student
population is low performing African-American students. Their results indicate that high
rates of teacher turnover have more of a disturbing effect than simply compromising the
overall quality of the teaching staff.
Alsbury (2008) reports that some educational researchers find that leadership instability at the
building level can negatively influence not only the school’s climate but also the academic
performance of its students. Mascall and Leithwood (2010) confirm this negative effect as it
primarily relates to school culture. In reviewing ten years of data on 1,023 Georgia schools,
Brockmeier et al. (2013) found that ‘as the length of a principal’s tenure at a school increased,
the school’s mean scale scores [on the state competency test] increased’ (p. 49). Miller (2013)
looked at 12 years’ worth of school data in North Carolina and found that with the exodus of
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the building principal, school performance trends downward for two years before it begins
to rebound again over the next three years after a new principal has been assigned. This
finding suggests that either 1) the departure of a current sitting principal has an overall
negative influence on the school and/or 2) that the drop in school efficacy could be the result
of the current assigned principal so the need for his/her removal is necessitated. Regardless,
in the two years immediately following the departure of a building principal, teacher turnover
increases and school performance drops. These overall ‘findings imply that caution is
necessary in estimating the effect of principal transitions’ (Miller 2013: 71).
In their study of new principals in the Texas public schools, Fuller and Young (2009) maintain
that in order for a school to improve it is imperative that the principal remain in position for
a number of successive years in order for the school to realize any substantial progress.
Quality school building principals not only influence school culture and educational vision
and expectations but they also make sure to secure and properly allocate needed resources
while making sure that all those involved in the process are held accountable. In other words,
school principals are integral in developing and maintaining sustainability for educational
initiatives that make a difference in the lives of school children (Bambara, Goh, Kern & Caskie
2012; Strickland-Cohen, McIntosh & Horner 2014).

Problem Statement
Subsequently, since school reform research posits the imperative for both high quality and
stable organizational leadership if schools are going to be successful (Béteille et al. 2012), then
the need to better understand the influence of school building leadership continuity appears
warranted. Additionally, if the trend in principal mobility and/or attrition continues to trend
upward, a better understanding of how this tendency influences both student and school
performance is essential. Consequently, the influence of leadership continuity as defined and
measured by a principal’s length of service in a school building needs to be explored and
better understood and to date, not much has been done in this area (Fuller & Young 2009).
Empirical studies on this topic are minimal.

Purpose and Research Question
Therefore, the primary purpose of this study was to determine if the aggregate length of time
a principal serves in his/her school might influence overall student academic performance.
Accordingly, this study addressed the following research question: What influence, if any,
does a New Jersey elementary school principal’s length of service have on his/her school’s
overall student academic performance in Language Arts Literacy and Mathematics as
measured by the 2014 state-mandated New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge
(NJASK)?
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Method
The unit of analysis for this study was elementary school. Based on the State of New Jersey’s
district factor group (DFG) classification (a quasi-socio-economic rating scale), a
representative proportional random sampling of 172 schools was selected from an overall
population of approximately 700 New Jersey elementary schools. The sample was made up
of 67 elementary schools from low-income districts (39 per cent), 45 from medium income
districts (26.2 per cent) and 60 from high-income districts (34.9 per cent). All pertinent school
demographic data were obtained through the New Jersey Department of Education’s
(NJDOE) School Performance Report website.
The dependent/outcome variable for this study was aggregate student performance at the
level of school on both the Language Arts Literacy and Mathematics sections of the 2014
NJASK. The independent/predictor variables for the study were selected based on a review
of the literature. The Coleman Report (1966) found that socioeconomic status (SES) was the
primary factor influencing student achievement (Coleman et al. 1966), and studies in recent
years have confirmed the strength of its impact (Abrams & Kong 2012; Lytton & Pyryt 1998;
Sirin 2005). Research has also established that school size (Fowler & Walberg 1991; Jewell
1989), school attendance (Balfanz & Byrnes 2012; Hinz, Kapp & Snapp 2003; Lamdin 1996;
Parke & Kanyongo 2012; Ready 2010; Romero & Lee 2007), and student suspension rate
(Noltemeyer, Ward & Mcloughlin 2015) have a significant effect on student achievement. In
addition, in the United States, there is a known achievement gap for students who are
classified as ‘special education’ or in need of supportive educational services (Stevens,
Schulte, Elliott, Nese & Tindal 2015; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine & Garza 2006) and
also those who are ‘limited English proficient’ (Strickland & Alvermann 2004; Thomas &
Collier 2002). The independent/predictor variable of interest in this study, principal tenure or
length of service, has also been identified in the research as a factor influencing student
achievement (Brockmeier et al. 2013; Coelli & Green 2012; Miller 2013; Mulford & Silins 2011).
Data on each of the following independent/predictor variables were obtained from the
NJDOE website for each school in the sample: 1) percentage of total student body considered
economically disadvantaged (% ED); 2) school size (TotSchPop); 3) chronic absenteeism or the
per cent of the total school population considered to be chronically absent as defined by
NJDOE criteria (ChronAbs); 4) percentage of total student body classified as special needs (%
SPED); 5) percentage of total student body considered limited English proficient (% LEP); and
6) school suspension rate. Principal length of service (P-LOS) was obtained and recorded via
separate telephone inquiries. Each school from the randomized sample was telephoned and
queried as to the current sitting principal’s length of service and recorded.
Data were then entered into SPSS and analyzed using two hierarchical multiple regression
(HMR) analyses, where the dependent/outcome variables were LAL and Mathematics
performance on the 2014 NJASK. The data collected represented the aggregate per cent of the
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school’s total student body that achieved proficiency or advanced proficiency on the
particular subject assessment. The HMR models were manually constructed as a four-step
model based on theoretical considerations, as is the recommended practice for HMR (Field
2013). Principal length of service (P-LOS), the variable of most interest, was entered in Step 1.
The following step entries were constructed based on what was assumed to be the most
influential variable(s) on student assessment performance as identified through the literature
(Abrams & Kong 2012; Balfanz & Byrnes 2012; Brockmeier et al. 2013; Coelli & Green 2012;
Coleman et al. 1966; Fowler & Walberg 1991; Hinz et al. 2003; Jewell 1989; Lamdin 1996; Lytton
& Pyryt 1998; Miller 2013; Mulford & Silins 2011; Noltemeyer et al. 2015; Parke & Kanyongo
2012; Ready 2010; Romero & Lee 2007; Sirin 2005; Stevens et al. 2015; Strickland & Alvermann
2004; Thomas & Collier 2002; Wagner et al. 2006). One minor limitation to this study is that
grade span for each of the elementary schools was not accurately accounted for. The aggregate
per cent proficient in each of the respective subject areas per school are based on a myriad of
grade span configurations (i.e., K-3, K-4, K-5, K-6, 3-5, 3-6, etc.). However, state testing is only
attributable to grades 3–6. There are no state-mandated assessments for students in grades K–
2.

