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Editorial Note
The first issue for 2019 is somewhat delayed this year. It has been an unusual year in that whilst
there have been sufficient articles submitted for review, too many have had to be rejected or sent
back to authors for major amendments. The CCEAM represents a broad array of countries and
ISEA is one of the oldest journals in the educational leadership field, and it seems that there is
somewhat of a clash between the two. Whilst no longer a printed journal, ISEA remains a
traditional academic journal and so articles tend to be significant and well-crafted commentaries,
reporting on substantial empirical research in a typical journal style, or rigorous reporting on
exploratory research. This issue provides examples of this diversity. It also requires articles to be
of high quality, both in terms of the writing in English, but also as examples of the genre being
used. I will describe some features of each article to give a sense as to why these have been
published. The first article, by Miller and colleagues, is an exploratory paper on the perceptions
of four educators about social justice. The participants were from Jamaica and England and
included two university lecturers, one principal and one teacher. It is a small-scale,
phenomenological study exploring an important issue in a novel way. The second paper comes
from Ho and Chua who describe one case from the International Successful School Principalship
Project (ISSPP). Theirs is the second example of ISSPP research in Singapore. It is a complex
multiple-perspective single case study of a successful Singaporean principal and used the
methodology from the larger international educational leadership project. It contributes another
important case to this influential project. Bouchamma, April and Basque present a small-scale
research study, but with a novel methodology in which six Canadian elementary school
principals were interviewed about professional learning communities in their schools by asking
them to pretend to dialogue with their double; interview to the double. Atari and Outum present
a more traditional paper which, in this case, explores Arabic research on educational
administration published in Arabic language educational journals. It is a typical literature search
and review paper which explored 242 published articles, but it is unique in the scope of the
articles reviewed and so complements other reviews of Arabic research. Postma and Babo’s paper
is important for several reasons. Gerard Babo passed away before this paper could be published,
and so this represents perhaps his last published paper. It is also an excellent example of a
quantitative study linking two or more variables of interest; in this case, principal self-efficacy
and job satisfaction in the USA. It is a well-constructed study and a well-written and concise
paper. The final paper reports on a Scottish university-based educational leadership programme
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which has an innovative ‘headteacher-in-residence’ feature. McMahon and Purdie provide a
description of the development and implementation of this programme where in-service
principals teach in the leadership preparation programme. Whilst a purely descriptive paper it is
reporting on a novel approach to leadership preparation. This issue provides good examples of
the breadth of papers being published in ISEA and the quality levels needed. The challenge for
the membership of CCEAM, and the readers of ISEA, is to contribute similar high quality and
interesting papers about the broad area of educational leadership. I look forward to your
contributions.
David Gurr
The University of Melbourne
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Social Justice Work as Activism: The
Work of Education Professionals in
England and Jamaica
Paul Miller, Nola P. Hill-Berry, Kadia Hylton-Fraser and
Shernette Powell

Abstract: ‘Social justice’ is perhaps the most used word among educators in developed countries, and
over the past decade, social justice work can be seen through, mostly government led initiatives and
campaigns, aimed at promoting social inclusion, tolerance, respect, and reducing poverty, racism, class
barriers, etc. Despite much talk about social justice, it is often unclear in any practical terms what is
meant by ‘doing social justice’, hence the aim of this study to understand what it means for education
professionals to foreground social justice in their work. This qualitative phenomenological study of
education professionals in England and Jamaica (two university lecturers, a principal, and a secondary
school teacher) sheds light on how educators in different educational contexts and national education
systems conceptualise and undertake social justice work in their daily job roles. The guiding question
was, ‘How do different education professionals do social justice work?’ Despite national, cultural,
institutional and role differences, education professionals conceived social justice as ‘doing right by
others’, and working collaboratively was found to be key to successfully making changes and bringing
about improvements. Furthermore, participants approached social justice work through pedagogic
activism, emancipatory activism and regulatory activism.
Keywords: Social justice, England, Jamaica, regulatory, pedagogic, emancipatory, activism

Introduction
The idea of social justice is as hard to be against as it is to deny, and education professionals,
in England and Jamaica, encounter and navigate a range of challenges in their everyday
practice as teachers, school leaders and educationalists on a daily basis. Some struggle to meet
the basic needs of learners due to limited resources buoyed by ongoing cuts to budgets.
Others struggle to create environments where each student, regardless of race/ethnicity, class,
religion, creed, feels equally welcomed. The diverse needs of students, as well as diverse
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populations of students, do not make the task of education professionals any easier, and as a
result, it is not difficult to imagine how the needs of some students may be ignored.
Arrangements for education and schooling in both England and Jamaica are changing, not
only in policy terms, but also as a response to migration, globalisation and events of the global
and national economic environments. Whereas England’s education policy is, ‘Every child
matters’, and whereas Jamaica’s education policy is ‘Every child can learn, every child must
learn’, these are no more than statements of intent if funding is not available to support policy
ambitions and agendas, the aspirations of learners, and the expectations placed on schools by
governments, families and students alike. Similarly, if school leaders and education
professionals at all levels do not put systems in place to ensure the achievement of these
ambitions, then the school’s role in national and social transformation could be undermined.
Education professionals can hinder or enhance the effectiveness of their institution to support
and meet the needs of students. The literature documents practices by teachers and school
leaders in successfully supporting the achievement and attainment of all students as well as
democratising educational environments (Theoharis 2008). Being able to ‘push back’ against
practices and events in the socio-economic and political environments that do not promote
equity for all students in terms of their opportunities and outcomes is the work of social justice
leadership. Furthermore, the policy environment can also restrict or emancipate social justice
work at the institutional level. As Schleicher (2014) notes, ‘promoting excellence, equity and
inclusion are key aims for education’ (p. 11), and as articulated by the OECD (2016: 270),
equity in education is a matter of design and concerted policy efforts. Achieving greater
equity in education is not only a social justice imperative, it is also a way to use resources
more effectively, increase the supply of skills that fuel economic growth, and promote social
cohesion. As such, equity should be one of the key objectives in any strategy to improve an
education system.
The guiding question for this study was, ‘How do different education professionals do social
justice work?’ Based on the findings from the study, we argue that social justice leadership is
an activist form of leadership that seeks to transform educational environments into more
equitable spaces where all who study and work in them can thrive, even when, on the surface,
the odds do not always appear to support this.

Educational Context in England
The Department for Education (DfE) and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills
oversee education in England, in conjunction with local authorities (LAs). The education
system is divided into early years (ages 3–4), primary education (ages 4–11), secondary
education (ages 11–18) and tertiary education (ages 18+). Education is free to students in the
public education system until they reach university. Full-time education is compulsory for all
children aged between 5 and 16. State-provided schooling and sixth-form education is paid
for by taxes. From 1998 to the present, there have been six main types of maintained schools
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in England: community schools, foundation and trust schools, voluntary-aided schools,
voluntary-controlled schools, academies and free schools.
There are approximately 24,281 state-funded schools in England: 3,446 state secondary
schools and 16,884 state primary schools. In January 2017, there were just over 8 million pupils
attending state-funded primary schools, state-funded secondary schools, special schools and
pupil referral units, representing an increase of just under 110,000 pupils, or 1.3%, since 2016.
The total number of pupils has grown every year since 2009 and there are now 577,000 more
pupils in schools than at that point. In January 2017, for all school types, 14.0% of pupils were
eligible for and claiming free schools meals. Entitlement to free school meals is determined
by the receipt of income-related benefits. The proportion of pupils from minority ethnic
origins has been rising steadily since 2006. In primary schools, 32.1% of pupils are of minority
ethnic origins, an increase from 31.4% in January 2016. Minority ethnic pupils made up 66.3%
of the increase in pupil numbers in primary schools between 2016 and 2017. In secondary
schools, 29.1% of pupils are of minority ethnic origins, an increase from 27.9% in 2016 (DfE
2017a).
There are approximately 451,000 teachers in the state sector in England, including 24,281
principals. Of the total number of teachers, 86.5% (or 395,564) are White-British. There are
approximately 3.8% (or 17,377) teachers from ‘Other White’ background, whilst White-Irish
(1.7% or 7,774), Indian (1.8% or 8,231), Pakistani (1.0% or 4513) and Black Caribbean (1.0% or
4,513) are the next largest groups of teachers (DfE 2017b). Of the approximately 20,000
qualified teachers from Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) heritage, approximately 1,200 are
in leadership positions, of which just about 277 are principals, representing 1.1% of the total
number of principals.
Data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) suggest that there are
approximately 1,829,200 UK-domiciled students in higher education. Of this number, the
ethnicity of 33,290 is unknown. Of the 1,795,910 whose ethnicity is known, approximately
21% (or 377,225) are of BAME heritage (HESA 2016). Higher education in England is cost
bearing and all students can apply for a tuition loan from Student Finance England, although
the application for a Maintenance Grant is linked to household income.

Educational Context in Jamaica
Education in Jamaica is administered primarily by the Ministry of Education (MoE) through
its head office and six regional offices. There are just under 1,200 state-funded schools: 206
state-funded secondary schools and technical high schools, and 973 pre-primary, primary,
all-age and junior high schools. In 2016, there were approximately 850,000 students in
publicly funded early childhood, primary and secondary schools. There are approximately
25,000 teachers in the state-funded sector, including just under 1,200 principals (Ministry of
Education 2016).
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Formal education is provided mainly by the government, solely or in partnership with
churches and trusts. Private schools also provide formal education. As stipulated in the 1980
Education Act, the education system consists of four levels: early childhood, primary,
secondary and tertiary. There is a cost-sharing mechanism in place in Jamaica to fund
education, which is not free to students. Students from low-income households can receive
free meals and a travel grant from the state funded Programme for Advancement through
Health and Education (PATH). PATH was established in 2001 and provides cash transfers to
poor families who are subject to eligibility requirements. Higher education is cost bearing and
students from low-income households can apply to the Students’ Loan Bureau for a loan to
fund their studies. There is currently no nationally agreed mechanism for counting and
disaggregating the numbers of students studying at the country’s higher education
institutions by age, gender, ethnicity, programmes of study, domicile, etc.

Social Justice
Social justice is a contested term and concept. Furman and Shields (2003) argue, ‘Defining
social justice is very difficult since it is not a specific structure to be reified, defined, reduced,
observed and replicated’ (p. 1358). Notwithstanding this, social justice, according to Vogel
(2011) is the ‘full and equal participation of all groups in a society that is mutually shaped to
meet their needs, including an equitable distribution of resources where all members are
physically and psychologically safe and secure, self-determining, interdependent’ (p. 71).
This, enacted through a ‘sense of their own agency and social responsibility toward and with
others and the society as a whole’ (Bell 2007: 3). Accordingly, social justice can be viewed as
a principle and a guide to organising how humans live and treat one another as members of
a community or a society (Rebore 2001).

Social Justice Leadership
The literature does not provide a single definition of social justice leadership. However, a
common thread among definitions and conceptualisations is that it has to do with leaders
using their power to create equity. Bogotch (2000) asserts, ‘Social justice, just like education,
is a deliberate intervention that requires the moral use of power’ (p. 2). Theoharis (2007: 223)
characterises school social justice leaders as individuals who:
… advocate, lead, and keep at the center of their practice and vision issues of race,
class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other historically and currently
marginalizing conditions…. Addressing and eliminating marginalization in schools…
students with disabilities, English language learners (ELLs), and other students
traditionally separated in schools are also necessitated by this definition.
Social justice leaders actively try to right wrongs inflicted on marginalised groups, as well as
use their position to create safe spaces and opportunities that promote equity between
individuals and groups. Thus, social justice leadership is activist both in its intent and its
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approach, and social justice leaders understand the material, economic and social differences
between different groups. It is with this understanding that they focus on creating equitybased opportunities for all. Social justice leaders move beyond equality debates to equity
debates, by setting out to change systems, processes and structures to better respond to the
needs of students (Dantley & Tillman 2006). Education professionals with this orientation are
activist leaders who work to create justice in schools for all who study and work in them, and
social justice leaders interpret their role as not one which is limited to being a teacher or
leader, but also one of activism, working towards student empowerment and equity for all.

The Study
This phenomenological study of social justice work among education professionals located in
England and Jamaica was undertaken over 10 months from April 2016 to February 2017. The
guiding question for the study was, ‘How do different education professionals in different
education contexts do social justice work?’ Our intention in asking this broad question was
to understand (i) how different education professionals understand and enact social justice
work, and (ii) how different education professionals located in different socio-political and
cultural contexts enact social justice work. There were four sub-questions as follows:
1.
2.

3.

4.

What does social justice mean to you? This question was aimed at gaining insights
into how education professionals interpret the concept of social justice.
How do you do social justice work in your work context? This was aimed at locating
examples and accounts of practice, in order to build an understanding of how
education professionals enact social justice work in their everyday practice.
What impact does your work as a social justice leader/practitioner have on your
organisation as a whole and/or individuals within your organisation? The aim of
this question was to ascertain the likely impact of the practices enacted by different
education professionals in their work roles and work context.
In what ways can you improve your practice as a social justice leader/practitioner?
What support do you need and how can this support be obtained? The aim of this
reflective question was to ascertain resource needs of education professionals to
(successfully) widen and deepen their work as social justice leaders/practitioners.

Participants
There were four participants in this study: one located in England and three located in
Jamaica. All four participants are members of the Institute for Educational Administration &
Leadership-Jamaica (IEAL-J), who collaborated on a project which was presented at the
UCEA Conference in November 2017 in Denver, Colorado, on the topic ‘How do different
education professionals do social justice work? Preliminary findings from a two-country
study’. This paper is the output of this collaboration. There were three females and one male.
Participants enact social justice work/leadership in very different contexts, and as a result
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have very different understandings of social justice, as well as very different orientations
towards social justice work. For example, two participants work in universities, one in
Jamaica and one in England; and two work in schools, one a primary school principal and the
other a teacher in a secondary school. Furthermore, participants worked in a mix of rural,
urban and semi-urban areas.

Analytical Approach
This paper draws on a combined descriptive and phenomenological research methodology.
Descriptive research aims to provide a detailed and accurate picture of a particular situation
(Neuman 2006) – in this case, education professionals in two contexts. A phenomenological
approach was also used with the aim of providing detailed accounts of events and
experiences from the viewpoint of participants, since phenomenology studies structures of
consciousness from an individual’s point of view. Together, these approaches allowed
participants to speak with an uninterrupted voice (Etherington 2004). As the aims of the study
were to understand how different education professionals in different education contexts
understand and do social justice work, each participant responded to the same questions.
However, each question was treated as a separate unit of analysis, and responses were
analysed separately, after which these were aggregated to identity common or discordant
themes across the entire data-set. Furthermore, our research carries moral and political
connections to real world problems by connecting how participants embody and enact social
justice work in their daily work lives. The quotations presented from interviews with
participants are therefore to illustrate and enable our analysis of discourses and ‘events’ in
the socio-political and cultural contexts.

Findings
As discussed earlier, each question was considered a unit of analysis in its own right.
Consequently, findings are arranged to reflect the themes associated with each question
posed to participants. As also discussed, questions posed to participants were not to assess
how they perceive others undertook social justice work, but rather to ascertain how they (i)
understood and (ii) enacted social justice in their work contexts.

Understanding Social Justice
The first question was: ‘What does social justice mean to you?’ Responses from participants
underscored the difficulty in defining the term social justice, and participants provided
several suggestions about what they conceive social justice to mean. For example, all four
conceived of social justice in very different terms, although a common denominator was
‘doing right by others’.
As an approach to leadership, the school principal noted:
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Social justice for me is how I execute my functions as a manager. It is how I delegate,
coordinate and organise the responsibilities in my institution. It is how I treat all staff
whether they are Ancillary, Auxiliary or my Academic Staff. It is the cornerstone that
underpins staff morale. Social justice orchestrates a playing field that seeks the best for
all. (Primary Principal, Jamaica)
As an approach to classroom practices, the school teacher noted:
I understand social justice to mean the practice of inclusion at all levels and of all
peoples. That means, regardless of socio-economic status, background, race, religion
or gender, all my students are equal and must be treated as such. Furthermore, they
must be given every opportunity to become the best version of themselves through
the process of being educated. (Secondary teacher, Jamaica)
As an approach to challenging organisational structures and practices, one university lecturer
noted:
Social justice means respecting the rights of individuals, demonstrating equity and
distributing resources, privileges, and opportunities among the members of
society/community and in the setting in which I operate. It is about fighting for the
rights and reasonable interests of my students, my colleagues and myself. (University
lecturer, Jamaica)
And as an approach to resource allocation and equal treatment, another university lecturer
noted:
Social justice means equity and fair treatment in how resources are allocated, how
workloads are designed, how individuals and groups are treated – in particular, those
from minoritised backgrounds/communities. (University lecturer, England)

Doing Social Justice Work
The second question was: ‘How do you do social justice work in your work context?’
Participants provided several suggestions and examples based on institutional context as well
as based on their position and job role within their organisations. Although there were
noticeable differences in how participants enacted social justice work in their institutional
context, a singular and consistent element was the ‘activist’ orientation attached to their roles
– as evidenced by the active verbs used to describe their actions. For example:
•
•

•

I use the University’s rules, policies and regulations whilst being flexible and empathetic
and supportive to students and colleagues. (University lecturer, Jamaica)
I ensure students are not short-changed by delivering on the University’s obligations to
them and by following through with what was agreed upon enrolment. (University
lecturer, Jamaica)
I consider students’ interests and create opportunities for them to navigate their way
through their education with certain processes that others may make difficult.
(Secondary teacher, Jamaica)
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I lobby for the students and colleagues by making representation on their behalf to
different committees. For example, arranging for make-do tests for students who missed
the scheduled in-course exams due to pressing situations, and making referrals and
recommendations on their behalf. I do my job without partiality. (University lecturer,
Jamaica)
I advise students and colleagues, and I work with them to identify strategies to better
maximise their time and resources; and I suggest ways they could behave, in certain
situations, in order to be more likely to get outcomes that are beneficial. (Primary
Principal, Jamaica)
I raise concerns of inequity with school leaders and I challenge practices that foster or
encourage mistreatment of others. (University lecturer, England)

Participants also supported these comments with examples of how they do social justice work
in their work context.
As noted by the school teacher:
The Ministry of Education’s guiding policy ‘Every child can learn, every child must
learn’ is grounded in the principles of social justice, therefore teachers within the
education system are expected to uphold this standard throughout their practice… As
a teacher of Spanish, I am uniquely placed to ensure that students understand and
appreciate that at different times they will be interacting with individuals from
different cultures and backgrounds. And, it is my responsibility to prepare them for
their place in a global society. (Secondary teacher, Jamaica)
As also noted by the principal:
All levels of staff are given equal treatment to show how important they are to the
institution. Hence, I show respect to the grounds man, cleaner, security guards, etc.,
for them to understand that they are as important to the organisation as the teachers
or auxiliary staff. A leader exercising social justice is one that shows inclusion.
(Primary Principal, Jamaica)
Acknowledging the myriad complexities within and outside the classroom, the principal also
noted:
Students are taught to be social justice advocates. They are encouraged not to
stigmatise and isolate students who are less fortunate and who may have a disability.
There is a deliberate effort to encourage equity, respect and understanding within and
outside the classroom environment. I make the effort to give voice to all students, and
I fight for my students in cases where I feel they have been wronged. (Primary
Principal, Jamaica)

Impact of Social Justice Work
The third question was: ‘What impact does your work as a social justice leader/practitioner
have on your organisation as a whole and/or individuals within your organisation?’
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Participants provided examples of primarily qualitative measures used to assess the impact
of their work.
As provided by the principal:
I have held meetings with all staff to get them to understand and remind them of their
importance to the effective running of the institution. Academic staff now show up on
time for work; they now submit lesson plans on time; they now show greater care and
concern for each other as colleagues, which in turn generates a higher level of trust
and respect; and they are showing greater levels of professionalism and accountability
than before. In addition, Ancillary and Auxiliary staff are showing a level of
enthusiasm towards their work that was not there before. (Primary Principal, Jamaica)
Continuing, she also noted how her encounter with staff and students has contributed to her
personal learning:
[M]y staff and students have taught me lessons about my role as a leader, and as a
result, I have been forced to be more reflective before and after my encounters with
them to ensure that I have not been unfair in any way… (Primary Principal, Jamaica)
The secondary school teacher provided examples of where she has felt her approach to social
justice has had an impact on her colleagues:
I would want to believe that I have had an impact on my colleagues through the
examples I have set from interacting with my students. I challenge them to be better
and not to make blind assumptions about students. I have experienced first-hand how
relationships within my department improved because of a deliberate effort on my
part to be fair in dispensing my role and showing consideration for the Head of
Department in the dispensing of her own. As a result, she became a better version of
herself, as did I. (Secondary teacher, Jamaica)
The Jamaican university lecturer provided examples of how she felt her approach to social
justice work had impacted students:
My practice also impacts my students as I demonstrate equity in distributing resources
and privileges; and I fight for the rights and reasonable interests of individuals –
particularly my students – to ensure they are not short-changed. For example, when
students fail marginally and my colleagues re-mark and re-mark with the aim of
finding a mark or two to ‘save’ those students, I insist that I am not getting involved
in such a practice because it is unfair…. I insist that if such re-marking will be done for
a few students, it should be done for all students. In the few instances where I have
faced such a dilemma, I have provided the entire class or group with an opportunity
to resubmit their work, thereby giving everyone the opportunity to score higher.
(University lecturer, Jamaica)
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Widening and Deepening Social Justice Work
The final question was: ‘In what ways can you improve your practice as a social justice leader/
practitioner? What support do you need and how can this support be obtained?’ Participants
discussed different ways they felt they could improve social justice work in their institutions,
and they also identified specific tools they could use to enhance and improve their practice.
Working with others was a significant finding among participants.
The Jamaican primary principal and the university lecturer in England both provided lists of
personal commitments to deepening social justice work in their contexts:
In improving social justice leadership, I will seek to more effectively model emotional
intelligence towards all levels of staff. I will ensure that appropriate programmes are
put in place from the Guidance Department to help staff and students. I will also
ensure that all levels of staff are provided with training and developmental workshops
to build them professionally, intellectually and emotionally. I will model social justice
practices that teachers can emulate. I will ensure that appropriate parenting
workshops are provided to parents to build their self-esteem, which will in turn help
to build the self-esteem of their children. (Primary Principal, Jamaica)
I will continue to speak out against race/ethnic inequality issues in education and in
our educational institutions. But to stand a chance of having an impact, I will have to
work much more collaboratively with other colleagues – White and non-White, to get
the message across that race/ethnic inequality is wrong and is impeding the progress
of not just individuals and schools, but also of society. Perhaps then, school leaders
and governors will commit to taking responsibility for implementing interventions at
institutional levels. (University lecturer, England)
The secondary school teacher identified interventions she felt could be used to deepen and
widen social justice work for her and her students:
[P]rofessional development workshops that address certain aspects of social justice in
a targeted way would help me to improve my practice as a social justice leader.
Moreover, sessions in which students are given a voice to safely and responsibly air
their concerns, challenges and ideas would lead to a greater focus on social justice by
virtue of certain practices maintained by the school as well as the policies that are
implemented. (Secondary teacher, Jamaica)
The Jamaican university lecturer noted:
I can improve my practice as a social justice practitioner by engaging my colleagues
more in related discussions that could make us more aware of social injustices within
our work environment. This could allow us to turn away from injustice and act in the
best interest of those we serve – our students.
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She however noted she would need support from colleagues and students:
Improving social justice work will need the support from all my colleagues. This
support is their commitment to impartially doing their jobs and to appropriately
represent our students at the various meetings and committees. I will also need the
support of students in terms of their compliance with the University’s regulations and
guidelines; and I will need their understanding and patience as we work through
issues in seeking to serve their needs and best interests. (University lecturer, Jamaica)

Discussion
From the interview evidence provided, two main themes ‘doing right by others’ and ‘fighting’
for the rights and for what’s due. In ‘fighting’ for rights and/or in trying to ‘do right by others’
education professionals embarked on three inter-related approaches to social justice work,
described herein as pedagogic activism, emancipatory activism and regulatory activism. We
discuss these approaches below, whilst also examining the two broad themes that emerged
from the data.

Pedagogic Activism
As all four participants are directly involved in teaching, it is perhaps understandable that a
significant part of their work should be taken up with seeking better outcomes for students.
We see evidence of education professionals devising programmes and activities to support
the learning of students, and linking their actions to national policy agendas, for example,
‘Every Child Can Learn, Every Child Must Learn’. Furthermore, we see evidence of education
professionals challenging and supporting other education professionals to use their perceived
status as ‘kings’ and ‘queens’ to represent and safeguard the interests of students, and to help
students negotiate and navigate complex systems and processes. These findings extend
research by Suskie (2000) which found that education professionals should draw on the tools
at their disposal, including collaborating with others involved in practices and strategies for
improving their work practices. Since education is a primary gateway to socio-economic wellbeing (Schleicher 2014), decisions taken by education professionals, to upskill and up-build
students, and to provide them with essential skills and knowledge for their flourish in society,
are arguably consistent with overarching aims of education. As the Jamaican teacher of
Spanish noted, she was not preparing her students to pass a test, but for their effective
functioning in the global world. In connecting the individual with the institutional, national
and global contexts, education professionals are trying to provide students with quality
education that equips them for their independent flourishing in society, and that
governments and families will also have a return on their investments in their education.
Although Jamaica was once colonised by England, and although Jamaica’s educational
landscape is heavily influenced by England’s education landscape, both countries are very
different socially, culturally, economically and politically. These differences did not feature
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in our analysis, as we didn’t consider them in our questions. However, what was clear
between participants in both countries was their commitment to using their position and
status to provide students with a qualitatively different learning experience (Miller 2016).
There is no doubt, there are multiple factors that may impact students’ ability to thrive at
school. However, education professionals were clear that their pedagogic practices, and that
of their colleagues, should not be held up as one of those factors. Consequently, there was a
consciousness and a mindfulness among education professionals that sought to challenge
classroom and other practices which could be interpreted as having the potential to be
detrimental to students.

Regulatory Activism
The education professionals in the study were invested in ‘fighting’ for their students and for
improvements in their experiences. However, their fight often included (i) using institutional
and national policies to ameliorate perceived injustices and inconsistent practices and (ii)
seeking to address inconsistencies within existing policy obligations. For example, in using
the wide ambit of institutional policies to create change for students, or working around those
policies, education professionals demonstrated that working flexibly, creatively within
existing regulatory frameworks, instead of outside or against such frameworks, could lead to
better outcomes for students, and could protect all concerned. This position is perhaps best
understood by a statement made by former Jamaican Primer Minister, P.J. Patterson 1
(personal statement) who suggested, ‘The law is not a shackle to enslave; it is a tool of social
engineering’, a view also supported by Riley (2000) who described successful leaders as ‘...
rule breakers ... willing to change in response to new circumstances’ (p. 47).
In addition, as provided by Miller (2016), policies exist to safeguard, to protect and to
reassure. That is, policies exist to provide accountability to and demand accountability from.
Education professionals in the study suggested they acted in ways that provided
accountability to students, their families and their institutions, and that they demanded
regulatory activism from others where their actions could have left them open to unintended
interpretations. For example, in challenging pedagogic and assessment practices that
appeared to advantage some, and not all students, they were trying to reduce the risk of
misunderstandings and accusations emerging, as well as trying to achieve consistency in how
relevant policies were understood and applied. This position acknowledges the complexity

In 1998, speaking subsequent to the historic qualification match against Mexico in which the
Jamaican football team—the Reggae Boyz—qualified for the World Cup in France, then Prime
Minister P. J. Patterson declared the next day a public National Holiday. Faced with immense
criticisms, Mr Patterson, a lawyer, responded by saying, ‘The law is not a shackle but a tool of social
engineering.’ Since then, mostly the first half of Mr Patterson’s statement has been popularised
by/in the press.
1
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of decision making for those working in education, and underlines the fact that doing social
justice work, and to make a difference in doing social justice is hugely problematic, since the
application of policies ‘…should be directed with impartiality, fairness and justice …’ (Falk,
Hampton, Hodgkinson, Parker & Rorris 1993: 2). Furthermore, as provided by Miller (2016),
education professionals are increasingly ‘called upon to carefully balance intuition against
logic; the intrinsic against the external; the legal against the moral; the natural against the
supernatural – in order to negotiate and secure best outcomes for all who study and work in
their schools’ (p. 16).

Emancipatory Activism
From the interview data, a clear pattern of emancipatory activism has emerged, where
education professionals either committed themselves to change several personal agendas
and/or provided examples of impacts their work has had in bringing about change. As noted
by Picower (2012), those who are committed to social justice will work within their
institutions to banish oppression in any of its forms, and to create opportunities for all
students to be enfranchised. From the interview data, we have seen evidence of education
professionals, taking the leadership in challenging practices that reify inequity, as well as
instituting programmes and policies to enfranchise and empower staff and students.
Standing up for Students
In responding to the impact that their practice as a social justice leader/practitioner has on
their organisations and individuals, one university lecturer was quite focused about fighting
for the rights and reasonable interests of her students, in particular, regarding the equitable
distribution of resources and opportunities to students. She also emphasised that engaging
with colleagues in discussions about social injustices with a view to addressing practices and
behaviours which promote and reify such behaviours was important. The commitment of
education professionals to talk with other colleagues, to lobby for students and to seek
changes to institutional systems is congruent with Dantley and Tillman’s (2006) postulation
that engaging in equity debates are avenues through which we can generate meaningful ideas
of changes that can be implemented to better serve our students’ needs. The Primary Principal
commented that she fights for her students in terms of getting more (good) teachers in front
of her (mostly) disadvantaged students, as well as creating a climate of respect and tolerance
at school where no student, regardless of household income and/or disability is stigmatised.
Arguably, the work of this school leader is itself an exercise in social justice.
The plethora of commitments and examples of what they will change or how they have
created change are important in their own right, and they highlight that individual and
collective effort that is measured and undertaken to ‘do right by others’ can dismantle
‘marginalizing conditions’ (Theoharis 2007: 223) that limit and hinder human flourishing.
Commitment from education professionals however must be constant and auto-renewing,
underpinned by a collective and individual energy that is deliberate and purposeful, and that
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pursues the rights, well-being, and interests of their students (Bogotch 2000) in ways that
advance and sustain these rights and interests.
Challenging Unfair Practices
The Primary Principal noted that, despite their best intentions, education professionals can
and sometimes do find themselves, unwittingly, supporting or being complicit with various
‘isms’. This highlights the personal nature of social justice as a concept, and the importance
and need for collective vigilance in doing social justice work. That is, in as much as political
savvy and sophistication may be needed to enact and implement social justice work, it also
requires constant self and collegial checking in order to meet the accountability bar.
Education professionals, irrespective of what country they are located or in what type of
institution they practice, have a duty of care to those they serve and lead. In discharging this
duty, they must use the power associated with their position and status, as ‘kings’ and
‘queens’, to do all they can to transform statements of intents into embedded practice (Miller
& Callender 2019). Discharging these duties in ways that are carefully planned will enable
them to widen and deepen their social justice work in ways that secure and safeguard, and in
ways that are more likely to yield a positive return on investment for all concerned. Social
justice is about equity, and devising schemes and strategies that reduce or eliminate unfair
practices in education is a social justice imperative (OECD 2016).
We present our conceptual model below, which summarises the three activist approaches
adopted by education professionals in the study.
Figure 1: Social justice work as activism
000
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From the interview data, we make the claim that social justice work is ‘activism’. That is, social
justice work is active and not passive, it is oriented towards positive change and its intents,
processes and actions are not geared towards advantaging one group over another but they
are geared towards delivering equity for all.

Conclusions
Social justice is not passive; rather, it is active, seeking not only to disrupt and to challenge,
but also to break down and to build up. Social justice work therefore requires concerted and
purposeful effort on the part of education professionals, whatever their position and/or
status, and irrespective of the country in which they are located. The paper offers a framework
that helps us understand how education professionals in England and Jamaica undertake and
assess their work in social justice in their institutional contexts. As one examines how
education professionals in England and Jamaica approach social justice work, it is to be noted
that each country has its own set of challenges, for example, in England: race inequality, and
in Jamaica, poverty and deprivation. These issues were not considered crucial to our analysis
since this was not a study of nations but a study of individuals and their practice.
Nevertheless, a common denominator was the participants’ willingness to ‘do right by others’
and to challenge processes and policies in order to achieve change.
We note that education professionals doing social justice work demonstrate that social justice
is leadership by modelling, by developing others, and by displaying versatility and creativity
in promoting a climate of fairness, inclusion and excellence for all. Acknowledging this fact
in the context of social justice work is important to educational institutions, in England and
Jamaica, and elsewhere across the world. Nevertheless, and despite the myriad challenges
associated with national and school contexts, education professionals engaged in pedagogic,
emancipatory and regulatory activism in seeking to dismantle poor processes and practices
and in trying to implement more spaces for all who study and work in their educational
institutions.

Implications
A number of implications have emerged from this study. However, for the sake of space, we
present four which we believe are the main ones. Each is linked to one of the four questions
posed to participants:
Q1. Differences in how participants conceptualise social justice is a factor of their (i) position/
status within their educational institution, and (ii) gender, and/or (iii) country context.
Further in-depth research that invites participants to directly reflect on whether or in what
ways their understanding of social justice is a factor of their (i) job role and (ii) gender and
(iii) country context could be potentially illuminating.
Q2. The ability of education professionals to have the widest or broadest possible impact in
terms of their social justice work is partly related to their job role and/or status within their
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educational institution. Further in-depth research that invites participants to directly reflect
on the extent to which their job role and/or status hinders and/or facilitates their doing social
justice work context could be potentially enlightening.
Q3. This research, and much of the research on social justice in education adopts a qualitative
methodology. Education professionals were asked to comment on the impact of their work,
and what was provided were qualitative accounts and examples. Further in-depth research
that uses a quantitative measure to assess or evaluate potential impact may be beneficial.
Q4. Although it is well understood that our understanding and conceptualisation of social
justice is deeply personal, it was found that collaborative working was key to successfully
undertaking social justice work. Further in-depth research on the potential tensions arising
between individual conceptions compared with collective enactment of social justice could
be potentially illuminating.
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Successful Principalship: Beyond
Leadership Practice and Teacher
Agency
Jeanne Ho and Paul Meng-Huat Chua

Abstract: This paper presents a case study of successful principalship in a Singapore school, conducted
as part of the International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) to examine the
characteristics and practices of successful principals. The study followed the research protocol developed
by the ISSPP, consisting of the collection of multi-perspectival qualitative data from the school
leadership team, teachers, students and parents. Analysis was grounded and then categorised into key
topics specified by the ISSPP. The study contributes to the literature on leadership by affirming the
importance of the leaders’ values, beliefs and identities in shaping leadership practice, and the
development of student agency as a pragmatic intermediate strategy that can be used to convince
teachers to change their pedagogy, which takes a longer time to achieve. The study suggests a need to
investigate in more detail the possible use of student agency as a catalytic leverage for teacher epistemic
change. In addition, the study underscores the need for further research on the principal’s use of
networking to achieve school goals. The findings are based on one specific case and transferability is
therefore limited. In addition, the school studied is not a typical mainstream school in Singapore and
the principal is also atypical in terms of his training and prior experiences. Nevertheless, many of the
findings are congruent with existing studies on principalship in Singapore.
Keywords: Successful principalship, student agency, leader’s values, beliefs and identities

Introduction
The case study of Trinity School (a pseudonym) was conducted as part of the International
Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) (www.uv.uio.no/ils/english/research/projects
/isspp). The aims of the ISSPP, which started in 2001, include re-examining existing theoretical
perspectives on school headship through insights from new empirical international research
(Day 2005). The common research question is ‘What are the characteristics and practices of
successful principals and what influences these?’
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Although the ISSPP is an international project, apart from a study of two schools in Shanghai
(Wong 2005), the rest of the inaugural studies were of schools in the Western world, though
the countries present very different social, political and educational contexts and indicators
of success (Day 2005; Moos & Johansson 2009). Subsequently, as part of the ISSPP, in 2008, a
model of successful leadership was developed based on three case studies in Indonesia
(Raihani 2008) while in 2010, Wang (also see Wang, Gurr & Drysdale 2016) examined how
principals in four primary schools in Singapore led their schools to achieve educational
excellence.
Trinity School is a publicly funded 6-year secondary school in Singapore with a history of
over 150 years. It is recognised as a school that offers quality holistic and academic education.
The school has won many of the Ministry of Education’s school awards such as the School
Distinction Award and Character and Citizenship Education award. Catering to 1,700
students with a staff strength of 150 teachers, the school has autonomy over admissions, staff
recruitment and curriculum matters. The principal studied is unique in that he did not go
through the centralised leadership training which the majority of principals in Singapore
attend. Despite this lack of formal training, the principal, Mr. Chan, was able to maintain the
academic performance of the school and to further the school’s achievement by becoming one
of a handful of Singapore schools approved by the Ministry to offer the dual track education,
comprising the Integrated Programme Track (Grades 7 to 12) and the Cambridge O-levels
(Grades 7 to 10) track. The Integrated Programme Track offers a more inquiry-oriented
curriculum and approach to learning. Garnering the Integrated Programme status was
paramount for the school, as it needs to compete with other similarly achieving schools for
students. The story of how Mr. Chan was able to make an already reputable school even more
successful affirms the importance of the principal’s personal characteristics, in particular his
motivation, identity and values (Leithwood & Day 2007). Given that specific successful
leadership practices, while possessing common elements, are nevertheless context-sensitive
(Leithwood 2005; Wang, Gurr & Drysdale 2016), we propose that the case study of Trinity
School is valuable in adding to the rich kaleidoscope of successful principalship crafted under
ISSPP.