Results and Findings
Language Arts
Table 1 displays the results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for overall
school performance on the Language Arts Literacy section of the 2014 NJASK. When principal
length of service (P-LOS) was entered by itself in Step 1 of the analysis it significantly
predicted LAL achievement (F (1, 159) = 7.306, p <.008) with an R 2 = .044, indicating that 4.4
per cent of the variance in an elementary school’s LAL performance can be explained by the
Step 1 model.
Table 1: Hierarchical multiple regression analysis on 2014 NJASK Language Arts Literacy
aggregate per cent proficient
Variables

B

SEB

Β

Step 1
P-LOS

.996

.368

.210**

P-LOS

.620

.166

.130***

% ED

-.537

.021

-.878***

Step 2

R2

Adj. R2

.044**

.038

.808***

.805
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Step 3
P-LOS

.535

.163

.113***

% ED

-.519

.026

-.847***

TotSchPop

.008

.004

.074*

ChronAbs

-.319

.125

-.104**

P-LOS

.523

.155

.110***

% ED

-.503

.030

-.821***

TotSchPop

.006

.004

.058

ChronAbs

-.260

.129

-.084*

% SPED

-.497

.123

-.136***

% LEP

-.044

.085

-.021

Suspension Rate

-.271

.196

-.057

Constant

88.57

2.939

Step 4

.823**

.818

.842***

.835

│ 123

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
As the remaining control variables were entered in each subsequent step of the regression
analysis, principal length of service (P-LOS) remained a significant contributor throughout
each of the models. The Step 4 model included all variables and significantly predicted LAL
achievement, (F(7, 153) = 116.54, p < .001) with an R 2 = .842, indicating 84.2 per cent of the
variance in an elementary school’s LAL performance can be explained by the Step 4 model
with all predictor variables included in the model. The variables that contributed significantly
to the explained variance in Step 4 were P-LOS (1.2 per cent), chronic absenteeism (.7 per cent),
% SPED (1.8 per cent) and the strongest contributor to the model, percentage of the school
enrollment identified as economically disadvantaged (% ED), which contributed 67 per cent.
The positive beta value for P-LOS (β = .110) indicates that as a principal’s length of service
increases, the per cent proficient on the LAL section of the state assessment increases.
Conversely, negative betas for % SPED (β = -.136), chronic absenteeism (β = -.084) and % ED
(β = -.821), indicate that as the per cent of each of these predictor variables increases, overall
school LAL proficiency performance decreases. Multicollinearity was not found to be an issue
for all four models with tolerance values all within the accepted threshold, greater than 1 – R2
(Leech, Barrett & Morgan 2015) and all were greater than .2 (Menard 1995 as cited in Field
2013).
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Mathematics
Table 2 displays the results from the HMR analysis for overall school performance on the
Mathematics section of the 2014 NJASK. When principal length of service (P-LOS) was
entered by itself in Step 1 of the analysis, it significantly predicted Mathematics achievement
(F (1, 159) = 7.444, p <.007) with an R2 = .045, indicating that 4.5 per cent of the variance in an
elementary school’s Mathematics performance can be explained by the Step 1 model.
Table 2: Hierarchical multiple regression analysis for 2014 NJASK Mathematics aggregate per
cent proficient
Variables

B

SEB

Β

.847

.310

.211**

Step 1
P-LOS
Step 2
P-LOS

.559

.183

.140**

% ED

-.411

.024

-.796***

Step 3
P-LOS

.461

.173

.115**

% ED

-.412

.027

-.798***

TotSchPop

.016

.004

.183***

ChronAbs

-.269

.133

-.104*

P-LOS

.449

.160

.112**

% ED

-.434

.031

-.842***

TotSchPop

.013

.004

.147***

ChronAbs

-.102

.132

-.039

% SPED

-.380

.126

-.123**

% LEP

.236

.088

.135**

Suspension Rate

-.470

.201

-.118*

Constant

90.78

3.022

Step 4

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

R2

Adj. R2

.045**

.039

.674***

.670

.718***

.711

.765***

.754
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As the remaining control variables were entered in each subsequent step of the regression
analysis, principal length of service (P-LOS) remained a significant contributor throughout
each of the models. The Step 4 model included all variables and significantly predicted
Mathematics achievement (F (7, 153) = 71.19, p < .001) with an R 2 = .765, indicating 76.5 per
cent of the variance in an elementary school’s Mathematics performance on the 2014 NJASK
can be explained by the Step 4 model.
The variables that contributed significantly to the explained variance in the Step 4 model were
P-LOS (1.3 per cent), total school population (2.3 per cent), % SPED (1.5 per cent), % LEP (1.8
per cent), suspension rate (1.4 per cent) and again, the strongest contributor to the model,
% ED (70.9 per cent). The positive beta value for Principal LOS (β = .112) indicates that as a
principal’s length of service increases, the per cent proficient on the Mathematics section of
the 2014 NJASK increases. Interestingly, the positive betas for both % LEP (β = .135) and total
school population (β = .147) indicate that as each of these variables increases, so does overall
school performance in Mathematics. Conversely, negative betas for % SPED (β = -.123),
suspension rate (β = -.118) and % ED (β = -.842), indicate that as the per cent of each of these
predictor variables increases, overall school Mathematics proficiency performance decreases.
Again, multicollinearity was not found to be an issue for all four models with tolerance values
all within the acceptable thresholds, as previously defined under the Language Arts Literacy
results section.

Conclusions and Discussion
The findings reported here suggest that a significant association does exist between principal
length of service and overall student performance on the New Jersey mandated assessment.
Even though the association is small, 1.2 per cent in LAL and 1.3 per cent in Mathematics, it
is still significant when accounting for the influence of other historically significant
demographic variables on student achievement.
Considering that 12 per cent of first year principals in high needs school districts leave after
one year on the job and 11 per cent after two years (Burkhauser et al. 2012), the findings
reported here might then be of some interest to both school district leaders and the profession
in general. If research continues to confirm that competent school principals promote the
success of the nation’s public school children, then providing them with the appropriate preservice training in addition to continued support and professional development after they
assume a principal’s position, as has been suggested by some (Burkhauser et al. 2012), is
paramount if they are going to continue in the position long enough to make a difference in
the lives of school children. Additionally, understanding the reasons as to why principal
turnover is becoming an increasing problem, specifically in urban schools, is essential if we
want to provide our most economically challenged students with a stable and productive
learning environment in which they can be successful.
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It is the hope that this study can augment much of the research completed since 1996 by
groups such as the Wallace Foundation and the RAND Corporation that have contributed
empirical evidence supporting the fact that principals are major contributors to student
academic success. The adoption, promotion and continuous development of a national set of
leadership standards in America (CCSSO 2008; NPBEA 2015) in addition to the identification
of ‘key competencies’ (Wallace Foundation 2013: 6) that define specific proficiencies necessary
for all building principals, underscores just how important the school building leader is to
student success. In general, these competencies or standards address a wide-ranging set of
skills, behaviors and dispositions that include vision, organizational climate, teacher
leadership development, equity for all, improving instruction, successfully managing people
and information and developing effective instructional infrastructures. Successfully
maintaining and sustaining all these constructs requires a continuous and persistent effort by
a public school principal if they are to become ubiquitous to a particular school and
potentially influence the overall success of that school and the children that attend and inhabit
it.
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Leadership in Uncertain Times
Lawrie Drysdale and David Gurr