Literature Review
Since this study builds on the ISSPP’s work, this literature review focuses mainly on the
ISSPP’s key findings, in support of the ISSPP’s effort to build on previous evidence. In his
synthesis of seven countries’ ISSPP reports, Leithwood (2005) identified three main
leadership practices that resonate with transformational leadership – setting directions,
developing people, and redesigning the organisation – as the basis of successful leadership.
With respect to the setting of direction, Leithwood (2005) observed that students’ learning
was central. In developing people, the successful principals provided intellectual stimulation
and modelled important values and practices. Successful principals were further involved in
redesigning the organisation through encouraging cultures of collaboration and distributing
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leadership. Though the literature on Singapore principals is limited, there is support for the
need for transformational leadership in Singapore, affirming the need for school leaders to
set direction, develop people and design a positive school culture (Retna & Ng 2010).
With respect to factors that give rise to successful school leadership, Leithwood’s (2005)
conclusion is that the dispositions, motivations and beliefs of successful principals were
critical. Similarly, Day (2005) emphasised the inner values and philosophies of the successful
principals, noting that they possess ‘a strong sense of agency, core sets of deeply held values
and moral and ethical purpose, and immense amounts of emotional understandings of
themselves and others’ (p. 536). The ISSPP conducted follow-up cases in six of the original
seven countries, and in reviewing these findings, Moos and Johansson (2009) surfaced
additional factors, including an increase in collaboration with parents and the external
community, a greater distribution of leadership to middle leaders and teachers, and the
design and management of schools as communities held together by a shared sense of
identity.
Besides the two articles that synthesised the key ISSPP’s findings, as this paper concerns a
school in Singapore, we examined the other Singapore-based ISSPP study. Wang (2010) and
Wang, Gurr and Drysdale (2016) found similar evidence of the principals’ personal qualities,
beliefs and values guiding their practice. The four successful primary school principals also
redesigned school structures, provided professional development, and established
collaborative relationships both within and beyond the school community, including with
parents and the school board. In addition, the principals set directions in which students’
learning and holistic development were central, and built upon the legacy of past principals.
Wang’s research concluded with a 6E model of successful school leadership: educate,
envision, energise, engage, enable and embrace. The model is consistent with earlier ISSPP
findings about the importance of direction (envision), developing people (energise), the
principal’s personal qualities, values and beliefs (enable), and developing quality
relationships with various stakeholders (engage). A review of the leadership qualities and
styles of school principals in Singapore (Ng, Nguyen, Wong & Choy 2015a) was consistent
with Wang’s and colleagues’ finding (Wang 2010; Wang, Gurr & Drysdale 2016) that effective
Singapore principals demonstrated positive personality traits, such as being confident, openminded, inspiring, empathetic and willing to trust others
In the Singapore literature on school leadership, besides transformational leadership, the
other key leadership practice identified is instructional leadership. A review of 27 papers
from 1984 to 2014 on instructional leadership practices by Singapore principals indicated that
the principals played an active role in defining the school vision, building pedagogical
capacity, improving the school-wide curriculum and promoting a good learning climate (Ng,
Nguyen, Wong & Choy 2015b). Another key finding was the influence of the Ministry of
Education’s policies and initiatives on the principal’s framing of school vision and goals.
Chua (2018) found that three principals adhered to the direction of the Ministry’s policies
when translating and adapting them for implementation for their schools. In 2017, an
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empirical study on instructional leadership in Singapore surfaced similar findings with
regard to the influence of key national policies and initiatives and of principals keeping their
predecessors’ vision when taking on principalship (Nguyen, Ng & Yap 2017). The latter
finding is consistent with principals building on the legacy of past principals in the energise
dimension of Wang’s 6E model (Wang 2010; Wang, Gurr & Drysdale 2016). An additional
characteristic that Nguyen, Ng and Yap (2017) suggested reflected the local culture was the
pragmatism of the principals in doing what was required to achieve annual goals while
cognisant of the need for a long-term direction. This pragmatism was also mentioned in a
separate study involving a survey of principals, vice-principals, key personnel and teachers
in 224 schools and a series of focused group discussions (Goh et al. 2015).

Methodology
Trinity School meets the criteria developed by the ISSPP for the selection of a successful
school:
a)

b)

In 2009, the school received the most prestigious award in the Ministry of
Education’s Masterplan of Awards, the School of Excellence Award, as well as the
Outstanding Character Development Award
The principal is highly regarded in the educational and academic communities in
Singapore

The research protocols developed by the ISSPP were used to guide data collection and
analysis. Besides the principal, multi-perspectival data were collected from the school
leadership team, teachers, students and parents. This addresses a current gap in research on
Singapore principals, which gathered perspectives on the principals mainly from the school
leadership team and teachers (Ng et al. 2015b). Data from the principal and five members of
the school leadership team (one vice-principal (VP) and four heads) were collected via
interviews, with the principal interviewed twice, once at the beginning of the study and the
other at the end. Teacher, parent and student data were collected through three focus group
discussion sessions with 4 to 8 participants in each group. Data from documents such as the
principal’s emails to teachers, newspaper reports and school website were also analysed.
The interview and FGD data were transcribed. Analysis consisted of two stages. The first
stage was ground-up coding, with pertinent data extracted, put into individual cells in an
Excel spreadsheet and assigned with a preliminary code, including in vivo coding, and a
corresponding memo. The preliminary codes were then categorised into broader themes
(Saldaña 2016). For example, the preliminary codes of giving students leeway, giving students
trust and space, empowers the students, and giving students choice were re-categorised as
developing student agency. The third stage of the coding was guided by ISSPP protocols,
which consisted of key topics, main themes, and evidence from the various participants. The
main topics included:
1.

Major challenges of the school context
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2.
3.
4.

Strategies used to address these challenges
Perceived qualities and contributions of the principal
Beneficial effects on school culture and student behaviour.

Setting the Stage – The School and the Community
Trinity School is a school with an illustrious history. In Singapore, Trinity School is an
example of an independent school that offers what is known as an Integrated Programme
(IP). While most secondary schools in Singapore offer a 4-year programme (grades 7 to 10)
culminating in the Cambridge O-Level examination at grade 10, IP schools offer a 6-year
course (from grades 7 to 12) which leads to the GCE A-Level examination or the International
Baccalaureate (IB) examination at grade 12. Trinity school offers both the O-level track and
the IP track, with students in the latter track moving on to the Senior High School to sit for
the IB examination. Table 1 provides a summary of the academic programmes.
Table 1: Summary of Academic Programmes in Trinity School
Grades

Grades 7 – 10

Academic Programme
-

Grades 11-12
(Senior High School)

-

O Level Track – students move on to a Junior College or to a
Polytechnic
The IP Track – prepares students for the Senior High School
without needing to sit for the O level
The IB programme for students from the IP track

Compared to mainstream government secondary schools in Singapore, independent schools
have a greater degree of autonomy to design their curriculum and to recruit their teachers.
Trinity School has about 1,700 students, 160 teaching staff and 40 support staff. It has a board
of governors, which includes alumni and parent representatives. The Principal, Mr. Chan, led
the school for seven years. He was an alumnus of Trinity School, and Trinity School was the
first and only school he led. Mr. Chan had previous leadership experiences holding a senior
position in different divisions in the Ministry of Education (MOE). Although Mr. Chan was
not a direct MOE hire, being on secondment to MOE from the National Institute of Education,
he was a qualified teacher who previously taught in school for three years.
Emphasised by nearly all the stakeholders interviewed, Trinity School has a very rich
tradition, ‘a tradition of care for the larger community’ (VP), for the students and staff, for the
‘last, the lost and the least’ (VP, HOD 2, Parent E), with Mr. Chan taking care to continue and
reinforce this tradition. In addition, teachers, students and parents all mentioned the school’s
history of focusing on moral and character development, on the spiritual aspect, with the VP
attributing the development of the students’ ‘souls’ to the caring environment.
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There is a lot of focus on moral development, … the teachers always emphasise … do
the right thing. (Student)
I think the soul part is developed because of the care … care that the school leaders
have for the teachers, the care that teachers have for the students, and care that
students have for students. (VP)
Teachers and students affirmed that there is a nurturing and positive relationship between
teachers and students, and amongst students. Students agreed that their teachers ‘support
our studies, and they also put in effort to help us … get our optimum results’. Parents who
were in the FGD were generally satisfied with the education that Trinity School provided for
their children, with comments like, ‘So they [the children] got into junior college, to me, [the
school] has done its job’, sharing that their children would miss Trinity School when they
graduate.
During Mr. Chan’s tenure as a principal, Trinity School was approved by the Ministry to offer
the dual track education comprising the Integrated Programme track and the O-level track.
Trinity School also started the IB Diploma programme. Considering how new the IB
programme is in Trinity School, it has performed well, with the students scoring an average
of 40-41, which are amongst top performing scores internationally.

The School Principal
Mr. Chan was invited by the Trinity School Board to become principal to help the school
attain the Ministry’s permission to implement the Integrated Programme, which was initiated
by the Ministry in 2004. The Board used its networks to identify suitable alumni who could
be appointed to be the school’s principal. As a prominent alumnus with close links to the
Ministry, Mr. Chan was identified as a viable candidate.
Mr Chan’s stint in the Ministry, during which he served in two divisions in a senior position,
possibly explains the staff’s and parents’ perception of him as being ‘good at looking at the
helicopter view’ (Teacher 3), and ‘able to see different perspectives’ (Parent E). Mr. Chan
himself commented that his work in MOE helped him to ‘see things at a very high level, at a
systemic level, so … in terms of vision and understanding the trends, you have an advantage’.
Prior to his work in the Ministry, Mr. Chan was an academician with a local university, after
serving as a teacher for three years. When Mr. Chan was invited to become the principal of
Trinity School, he was about to return to the university. However, when the Trinity School
Board comprising alumni spoke to him ‘about a need for Trinity School to move up to the
next level’ as it was ‘lagging behind’, he felt he had a ‘responsibility’ as an alumnus to do
something ‘to change the scenario’. Mr. Chan felt he could do ‘something … meaningful
changing the lives of young people that are entrusted to our care’.
Although he had never been a principal before, nor had he attended Singapore’s standardised
training to be a principal, Mr. Chan had an astute understanding of the role of leadership,
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possibly as he had held senior positions in the Ministry, and his own extensive reading, as an
academic, on school improvement and leadership. When asked for his perception of the role
of leadership, he was very clear about the distinction between leadership and management,
but also the importance of both.
I think when I took on the job and even before, I was quite clear what leadership is.
So, it's a matter of … understanding the starting point, and knowing where the end
point is, and to figure out an iterative plan to get there.
A leader must also be a manager, but a manager is not a leader. The crux of the matter
is that if you are a leader and you can’t manage, you can’t do anything.
As a leader, it’s about giving people clarity about where they should be going, and I
think the more challenging part is to create the conditions to enable them to go where
they want to go. So I think it's about persuading them that they should be going there,
to understand what are the fear factors on the part of the people, … and to try to
structure a gentle transition for people. (authors’ emphasis in bold)
Mr. Chan was ‘crystal clear’ about his end point and in sharing this end point with
stakeholders. He articulated his ‘end point’ as to ‘improve learning for the students
ultimately’ but noted that ‘in order for your students to learn, the teacher must model the
learning’, thus implying the enhanced capacity of teachers is the other end point. His ‘ideal
state’ is a school where students have the ‘agency to discover their potential’ and teachers
‘shift from a mode of just giving information, preparing them [the students] for just
examination, to designing and facilitating learning conditions for the students’.
However, Mr. Chan was acutely aware that pedagogical change for teachers is difficult and
‘takes a long time to happen’; he saw ‘change in a ten or fifteen-year time frame’ and thus
viewed his seven years in Trinity School as time ‘to set a firm foundation’ for the succeeding
principal to build on and to take the school to the next level.

Major Challenges of Trinity School
From the Board’s perspective, the major challenge that Mr. Chan was brought in to address
was the need to move the school ‘to the next level’ (principal) so that Trinity school could
remain a ‘school of choice’. As an independent school, Trinity had to remain relevant, as there
was strong competition amongst the top schools in Singapore for student talent. One strategy
to achieve this was for Trinity School to ‘secure the Integrated Programme’. However, to Mr.
Chan, this was ‘the least of the challenges’ because securing the Integrated Programme was
mainly about ‘understanding the politics … what the ministry wants in the form of Integrated
Programme and having alumni who were able to help’. Within three years of becoming
principal, Mr. Chan secured MOE’s approval for Trinity school to implement the Integrated
Programme and the international baccalaureate (IB). As expressed by HOD 1, the IP is ‘one
of the legacies that he [Mr. Chan] will leave behind’; HOD 1 perceived that Mr. Chan made
the IP and IB possible as ‘he had the clout at that point to open doors’.
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From Mr. Chan’s perspective, the main challenge in Trinity School was ‘the mindset, the skill
set of teachers’ to design and implement the IP, to provide a more ‘diverse form of education’
(HOD 2), and to change teachers’ pedagogy from a more traditional lecture, drill and practice
mode. The teachers interviewed agreed that there were teachers in the school, including
themselves, who were still struggling with new pedagogies proposed by Mr. Chan, such as
concept-based teaching. Another challenge that Mr. Chan identified was actually a strength
of the school, the teachers’ ‘extreme’ care for their students, which resulted in the teachers
doing all the planning ‘on behalf of the students’. Mr. Chan believed that, ‘If the students
don't take charge of their learning, they will never be able to fly.’

Strategies to Address These Challenges
Mr. Chan used multiple strategies to achieve ‘synergy’, ‘tweaking multiple variables at the
same time’, and continually ‘getting feedback to know that you are tweaking in the right
direction’. The vice-principal interviewed affirmed that the principal ‘takes an interest in
having focus group discussions’ with both students and teachers.

Empowering Teacher Agency and Leadership
To address the main challenge of teachers’ mindsets and skills, and understanding teachers’
natural fear of change, Mr. Chan strategised a pragmatic approach to ‘allow curriculum
change to take place in a safe way without … frightening them [the teachers] such that they
resist the change’. This was through his suggestion to provide a 3-tier curriculum:
So tier 1 was your traditional, you [the teacher] can do what you want. I will urge you
to make change but I won't worry if you don't make change … but we start playing
around with tier 2 and tier 3. Tier 2 is your independent study modules, specially
mounted modules by the teachers.
Mr. Chan shared that the tiered structure of the curriculum was deliberate, a change
management ‘strategy to allow them [the teachers] to do something familiar, but also spend
some time on something unfamiliar, and the success of the unfamiliar will creep into normal
practice’. He shared a story of a mathematics teacher who, after teaching the ‘open end’
ArtScience programme in tier 3, ‘discovered’ that her normal approach to teaching ‘might not
be the best way’. While the teacher might not have ‘changed completely’ her way of teaching,
Mr. Chan observed that she was ‘more prepared to entertain questions from students, and to
[consider] is there an alternative solution?’
Beyond providing direction for the change in curriculum, Mr. Chan promoted teacher
‘agency’ by encouraging and supporting teacher initiatives. He shared that if teachers came
to him with ideas, he would ensure that these teachers had support to explore their ideas.
Teacher and student agency to Mr. Chan were key to achieving ‘cultural change’. While the
other stakeholders did not mention agency, they all noted the ‘trust in [teachers’]
professionalism’ (VP) that Mr. Chan had for his teachers and his encouragement of teachers
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to ‘initiate projects’ (VP) as well as the ‘freedom’ to manage their own time (Teacher 1). HOD
4 observed that Mr. Chan ‘releases energy in the senior school’ as the staff were empowered
to develop the IB curriculum.
Mr. Chan believed that the professional learning of teachers is critical to them developing
agency. Thus, he provided the teachers with many avenues to learn new ideas. For example,
he arranged for learning journeys to various organisations, including a hospital and a prison.
His rationale was that while teachers may have ‘preconceived notions’, when they visit a
place, and start to ‘look at things, suddenly you ask yourself, actually what you have [to do]
may not be impossible’. He also tried to connect teachers to the academic world of research
through ‘monthly notes’ (HOD 3, four monthly notes), which provided summaries of
pedagogies or theories that the teachers could explore. The teachers noted Mr. Chan’s belief
in the importance of knowledge, and his asking the teachers to ‘make reflections on our
teaching’. They also noted his effort to connect them to expertise from MOE and the National
Institute of Education (HOD 2).
Although he linked the teachers to external expertise, Mr. Chan shared that ultimately, he
wanted teachers to ‘know that they have the agency, that they don’t have to rely on external
help’. Thus, he restructured the timetable to create time for the teachers to ‘sit down and work
with each other’, so that ‘they can find a solution, we don’t need the most ideal solution, we
need a reasonable optimal solution’. HOD 1 observed that Mr. Chan ‘created’ a ‘whitespace’
in the staff’s timetable to enable the teachers to ‘articulate amongst ourselves, to converse
about teaching conceptually’; similarly, HOD 3 noted that Mr. Chan ‘used money to free us
[the teachers] up’ so that ‘everyone can sit down and communicate … [which] gave us a lot
of scope to converse and improve’.

Empowering Student Agency and Building Community Spirit
Acutely aware that developing teacher agency and changing teacher mindsets would take
time, Mr. Chan felt that he should not ‘short change’ the students while waiting for the
teachers to change. His rationale for focusing on developing student agency was because
students ‘don’t have any baggage with them’. He also focused on student agency as it served
to help him to speed up the school transformation as a change in teachers’ pedagogies and
culture takes a longer time to materialise. His strategy was to work with the students,
particularly the first-year cohort, so that within four years, he would be able to ‘change
student culture quite significantly’ by having ‘seniors to model’ for the younger students. A
‘daring’ (HOD 2) strategy that Mr. Chan implemented was the Thursday ‘white space’ (HOD
2) during which no teacher was present to monitor the students. It was totally the students’
time ‘to take charge’ (HOD 3), to decide whether they wanted to ‘play, study or rest’ (HOD2).
Students shared that ‘student initiatives get to blossom’ during this whitespace.
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It is important to understand that Mr. Chan’s interpretation of student agency is not
individual in nature. Student agency goes beyond individual motivation or self-regulation to
student agency within a community, and arising from a sense of belonging. He also sees
student agency as related to student learning and thus student academic achievement.
Indeed, he believes that student agency is ‘the main driver of school improvement … If you
get your agency right, good results become a by-product.’ The community of students serves
as a ‘support system’ to ‘lift’ one another up when they encounter problems. The following
quote provides insight into Mr. Chan’s thinking about student agency in terms of selfregulation:
I think self-regulation is not only about a single student, it is about students in relation
to the community he belongs to. How do you harness that community to actually get
things done … self-regulation is not purely individual, intrinsic motivation comes
from social interaction, from a sense of belonging … to an organisation, so you want
to do your best not purely for yourself, but you also do your best for your organisation.
Based on the concept of student agency as agency within a community, Mr. Chan put in place
structures to ensure that students ‘self-regulate’ as a group. One strategy was to involve
students in setting targets by class – ‘in order for them to get gold, they have to work as a
class’. Another strategy was to change the original class banding by students’ academic scores
to a new structure of ‘mixed ability’ classes. This change was based on his belief that ‘when
you mix [students] in a class, you have the strong, weak and mediocre, you put them together,
if you have the community spirit correct, they will all help each other’ (VP).
Besides developing students’ self-regulation, Mr. Chan believed that schools must ‘create
conditions where the students have agency to discover their potential’. Within the academic
curriculum, Mr. Chan introduced tiers 2 and 3 to provide students with ‘the power of choice’
to ‘decide what they want to study’ (Student). Tier 3 is a ‘totally open-end project work’; at
the same time, tier 3 involves group work, which supports Mr. Chan’s aim to develop
bonding and a support system amongst students. HOD 1 noted that tiers 2 and 3 provide
students ‘with an opportunity to investigate, and it is a lot more independent learning’, while
HOD 4 views the IB programme as supporting ‘self-directed learning … to take control of
their lives’.
Beyond the academic curriculum, Mr. Chan developed student agency by encouraging
students to propose initiatives, and allowing them to trial the initiatives, because he views
school as not simply a ‘fail-safe environment, it is a safe-fail environment’. While the rest of
the stakeholders did not use the term student agency, they recognised Mr. Chan’s effort to
support student initiatives and leadership:
He also gives a lot of leeway to students to try and initiate things. He believes in
students initiating things, in leadership development, many opportunities for
students to experiment. (VP)
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He empowers the students. To take the initiative, come up with ideas, and if your ideas
don’t work, fine. But you tried … Previously it was all very controlled, a teacher had
to be in charge. Now it's a lot of student-led activities. (Teacher 4)
I believe he gives … students opportunities. It is ok if it is not perfect, the key is to
learn from them (Parent M)
Yes, I agree that there are quite a lot of student-led initiatives in the school ... you are
able to organise stuff and events for students. There is not too much teacher input.
(Student)
As with self-regulation, the strategies Mr. Chan introduced to develop student agency in
terms of student initiatives and autonomy aimed simultaneously to build a community spirit.
For example, one major strategy was to give the student council the responsibility to ‘take
charge’ (Teacher 4) of the sports carnival on their own, without a teacher in-charge. As
observed by the VP, in such a situation, ‘everyone has to work together…. That helps to bring
that community spirit’. The VP shared that ‘building this community spirit’ was ‘very
pertinent’ in Mr. Chan’s leadership. This is probably due to Mr. Chan’s belief that it is not
sufficient to give individual students the tools to increase their self-worth – the ‘entire
culture’, the ‘entire environment’ has to support the individual.

Perceived Qualities of the Principal
Across various stakeholders, what came through clearly was the perception that Mr. Chan
was ‘forward looking and visionary’ (Parent G), ‘paints the big picture’ (HOD 2) but without
‘micromanaging’ (VP). Instead, he left it to the VPs and heads to do the ‘day-to-day running’
(HOD2), ‘keeping tab on’ what was happening through focus group discussions. HOD 4
observed that while Mr. Chan would monitor what was happening and would step in when
necessary, he was ‘not an intrusive leader’; instead, HOD 4 compared Mr. Chan to ‘a safety
net’, in the sense that the latter was ‘always on-hand to offer advice, [and] help arbitrate any
decisions’. While the teachers did not work with Mr. Chan directly, the teachers agreed that
Mr. Chan trusted them enough to give them ‘space’ to do their work (which could lead to the
development of agency) and that he would step in when necessary to provide support. The
teachers also agreed Mr. Chan was ‘good at looking at the helicopter view’ which helped
them ‘put things in perspective, and there was an assurance we will move on knowing where
we are going’. They similarly noted that if they ‘digressed’ from the school’s plan, Mr. Chan
would ‘somehow pull us back’. Parents observed that Mr. Chan was ‘not afraid to try’ (Parent
G) and he was able to ‘see different perspectives’ because he had a ‘helicopter vision’ and was
‘not just pushing through the jungle’ (Parent E).
Mr. Chan’s helicopter view was partly attributed to his extensive knowledge, as an academic,
of educational research, and his belief in ‘research-based evidence in whatever he advocates’
(VP). Various stakeholders acknowledged that Mr. Chan had ‘a thinking behind his
programmes which … [was] sound in many ways’ (HOD 1); he ‘will cite, research says this,
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and you can understand why he is advocating something’ (VP). Because Mr. Chan believed
it was important to communicate and ‘explain rationale’ (VP), he initiated the monthly emails
which he personally took the lead in writing. As HOD 3 observed, Mr. Chan ‘is good at
writing and he knows how to put it across’.
Although he was good at writing, the perception was that he was ‘not wired’ as a people
person (HOD 1) and he did not spend much time talking to teachers. There was an impression
that because he was not a people person, he ‘wasn’t in touch with’ the ground (HOD 1).
However, interviews with Mr. Chan suggest that he was aware of the natural human
resistance to change, the need to pace and scaffold change, and that change would take at
least 10-15 years. This was partly why Mr. Chan focused first on building student agency,
although he initiated professional development and other strategies to simultaneously build
teacher capacity and influence their mindsets.
Indeed, Mr. Chan’s understanding of ‘the messiness’ of leading school change seems aligned
to his belief that leaders need to be ‘flexible’, and should not ‘overplan’ or ‘underplan’, setting
a ‘broad’ end point that allows for ‘multiple routes’ to get there. While this paper focused on
strategies which Mr. Chan put in place to develop student and teacher agency, his ‘multiple
routes’ included creating connections with alumni and parents to open learning avenues for
the students, and with the University to broaden the teachers’ learning. His understanding
that change will take time probably also accounts for his patience and persistence. His VP
observed that he will ‘persevere’ and ‘the same idea … [he would] put … in many different
ways’. His patience includes not pointing fingers if things do not work. Consistent with his
belief in student and teacher agency, and trusting them to explore what they believe in, Mr.
Chan ‘believes that we are wiser if we make mistakes, we learn from the mistakes and grow’.

Impact of the Principal’s Leadership
During his tenure as principal of Trinity School, Mr. Chan secured the Ministry’s approval
for the school to implement the Integrated Programme (IP), which also led to the Senior High
school offering the International Baccalaureate Programme (IB), making Trinity School ‘a very
attractive school’ (Teacher 4) which can ‘draw’ (Teacher 1) students to the school. This
milestone achievement is aligned to the school’s vision to be ‘a school of choice’, with the IB
also supporting another aspect of the school’s vision, which is to enable ‘learning driven by
passion’. The second and third tiers of the curriculum, which Mr. Chan introduced, also
supported students’ exploration of passion beyond what is in the traditional tier 1 curriculum.
Despite IB being new to the school, Mr. Chan’s trust in and support of the Head of the Senior
School and teachers resulted in the students performing very well in IB, amongst the top
performing in the world. The Senior Head credited Mr. Chan’s trust in the teachers, and the
autonomy he gave, releasing ‘energy’ in the senior school, and enabling a ‘collaborative
approach in the leadership team and staff’.
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Despite the school adopting a dual track for the Integrated Programme, which means that
some of its better students did not sit for the Cambridge O Levels Examination, Trinity School
managed to maintain its performance at the ‘O’ levels. Teachers, students and parents all
agreed that Trinity School sustained its tradition of developing students holistically, and that
Mr. Chan helped to reassure the teachers that it was not about ‘chasing after a numbers game’
(HOD 2). HOD 4 emphasised that though the school has performed well, it’s ‘not an exam
factory’; instead, the school has ‘taught students to develop in a whole range of ways’.
Students commented that they would not recommend their friends to join Trinity School
‘unless you are looking for an all rounded education’ and parents agreed that the ‘emphasis
has always been on the holistic development of the child’ (Parent M).
Student-wise, Mr. Chan felt that he ‘was able to change student culture quite significantly’,
as students had ‘seniors to model’ the appropriate values and behaviour. He felt that the
‘general discipline tone and the [students’] sense of agency went up’. HOD 3 agreed that Mr.
Chan had an impact on students’ self-regulation, describing the process metaphorically as
‘growing’ a seed, with students implementing ‘quite a lot of student-led initiatives’.
Different stakeholders observed the ‘very evident’ (VP) community spirit amongst the
students, with ‘shared values across the senior school and the secondary school’ (HOD 4),
and without unhealthy competition (Teacher 4, Parent C). The most convincing evidence
comes from the students themselves, who agreed that ‘Trinity School is one big community
… and we will try to help each other’ as ‘a family’. While Trinity School had a long tradition
of values inculcation and care for the school community and beyond, the challenge was to
continue this tradition and the sense of fraternity with the introduction of the senior school
and thus the influx of new students who were not from the secondary school.
Teacher-wise, Mr. Chan was the first to admit that he had not managed to help the teachers
achieve ‘pedagogical excellence’. Ever a realist who is willing to confront brutal reality, he
shared that for one of the initiatives he introduced, once the ‘champion’ left, the innovation
‘petered off’. The teachers shared that while they knew they were ‘empowered’ to make
changes, these changes were ‘not eventualised’ (Teacher 2); the teachers themselves felt they
were ‘not ready yet’ and they struggled with the extent to which they should change the
curriculum. HOD 1 shared feeling ‘very inadequate’ about how to teach conceptually as it
was ‘not a teaching pedagogy that we ourselves were exposed to’.
However, Mr. Chan observed that teachers were ‘more ready to make changes’. The heads
agreed that ‘teachers did move along’ (HOD 3) and ‘people are more open to accepting or
trying new things’ (HOD 1). The teachers themselves felt there was ‘the beginnings’ of
teachers’ understanding of how to design a more concept-based curriculum. For the Senior
School, a lot of ‘time and energy’ was invested in developing teachers’ capacity to implement
the IB, which was perceived to be a ‘success’ in itself (HOD 4). A few individuals shared that
Mr. Chan influenced them to start reading – ‘I am thankful for [Mr. Chan] implanting these
seeds in me. This love of learning’ (HOD 3). While there is still much work for the succeeding

ISEA • Volume 47, Number 1, 2019

│ 33

principal to influence the teachers to change the way they teach, there were pockets of change
amongst the teachers. As Mr. Chan shared, there was ‘delta’.

Discussion
Beyond Leadership Practice: The Importance of the Leaders’ Values, Beliefs
and Identities in Influencing Practice
Crow and Møller (2017) note that there has been an emphasis in the literature on school
leaders’ competencies and skills, which has resulted in the frequent exclusion of values,
beliefs, motivations and professional identities. However, these are important in shaping
leaders’ practices, affirmed by the ISSPP studies and by the 2015 review of studies on
Singapore Principals (Ng et al. 2015a). In this case study, Mr. Chan was not a school principal
before and was also not trained to be one with the desired competencies and skills. How does
one explain his success as a principal? As many of his key personnel agreed, Mr. Chan was
also not a people’s person. He was not considered charismatic or particularly approachable,
and yet different stakeholders agreed that Mr Chan was a successful principal.
We suggest that part of the answer might be in the finding that successful principals’ strong
moral purpose is a ‘critical antecedent and co-requisite of their capacity for effective practices’
(Crow, Day & Møller 2017: 265). Begley (2010) argues that leadership and management skills
by themselves are not enough, schools need to possess a ‘clear set of educational purposes
and … moral purpose’ (p. 52). Mr. Chan’s identity and experience as an alumnus of Trinity
School shaped his identity as its principal, with a strong moral purpose to continue the
school’s rich tradition of care for the ‘last, the lost and the least’ and the ‘responsibility’ to
serve his alma mater and move the school to a higher level. From the interviews and FGD,
what stood out was Mr. Chan’s motivation for taking on the principalship and how his values
were shaped by his experience as an alumnus, illustrating the historical and cultural
dimensions of the leader’s identity (Ng et al. 2015a). Decisions made by Mr. Chan clearly
reinforced the school’s tradition of care for the larger community and for the student
community, including putting in place structures to develop student agency within a
community, with community support and to build a community spirit.
Besides Mr. Chan’s identity as an alumnus, his identity as an academic and his corresponding
belief in research-based evidence is evident in his practice of referring to research to explain
why he is advocating an initiative. Mr. Chan’s extensive ‘academic’ knowledge and
understanding of people’s resistance to change, and the need to pace change, appeared to
have influenced his decision to focus on building student agency while simultaneously
providing professional development for teachers, understanding that it would take a much
longer time to change the teachers’ practice. Mr Chan’s knowledge of change management,
together with his belief that leaders need to be flexible in terms of strategies, also saw him
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putting in place multiple routes to achieve his vision, including going beyond students and
teachers to create connections with alumni and parents.
This case highlights the importance of school leaders having a clear understanding of the
human side of leadership since bringing about education change is extremely complex and
involves being sensitive to people’s fears about change (Stoll 2006). Crow and Møller (2017)
refer to this as the ‘cognitive dimension’ of the school leader’s identify formation, in which
leaders use their knowledge to reason about the judgements they make in complex contexts.
In addition, this case supports findings that successful school leadership practice in Singapore
is guided by the principals’ personal beliefs and values, while simultaneously seeking to
preserve their predecessors’ vision (Nguyen et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2016)

Beyond Influencing Teachers: Influencing Students and through Students
Amongst the six leadership functions identified by Leithwood and Duke (1999) in their
review, the functions either explicitly or implicitly were related to influencing teachers, in
particular the leadership functions of instructional and transformational leadership.
Distributed leadership, which has been increasingly advocated, is usually referred to in
conjunction with distributing leadership to middle leaders or teachers (Spillane, Halverson &
Diamond 2004).
In a more recent systematic review of studies on leadership models in educational research
from 1980 to 2014, similar leadership functions were identified, including teacher leadership
and curriculum leadership, with teachers included as potential leaders (Gumus, Bellibas,
Esen & Gumus 2018). Students are usually positioned as the beneficiaries of leadership
performed by adults, through impacting students’ achievement or other learning outcomes.
In this sense, in the field of educational leadership, the students’ role appears to be mainly
passive in nature.
A search using the keywords of student leader and student leadership shows that the bulk of
related literature at K-12 level involves programmes to develop student leaders (e.g. Kouzes
and Posner’s 2014), or to harness student leaders to achieve specific purpose such as to
address the issue of school bullying (Shriberg et al. 2017). Using the search word, student
agency, we managed to surface one study. However, this study was limited to a teacher’s
promotion of student agency through the students’ involvement in developing once-off
projects, as opposed to developing student agency at a culture level (Goodman & Eren 2013).
The paucity of research pertaining to student agency and school improvement led one of the
authors to suggest that the relationship between activating a sense of community-oriented
student agency and school success is a plausible theoretical contribution to the school
improvement literature (Chua, Toh, Tan, Hung & Koh 2017).
To further argue the point of activating community-oriented student agency, the attendant
unleashing of agency could be framed as a form of leadership, albeit distributed to students.
It can be considered a form of distributed leadership as the principal was intentionally
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influencing the students towards the end of school improvement. This finding is supported
by Moos and Johansson (2009) who observed cases of students being given more
responsibilities, which arguably develops student agency and leadership.
In this case study, Mr. Chan further deliberately used student agency as a catalytic leverage
for teacher epistemic change, rationalising that teachers needed ‘evidence’ that their students
were sufficiently agentic for teachers to dare to explore a more constructivist style of teaching.
Mr. Chan explicitly articulated his belief that student agency is the ‘main driver of school
improvement’, particularly when student agency is supported by the entire student
community.

Conclusion
This case study provides evidence of the principal performing the standard setting direction,
developing people, initiating structures and redesigning the curriculum (Day 2005; Retna &
Ng 2010). While the principal did show trust in the teachers’ professionalism and thus in this
sense supported teacher capacity building and agency, his understanding of the teachers’
resistance to change resulted in him simultaneously developing student agency (Chua et al.
2017), community and leadership. This latter strategy, which was also a deliberate one to
provide the motivation for teachers to change, appears to be less emphasised in the other
ISSPP’s case studies.
In addition, this case contributes to local research on Singapore principals in that the strategic
pragmatism observed in the literature (Goh et al. 2015; Nguyen et al. 2017) is seen in how the
principal kept his long-term direction in focus, while implementing what he felt was more
feasible in the short term. There is also evidence that his success, as perceived by the school,
was due to his ability to navigate system-level politics to obtain the Ministry’s approval for
the IP status, beyond the more routine Singapore principal’s role in implementing education
policies (Ng et al. 2015a; Nguyen et al. 2017). The principal displayed entrepreneurial
leadership in creatively utilising external networks and resources to support the school’s
goals (Drysdale 2011). While the importance of networking is implied in the literature, there
has been relatively little focus on this in studies of educational leadership.
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Principals’ Leadership Practices in
Guiding Professional Learning
Communities to Institutionalization
Yamina Bouchamma, Daniel April and Marc Basque

Abstract: We examined the practices of six elementary school principals who were successful in
initiating professional learning communities (PLCs) and supervising their growth to full
institutionalization. Participants were interviewed individually using the interview to the double
method to facilitate introspection and the articulation of their practices. Eight groups of supervision
practices in PLCs were identified, including developing a shared responsibility with regard to the
results and encouraging the PLC members to share their practices depending on their needs and
performance goals. This timely study sheds light on the often implicit practices used by principals to
supervise their PLCs.
Keywords: Professional Learning Communities; school principal; leadership practices;
pedagogical supervision; interview to the double