Abstract: In times of great change, complexity, and uncertainty, school leaders are challenged to adapt
and navigate their way through the tide of internal and external forces to create the best positive outcome
for students and the school community. While this is essentially a conceptual paper, it is framed as a
research informed analysis of key capabilities that leaders will need to draw on in times of uncertainty.
It draws on both the business and education literature as well as our own observations from our
research. We propose that there are domains of practice that will remain key for school leaders into the
foreseeable future. Seven domains are outlined: understanding the context, setting direction, developing
the organisation, developing people, improving teaching and learning, influencing, and leading self. To
accommodate to the multitude of changes, we suggest that school leaders should review and adapt the
underlying capabilities that shape each domain. While the paper cannot explore all the capabilities that
may exist, we identify numerous key capabilities that are likely to lead to a positive outcome for the
students and the school.
Keywords: leadership, capabilities, change, leadership practices

Introduction
In times of change and uncertainty, leaders constantly need to review their leadership. We
argue that despite the many writers who advocate that leaders need to re-invent themselves
in times of change, there are practices that are likely to remain constant whereas the
capabilities that underpin these practices can change. We have for some time used a sevendomain framework to help order our knowledge base about educational leadership:
understanding the context, setting direction, developing the organisation, developing people,
improving teaching and learning, influencing, and leading self. In this paper we explore these
seven fundamental domains which are important in any school context, and identify key
capabilities that underpin each domain that are most likely to sustain school success in times
of uncertainly. We argue that while these generic leadership domains endure over time, the
capabilities that underpin these need to be reviewed and where appropriate re-shaped. We
draw on both the educational administration and business management literature, and our
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own research from the International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) to inform
our thinking and shape our views.

Leadership in a Changing Environment
It appears that we have lived in a period of uncertainty and transformational change for a
long time. Johansen (2012) called this the VUCA horizon of volatility, uncertainty, complexity
and ambiguity. From the 1950s Peter Drucker informed us that society and organisations were
changing in ways that we had not experienced before. He continually reminded us of this in
every decade following with titles such as: The New Society (1950); The Age of Discontinuity
(1968); The Unseen Revolution (1976); Managing in Turbulent Times (1980); Post-Capitalist Society
(1993); Managing in a Time of Great Change (1995); and Managing in the Next Society (2002). In
1970 Alvin Toffler rocked the western world with his publication Future Shock. He claimed
that we lived in a chaotic world in which individuals and entire societies perceived we were
experiencing too much change in too short a time. Over the years many business writers such
as Hamel (2007, 2012), Hamel and Prahahalad (1994), Kotter (2014), and Peters (1991, 1992,
2003) have written about the changes in the environment that have challenged leaders to
adapt their practices. Covey (2004: 105) likened this environment to permanent white water:
… we live in a constant, churning, changing environment. In turbulent white water,
every single person must have something inside them that guides their decisions. They
must independently understand the purpose and guiding principles of the team or
organization.
In education there have been similar predictions. Leithwood and Riehl (2003, 2005) argued
that the external and internal environments were far more challenging than in previous
decades and they listed the numerous changes and challenges within schools as well as the
challenges in the broader educational context. Mulford and Edmunds (2010) described the
Australian education context as a complex, challenging and changing landscape, with schools
being influenced by advances in science and technology, changes in demography,
globalisation, and pressures on the environment. They argued that school leaders needed to
respond to these forces by making a choice between competing pressures created by the
forces, broadening what counts as good schooling, and ensuring that school processes were
consistent with both these needs.
Caldwell and Loader (2010) conducted research in 2009 to explore the concept of futurefocused schools and concluded that there needed to be a balance between future, present and
past orientations. Beare (2006) painted a picture of profound educational change and
predicted radical transformations. In previous papers (Gurr 2010, 2015a; Gurr & Drysdale
2015) we have identified current significant trends and changes that were likely to impact the
future educational landscape, such as more personalised, authentic and connected learning.
Gurr (2010, 2015a) argued that teachers will have an enhanced role through greater expertise
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in understanding the complexity of learning, constructing and co-constructing complex
learning experiences, and working collegially within and across schools. Learning
technologies will become ubiquitous promoting connectivity, state-of-the-art learning
experiences, and timely and comprehensive feedback. Building design will promote
engagement, collaboration and connection. Schools will be more joyful and humane places,
and have an enhanced place in our sense of community. Autonomous, self-governing schools
will be common, with systems and governments providing curriculum and accountability
frameworks within which schools will operate, but minimal involvement in the running of
schools. This is not a comprehensive list, and there is nothing particularly disruptive that will
lead to a major transformation in schools, but the trends do suggest an enhanced version of
what we currently known as the typical school experience. Leading in this environment will
likely look similar to now, but there are several issues that need to be considered such as who
will be involved, and are there other ways of thinking about how people work together in
schools? We will explore these questions later in the paper.
Whether the changes are any faster today is debatable (The Economist 2015), however, the
changes may be more complex and unpredictable; Johansen (2012) claims that VUCA has
become more threatening than ever. Over the next 20 years it is likely the world will be even
more complex and so we agree with writers of change that leaders need to adapt and there
will certainly be a tipping point where, if we don’t change, organisations will likely become
obsolete or irrelevant. Yet despite this we argue that there are key capabilities that underpin
seven domains of educational leadership that provide guidance and surety for school leaders.
In the next section we outline the seven domains of educational leadership that we claim
continue to underpin successful educational leadership, and we identify the capabilities that
will likely work in times of uncertainty. Not all the capabilities are new and many have been
part of the tool kit for some time; however, they require continuous review and adaption. We
argue for realistic foundational capabilities that underpin the practices that can enhance our
ability to navigate in times of uncertainty rather than having to turn leaders into superheroes
of change.