Context and Research Problem
Schools are more inclined than ever to adopt accountability (Sackney 2007), a growing
worldwide trend that is supported by structured education policies and results-based
analyses (Maroy 2013). Québec (Canada) schools have joined this accountability movement.
Indeed, Québec’s Public Education Act (PEA) and results-based management (RBM)
policies require that school principals be responsible for ensuring the achievement and
perseverance of their students with a common focus on orientations, objectives, and
anticipated outcomes (MEES 2018). Despite this, there is little pedagogical supervision in
schools because of a lack of official support structures, the heterogeneity of practices
between schools and between districts, and the difficulty establishing trust with teachers.
In this context, introducing collaborative practices, notably through professional learning
communities (PLCs) is strongly encouraged. This team approach among teachers is in fact
viewed as a promising work model that contributes significantly to both teacher
professional development (Chappuis, Chappuis & Stiggins 2009; DuFour, Eaker & DuFour
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2005; Peters & Savoie-Zajc 2013) and the introduction of effective change in education
(Bouchamma & Michaud 2011). The PLC is welcomed by principals and teachers as a
flexible method that is created both by and with education stakeholders to harmonize
teaching practices, develop accountability, and enhance the monitoring of student
outcomes, with appropriate adjustments when necessary (Bouchamma, April & Basque
2017).
Collaborative learning and teacher participation in the PLC are conditioned by the
principal’s leadership practices (Marks, Louis & Printy 2000; Youngs & King 2002). As
leader, the principal must organize the appropriate physical conditions (temporal, material,
and human resources) to facilitate collaborative activity (Hord & Sommers 2008). Although
appointing a designated work area and providing the necessary pedagogical material are
important support actions, these two conditions do not suffice to foster effective and lasting
collaboration among teachers (Levine 2011); hence the importance of further defining and
clarifying the practices of principals who have succeeded in establishing their PLCs and
leading them to maturity.
These school leaders also play a crucial role in the implementation process of their PLC by
uniting the structural and cultural conditions for the continuous growth of the school’s
members (Szczesiul & Huizenga 2014). In order to contribute to improving teaching
practices and, ultimately, student outcomes through the PLC, schools and their principals
must develop collaborative practices (Brouwer 2011; Goddard, Goddard & TschannenMoran 2008; Nehring & Fitzsimons 2011).
Initiating and managing a PLC initiative does have its challenges, such as the added
responsibilities for principals due to this type of structure and the notable lack of knowhow with regard to this particular supervision model. Indeed, schools that have adopted
the PLC approach deplore the lack of adequate training for principals, the low level of
teacher commitment, and the lack of resources (Cranston 2009; Peters & Savoie-Zajc 2013).
Also noted is the lengthy growth process of the PLC toward sustainment as well as the lack
of knowledge on how principals affect the collaborative practices of their teachers
(Bouchamma et al. 2017). Clearly, there is a lack of documented knowledge on how
principals create successful PLC. In this study, our participants were encouraged to further
explain their winning PLC implementation and supervision practices.
In Québec, where the development of the PLC model is only partially sanctioned by the
powers that be, it is imperative that we understand how effective principals guide their
teachers in welcoming this changing culture and in adopting this work method which
ultimately benefits the students.
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Review of the Literature
Advantages and Challenges of the PLC
The PLC enables both principals and teachers to acknowledge the growing importance of
collaborative learning and to use this to improve existing practices (Louis, Dretzke &
Wahlstrom 2010). Working as a PLC has in fact numerous advantages and benefits for both
the teachers and their students. Indeed, it contributes not only to consolidating the teachers’
knowledge, practices, attitudes, and expertise (Printy 2004; Sackney 2007) but also to
improving their sense of belonging (Tremblay 2005), attendance level (Hord & Sommers
2008), and sense of personal (Bouchamma et al. 2017) and collective efficacy (Voelkel &
Chrispeels 2017). This ultimately creates a ripple effect by positively affecting student
learning, achievement, and perseverance (Cranston 2009; Bryk, Camburn & Louis 1999),
and rendering the school climate more favorable to collaboration (Linder, Post & Calabrese
2012).
Developing a PLC is undoubtedly a long-term endeavor divided into various initiation and
development stages that eventually lead to sustainable institutionalization. The principal’s
leadership practices may therefore vary, depending on the level of maturity of the PLC.
Moreover, establishing a PLC calls for major changes in how teachers teach, which may be
met with some resistance (Bolam et al. 2005) and be challenging for the pursuit and
sustainment of the group’s activities. Studies have indeed shown that teachers are more
likely to refuse to get on board if they perceive the introduction of PLCs as another
responsibility added to their workload.

Roles of the Principal: Developing a Culture of Collaboration and Using
Data
Several factors contribute to integrating and sustaining collaboration among teachers. These
factors are notably related to the teacher, the existing school system, and the principal’s
leadership. This last dimension is examined in depth in this work.
The success of PLCs depends on several teacher characteristics (such as personality), which
is why it is important that the principal takes into account, support, and respect their
teachers’ personal characteristics, including introversion and extroversion (Benoliel &
Schechter 2017; McCrae & Sutin 2007). For example, school leaders are encouraged to
include the same number of introverts and extroverts in the PLC (Benoliel & Schechter 2017;
McCrae & Sutin 2007). Once this is achieved, the culture, structures, and systems deemed
the most appropriate for the PLC are determined to balance the needs, aspirations, and
capabilities of each teacher involved (Thornton, Peltier & Hill 2005).
PLC implementation is also influenced by structural factors. In their qualitative study of
Chinese and Canadian schools, Chen and Mitchell (2015) showed the impact of school
systems and evaluation procedures on how PLCs functioned; for example, viewing
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standardized testing as among the foundations of education (Beijing), rather than a tool
(Ontario) had an influence on the beliefs, attitudes, strategies, and practices used in the PLC
in these two highly different contexts.
In addition to teacher characteristics and structural factors, the culture of collaboration is
facilitated through the principal’s leadership (Marks & Printy 2003; Szczesiul & Huizenga
2014) which has been shown to have a positive effect on both the teachers’ sense of efficacy
(Szczesiul & Huizenga 2014) and level of motivation (Leithwood & Jantzi 2006; Leithwood,
Seashore Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004; Szczesiul & Huizenga 2014). Among others,
this requires establishing high expectations and setting rigorous standards and clear
educational objectives (Leithwood et al. 2004) to facilitate the exchange of knowledge and
ideas among colleagues and support a structure that supports collaboration (Geijsel,
Sleegers, Stoel & Krüger 2009; Runhaar, Sanders & Yang 2010).
The principal must provide constant support to the team to ensure that each member is
involved in the decision-making process (Hord & Sommers 2008). During the PLC
meetings, teachers may ask such questions as: ‘What do they want me to teach?’ and ‘How
will we know if each student has learned?’ (DuFour & Eaker 2004).
To support collaboration, principals are not only encouraged to establish a climate of trust
but also be trustworthy themselves and coherent in their own words and actions by
showing respect for their teachers and promoting the school’s vision through their actions.
Leaders must also establish and nurture trusting relationships so as to create strong social
ties between teachers with different personalities to ease the sharing of knowledge
(Tschannen-Moran 2014).
Principals who succeed in leading their PLCs to maturity create a solid practice platform
where the members not only engage in discussions that are meaningful to their professional
growth but also learn to overcome complex teaching-related issues (Hallinger, Lee & Ko
2014; Schechter 2013). Strong sustained supervision thus enables teachers to collectively
address issues they are unable to deal with alone (DuFour & Eaker 1998).
As regards the sharing of knowledge, principals encourage their teachers to share their
resources and practices, thereby rendering everyone responsible for the students’ progress
(Hord & Sommers 2008; Leclerc, Moreau & Leclerc-Morin 2007). The culture of the PLC
must involve not only teachers who are predisposed to sharing knowledge and to
furthering interpersonal relationships but also teachers who are reluctant (Benoliel &
Schechter 2017).
Finally, principals play an important role in this process and have the greatest impact on
their teachers when they work closely with them on aspects that influence their in-class
practices (Printy 2010). This requires that these leaders be actively involved in their teachers’
professional growth and share their leadership with them (Louis et al. 2010).
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Conceptual Framework
Taking into account the literature review, we built a conceptual framework based on the
principal’s leadership with regard to the integration and supervision of a PLC.

The PLC: Definition and Stages of Growth
The PLC is defined as a work method for schools that are devoted to school-team
collaboration and encourage their teachers to undertake collective activities and reflection
with the goal of improving student outcomes (Roy & Hord 2007). Work within the PLC is
organized to enable the members to be involved in their own professional development and
in improving schools (Beach 2012; Byrd 2012; Moirao, Morris, Klein & Jackson 2012; Riveros,
Newton & Burgess 2012; Watson 2014).
The PLC evolves in three main growth stages, namely, initiation, implementation, and
institutionalization (Huffman & Hipp 2003). The final stage refers to the attainment of
shared leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning, shared professional
practices, and an orientation toward data-based results (Huffman & Hipp 2003). In a fully
matured PLC, the members continuously seek out and share learning to increase their
efficacy by reflecting on the impact of their actions and practices on their students (Leo &
Cowan 2000).

The Principal’s Leadership in Initiating and Supervising the PLC
In order to implement, develop, and supervise PLCs, principals must exercise strong
leadership. In their study on the role of principals’ leadership styles in promoting teacher
involvement in PLCs, Somprach, Tang and Popoonsak (2017) identified the leadership
styles that best determined teacher participation in the PLC. Among the nine styles
analyzed, four were determined to be PLC growth indicators, namely, learning leadership,
transformational leadership, collaborative leadership, and invitational leadership, which
together contributed to 55.6 percent of the variance of teacher participation in the PLC.
Learning leadership is an important indicator of successful schools as it forces school leaders
to improve their understanding of their individual strengths and weaknesses with regard
to leadership. By mastering new ways to address issues and overcome challenges,
principals improve their interactions with their team’s members and create solid
professional relationships. Conflicts are also managed more effectively when leadership
strategies are enhanced, which help teachers develop their own potential. Learning
leadership thus develops resilience in the face of adversity.
In the PLC approach, the principal also starts by looking at the teachers’ needs and by
encouraging them to do better. This leader inspires, motivates, and stimulates the intellect
of their school-team, optimizing the potential of each member toward greater autonomy.
Transformational leadership requires that the principal initially evaluate their teachers’ level
of motivation/satisfaction and their needs and develop ways to nurture and reward their
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professional growth. Subsequently, the principal must promote collaboration within their
team as a solution to complexity. This collaborative leadership is the product of mutual
interactions and relationships between the leaders, the followers, the contexts, and the
school-related factors (Somprach et al. 2017).
Furthermore, invitational leadership in the PLC combines several leadership qualities, values,
and principles, and represents a shift in control and dominance toward connectedness,
cooperation, and communication. To exercise this leadership, principals are encouraged to
create opportunities for their school without stifling creativity or individuality. These
leaders must also support and promote human environments that encourage people to
achieve their fullest potential (Somprach et al. 2017).

Methodology
This section presents the characteristics of the participants, the data collection and analysis
methods, and the methods calculating inter-coder reliability.

Participants
Six female school principals from Québec area elementary schools were successful in fully
institutionalizing their PLC within their respective settings. These principals possessed
between 5 and 21 years of experience as school leader and all of them had been trained in
either teacher supervision or PLCs.
The six principals were recruited from a co-development group within a larger researchaction-training project on pedagogical supervision through PLCs. Their meetings took place
five or six times a year over two years and involved 37 volunteer school leaders. The fully
institutionalized PLCs established by the six principals were characterized notably by
autonomy, shared practices, and individual learning that transformed into collective
learning.
The characteristics of their PLCs were analyzed and compared to the PLC growth stages
identified by Huffman and Hipp (2003). The small number of eligible participants (6) can
be explained in part by the absence of official policies for individual and collective
educational supervision by the Québec Ministry of Education and its school boards, and by
the inherent challenge of reaching institutionalization with a PLC.

Data Collection and Analysis
The six principals were interviewed individually to further examine their PLC
implementation and supervision practices. In order to probe the participants’ working
activity, the interviews were conducted using the interview to the double method (Clot
2009; Cole & Engeström 2007; Kloetzer & Seppänen 2014; Vermersch 2003), in which
mediation is proposed to enable the interviewee to reflect on and articulate their experience
and contextualize their actions (Vermersch 2003). In this interview method, the interviewee
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engages in a dialogue with their ‘double’ to explain practices or give instructions to them.
This particular data collection method facilitates the documentation of practices that would
otherwise have gone unnoticed with other methods (Kloetzer & Seppänen 2014).
As this explicitation interview method enables the formalization of the professional
experience (Vermersch 1996, 2003), the participants were asked the following question: ‘If
tomorrow I was asked to replace you in managing your PLC, what instructions would you
give me?’ Of note is that this method usually uses the imperative mode which we retained
when elaborating the themes and sub-themes.
All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. The data were analyzed using a
thematic analysis approach and codes and expressions were generated to find common
meanings among the participants (Braun & Clarke 2006). Thematic coding began with a list
of anticipated ideas based on the literature review. This method is consistent with the use
of research findings to make analyses that build on existing knowledge (Braun & Clarke
2006). The themes were discussed and refined until an agreement was reached (Miles,
Huberman & Saldaña 2014).

Inter-Coder Reliability
To verify temporal invariance, the authors coded a second time and calculated the stability
of these results. They also tested the reproducibility of the results with other coders. Both
times, the results obtained for inter-coder reliability were 72% and 88%, respectively, and
were within the norm, as proposed by Miles et al. (2014).

Results
This section highlights practices of principals who successfully introduced and
institutionalized a PLC in their school. Eight groups of effective practices are proposed as
instructions or recommendations for their peers. These are shown in Figure 1 and expanded
upon below.
Figure 1: Principals’ leadership practices in PLCs
1

Acquire knowledge on PLCs

2

Allocate the necessary human, financial and temporal resources

3

Consider the teachers’ individual needs and professional characteristics

4

Exercise shared leadership in the decision-making process
- Express my expectations and needs and be attentive to those of the PLC members
- Collectively determine the priorities

5

Collaborate to solve problems
- Manage teamwork in a structured manner
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- Plan opportunities for collaboration in the school-team’s work schedule and
make these a priority
- Use data to monitor the students’ progress
6

Encourage the members to share their professional practices depending on their
needs and performance goals
- Operate gradually to progressively introduce change
- Encourage the sharing of effective professional practices
- Nurture my professional development and that of my school-team

7

Develop a shared responsibility regarding results
- Manage student achievement using SMART objectives (specific, meaningful,
achievable, relevant, and time-bound but also measurable and adjustable)
- Be collectively accountable for the data collected in the PLC and for the students’
outcomes

8

Provide the members with opportunities to further their professional
relationships
- Encourage the members to pursue to a common vision and shared goals
- Establish a climate of trust

Acquire Knowledge on PLCs
The six principals stated that they must first ensure their own professional development.
More specifically, they emphasized the importance of acquiring the required knowledge to
establish and develop the PLC, in both formal and informal training contexts (training
provided by universities, their school district, their school, their trade union, their
professional association, readings or discussions with peers...). One participant stated
having attended conferences on PLCs in Ontario and deepened her knowledge during her
graduate studies, which enabled her to combine theory and practice:
I had the chance to attend conferences [...]. I did a Master’s degree [...], which allowed
me to do a lot, a lot of reading … and try to connect theory to practice. (Principal 1)
All six principals focused on supervision through the PLC approach:
I see it differently with the discussions we have. I feel like I’m in a context where I’m
going to be a better supervisor ... because I have to think. (Principal 3)

Allocate the Necessary Human, Financial, and Temporal Resources
To support the development of PLCs, the participating principals were unanimous that
schools should have sufficient material means and pedagogical resources to accomplish the
project:
Talking about it is good, but when you get plenty of good ideas, I have to have the
money to buy a book or [...] such and such material … [...] Requests regarding
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[research articles] or books that may help us in science, in math [...]. A portion of the
budget should go to that to help the set up [of the chosen pedagogical practices to
improve student achievement]. (Principal 5)
In addition to the annual allotted financial aid, funds are sometimes negotiated with the
school district:
For each action, we look at how much it costs … The training, the didactic material,
the conferences [...]. Sometimes, it’s good to go to the school district to get funding
for professional development. I can go get a few hundred dollars here and there.
Sometimes it helps. (Principal 1)
The principals scheduled time for their teachers to attend professional development
activities:
What they also ask me for is time. We [have to] allow them to take part in the PLC.
For us, [we meet] at the end of the day. [...] I free two teachers to develop material
for their colleagues, which will serve others in the same grade or group level.
(Principal 2)
The time allocated for their teachers to attend their PLC during work hours increased their
level of motivation, commitment, and participation:
I give my people time to participate in the PLCs … Four or five meetings a year. [...]
Their state of mind when they are given a leave, it’s very very important. [...] Of
course it’s easier to volunteer when they are given the time to do so. (Principal 6)

Consider the Teachers’ Individual Needs and Professional Characteristics
To ensure the participation of as many teachers as possible, all six principals were attentive
to the school-team members’ needs and their personal and socioprofessional characteristics:
Some are further along than others and some welcome change more than others do.
(Principal 4)
The principals were in agreement that is was important to adapt to be able to respond
effectively to these needs:
We [as principal] can have an idea of the needs, but they may not be [what the
teachers actually need]. We can [easily] lose sight of people’s needs and those of our
school … So we have to listen to the needs of our school and its people, then provide
a certain amount of latitude, because if we are too strict, it won’t work and they won’t
want to participate as much as we would like. (Principal 2)
In this regard, the six principals recommended respecting those teachers who choose to
continue working alone rather than with a group:
There are teachers − and we have excellent teachers − who could not be in a PLC and
do miracles because they are so capable and invested [but who need a more
individualized approach]. For me, the PLC is not the only solution. (Principal 1)
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Exercise Shared Leadership in the Decision-Making Process
Two sub-themes were identified: (1) Express my expectations and needs and be attentive to
those of the PLC members and (2) Collectively determine the priorities.
Express My Expectations and Needs and be Attentive to those of the PLC Members
Successful principals are vigilant regarding the needs of their school-team members, as
member profiles differ and may vary depending on past experience, context, and certain
individual characteristics. In this regard, leaders in winning schools recognize the
importance of using either an individualized or collective approach, depending on the
circumstances within the existing PLC. Ultimately, the goal is to improve student
achievement; the ways to achieve this may therefore vary. That said, it is difficult to quantify
the impact of PLCs on academic achievement, which can also be explained by
socioeconomic and sociocultural factors.
Collectively Determine the Priorities
In addition to expressing expectations and being attentive to the needs of the PLC members,
the principals in our study emphasized the importance of collectively identifying priorities
to help the teacher-members retain their motivation in accomplishing these established
tasks. It is in this perspective that the group determines the direction of their actions so the
members do not lose sight of their goals:
You absolutely have to focus on priorities because there are many [needs]. [We’ve
got to] agree on a priority; otherwise, we can go in every direction and lose our way.
(Principal 4)

Collaborate to Solve Problems
Three sub-themes were identified here: (1) Manage teamwork in a structured manner;
(2) Plan opportunities for collaboration in the school-team members’ work schedule and
make these a priority; and (3) Use data to monitor the students’ progress.
Manage Teamwork in a Structured Manner
To initiate a PLC, a young newly appointed principal analyzed the situation and sought out
those teachers who performed well and were open to the PLC approach. This PLC initially
began with volunteers and gradually became mandatory, with the teachers freed from their
regular teaching duties to attend:
We had to [analyze] our school and start with certain people in the team who show
an interest before introducing it to the entire school, to avoid hesitations. (Principal
2)
It was also imperative that the teams be supervised during the process in a well-organized
manner. The principal therefore gave instructions on how to proceed:
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This is what we need: the presence of the principal, an agenda, a report of what went
on. After each meeting, we gave ourselves the task of [for example], trying a certain
reading routine. (Principal 2)
In addition to improving the structure, having an established order of the day ensures that
the participants are better prepared, which fosters richer discussions and exchange and a
greater sharing of professional practices:
They had the agenda; the items to be discussed were announced beforehand. So they
had the opportunity to better prepare, find ideas, bring their experience to the table,
the challenges they faced. (Principal 3)
For some, it was only when the PLC had reached a level of autonomy and maturity that
they were content to read the meeting minutes recorded by a designated secretary and later
relayed to the principal. Another principal emphasized the importance of a systematic
follow-up and gradually delegating responsibilities (facilitator, meeting minutes, etc.) in the
PLC:
Over time, of course, I unfortunately couldn’t attend [all] of these meetings, so I
asked them to provide me with the minutes. […] I told them that time [management]
was important and that […] the minutes, it leaves a trace and enables me, if I am not
there, to see what the needs are, what [the PLC members] discussed, etc. After I read
the minutes, I could give them feedback. […] It makes it possible for me to closely
follow the PLC’s activities. (Principal 2)
Finally, another principal underlined the relevance of combining structure and flexibility
and giving the team options regarding the practice they considered to be a winning strategy:
Being flexible. Sometimes, it’s not what I would have done to get there, but it’s the
method that the team chooses to go with. Maybe it will work better than with me,
[with] how I would have done it. I have to let them [...] the freedom to also make
decisions. (Principal 1)
Plan Opportunities for Collaboration in the School-Team’s Work Schedule and Make These
a Priority
All of the principals believed that their presence at the meetings was essential. They had
only to rearrange their own schedule to make their supervision of the PLC a priority and to
participate in the meetings:
I was present at each PLC meeting. It was [paramount]. (Principal 4)
The meetings must also be kept on schedule, regardless of other matters; otherwise, the
teachers fall behind and commitment fades:
Over time, especially when the principal is less present − and even when we had the
meeting report − I sometimes thought it best to return to the meetings and I found
that sometimes there was not as much drive as in the beginning […] So you have to
[be present to support the team’s commitment.] (Principal 2)
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Use Data to Monitor the Students’ Progress
The practice of using data in PLCs has evolved over the years:
Five years ago, we were much much more hesitant to use the performance results.
Much more. We did not dare say: ‘He has 65%, he should get up to 75%.’ It was
rather, you took your students who were weaker in reading, and we looked at the
end of the year. (Principal 5)
Monitoring the students’ progress and collecting data on each failing student must be
systematic and considered at each term of the school year, and always in collaboration with
the teacher. One principal made sure that the teacher helped the student learn better by
proposing certain resources:
I complete the list of the students’ names as well as the results I see and I ask the
teacher to tell me what they have [done] to help this student. Does he see the reading
specialist? Does he have an intervention plan? […] So they have to give me this info
so I can look at the results compared to those of the first term and I do my follow up.
(Principal 1)
Using a similar grid, another principal closely monitored each student’s progress, and in
the case of failing students, summarized what actions were taken by the teacher to help the
student perform better:
To reach our goals, we use data to quantify the progress of students at risk of failing.
To do so, I ask my teachers to identify those students with whom they should work.
From the start of the project, I asked them to focus on certain students to help them
improve their grades. (Principal 5)

Encourage the Members to Share Their Practices Depending on Their Needs
and Performance Goals
We determined three sub-themes: (1) Operate gradually to progressively introduce change;
(2) Encourage the sharing of effective professional practices; and (3) Nurture my
professional development and that of my school-team.
Operate Gradually by Progressively Introducing Change
To be successfully integrated, the PLC requires a great amount of time, not to mention
patience on the part of the school leader. One principal used the metaphor of the flower that
needs to grow at its own pace to explain how the group’s pace should be respected to enable
the PLC to grow and be effectively sustained:
You can’t pull on a flower to make it grow, so you have to go at the team’s pace. You
have to feel the pulse of the team and reach out to those who tend to stay more in
the background. (Principal 3)
It is thus important at times to review one’s expectations, make adjustments, and most of
all be patient until the projects are fully operational:
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Working together, we had to break the ice there! […] At first, they didn’t get involved
much nor did they participate much during our discussions. I had to readjust myself
after that … After the first meeting, I was a bit disappointed, as it did not produce
the effect I was hoping for. I was in the middle of the discussions. It takes time.
(Principal 3)
The successful PLC therefore develops gradually and voluntarily:
You really have to propose things calmly, without ruffling any feathers, and also
avoid wanting to change our teachers’ practices too much. [...] You have to take it
one step at a time. Change requires a lot of energy, willpower, and regularity. If we
impose something that is too huge, it’s hard to get the results we want. (Principal 3)
Moreover, the work undertaken must never be considered to be ‘over’; the group’s actions
must gradually build on existing practices:
We did a lot! For instance, project XXX that was introduced in my school … Many
projects were already ongoing in the school. I didn’t start from scratch! (Principal 1)
Encourage the Sharing of Effective Professional Practices
One strategy to encourage the sharing of practices is to start by looking at what the teachers
need:
If we start from a need, it makes it possible to discuss certain things and be coherent.
It’s easier to talk about it if it comes from an actual need. (Principal 4)
Another way is to use the students’ results:
We look at the first term results. [...] and then we noticed that reading was still a
challenge in our school. We [therefore] reflected on how we were doing things; that
was the reason for the meeting. (Principal 6)
Last but not least, using the teachers’ expertise is yet another productive way to encourage
the sharing of successful professional practices:
The training needs. It’s happened that after the PLCs, we agreed that this person
would go with that person […] I recall, in the first few years, one teacher used a
specific model in their classroom while the others observed. The need for modeling
and supervision; we go farther, depending on the individual, and it’s very
differentiated within the team. (Principal 2)
In other words, encouraging the sharing of practices requires excellent facilitating skills on
the part of the principal:
In the beginning, we had teachers who had never participated in this type of activity.
You have to be a facilitator, but at the same time, you have to give the participants
room to express themselves. Then [you have to] make sure that everyone around the
table has a say. (Principal 4)
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Nurture My Professional Development and That of My School-Team
School leaders should always begin by investing in their own professional development
(notably with regard to facilitating methods and teacher supervision). Indeed, some of the
principals in our study had enrolled in graduate programs and all of them had participated
in the research-action-training project within this study. They also received support from
the education services of their respective school districts who trained them on PLCs:
I decided to introduce PLCs […] after the information meetings with the district
principals and the education services. (Principal 3)
The principal’s other priority is to support and encourage the professional growth and
continuing education of their teachers. In the case of our participants, three actions were
deployed. Firstly, the principals financially supported the professional development
initiatives of their teachers:
[We adopted] our PD budget which enabled to initiate a PLC, which then made it
possible to allow one leave per level to discuss the reading issue. We agreed on this
way of operating and that’s what we did for this year. (Principal 2)
Secondly, these leaders brought in different professional services, such as education
consultants:
We asked for expertise, that our team be supervised by an education specialist. The
consultant for French took on the role of facilitator. (Principal 4)
We had to work more on reading, so I gave them time off, I gave them help from
education consultants and I was also present. It helped them to better understand,
so there was no hesitance thereafter. (Principal 5)
Lastly, to support the team members in their professional growth, these principals provided
a series of didactic resources:
In French, it was more natural, people did the work, they read, it was easier. In math,
people participated on a volunteer basis; we showed them videos, documentation …
[…]. They were required to read, it was tough, but they learned. (Principal 4)

Develop a Shared Responsibility Regarding Results
Two sub-themes emerged from this theme: (1) Use SMART (specific, meaningful,
achievable, relevant, and time-bound, but also measurable and adjustable) objectives to
manage student achievement and (2) Be accountable using the data collected in the PLC and
be collectively responsible for the students’ achievement.
Manage Student Achievement Using SMART Objectives
Principals are encouraged to use SMART objectives. The measurable aspect is ascertained
through the improvement of student outcomes in specific subjects:
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We want our 2nd-grade students to succeed in reading, at 92% this year. Last year it
was 89%. Our goal was to increase our success in reading by 3%. Then we reflected
together on what we [had] in place. [What] do [we] do now? We must be doing
something right if our success rate in reading is at 90%! (Principal 1)
The educational project actually becomes operational by using the SMART action plan:
Through the SMART action plan that they developed, there are strategies to help the
student to do better. (Principal 1)
Compiling test results makes it possible to review the situation and make appropriate
adjustments to the action plan:
[We start with] the end-of-term results, 4th and 2nd grade, [with] our district
assessments … In math, we look at the results year by year. [Which] elements of the
program are not well assimilated by our students in general? And that, it then
influences next year’s action plan. […] We do it during the year; we also get together
once a year at the end of June, when we have all of our results. (Principal 1)
The end results therefore enable principals to position themselves in regards to their
determined goals:
Have we improved? That’s also part of what goes into the management agreement.
We don’t reinvent the wheel! It’s the strategies they develop in their SMART action
plan! (Principal 1)
Therefore, through a well-designed SMART action plan, the educational project allows for
the introduction of effective teaching strategies that improve student outcomes.
A few principals set up a work group responsible for ensuring the relevance of the targeted
objectives:
We have one person per level team, and I sit down with [them] and meet with them.
We try to see, we focus on getting each of these curricula for the right thing so that
[we don’t] wind up empty-handed at some point … We reflect on this together. […]
(Principal 1)
Be Collectively Accountable for the Data Collected in the PLC and for the Students’
Outcomes
The participating principals based their PLC activities on results-based management tools
that were compliant with the management and educational success agreement:
I gave them a brief summary of what it was and I connected that to the management
and educational success agreement [and to our goals] regarding our students’
results. So I told them that from now on, I wanted us to have this type of meeting to
[reach our goals and monitor our progress]. [Once the PLC was launched], yes, […]
we always talk about our management agreement as it relates to student
achievement. If the outcomes in reading are weaker and if we are looking to improve
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results, our PLCs will surely address this, on how we can get our students to do
better. Of course, our management and success agreement is always our starting
point. (Principal 2)
Accountability for the students’ outcomes also generates greater involvement in the PLC:
The challenge is in telling them that we will go over [the results]. It’s important …
The meeting is easy to forget and put aside if [you don’t] have accountability. The
teachers know that I expect something and this motivates them into action, in my
opinion. […] We go over our issues and our objectives, whether [we have] reached
them. What’s hard? What works? Why? We get on it. (Principal 1)
Finally, these leaders recognized that the conditions under which teachers manoeuvre have
certain limits when it comes to student achievement:
We are fully aware that the students’ outcomes [can be explained by] many
variables. (Principal 5)

Provide the Members with Opportunities to Further Their Professional
Relationships
We identified two sub-themes: (1) Encourage members to pursue a common vision and
shared goals and (2) Establish a climate of trust.
Encourage Members to Pursue a Common Vision and Shared Goals
Principals have to ‘master the why of PLCs’ (Principal 2) and the underlying principles to
be able to effectively communicate them and foster a collective understanding. In the
opinion of our study’s participants, the PLC requires a joint learning project, the intent to
develop, and the will to grow together. To achieve this, principals are encouraged to build
on existing structures and particularly what already works well.
These principals were surrounded by a nucleus of teachers who were motivated, had a
positive attitude, and were inspiring, and if they were new to the school, they were
encouraged to ‘first be attentive from day one to what is going on, and then participate’
(Principal 2).
Establish a Climate of Trust
Principals in effective schools strive to establish a healthy work environment based on trust.
This is a key element in any effort to introduce a PLC, because the discussions include
reflections on the challenges of teaching and which practices should be improved:
We open up to colleagues we don’t necessarily know. We share confidential
information. [...] We have to [put our] ego aside and [share our weaknesses]. Over
time, it’s quite the challenge! (Principal 5)
Our principals concurred that for this to work, avoiding judgement and being attentive was
crucial:
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You need a lot of openness and trust. Being very attentive; going around the table
and asking [their point of view]. (Principal 4)
Also emphasized by our participants was the importance of being present in the beginning
of the introduction of the PLC and reassuring the members of the school-team that the PLC
is a place for sharing, without judgement:
You have to start [with] a more enjoyable meeting, to break the ice [and] put
everyone at ease. It’s important that the principal explain the reason for being [of the
PLC] and that they won’t be judged but rather supported, in a group that shares.
(Principal 2)

Discussion and Conclusion
Guiding Principles of the Research
A conceptual framework based on two key concepts, namely, the PLC and leadership,
guided this study conducted through a series of semi-structured interviews with principals
in Québec. The goal of this study was to analyze the leadership practices of principals who
succeeded in leading their PLCs to complete institutionalization in their respective schools.
The explicitation interview technique was used, which enabled the participating principals
to explain how they initiated and supervised their school’s PLC, which in turn made it
possible to access practices which they had not had the opportunity to formally discuss.
Our findings indicate that the participants accessed material, physical, and temporal
resources, set objectives and clarified roles, facilitated, used shared leadership, ensured
their own professional growth and contributed to the development of the other members.
They also guided the PLC to maturity and used data-based results. Furthermore, the
participants also stressed that it was important to acquire the necessary knowledge to start
a PLC, set common goals and a common vision, and manage achievement through SMART
objectives by systematically monitoring low-performance students. Finally, these principals
used a shared leadership that motivated the team members and held them accountable
while providing the necessary support to guide them toward autonomy.
While this study enabled us to identify the interdependent characteristics and behaviors to
be deployed for a PLC to thrive to its fullest potential, it must be noted that no single method
or standardized model can be uniformly applied in all of the schools contemplating a PLC
initiative (Benoliel & Schechter 2017).

Principals’ Leadership Practices to Transform Their School into a PLC
These principals prioritized PLCs by organizing their time to attend the PLC and by
encouraging discussions and consultation within this learning group. For example, they
began their actions by involving small groups of highly motivated volunteers, namely,
teachers whose interest in the project was significant. Here, they could easily stimulate the
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potential of each member while honing their own strengths and anticipate any issues along
the way. Without wanting to exclude certain teachers from the PLC, these leaders chose to
start off with a small group before inviting more people to the project.
Moreover, in promoting a shared leadership, several benefits were obtained, such as greater
autonomy of the team members and time gained which could be put to use on other
important tasks. In fact, they exposed the risks of not using shared leadership, as it would
lead to a lack of interest and commitment on the part of the teachers. In committing to the
approach, they tapped into their teachers’ expertise and capitalized on this by delegating
responsibilities. In this manner, as pointed out, exercising shared leadership did not signify
dispatching duties in an unbridled fashion but rather establishing clear guidelines and
accountability for the PLC members.
The principals also demonstrated flexibility and availability while respecting their teachers’
autonomy. In this regard, some participants admitted having teachers who continued to
work on their own but who ‘worked miracles’. This statement leads us to confirm that the
PLC is ultimately not a panacea for teacher professional development (Dionne, Lemyre &
Savoie-Zajc 2010) and that not every teacher will benefit from these PLCs. Furthermore,
despite the fact that the principals viewed the PLC as an important determinant for student
achievement, they admitted that teachers can only do so much within this supervision
model; indeed, educational success remains influenced by many other factors, both internal
and external. Conscious of these limitations, these principals were nevertheless successful
in nurturing their teachers through trust and flexible leadership.

Challenges and Solutions
While many a school leader has failed in similar situations, the principals in the present
study were successful in establishing effective PLCs and guiding them to total sustainability
with the help of several daily yet tacit practices that were detailed and documented using
the interview to the double technique.
The principals began by acquiring knowledge on the PLC through various formal and
informal actions: university training, conferences, sharing with peers, documentation, etc.
Although necessary, this rather theoretical knowledge was not sufficient to enable them to
initiate PLCs. They therefore added pedagogical practices (know-how and know-how-tobe) to this acquired knowledge and took into account the various contexts involved (teacher
characteristics, environment) while ensuring their own professional development. This
enabled them to transform their knowledge into competence which they then used
(practiced) in their school.
Thereafter, to overcome low teacher motivation and commitment, the principals mobilized
their teachers toward a common vision and provided the conducive conditions for this
purpose (Leclerc, Philion, Dumouchel, Laflamme & Giasson 2013). The PLC thus helped
them support the professional growth of their teachers (Chappuis et al. 2009; DuFour et al.
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2005; Peters & Savoie-Zajc 2013). By identifying the characteristics of their context and by
considering the national and local considerations, the inherent characteristics of the PLC,
the available resources, and the PLC member profile (Benoliel & Schechter 2017; McCrae &
Sutin 2007), the principals were able to acquire vital knowledge to better manage their PLCs.
Furthermore, by allocating time for their teachers in the PLC, these effective principals
demonstrated their interest in their school’s culture and the needs of their teachers, which
eventually enhanced the latter’s capabilities (Thornton et al. 2005).

Practical Implications and Directions for Further Research
In addition to successfully navigating their PLC toward institutionalization, our
participants notably excelled in their invaluable participation in a larger research-actiontraining project aimed at assisting principals from two school districts to better prepare,
initiate, and supervise professional learning communities (PLCs). The present study thus
extends beyond a simple examination of PLCs in terms of temporary ‘here and now’
situations. Indeed, the principals were able to go back and forth between their school’s PLC
and the co-development group with their peers. Our analysis of the co-development groups
enabled us to interview six exceptional principals who were successful in fully
institutionalizing a sustainable PLC.
The principals participating in this study used data in their PLC and SMART objectives to
support student improvement. Through their different practices, certainly adapted to their
specific context, and because their PLC used results-based data, they demonstrated the
principles of results-based management (RBM) and accountability.
The many teacher/school characteristics were not addressed in this analysis. Future research
should thus explore the principal’s leadership in the PLC in light of the context and the
teachers’ characteristics (situational leadership) (Blanchard 2008; Thompson & Glasø 2015).
In conclusion, this study enabled us to begin developing a leadership competence profile
for principals in PLCs. This competence profile will house the required professional
expertise under the angle of core capabilities (leadership, communication, method and
action, cooperation, ethics, and emotional intelligence) to transform schools into effective
and productive PLCs. It will present these transversal competencies through a systemic
approach, based on our findings and those of others (Bouchamma, Basque, Giguère & April
2019; Isabelle, Genier, Davidson & Lamothe 2013) on the importance of considering the
establishment and supervision of PLCs as a shared responsibility between the different
education stakeholders involved (government/school district, principals, teachers, and
universities). This unique approach has never been undertaken before.
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Research on Educational Administration
Published in Arabic Language
Educational Journals: A Systematic
Review and Analysis
Aref Atari and Nuha Outum

Abstract: This paper explores the extent to which Arabic research on educational administration
published in Arabic language educational journals constitutes a mature scholarship. The authors
surveyed six Arabic language educational journals published in 2005-2018 in three Arab
countries/regions, identified 242 articles, analysed them according to number of indicators and
benchmarked the findings to those of previous studies. The results of this study show a considerable
increase in the number of articles and scholars during this period, and both continuity and change in
research interests and in patterns of knowledge production. Despite this increase, Arabic educational
administration is, at best, an emerging body of knowledge. The study concludes with a discussion and
recommendations.
Keywords: Educational leadership, educational administration, Arabic research, systematic
review

Introduction
A relatively small critical mass of Arab scholars and scholarship in educational
administration became visible from the early 1980s. This scholarship in both Arabic and
English languages was the subject of review. However, while reviews in Arabic (Al-Theyabi
2015; Atari & Awwad 2015; Jubran & Atari 2006) tended to exclude articles authored by Arab
scholars in English language, the reviews in English (Hallinger & Hammad 2019; Oplatka &
Arar 2017) did not accommodate articles authored by Arab scholars in the Arabic language.
Oplatka and Arar (2017) consciously excluded articles written in Arabic as they argued that
the quality of Arabic journals was not high compared to English journals and that the Arabic
language was not a major medium for research dissemination. From our perspective this is a
lacuna in research. To review articles written only in one language would present a distorted,
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incomplete and very limited picture of research (Pan & Chen 2015). This paper reverses this
trend by authoring in the English language a systematic review of research on educational
administration published by Arab authors in Arabic speaking journals. The results will be
contrasted with the findings of studies of Arab scholarship on educational administration in
the English language (Hallinger & Hammad 2019 for the period 2000-2016; Oplatka & Arar
2017 for the period 1995-2013) and in the Arabic language (Jubran & Atari 2006 for the period
1984-2004).