Seven Domains of Educational Leadership
We have for some time used a seven-part framework to help order our knowledge-base about
educational leadership. It draws on several well-known ideas and fits with our own research
on successful school leadership and middle level leadership and is shown diagrammatically
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The University of Melbourne Masters in Educational Management Leadership
Framework
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Central to this framework are interpretations of four key ideas for leadership that have been
explored, developed and championed in Leithwood’s research and collaborations over the
past two decades and which include setting direction, developing people, redesigning the
organisation and improving the instructional program (e.g. Leithwood, Day, Sammons,
Harris & Hopkins 2006; Leithwood & Riehl 2003, 2005; Leithwood & Sun 2012). The
International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) that we have been a part of since
inception confirmed that these were important attributes of successful principals (Day &
Leithwood 2007). Whilst confirming these ideas, the ISSPP has also extended them to include
such aspects as strategic problem solving, articulating a set of core ethical values, building
trust and being visible in the school, building a safe and secure environment, introducing
productive forms of instruction to staff, and coalition building. Within this project these ideas
have been used as a conceptual framework in many of the case studies for identifying
successful leadership practices (e.g. Ylimaki & Jacobson 2011). They can also be observed in
many of the cases such as those contained in an edited collection of cases (e.g. Day & Gurr
2014; Gurr & Day 2014). Based on our research within the ISSPP and our wider research, we
have modified these four ideas to become setting direction, developing people, leading
change and leading teaching and learning. The two changes we have made reflect the
importance of an orientation to change in successful principals (e.g. Drysdale, Goode & Gurr
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2011) and the importance of actively leading improvement in teaching and learning (e.g.
Robinson 2006). Successful school leaders tend to have a long-term view of education, and
they have the skills to bring a school community together to establish an agreed direction.
They are able to articulate a vision for ten or more years, and make sense of this so that school
communities not only understand what is happening in the present, but also how this fits
with the future progress of the school. These leaders are people-centred. They help people to
develop, and in more senior leadership roles the focus is mainly on developing the adults in
the school. They are good at leading change and putting in place the organisational aspects
that will lead to sustained success. Successful school leaders know about good curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment, and how to help improve teaching and learning in their school.
To these four areas of practice there are at least three other areas that help promote school
success. Leaders understand that ultimately they are responsible for their own professional
development. In the Australian context we (Gurr & Drysdale 2015) have described how
leadership development in the Australian context relies on self-development, albeit within a
framework of expanded resources and opportunities at system and service levels. They are
proactive in their development and restless for new ideas. They also understand that
leadership is about influencing the behaviours of others in a deliberate process that leads to
behaviour change. Finally, they understand the multiple contexts in which their school exists,
and they are able to respond to, and influence, these contexts. They become a storyteller and
sense maker to help others understand the place of a school in a complicated set of contexts.
In the following sections we explore each of the seven domains: understanding the broader
context; setting direction; developing people; developing the organisation; leading teaching
and learning, leading self, and influencing others. In exploring these domains we outline key
capabilities that leaders will need in a VUCA environment. While we look at each domain
separately, it is important to note that in reality they are interrelated. For the purposes of this
paper we have constructed a framework (Figure 2) that includes the seven domains and the
associated capabilities for each domain. Student outcomes are featured in the centre circle
because it is central to the purpose of schooling. Figure 2 shows the domains to be of equal
value when in fact they may be of different strengths or weighting depending on the context
and needs of the school. Adjacent to each domain in the outer circle we have identified a
number of capabilities that we believe underpin the domain. We define a capability as the
intersection between the terms ‘capacity’ and ‘ability’. The Australian Curriculum General
Capabilities (www.acara.edu.au/curriculum/general-capabilities) define a capability as
knowledge, skills, behaviours and dispositions.
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Figure 2: Leadership Domains and Capabilities Framework
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Understanding the Context
We know that context does matter in terms of educational success (e.g. Teese & Polesel 2003).
However, when successful principals are considered, they seem to be able to adapt, use and
influence context to foster success; they are not constrained by context. In reviewing ISSPP
contributions from several countries new to the ISSPP as part of a special journal issue,
Drysdale (2011) found that whilst context impacted on what successful leaders did, across
different country contexts successful principals were found to be adaptive and reflective, and
able to learn from their practice and experience to ensure school success. Early in the story of
the ISSPP, Day (2005: 68) noted they demonstrated the ability to:
… not be confined by the contexts in which they work. They do not comply, subvert,
or overtly oppose. Rather they actively mediate and moderate within a set of core
values and practices which transcend narrowly conceived improvement agendas.
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Therefore understanding the context seems to be important for leadership success. In this
section we focus on three capabilities that will help school leaders respond to context: sense
making, analysing the context, and courage to overcome the context.

Sense Making
The challenge for school leaders is to make sense of complex contexts and changing
environments. Weick (1979, 1995) described sense making as the ability or attempt to make
sense of an ambiguous situation. With all the forces impacting on schools, leaders need to
decide what is important, and to know what trends are fundamentally reshaping education
rather than merely dealing with the moths that flutter around a light. We suggest that one
approach in making sense of the context is to speculate on what we know and don’t know in
order to cut through the clutter.

Analysing the Context
In 2002 the US Secretary of Defence, Donald Rumsfeld, gave what has been described as his
most famous quote (Graham 2014; Rumsfeld 2011):
… there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there
are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know.
But there are also unknown unknowns – the ones we don't know we don't know. (U.S.
Department of Defense 2002: np)
Rumsfeld was reinforcing the point that we live in an age of uncertainty and challenged
leaders to consider alternative views or frames to make sense of organisational contexts.
Whilst not referenced as such, Rumsfeld was actually referring to the Johari Window
articulated by Luft and Ingham (1995) and designed to help people understand their
relationships to others. In this sense-making model, Luft and Ingham proposed that we have
aspects which are known and unknown in relation to self and others. Schematically this is
described in Figure 3.
Figure 3: Luft and Ingham’s Johari Window
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Organisationally, leaders can use this framework to consider what is known and unknown
about their organisation and context. We can illustrate this through considering a case study
of a school that has been transformed (Longmuir, Gurr & Drysdale 2015). In this case the
principal, David (pseudonym) was appointed to Tilverton College at a time when the school
was facing possible closure with a declining enrolment, poor reputation in the community
and, most importantly, lower than expected student learning outcomes; these facts were
known by the school and community (known knowns). David saw a great opportunity to
make radical changes to the school. Perhaps naively, he was not daunted by the task. There
were issues with student, parent and staff attitudes to the school, the community had largely
abandoned the school, the building and grounds were looking tired, and there were three
secondary schools within four kilometres that were more highly regarded. These were issues
that emerged once David got to know the school (unknown known). David had ambitious
plans for the school (known unknown). There was a sense of being able to do anything as to
do nothing was going to mean the school would close. Empowering students through a
student-centred and personalised approach were some of the ideas. Eight years on there have
been so many changes that they can only be made sense of by looking back (unknown
unknown). These changes have been led by David’s restlessness for new ideas, his desire to
empower students to be in control of their learning and through the interactions with people
as the school develops. Year seven enrolments have increased 500 per cent, and so there are
not only more students, but there has been a need to constantly employ new teaching and
non-teaching staff. The melting pot of ideas, new students, parents and staff has created a
dynamic environment that would have been difficult to fully envisage at the start of the
improvement journey. What has been constant is David’s desire to create a student-focused,
and excellent learning environment, to allow students to achieve any possibility.
As the school progresses, it would be useful for David to consider the Johari Window to drive
the next stage of development. He could consider aspects such as understanding what the
school now stands for (known known), how the students and community view the school
(unknown known), what ideas he or his key staff have about the school (known unknown),
and whether there might be disruptive innovations or context changes that could impact on
the school (unknown unknown).