Theoretical Underpinnings
In his seminal book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Kuhn (1970) believed that the victory
of a paradigm depended on social funding, that is, on the networks of relations that scholars
develop among and outside themselves. Social network theory (Borgatti & Halgin 2011)
assumes the existence of nodes (individual actors, people or things) and ties (relationships or
interactions) in a social network (i.e. scholarly community). According to Said (1983) and Bal
(2002), ideas and concepts are in a fluid state and are continuously shaped and reshaped as
they travel-between persons, situations, disciplines and periods, and over time become
interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary. Applying critical theory, Atari (2013) highlighted the
unequal distribution of research between knowledge production centres and peripheries,
academics and practitioners, and males and females, and called for greater visibility of
scholars and their ideas from women, practitioners and non-Westerners.

Methodology
Hallinger (2013) suggests that systematic reviews of research should:
•

identify sources to extract data

•

set forth criteria to include and exclude the literature or research which is the subject of
review

•

describe methods of extracting data from sources

•

be explicit about the limitations of the study

•

articulate conclusions and recommendations.

These guidelines are used for this paper.

Sources and Criteria for Locating and Identifying Data
We took a conscious decision to limit our review to the Arabic language journal articles that
included a trusted peer review process. Books, conference papers, and doctoral theses have
been excluded for this review because they either do not have a sufficiently rigorous review
process, or the findings will likely find their way into a journal format once sufficiently
developed. It should be noted that there are no Arabic language journals on educational
administration. The Arabic language educational journals are cross disciplinary and are
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mostly published by universities. Therefore, we selected six refereed Arabic language
educational journals issued by six core universities in Jordan, the Palestinian (‘National
Authority’) territories and the Gulf (Kuwait and Saudi Arabia) two journals from each
jurisdiction. First, we selected journals that are published by well-known universities and that
have been publishing regularly from 2005-2018. We excluded journals published in countries
adversely affected by recent internal strife (Iraq, Libya, Syria and Yemen). In Egypt there is a
great number of educational journals issued by faculties of education of the main Egyptian
universities and their affiliated branches in the various provinces, but not all of them cover
the intended period (2005-2018) and not all issues are digitally accessible, so we felt that they
needed an independent study. North African scholarship particularly in educational
administration is hardly visible in the Eastern part of the Arab world, and so no journals from
these areas have been included.

Extracting Data
We conducted a manual survey. We screened the table of contents in every issue of the
selected journals. Any article that addressed an educational administrative theory or topic in
the broadest sense of the term, investigated perceptions or concepts of educational
administration or targeted educational administrative subjects or participants, was
downloaded and included for the current review. Invited articles, editorials, notes,
reflections, commentaries, reports, book reviews and the like were excluded. The number of
articles that met our criteria was 242 covering the period of 2005-2018.
A topographic quantitative analysis that aims at presenting key features of the scholarship
under review (Hallinger 2018; Szeto, Lee & Hallinger 2015) was deemed suitable since the
scholarship under review is in its formative stage with a relatively small volume of research
(Pan & Chen 2015). The authors browsed every article and the related data were coded by the
two authors independently and then compared to ensure accuracy. The scrutiny process
included the journal, article title, year, type of paper (i.e. empirical/conceptual;
theoretical/atheoretical), theme(s), setting of the study (if applicable), research method
(qualitative,
quantitative,
mixed
method),
statistical
tests,
if
applicable
(descriptive/advanced), author name(s), gender, nationality, orientation (academic,
practitioner); institutional affiliation and mode of authorship. Expressed otherwise, these
quantitative indicators shed light on who produces what, where, when, why and how. The
extracted data are displayed in Table 1.
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Table 1: Articles According to Number of Quantitative Indicators
Articles by Year of Publication

(N=242)

%

2005-2012

94

39%

2013-2018

148

61%

Dirasat: Educational Studies University of Jordan

116

47.93

The Educational Journal Kuwait University

52

21.48

University of Quds Journal- Palestine

24

9.91

Jordan Journal in Educational Studies: Yarmouk University

19

7.85

Educational Studies Journal: King Saud University

19

7.85

University of Hebron Journal- Palestine

12

4.95

Authorship Pattern

(N=242)

%

Single authored

103

42.6

Co-authored

139

57.4

Type of Co-Authorship

(N= 131)

%

Same university

64

48.8

Inter university

14

10.7

University and practitioners

53

40.4

Sex of Author

(N=398)

%

Male

302

75.9

Female

96

24.1

Setting

(N=242)

%

Higher Education Institutions

70

28.9

Schools/Directorates of Education

161

66.5

Other Settings

11

4.5

Author’s Orientation

(N=398)

%

University academics

345

86.7

Practitioners

53

13.3

Authors by Geographic Distribution

(N=398)

%

Jordan

246

61.8

Palestine

62

15.6

Iraq

1

0.3

Syria

2

0.5

Gulf

84

21.1

Egypt

3

0.7

Articles by Journals
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Author’s Institution

(N=398)

%

Jordan

238

59.8

Gulf

93

23.4

Palestinian

61

15.3

6

1.5

Others
Research Type

(N=242)

%

Empirical

242

100

Conceptual

-

0

Research review

-

0

Research Instrument

(N=242)

%

Quantitative

231

95.4

Mixed

11

4.6

Statistical Treatment

(N=242)

%

Descriptive statistics

239

98.8

Advanced

3

1.2

Informing Theory

(N=242)

%

Yes

238

98.3

No

4

1.7

Articles by Themes

(N=242)

%

Technologies of Education/Organizational structure and functions

36

14.9

Theories of EDALM

26

10.7

Quality/TQM

19

7.8

Proposed strategies and programs

16

6.6

Leadership styles

14

5.8

ICT

11

4.5

School administration and society

09

3.7

Knowledge management

09

3.7

Electronic management

08

3.3

Transparency, control and competition

07

2.8

Empowerment

07

2.8

Organizational climate and commitment

06

2.4

Reform agenda and incidents

03

1.2

Educational research

03

1.2

Miscellaneous

78

32.2
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Results
The findings show a steady increase in the volume of research in educational administration
published in Arabic language (242 articles) particularly from 2013 through 2018 (61.3% of the
reviewed articles were published after 2013). This finding represents a great leap from the
modest volume (79 articles) reported by Jubran and Atari (2006) for the articles on educational
administration published in Arab language refereed journals in 1984 through 2005. This
increase is the function of several factors such as the expansion of post graduate programs in
educational administration and a new policy after 2013 that PhD students (particularly in
Jordanian universities) should publish an article extracted from their thesis in a refereed
journal. The influx of articles could also be attributed to the expansion of private as well as
public universities, some of which are licensed to operate post graduate programs. Another
factor could be the emergence of Palestinian universities and Palestinian educational journals
in Arab scholarship. For instance, the current review included two journals and 62 authors
(15.6%) from Palestine while no journal and only three authors from Palestine were visible
for the period 1984-2004 (Jubran & Attari 2006).
Essentially though, Arabic language scholarship in educational administration is still
relatively of small size compared with that in other regions of the world particularly in the
West. For instance 1,539 articles were published in Educational Administration Quarterly (EAQ)
alone from 1965-2014 (Wang, Bowers & Fikis 2017). In addition, the Arabic product is
scattered among cross disciplinary rather than specialised journals. By contrast, there are at
least eight core English language journals on educational administration (Hallinger & Bryant
2013; Pan & Chen 2015; Szeto, Lee & Hallinger 2015). Lack of Arabic language specialised
journals is not conducive to scholarly communication and the building of collective memory,
research traditions and research culture which are sine qua non to develop reliable Arab
scholarship (Atari 1998).
It is still premature to talk about the existence of a critical mass of Arabic scholars. We
arbitrarily considered those who contributed more than five articles as the most prolific
authors. Seven authors met this criterion, having published 5-12 each. Notwithstanding the
fact that these, as well as other scholars, might have published elsewhere, the finding suggests
that it is difficult to talk about a real ‘critical mass’ of scholars. The overwhelming majority of
the 398 authors published one to four articles at best. This finding suggests that the majority
of authors are still at the entry level of academia.
The extracted data show uneven distribution of the selected articles. About 48 percent of the
articles are published in Dirasat: Educational Studies published by the University of Jordan,
followed by the Educational Journal (Kuwait University) (21.4%). Dirasat is firmly established
in the Arabic academia and has continued publishing since the 1970s under the same name.
The host university (located in the capital of the country) is the mother university in Jordan
and was established in the early 1960s.
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By type of authorship, the analysis shows that a sizeable percentage (57.4%) of the articles
was co-authored (mainly two authors). This percentage is much higher than that reported by
Jubran and Atari (2006) who mentioned that the co-authored articles on educational
administration in Arab language journals were 32.9 percent. It is highly probable that this
change is because many articles in the current study are extracts of theses and usually (though
not a must) are published in the name of supervisees and supervisors. However, this is below
the international practice where co-authored articles outnumber the single authored ones. For
example, Thomas (2012) in his review of the Journal of Educational Administration (JEA) found
that of the 33 articles published in volume 49, 2011, twenty-five were jointly authored.
The pattern of co-authorship reveals an intra rather than inter-institutional affiliation of
authors. About half of the co-authored articles (48.8%) were conducted by authors from the
same university and 10.7 percent by academics of two universities, but all in the same country.
This finding suggests a lack of cooperation between Arab authors. Al Khamisi and Zahran
(1991) described Arab scholars, even in the same country such as Egypt, as living in isolated
islands. In a sense this makes Arab educational administration scholarship ‘parochial’, which
is not conducive to building and developing scholarship.
It is intriguing that the percentage of Arab women authors in educational administration in
2005-2018 (24.1%) increased from where it was in 1984-2005 (16.8%) as reported by Jubran
and Atari (2006). Despite this increase, Arab scholarship in educational administration is still
male dominated. This is supported by another finding that only three out of the 242 articles
were dedicated solely to women’s perceptions or training needs, or perspectives on
educational administration.
The findings point to a noticeable percentage of articles (28.9%) that address administration
in higher education institutions. It is expected that this number will increase for different
reasons. Research on educational administration is mainly conducted by academics who find
it easier to gather empirical data from university students and staff. In his review of JEA,
Oplatka (2012) observed the transition from a journal oriented to practitioners to an outlet
especially for empirical works written predominantly by academics.
This may be supported by the other finding that practitioners represented only 13.3 percent
of the authors. Through the critical glasses this weak participation of practitioners points to
academics’ domination of the field. Practitioners in general are absent or just ‘researched
subjects’ and at best ‘reticent participants’ in the Arabic scholarship on educational
administration. This deepens the gap between research and practice (Atari & Awwad 2015;
Riehl, Larson, Short & Reitzug 2000).
The geographic distribution of authors reveals that only six scholars from other Arab
countries (Syria, Iraq and Egypt), contributed to research published in the selected journals.
This could be attributed to the inclination of Arab scholars in general to publish in journals
issued by their own universities. Al Khamisi and Zahran (1991) pointed to the fact that
Egyptian scholars not only publish in Egyptian journals but prefer to publish in journals
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published by their own institutions. This perpetuates the weakness of scientific
communication between Arab scholars which is necessary to promote Arabic scholarship in
educational administration (Atari 1998).
Except for one article which proposed a conceptual model to bridge the gap between research
and practice, all other articles were empirical with first-hand data gathered mainly through
questionnaires. Interviews were mostly used as supplementary sources of data in a few mixed
method studies (4.6%). Questionnaires were never factor analyzed or rigorously validated.
The ‘face (expert) validity’, ‘Cronbach Alpha’ and sometimes the ‘item-instrument’
correlation were the mainly used treatments for validity and reliability. Statistical treatment
of data rarely exceeds the descriptive to the inferential statistics. Some articles investigated
correlation relationship but very few (1.2%) go further to test the predictive power of models
or to determine the ‘cause–effect’ relationship. By the same token, very rarely imported scales
were validated or developed to suit the Arabic cultural milieu. Results were never
triangulated or discussed against secondary data taken from the field.
Thematic analysis reveals that there was continuity and change in the Arab scholars’ research
interests with the vast majority of articles loading on number of themes, some of which
continued from the period of 1984-2004, and some were novel topics. The themes that
continued were included under the rubric ‘management technologies and functions’ such as
decision making, meetings, training, supervision, ‘(strategic)planning’, ‘delegation’ and the
like besides ‘over saturated’ issues such as ‘dispute resolution’, ‘work stress’, ‘school
administration and the community’, ‘leadership styles’ and the ‘organizational climate’. Some
of these topics featured in Swafford’s (1990) review of JEA and Murphy, Vriesenga and
Storey’s (2007) review of EAQ. Prominent among the novel concerns were the issues of
‘quality and TQM’, ‘knowledge management’, ‘electronic management’, ‘ICT’, ‘transparency,
control and competition’ and ‘organizational learning and empowerment’. These topics are
very popular nowadays in the Arab world in public and business administration where
pressures are mounting for good governance and reform. Some articles addressed local
initiatives (e.g. Education for a New Era in Qatar) or panicking incidents such as violence in
educational institutions. But it is curious that politically charged issues such as the chronic
instability in some countries and all the concomitant phenomena such as the compulsory
emigration and the tragic displacement of people were not represented in the researched
articles although the selected countries/regions were affected by those situations. From a
critical perspective this dissociation between the political and the educational is disturbing.
Some theories and models of administration were the subject of some articles in terms of their
applicability, potential usefulness, requirements for application or the extent to which they
were applied. Prominent among those theories were the transformational leadership, the
ethical leadership, the situational theory, Reddin’s 3 D Theory, School-based management
and Sigma Six. Absent were other theories such as the authentic leadership, the distributed
management and the servant leadership. It seems that Arab scholars partially followed or
were selective in terms of researched theories. They tried to keep abreast of developments in
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educational administration in the Western literature but they ‘Catch up and Miss’.
Considerable attention was given to topics that became popular while many others went
unnoticed. For instance, despite the global discourse on emerging issues such as cultural
diversity, demographic changes and social justice which have ramifications for educational
administration, Arab scholarship in educational administration was almost reticent on them.
Besides being an emergent scholarship, it could be that Arab scholars worked with a shortage
of funds, therefore, their research was an individual endeavor that follows their preferences,
passion and curiosity within the constraints of time and money. On the other hand, the
number of inbred academics is at a disadvantage in terms of English language, therefore
many topics and ideas were missed or may emerge later.
On the other hand, a considerable number of articles were difficult to be included under a
specific theme or rubric. This could be construed in the light of absence of research projects
as revealed by the thematic analysis. This could also be attributed to the academic promotion
system which depends mainly on the number of articles published in refereed journals rather
than on real contribution to scholarship. Be that as it may, this was a sign of fragmentation in
terms of research foci and concepts, which is in turn an indicator of early academic
development in educational administration (Hallinger 2013).
The vast majority of articles were not enlightened by theories much less by a philosophy,
perspective or paradigm. This reflects lack of awareness of the significant role of theory in
research and substantiates the previously mentioned finding that Arab scholars were more
interested in the technologies and the tangible part of management without being aware that
this ‘observed’ component is not culturally neutral.
The limited number of reviews of research is an indicator of weak critical spirit. Much more,
the findings did not show an interest in establishing a critique to the existing theories, models
or epistemology of the prevailing scholarship. It seems as if Arab scholars took this
scholarship as axiomatic ‘time-and-context’ free. Therefore, they sufficed themselves with
researching the role of practitioners in applying those theories or models that were developed
in the West and at best proposing or articulating programs or strategies to implement them.
Evidence on the lack of critical spirit could also be inferred by the treatment of topics with
revolutionary critical origin such as empowerment which were addressed from a utilitarian
functional perspective that devoid them of their critical revolutionary connotations. They
were presented as administrative technologies that were necessary for cost effectiveness and
efficiency.
The Arab indigenous legacy on administration and leadership was totally neglected in the
articles subject of the present paper. Only one article attempted to establish the Arab Islamic
relevance to educational administration. This was far from congruence with Bajunid’s (1996)
call to explore ‘indigenous perspectives’ and to invoke the contribution that Non-Western
cultures may bring to scholarship on educational administration.
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The analysis of articles gives the impression that Arabic scholarship was still influenced by
the negative approach to psychology. For instance, it was still concerned with problems,
difficulties, impediments, needs rather than with work engagement, capabilities and
potentials. No awareness was shown to the shift to the positive psychology since the turn of
past century (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi 2000)).
As a result of the creeping ‘busnocracy’ and the market driven concepts, the very objective of
educational administration, that is, improvement of learning, has been lost amidst the
business administration jargon. Almost all articles, particularly those that employed the
correlation methodology, were concerned with the effectiveness, efficiency, and performance
and the like. Linking educational administration to student learning is shyly investigated.