Courage to Overcome the Context
Sometimes school leaders find themselves in difficult contexts. As a leader there is a choice to
be overwhelmed by the context or to try and shape the context to promote school success. In
the play, Mrs. Warren's Profession, George Bernard Shaw (1902/2016: np) said:
People are always blaming their circumstances for what they are. I don’t believe in
circumstances. The people who get on in this world are the people who get up and
look for the circumstances they want, and if they can’t find them, make them.
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We argue that to be successful, leaders must master the context. Bennis (2015) argued that
good leaders conquer their context no matter how chaotic and disruptive. They find their way
around the circumstances or alter their circumstances. In our research (ISSPP), we have
consistently identified courage as a key quality. In the face of significant change, and in many
instances adversity, principals have shown capability to not only survive, but to thrive. We
have labelled these principals post heroic leaders (Drysdale, Bennett, Murakami, Johansson
& Gurr 2014) because they are heroic and show courage, determination and moral purpose in
what they do, but they do not stand alone as they ensure others are part of the improvement
journey. Courage and determination have been shown in our research to be key qualities in
dealing with the context and not being subverted by circumstances.

Setting Direction
There is general agreement that knowing where you are going is the cornerstone of success
for both individuals and organisations (e.g. Robinson 2008). Most definitions of leadership
include setting direction as a key function (Leithwood & Riehl 2003, 2005). Setting direction
is often used as a synonym for vision. In a VUCA world, setting direction is no easy matter.
In this environment it is possible to push new frontiers only to realise you are heading in the
wrong direction. In an article About Leadership for Learning, Gurr (2010) commences with the
quote from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland where Alice meets the Cheshire cat and asks
for direction. He replies by asking Alice where she wanted to get to. She replies that it does
not matter. He responds again by saying that then it does not matter which way you go. Again
she responds by saying ‘so long as I get SOMEWHERE’. In the article Gurr outlines future
perspectives and suggests that schools need to construct their own leadership structure so
that they don’t have to ask the Cheshire cats.
To overcome the challenge of setting direction we suggest the following capabilities: strategic
risk taking, having a moral compass, and engaging in scenario planning as opposed to
forecasting.

Strategic Risk Taking
Taking strategic risks is essential for sound management. We cannot move forward without
taking risks or challenging the status quo. Yet strategic risk taking is a balance between
seeking and avoiding risk. In situations in which we do not have enough information we
cannot predict the outcome or unintended consequences. It is a myth that entrepreneurs take
large risks. One of the key ideas that Drucker (1985) noted in his book Innovation and
Entrepreneurship was that entrepreneurs minimised their risk. The best entrepreneurs take
calculated risks in that they take small steps toward their goals, and assess at every stage
(Schlesinger, Kiefer & Brown 2012). An interesting strategy that ancient Pacific navigators
used in their voyages of discovery was to set sail against the wind. The reason was that if you
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went with the wind there was a chance that if you realised you were going in the wrong
direction you might never return. The ancient explorers were not risk adverse, but attempted
to minimise their risks.
Damodaran (2007) outlined the key issues of strategic risk management: risk can come when
least expected; there needs to be a balance between seeking risk and avoiding danger; you
need to have competent people assessing risk; decision making is not always rational;
different risks have different consequences; risk management should be everyone’s
responsibility; and, there should be a focus on what tools are required to measure risk (e.g.
scenario analysis, decision trees, simulation), rather than on whether it can be measured.
While we need to push the boundaries and reimage the future, in education we also need
wisdom and intelligence to minimise any risk that might endanger our students’ futures.
Leaders need to take decisions based on available evidence, seek new information, look for
unintended consequences, and have contingency plans to change direction if necessary, and
all the while without jeopardising student outcomes.

Moral Compass
Covey, Merrill and Merrill (1994) used the metaphor of the compass to point us in a particular
direct, to help us understand where we have been and where we are. Covey et al. (1994: 19)
defined the compass as ‘our vision, values, principles, mission, conscience, direction – what
we feel is important and how we lead our lives’. An important way to set the compass is to
base it on moral purpose (Fullan 2003; Hargreaves & Fink 2006).
Our research (e.g. Gurr & Drysdale 2007) shows that successful school leaders have values
that they can articulate and demonstrate – personal values, professional values, social values
and universal values. In the larger ISSPP, examples of values included: an ethic of care; social
justice; empathy for all; individuality; freedom and democracy; courage to do what is right;
balancing individual versus collective care; high expectations for all; sharing, participation
and fostering collaborative cultures; emphasising the centrality of people; sharing the
responsibility for student learning with the whole school community; appealing to moral
purpose to drive decisions; developing frameworks to guide change; and, seeking to engage
the wider community (Gurr & Day 2014). An example from a story about a Kenyan principal
illustrates this well:
To help them navigate the ethical dimensions of decisions the principals seem to rely
on some key values. In challenging what he saw and to help guide school
improvement decisions, Chamuada would often ask himself, ‘Is this what I would
want for my own children?’ By using this standard, he constantly sought improvement
at Kiptai Primary School, and used this as a tool to challenge others; ‘To do to the
children in this school as they would want others to do for their children.’ (Gurr & Day
2014: 140)
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Where there is a clash of values it is often advisable to move to a more general set of values
where there is likely to be more acceptance. Universal values such as social inclusion, social
justice, equality of outcomes, opportunities for all, helping students to stretch for and reach
their potential, develop responsible students, and meaningfully contribute to society serve as
a base line for setting direction.

Scenario Planning
Forecasting can be a dangerous practice in times of uncertainly, particularly with disruptive
innovation (de Jong & van Dijk 2015; Furnham 2012; Rumelt 2011). We can try to forecast the
future and follow trends, but we know that events can rapidly change. Disruptive technology
is a known unknown. We know it is there and will change the way we do things, but we are
not sure how (Christensen 1997; Christensen, Horn & Johnson 2008). On the other hand,
scenario planning is a powerful tool that supports the strategic planning process, and one that
is underutilised (Wade 2012). The OECD (2001a: np) defined scenarios as:
Scenarios are carefully constructed snapshots of the future and the possible ways a
sector might develop. Scenarios help focus thinking on the most important factors
driving change in any particular field. By considering the complex interactions
between these factors, we can improve our understanding of how change works, and
what we can do to guide it.
Scenario planning has significant benefits: it supports long-term planning; helps identify
opportunities and threats; tests decision maker assumptions; provides leaders with a broader
perspective from different points of view; supports organisations to preserve options;
provides a future orientation through envisioning a preferred future; and helps prepare for
unforeseeable events (Beare 2006; Caldwell & Loader 2010; Courtney, Kirland & Viguerie
2011; Stauffer 2002; Wade 2012). A benefit of scenario planning is that scenarios can identify
twists and turns that show how the environment might change over time (Ogilvy 2015).

Developing the Organisation
Developing an effective and sustainable organisation requires continuous development and
renewal of policies, structures, processes, programmes and practices to facilitate the capacity
of organisational members to be highly productive. Three capabilities that we believe
educational leaders will need to consider in times of change and uncertainty are to develop
an adaptive culture, integrate the internal and external environment forces in shaping culture,
and develop distributed patterns of leadership throughout the organisation.
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Developing an Adaptive Culture
In the 1980s the Dutch Shell Company carried out research on the characteristics of
organisations that had survived for hundreds of years (de Geus 1997). The four characteristics
of surviving organisations were:
1.
2.
3.
4.

A sensitivity to their environment
A strong degree of cohesion and identity
Tolerance for new or different ways of thinking or acting
Effectively manage its own growth and evolution.

We argue that each of the four characteristics contributes to the notion of what we title an
‘adaptive culture’, one that is able to cope with uncertainty and change.
Having the right organisational culture is critical to sustained success. Peters and Waterman
(1982) first outlined the importance of corporate culture in helping to make excellent
companies. Numerous writers (e.g. Deal & Kennedy 1982; Schein 1987) have explored its
importance in shaping the organisation. Gerstner (2002), who was the person attributed with
turning around IBM in the late 1990s, said that what he learnt was that it was not strategy and
analysis that were important for success, but corporate culture. For him culture was not part
of the game, it was the game. While there are numerous definitions of culture, most commonly
it is defined as a system of shared meanings that include a pattern of beliefs, symbols, rituals,
myths and practices that have evolved over time (Deal & Kennedy 1982; Schein 1987). It is
often summed up as the way things are done around here.
Normally building culture is seen as using a top-down/bottom-up approach which focuses on
the internal dynamics of the organisation (Deal & Kennedy 1982; Schein 1987). Schein (1987)
argued that culture was initially built by the organisation’s founders who model values and
behaviours and establish norms and expectations. Culture is preserved through storytelling,
promoting and rewarding people who demonstrate the desired culture (top down). But is also
developed through socialisation and how people establish group norms, values and
assumptions. Culture is largely internal to the organisation because it involves the feelings,
beliefs, assumptions and perceptions people hold within the organisation. An adaptive culture
is one in which members are able to learn and adapt to the external forces that are normally
beyond control (Senge, Cambron-Mccabe, Lucas, Smith & Dutton 2000). An adaptive culture is
one where members are able to identity solutions to challenges and problems outside the
current way of operation (Heifetz, Grashow & Linsky 2009; Heifetz & Laurie 1997; Heifetz &
Linsky 2002, 2009). Evidence from the ISSPP studies supports the importance of cultural
adaptability to the external threats and new opportunities (e.g. Gurr 2014, 2015b).
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Reciprocal Culture Building as an Inside-Out and Outside-In Approach
The traditional approach to changing culture is through internal dynamics. We label this the
inside-out strategy. We argue that in an age of uncertainty organisations need to better reflect
the external environment and its influences. Because schools are required to interact with the
external world on a constant basis, the inside-out approach is only half the process. We argue
is that it is a reciprocal process – inside-out and outside-in. Understanding what the school
stands for (identity), its vision for the future, its perception from the point of view of its
stakeholders and other constituents are important in helping to shape the organisational
culture (Drysdale 2015). Our current research (Drysdale, Gurr & Goode 2016) showed that
successful secondary principals in Victoria continued to make culture building a priority, but
also understood the importance of building a positive brand vision and identity. These
principals acknowledged that the school’s brand is shaped in part by trends and needs
emanating from the external environment. They believed that building a brand was important
in contributing to their school’s culture. Most principals saw this as a reciprocal process based
on internal and external forces, a view that fits well with concepts such as relationship
marketing in education (Drysdale 2002, 2015).
The lesson is that school leaders develop the capability to purposely, thoughtfully and
judiciously build and sustain an adaptive culture, and ensure that it is designed to support
the organisation’s vision and direction.

Distributed Leadership
Wahlstrom, Louis, Leithwood and Anderson (2010) described three ways of distributing
leadership in schools:
1.
2.
3.

Collective – goal-directed mutual influence attributed to all participants in an
educational situation
Shared – a group-level mode in which principals and teachers share responsibility
for leadership
Distributed – patterns of leadership practices.

Whilst these terms are often used synonymously, in education the term distributed leadership
seems to be most common. Distributed leadership is assumed to produce greater commitment
and motivation, better decision making by involving more people, unleashing of talent by
empowering formal and informal leaders at various levels, and resulting in increased
organisational effectiveness (e.g. Gronn 2008; Harris 2005, 2008, 2009; Hulpia, Devos & Van
Keer 2011; Spillane 2006). The post-heroic leadership concept from the ISSPP (Drysdale et al.
2014) and the idea of parallel leadership from the IDEAS project (e.g. Andrews et al. 2004) are
but two examples of how successful leadership is conceptualised as involving many. The
volume of research and the number of proponents for distributed leadership suggest that
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distributed leadership is the new normal. However, leaders in uncertain times should
understand how it is enacted within their own context. There are numerous writers who have
challenged aspects of distributed leadership (e.g. Gronn 2008; Hargreaves & Fink 2009;
MacBeath 2005, 2009; Mayrowetz 2008; Smylie, Mayrowetz, Murphy & Louis 2007; Timperley
2005) and so, in distributing leadership, school leaders need to ask themselves questions such
as:


What is being distributed (tasks, responsibilities, leadership activities, leadership
practices)?



What are the leadership expectations placed on various roles within the organisation?



What counts as a leadership practices among participants?



Are there patterns of distribution that are more effective in certain situations?



How do leaders support the work of other leaders?



What are the relationships between the actors?

Developing People
In one sense people are the organisation, especially in intensive human capital organisations
such as schools. Policy makers all over the world are focused on attracting, developing and
retaining quality teachers and ensuring there is quality teaching. Two key capabilities that are
required in uncertain times are talent management and capacity building.

Talent Management
A McKinsey report ‘War for Talent’ in 1997 and later developed into a book (Michaels,
Handfield-Jones & Axelrod 2001) was the first of a series of reports that focused attention on
the acquisition, development and retention of talent to secure organisational success. Within
school education, several reports alerted policy makers to the dangers of an uncertain supply
chain of teachers (Ingersoll 2003; Lonsdale & Ingvarson 2003; Skilbeck & Connell 2003).
Several OECD reports (OECD 2001b, 2004, 2005) re-enforced the proposition that ensuring
quality teachers and quality teaching were critical to improving student outcomes. Drysdale
(2003) pointed out the need for school leaders to focus on attracting talent, while MacBeath
(2006) outlined the dangers associated with the potential loss of talent in education across a
range of countries, and the need to be proactive in developing solutions such as use incentives,
fast tracking career progression, professional learning, mentoring and coaching, networking,
talent spotting, and distributed leadership.
Leaders need to understand that talent management in uncertain times is critical to
organisational success. Behtrstock (2010) argued that in education and business there is no
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to talent management, but most employees regard highly factors
such as having a salary and work flexibility that supports their preferred life style, engaging
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in interesting work, and having a positive work climate. From a business management
perspective, Fernández-Aráoz (2014) argued that in a climate of volatility and complexity,
leaders should recruit and promote on potential. He defined potential as the ability to adapt
and grow into a challenging new role. He argued that potential should be assessed on
motivation, curiosity, insight, engagement, and determination. Australian research on
recruitment suggested that rather than recruit on the basis of individual or ‘star’ status,
leaders should conceive of talent management as a strategic or system-level approach (Jones,
Whitaker, Seet & Parking 2012). In education, Behtrstock (2010) suggested that school leaders
need to allocate time to develop a comprehensive and systematic approach to talent
management. This view was supported by the American Society of Training and
Development (ASTD 2009: 8) who incorporate talent management in their definition of
management as an ‘organisational approach to leading people by building culture,
engagement, capability and capacity through integrated talent acquisition, development and
deployment processes that align with business goals’.
The ASTD has provided a comprehensive framework that includes all the elements that
leaders should consider in their talent management strategy, and which is shown in Figure 4.
Within the ISSPP there are many examples of principals who have adopted a similar approach
to developing teacher talent (e.g. Day & Gurr 2014; Drysdale et al. 2014; Drysdale et al. 2011).
Figure 4: ASTD Framework (ASTD 2009: 8)
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Capacity Building
Several writers have identified capacity building as a significant factor in influencing school
improvement (Hopkins 2001; Hopkins & Harris 2000; King & Newmann 2001; Mitchell &
Sackney 2001; Stoll, Fink & Earl 2003). One of the consistent findings from the ISSPP studies
has been the importance of capacity building (Gurr & Drysdale 2007). Capacity building is a
broad term that includes a range of interventions designed to increase the ability of people
and organisations to do what is expected and demanded of them. This could include
professional learning, coaching, mentoring, and providing the structures and conditions that
facilitate improvement (Harris & Muijs 2005; Honadle 1981; Tucker 2001). Building capacity
is not an ‘add on’ but an integral feature that needs to be institutionalised into the permanent
structure of the school. From our ISSPP research we were able to construct a capacity building
model that focused on individual, professional, organisational and community capacity
building (Drysdale & Gurr 2011, 2017; Gurr & Drysdale 2007; Gurr, Drysdale & Mulford 2006).
To help develop an adaptive culture and build school capacity, leaders will need to explore
the various areas of capacity building and use a range of capacity building activities to help
teachers and the school community adjust to the new challenges.

Improving Teaching and Learning
Educational leaders are required to focus on the core functions of schooling by shaping a
pathway of academic success for all students and providing the circumstances and
opportunities that help ensure success. While there are many capabilities that are required for
improving teaching and learning, we focus on three capabilities that are fundamental in times
of uncertainty: product knowledge, evidence based evaluation and decision making, and
understanding of disruptive technology

Product Knowledge
By product knowledge we mean understanding contemporary learning models and effective
instructional strategies. Thompson (1967) argued many years ago that schools as
organisations were distinctive because educational goals were not always specific and may
frequently conflict with one another, the technology was unclear, and participation was fluid.
Today it appears that the goals remain as dynamic variables that change as a result of political,
economic, social and technical forces, changing student needs and new approaches to
teaching and learning. In respect to technology of education, we certainly know far more than
the past (e.g. Hattie 2009; Marzano 2003), but there is still controversy and disagreement over
means and ends as we still need to understand more fully what is inside the classroom ‘black
box’ (Black & Wiliam 2010).
One of the arguments that has resulted from the impact of ‘managerialism’ and ‘neoliberalism’ is that a good manager has transferrable skills and can move from one industry to
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another. For example, a top manager from transport should be able to run health services, as
the managerial skills they have developed in running a complex transport organisation are
transferable to the complexity of health care. In much the same way, it could be argued that a
CEO from business could replace a school principal in running an effective school. We argue
the opposite because it has long been known that principals and other school leaders are
important for school success:
Of all the factors that contribute to what students learn at school, present evidence led
us to the conclusion that leadership is second in strength only to classroom instruction.
(Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004: 70)
School leaders are highly connected to their constituencies (teachers, students, parents,
community) and as such are required to lead the core functions of curriculum, pedagogy,
student learning and assessment. In order to drive school improvement, school leaders need
foundational knowledge about ‘what teachers need to know and be able to do, to establish
quality opportunities for student learning’ (Ingvarson & Rowe 2008: 13). Without this
‘product knowledge’ it is likely that it is impossible to lead the core functions. In uncertain
times educational leaders need to demonstrate an understanding of the core aspects of
teaching and learning to be able to lead.

Evidence Based Evaluation and Decision Making
A core responsibility for school leaders is to challenge and question research based evidence
and decide what is trustworthy evidence that needs to be given consideration (e.g. Hattie
2009; Marzano 2003), as opposed to fads sold by the modern equivalent of the snake oil seller.
Too often we hear of school leaders changing programmes without careful consideration of
the evidence that supports this change, and too often we see the Christmas tree schools, with
a suite of programmes that look impressive but with little sense of purpose as to why the
programmes are there, or coordination of the programmes so they come together to enable
school improvement. Leaders become impatient with progress and react to the next fashion
or fad, such as, for example, the ‘neuromyths’ concerned with learning styles, right brain/left
brain styles, brain games, and critical learning periods (Howard-Jones 2014; Pasquinelli 2012).
Sourcing and evaluating the research and interpreting the evidence are important skills, but
even more important is the evaluation of a school’s own data, and what might be needed to
support the next stage of improvement. The synthesis research of educational statisticians,
such as Hattie (2009) and Marzano (2003), has allowed school leaders unprecedented access
to research findings about what works in schools, yet there is still a leadership art to knowing
how these findings, and other research, need to be used to suit particular school contexts.

148│

ISEA • Volume 45, Number 2, 2017

Understanding Disruptive Technology
Of all the recent changes schools have experienced, it can be argued that most significant is
the digital revolution. Bower & Christensen (1995) coined the term disruptive technology to
describe how new technology has made many everyday products and processes obsolete
within a very short time. The concept was later renamed disruptive innovation (Christensen,
Bohmer & Kenagy 2000) and more recently applied to school education (Christensen et al.
2008).
In the past, school leaders were mainly involved in incremental change, yet today it has been
argued that we are in an era of disruptive innovation that is revolutionising the classroom
(Christensen et al. 2008). Online learning, blended learning and personalised learning are
examples of disruptive innovation in schools, and Christensen (2015) claimed it was
important for leaders to understand the tenants of innovation as a critical-disruptive force
compared with incremental or breakthrough changes. This is a good example of the ‘known
unknowns’. We know that technology is changing the way teachers teach and students learn.
The learning environment is being re-crafted to accommodate new technologies. What was
science fiction is a reality in many fields such as 3-D imaging, virtual reality, natural user
interfaces (body movements which create outcomes), personal learning environments (PLEs),
cloud computing, learning analytics, 3-D printing, and virtual laboratories. That they will
change learning is accepted, but they will do so often emerges over time. The key is that
schools’ leaders are expected to be responsive to these technologies.

Influencing
Many leadership definitions describe leadership as an influence process (e.g. Leithwood &
Riehl 2003, 2005). Kouzes and Posner (2007) argued that leadership opportunities are
everywhere and it is therefore important to explore all the opportunities for influence. Covey
(1990) argued that influence is everything a leader does – hearing from the leader, seeing the
leader and interacting with the leader. This multi-channel approach encourages leaders to
fully explore their influence potential.

A Multi-Channel Approach to Leader Influence
1.

Hearing from the Leader

At a basic level, leaders are required to hone their communication skills. They are encouraged
to master their presentation skills and craft their communications so their messages are clear
and focused, and galvanise people in collective endeavour. Leaders understand the power of
language: they use metaphor, articulate convincing arguments, they appeal to rationality and
emotion, and perfect the art of persuasion. Bill Clinton (2014) summed up leadership for
challenging times by arguing the leaders need to set out their vision, explain what is
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happening, be inclusive of others and execute. To influence effectively, leaders should clearly
explain the current situation and context and where to move and why – they need to act as
sense-makers and storytellers. However they also need to show respect. Clinton (2014) argued
that showing respect makes things possible and provides a sense of possibility and hope.
2.

Seeing the Leader

People judge leaders on not only what they say, but on who they are and what they do. Being
a role model is a key aspect of influence and is a feature of most well-developed
transformational leadership theories (e.g. Bass & Avolio 1994). Therefore authenticity, respect,
courage, and living espoused values and principles are what people see. For example, Kouzes
and Posner (2007) suggested that a key means of influence is to ‘model the way’. They argued
that behaviour wins respect through demonstrating core values and aligning actions with
shared values. Everything about the leader is a matter of potential influence since they are
continually put under the microscope by colleagues who dwell on every nuance and subtlety,
and make judgements based on their perception.
3.

Interacting with the Leader

But sometimes leaders forget that influence is a two-way process. Whilst seeing and hearing
from the leader tends to be one-way communication, influence is also relational. As such it is
as much about listening, collaborating, socialising, and participating as it is about seeing and
hearing. To influence others, people need to feel they can influence the leader (Covey 1990).
Early research recognised the influence was a reciprocal relationship between leaders and
followers and highlighted the influence of followers on leaders (Herold 1977; Hollander 1964;
Luthans 1979, 1992).
The leader and the subordinate have a negotiable, interactive relationship and are
consciously aware of how they can modify (influence) each other’s behaviour.
(Luthans 1992: 287)
Influence requires building productive relationships, establishing networks with various
constituencies, and building alliances and coalitions. By partnering with other groups and
agencies, leaders are able to leverage support and gain commitment. Participation in decision
making forums and governance structures provide opportunities for collaboration and
establishing a shared vision and commitment. Through participation and engagement,
leaders are able to demonstrate empathy through active listening and disclosure, and the
opportunity to better recognise the aspirations and motivations of others.
We argue that in uncertain times, leaders are required to continually develop their
communication skills by building on their oral and written communication skills, modelling
behaviour and engaging and interacting with a wide range of individuals, groups and
networks. As digital environments increase, it is interesting to note that the level of
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communication skill required to lead in these environments is higher than in non-digital
environments (Gurr 2004).

Leading Self
Self-leadership is about the leadership that we exercise over ourselves. Neck and Manz (2010)
argued that to be effective leaders of others, we must first be effective leaders of ourselves.
They defined self-leadership as the process of influencing oneself to establish the selfdirection and self-motivation needed to perform. Three capabilities that can support selfleadership are taking responsibility for self-development, reframing and opening up our
minds to new possibilities, and questioning our assumptions.

Responsibility for Self-Development
In many jurisdictions, education professionals need to be responsible for their own
development. Commenting on leadership preparation and development in Australia, Gurr
and Drysdale (2015) noted that typically Australian education systems relied on selfidentification and self-managed processes where aspirant and established leaders navigated
their own pathway. Part of the journey relies on an apprenticeship model where aspiring
leaders learn leadership skills on the job. This journey is often problematic because it relies on
candidates having sufficient ambition, confidence, experience and ability to aspire and apply
for school leadership positions. Often the journey itself is difficult with many barriers and
pitfalls that include a lack of support and encouragement, few suitable programmes, and
limited opportunities to gain broad experience (Bezzina 2012; Russell & Cranston 2012). In
addition to being responsible for their own development, leaders in uncertain times need to
be self-aware. To succeed in a changing world, leaders need to strive to adapt, know
themselves, see how others see them, and understand their impact on others. To achieve this
they need to be open to change, and be prepared to question their own assumptions in the
face of new evidence.

Reframing
Peter Drucker (1999) wrote an article, ‘Managing Oneself’, where the platform of the paper
was that leaders should know how and when to change. In an age of digital disruption it is
often difficult to recognise the possibilities and opportunities from within (de Jong & van Dijk
2015). The capacity to reframe our beliefs and dissect our long held beliefs and turn them on
their heads and explore the possibilities on how they can be applied requires open
mindedness, agility and resilience. Researchers, such as Bolman and Deal (2013), have long
helped leaders to engage in reframing.
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Test Assumptions
One of the cornerstones of understanding oneself is the theory developed by Argyris and
Schön (1974, 1996) of espoused theory and theory in use. Although more than 40 years old,
we argue that theory is even more important in times of uncertainty. At its basis is the idea
that there is often a difference between what we say and what we do. Self-leadership requires
leaders to recognise the gap and act on it. The best way to act on it is to understand the
dynamics of what is behind behaviour and how it is influenced by the values and assumptions
that govern us, the action strategies that we select and the consequences for self and others.
Argyris and Schön (1974, 1996) described single loop and double loop learning. Single loop
learning is where we reflect on our techniques, goals, values and strategies. Double loop
learning requires us to test and questions our underlying assumptions, which is much deeper
learning and more powerful for changing our behaviour. Uncertain times require us to
question more deeply our assumptions as we react to disruptive technology and turbulent
and random events, and so double loop learning is an important skill to develop.

Conclusion
It is commonly acknowledged that we live in uncertain times. The prospect is that the VUCA
horizon of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity will increase. A common theme
among writers on organisations is that leaders will need to adapt to the changing environment
if they and their organisations are to continue to succeed. Whilst we agree with this idea of
change, we also believe that there are key leadership domains that are likely to remain
relatively stable over time. These domains – understanding the context, setting direction,
developing people, developing the organisation, improving teaching and learning,
influencing, and leading self – are foundational to leading schools. In order to lead in each
area, leaders need to have basic capabilities that are more likely to support the
implementation of each domain in times of uncertainty. Whilst most of the capabilities have
been in the leadership skill toolkit for some time, we suggest that they need to be revisited
and updated continuously for them to be effective. In exploring some of the key capabilities
for each domain we have drawn from the business and educational literature, and our own
observations and research from studies on successful school leaders. These capabilities are by
no means the only ones that will be useful, and, as leadership is a journey which combines
both art and science, school leaders will need to explore and develop other capabilities to
support their leadership practice. This paper identifies a number of significant capabilities
that provide a sound foundation for successful leadership, and a basis from which school
leaders can develop their personal leadership portfolio.
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mofugache@yahoo.com
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Kozhikkode
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Mobile: +91 9446 171079
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c/o Brij Deo
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Email: brij_swaroop.@yahoo.com.au
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Phone: +44 (0)23 9250 5202

Richard Davis
Business Manager
BELMAS, Northchurch Business Centre, 84
Queen Street, Sheffield S1 2DW
Tel: +44(0)114 279 9926
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Registered Charity No. 68989
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