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations
The review reported in this paper showed that there were promising developments such as
the increase in the volume of published research, the emergence of new contributors and the
increase of the number of women authors. However, Arab scholarship on educational
administration is still emerging and small compared to that in the Anglo-American countries.
It lacks the very conditions for any discipline to show maturity. There is no one Arabic
language journal specialized in educational administration but rather a number of cross
disciplinary educational journals. This coalesces with the absence of Arab educational
administration professional societies to compound the problem. The legacy of educational
administration documents the role of UCEA, NCPEA, CCEAM, to cite but a few, and the role
of specialised journals in developing the field and providing scholarly communication which
is the lifeblood for the scholarly community in educational administration and for the field to
come of age. Therefore, establishing Pan Arab professional academic society, launching a
refereed Arab journal(s) in educational administration besides the existing cross disciplinary
educational journals, and where possible establishing centers of excellence and organizing
conferences on educational administration are sort of the infrastructure for knowledge
production and dissemination. In the meantime, Arab scholars may join international
professional societies and explore cooperation with international scholars on an interinstitutional basis. Researchers should build personal networks that form intellectual capital
and provide social funding.
Similarly, Arab scholarship in educational administration lacks ‘a critical mass’ of scholars
who dedicate time and effort to accumulate knowledge, critique, share and cooperate, mentor
and lead to promote the field through research project(s). Amending the academic promotion
system may help improve this situation. Having research projects that generate theses,
articles and conference papers; inter institutional research and cooperation; ability to get
funds; the international exposure and visibility should be considered for promotion
particularly for the professorship rank.
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Building a ‘critical mass’ of scholars requires direct as well as indirect scientific
communication, inter-university and interdisciplinary research, co-authorship and
cooperation culture with a view to go beyond the current ‘parochial’ situation. We assume
that the trend in Western scholarship is towards co-authorship and inter university and
interdisciplinary cooperation. With more researchers entering the field and with research
projects, cooperation and co-authorship should become the norm. Cooperation and
co-authorship need not only organizational arrangements but a more open mindset that
celebrates diversity and differences.
The ‘critical mass’ of scholars and scholarship could be enhanced by levelling the field so that
more women, practitioners, post graduate students and training experts join research as real
doers and contributors. Women and practitioners should strive to share the stage on a
meritocracy basis and much more to bring their own perspectives and special experience.
This needs change in the mentality in order to appreciate the wisdom, role and capabilities of
these historically disadvantaged groups.
Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods in general should be used to generate data
which should be triangulated and benchmarked to approximate reality. This needs training
on and encouragement to use qualitative methodology. This is the duty of those in charge of
post graduate programs and teachers of methodology; the duty of the gatekeepers (editors
and reviewers of research) and the duty of researchers themselves.
The analysis shows that Arab scholars in educational administration tried to stay current but
lagged behind developments in the field. However, Arab researchers should not be content
with staying current but rather move from the receiving to the contributing end of the
continuum through an innovative mutual exchange of thought. Towards this end they should
show critical spirit, engage creatively and critically with the prevailing scholarship, employ
guiding theories and show rigor in methodology, statistical treatment and analysis. Towards
such engagement, mastering foreign languages, particularly the English language, could be
helpful to communicate with the scholarly community, maintain international visibility and
garner recognition. On the other hand, being at a disadvantage in terms of foreign language
may not enable those scholars to keep abreast of developments in the educational
administration theories and concepts. And in this case those ideas and theories will be
vulnerable to the risks described by Said (1983), such as distortion, incompleteness and
misunderstanding. This should be accompanied by an active translation movement that
narrows the time lapse between the dissemination of ideas in English language and in Arabic.
Under the heavy hand of technology and the influence of business administration ‘the
technologies of educational administration’ were the ‘top of tops’ in the Arabic research on
educational administration besides an over focus on the utilitarian aspect of education while
leaving topics such as the humanistic part of the school, values, culture, the indigenous
perspective, the critical perspective, the politics of education, the gender related issues, social
justice, values, and many other issues to be plumbed. These should form urgent priorities on
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the agenda of research in the future. Of special importance is reclaiming the ‘student learning’
mission that was lost amidst the busnocratic jargon on the one hand and creeping
academization on the other.
An interdisciplinary or even multi-disciplinary approach is needed to address the above
issues which are due to their very nature not easy to be placed within any one discipline.
Towards this purpose, scholars of educational administration should network with scholars
from humanities, sociology, economics and other related disciplines. Educational
administration gleans ideas from a wide spectrum of disciplines, so it is helpful to be
approached from interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary approaches. For instance, partnering
with psychologists may cause a shift from negative to positive psychology. Work
engagement, capabilities, potentials, optimism and the like may replace or at least be
researched together with old topics such as burnout, problems, difficulties and the like which
abound in the articles subject to this review.
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The Influence of Self-Efficacy on
Principal Job Satisfaction: A Study of
One Northeastern USA State
Kerry L. Postma and Gerard Babo

Abstract: This study explored the influence of school principals’ self-efficacy on their job satisfaction
as measured by the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire Short-Form administered to principals in
one state in the United States of America. A total of 715 principals participated in the study. Results
indicated that principal self-efficacy is significantly and positively related to principal job satisfaction
when controlling for specific demographic characteristics. The findings show that the higher a
principal’s self-efficacy the greater the job satisfaction that they experience, which has implications for
principal retention.
Keywords: Job satisfaction, principal retention, self-efficacy

Introduction
The job of the school principal has always been demanding. In 1939, an American principal
lamented, ‘I am principal, and all else’ (Rousmaniere 2013: 30). Today, these essential school
leaders continue to serve in many roles, including instructional leaders, assessment analysts,
disciplinarians, and more (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe & Meyerson 2005). According
to the 2012 MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, 89 percent of principals and 74 percent
of teachers believe that ‘a principal should be held accountable for everything that happens
to the children in a school’ (Harris Interactive 2013: 5). The multi-faceted nature of the
principal’s role, along with the weight of responsibility that comes with having charge of
youngsters makes the job a challenging one.
As a result, principals face tremendous pressure. Nearly half of principals surveyed by the
2012 MetLife Survey reported being under ‘great stress’, and only 59 percent reported being
‘very satisfied’ in their jobs (Harris Interactive 2013). Specifically, the challenges that today’s
principals cite include limited control over curriculum and instruction, the constraints of
decreasing budgets, the diversity of students’ individual needs and, for some, the difficulty
of engaging parents and the community (Harris Interactive 2013). Implementing the state
learning standards, maintaining an environment of academic rigor, and evaluating teacher
effectiveness are additional challenges named by today’s principals (Harris Interactive 2013).
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It is no wonder, then, that 75 percent of principals believe ‘the job has become too complex’
(Harris Interactive 2013: 5).
The role of a principal, as complex and challenging as it is, is one that is vital to the success of
a school. Research has firmly established that a principal has a significant effect, whether
direct or indirect, on school performance (Babo & Postma 2017; 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; Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2005; Miller 2013; Mulford & Silins 2011;
Palmer, Hermond & Gardiner 2014; Sebastian & Allensworth 2012; Sebastian, Huang &
Allensworth 2017; Silva, White & Yoshida 2011; Supovitz, Sirinides & May 2010; Supriadi &
Yusof 2015; Wahyuddin 2017; Waters, Marzano & McNulty 2003; Woods & Martin 2016). In
their book School Leadership that Works: From research to results, Marzano et al. (2005) quantified
this impact, concluding from their review of research that the leadership behavior of the
principal accounts for 25 percent of the academic achievement of the students in the school.

Problem Statement
Given a principal’s sizable impact on student achievement, principal attrition and mobility
represent a barrier to the success of America’s schools. Although over a dozen countries
report difficulty with principal recruitment (Pont, Nusche & Moorman 2008), the problem of
principal turnover is primarily documented in the United States. According to the 2012
MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, nearly 25 percent of the principals in the United
States leave their schools each year. The same survey revealed that nearly one in every three
of the 500 principals surveyed were actively considering leaving the profession (Harris
Interactive 2013). This high rate of principal turnover is problematic and detrimental to school
success, as research shows that principal longevity is positively related to student
achievement (Babo & Postma 2017; Béteille, Kalogrides & Loeb 2012; Burkhauser, Gates,
Hamilton & Ikemoto 2012).
According to research, job satisfaction is the primary factor in determining principals’
mobility and departure intentions (Johnson 2005; Price 2012; Tekleselassie & Villarreal 2011).
In particular, when interviewed, individuals who had voluntarily quit the principalship
blamed job dissatisfaction for the decision, citing a heavy workload, excessive managerial
tasks, the physical and psychological toll of the job, a lack of autonomy in hiring, firing and
budgeting, and profound isolation on the job (Johnson 2005).
The majority of studies on principal job satisfaction have focused on Herzberg’s (1968) twofactor theory, examining principals’ satisfaction with the extrinsic and intrinsic aspects of
their work. These studies reveal that the extrinsic factors of salary, workload, policies,
interpersonal relationships and role definition, along with the intrinsic factors of
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achievement, recognition, work engagement, work content and job autonomy all have
significant relationships to principal job satisfaction (Bauer & Brazer 2013; Chang, Leach &
Anderman 2015; Darmody & Smyth 2016; Federici 2013; Federici & Skaalvik 2012; Karakose,
Kocabaş & Yesilyurt 2014; Maforah & Schulze 2012; Tekleselassie & Villarreal 2011; Wang,
Pollock & Hauseman 2018). Few studies, however, have looked at the dispositional approach
to job satisfaction for principals. The dispositional approach supports the argument that job
satisfaction is connected with personality and other affective constructs. This approach
suggests that a person is predisposed toward a certain level of satisfaction, and that this level
does not change dramatically over time, nor across changes in employer or occupation (Judge,
Locke & Durham 1997). Brief and Weiss (2002) argued that the affective component of job
satisfaction has been largely ignored in the research and is a vital contributor to job attitudes.
In fact, a meta-analysis of job satisfaction studies involving dispositional or affective factors
showed that dispositional factors such as self-esteem, emotional stability and self-efficacy
were significantly related to job satisfaction (Judge & Bono 2001). Self-efficacy, a term
originally coined by social-cognitive psychologist Albert Bandura (1994), is defined as
‘people’s beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that
exercise influence over events that affect their lives (p. 71). Stated another way, self-efficacy
can be described as the belief in one’s own ability to perform a given task (Bandura 1994).
Bandura asserted that there are four avenues to develop and enhance self-efficacy:
performance mastery, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion and physiological states
(Bandura 1977, 1982). The first two avenues, performance mastery and vicarious experiences,
are the strongest ways to enhance self-efficacy, according to Bandura (1977, 1982). Success at
a given task, or performance mastery, increases a person’s efficacy beliefs in that area. In other
words, after performing a task successfully, one believes in the likelihood that he or she will
experience success in that area again. Although performance mastery has the strongest
influence, vicarious experiences are also a powerful tool in enhancing self-efficacy. Bandura
(1977) claims that modeling successful performance can cause those viewing that success to
believe it is possible that they themselves can also successfully perform the given task.
Self-efficacy leads to positive behavioral change, including taking action, pursuing goals,
persisting and coping (Bandura 1977, 1982). The higher the efficacy beliefs of a person, the
more likely that person is to take action and persist in achieving goals and to view challenges
or obstacles as motivators to work harder to achieve the goal (Bandura 1977, 1982). Selfefficacy has been linked to coping behaviors as well, with higher levels of self-efficacy
ensuring higher levels of coping in difficult situations (Bandura 1977, 1982). Those who
possess high self-efficacy are able to summon more strength in fearsome situations, whereas
lower efficacy beliefs cause fears and anxious thoughts to prevail (Bandura 1977, 1982). People
who perceive their fearsome thoughts to stem from their inadequacies, rather than from
situational factors, lower their self-efficacy, and those with low self-efficacy beliefs in a
particular area are likely to give up more readily, to refuse to attempt the task, or to fail at the
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given task (Bandura 1977, 1982). People with lower self-efficacy beliefs are also likely to yield
control to those with higher self-efficacy (Bandura 1982).
Bandura (1994) asserts that success in a high-level job with a good deal of accountability
requires not only a certain level of skill and extrinsic rewards, but also a high level of selfefficacy. According to Bandura (1994), ‘self-efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think,
motivate themselves and behave’ (p. 71). It makes sense then, that job satisfaction for the
school principal would likely be influenced by self-efficacy beliefs.
Though there has been little research conducted to determine the relationship between selfefficacy and principal job satisfaction, those studies that have been done do indicate a link
between the two variables (DeMoulin 1992; Federici & Skaalvik 2012; Maforah & Schulze
2012; Richford & Fortune 1984; Sari 2005; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2005). This research,
along with the principal turnover rate in the U.S. warrants further exploration into the
potential relationship between self-efficacy and job satisfaction.

Purpose and Research Question
The current study examines the relationship between self-efficacy and job satisfaction in
school principals. According to Bandura (1982), self-efficacy impacts how people perform in
difficult situations, and their level of persistence in the face of obstacles. Rather than being
weighed down and mentally drained by stress in the midst of a problem or crisis, those with
a strong sense of self-efficacy ‘deploy their attention and effort to the demands of the situation
and are spurred to greater effort by obstacles (Bandura 1982: 123). Because research shows
that principals face many complex tasks and encounter challenging situations on a regular
basis, it is likely that self-efficacy would impact how they handle and view their jobs, and
ultimately, how satisfied they are in their positions.
The primary aim of this study was to describe the relationship between self-efficacy and job
satisfaction among school principals in New Jersey, when controlling for demographic
characteristics. The research question for this study was: What is the nature of the relationship
between self-efficacy and principal job satisfaction?

Method
The sampling frame for this study included public school principals in the state of New Jersey
during the 2017–2018 school year, totaling 2,526 elementary and secondary principals,
including principals of charter schools. The names of the 2,526 principals and their email
addresses were obtained from the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) website
(https://homeroom5.doe.state.nj.us/directory/). This online database is accessible to the public
and is updated every year by the state’s education department. The data for this study were
collected through an online survey which was sent to each of the principals via email.
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The dependent variable in this study was principal job satisfaction. The instrument used to
measure principal job satisfaction was the 20-item Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire
Short-Form (MSQ) (Weiss, Dawis, England & Lofquist 1967). The MSQ produces a total score
for general job satisfaction, along with scores for two subscales: intrinsic satisfaction and
extrinsic satisfaction.
The primary independent variable in this study was principal self-efficacy (PSE). PSE is a
term coined by Tschannen-Moran (2005) and defined as principals’ ‘beliefs in their capability
to make a difference in the schools they lead and to effectively manage the challenges they
face’ (para. 5). The instrument used to measure PSE in the study, the 18-item Principal SelfEfficacy Scale (PSES) (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2004), measures PSE as an overall construct
and also provides a breakdown of the construct into three dimensions: PSE for instructional
leadership, PSE for management, and PSE for moral leadership.
The secondary independent variables were the demographic characteristics of the principals.
Research on the relationship between job satisfaction and demographic characteristics of the
principal reveals that school setting and school performance, along a principal’s years of
experience, are positively related to job satisfaction, while school size, school grade span, and
a principal’s gender, age and level of education are not consistently linked to principal job
satisfaction (Chang et al. 2015; Karakose et al. 2014; Maforah & Schulze 2012; Tekleselassie &
Villarreal 2011; Vang 2015; Wang et al. 2018). This study examined the following personal
demographic characteristics: gender, age, ethnicity, race, highest degree earned, number of
years as a principal and number of years in current position; and the following school
characteristics: grade span (elementary or secondary), school size, school setting (urban,
suburban or rural) and percentage of students on free or reduced-price lunch.
This study used the results of a three-part survey, consisting of the MSQ (Weiss et al. 1967),
the PSES (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2004), and a demographic survey. Of the 2,526
principals contacted, 823 responded; a copy of the survey is available from the lead author,
or from the ISEA editor. Of the 823 respondents, 715 principals met the study criteria and
completed the survey, representing a response rate of 28.3 percent. Table 1 summarizes the
demographic characteristics of the sample. Data representing each of the 715 participating
principals were entered into SPSS and analysed using simultaneous multiple regression
(SMR) and hierarchical multiple regression (HMR) analyses, where the dependent variable
was principal job satisfaction. To identify which demographic characteristics were
significantly related to job satisfaction for this sample, an SMR was conducted, with all
demographic characteristics entered simultaneously as predictor variables, and job
satisfaction entered as the outcome variable. To investigate the nature of the relationship
between PSE and job satisfaction, a hierarchical multiple regression was computed where PSE
and only the demographic variables that had emerged as significant predictors of job
satisfaction in the SMR were entered as control variables. One limitation to this study is that
although school performance emerged in the literature review as a significant factor in
principals’ job satisfaction, the variables examined in this study did not include school
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performance. Because there are no state-mandated assessments for students in the primary
grades (K–2) in the state of New Jersey, it was not feasible to collect data on school
performance from all participants. A simultaneous multiple regression model was run to
determine which of the three dimensions of PSE—management, instructional leadership or
moral leadership—had the strongest association with job satisfaction.
Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Principals (N = 715)
Demographic characteristic

Frequency

Percent

Male

398

55.7%

Female

316

44.3%

Gender

Age
25 - 34 years old
35 - 44 years old
45 - 54 years old
55 - 64 years old
65 - 74 years old

8

1.1%

217

30.3%

305

42.7%

141

19.7%

44

6.2%

671

93.8%

44

6.2%

3

0.42%

4

0.56%

Ethnicity
Not Hispanic/Spanish/Latino
Hispanic/Spanish/Latino
Race
American Indian or Alaska native
Asian
Black or African American
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
White
Multiple categories reported

70

9.8%

3

0.42%

621

86.9%

14

1.9%

469

65.6%

246

34.4%

Highest degree earned
Master’s degree
Ph.D., Ed.D. or other advanced degree
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Demographic characteristic

Frequency

Percent

Years as a principal
Less than a year

28

3.9%

1 - 3 years

101

14.1%

4 - 6 years

158

22.1%

7 - 9 years

130

18.2%

10 years or more

298

41.7%

Less than a year

45

6.3%

1 - 3 years

166

23.2%

4 - 6 years

207

29.0%

7 - 9 years

112

15.6%

10 years or more

185

25.9%

Years in current position

Note. Respondents who selected more than one race category are included only in the row
labeled ‘Multiple categories reported’.

Results and Findings
Table 2 displays the results from the simultaneous multiple regression analysis for the
relationship between demographic characteristics and job satisfaction. The regression model
explained 3.1 percent of the variance in the outcome variable (general job satisfaction) with a
standard error of .59 and was found to be statistically significant, F(15, 699) = 2.498, p = .001).
The only demographic characteristics that were significantly related to job satisfaction were
Black or African American (β = -.229, t = -2.950, p = .003) with white principals reporting
greater job satisfaction than black principals, and grade span (β = -.129, t = -2.291, p = .022),
with elementary principals reporting greater job satisfaction than secondary principals.
Gender, age, ethnicity, highest degree earned, years of principal experience and years in
current position were not significantly related to job satisfaction for this sample, nor were
school size, school setting and percentage of students on free or reduced-price lunch.
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Table 2: Simultaneous Multiple Regression Analysis for Demographic Characteristics Related to
Job Satisfaction (N = 715)
Variable

B

SE B

β

t

P

Gender

.049

.046

.041

1.064

.288

Age

.018

.028

.026

.633

.527

Hispanic/Spanish/Latino

-.056

.097

-.023

-0.579

.563

American Indian/Alaska native

.146

.351

.016

0.415

.678

Asian

-.289

.298

-.036

-0.970

.333

Black or African American

-.229

.078

-.114

-2.950

.003

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

.369

.348

.040

1.061

.289

Multiple races

-.311

.162

-.072

-1.915

.056

Highest degree earned (0 = MA, 1 =
beyond MA)

.055

.047

.043

1.151

.250

Years as principal (0 = <10yrs, 1 =
10+yrs)

.038

.063

.031

0.607

.544

Years current position (0 = <10yrs,
1 = 10+yrs)

.078

.069

.057

1.132

.258

Grade span (0 = elementary, 1 =
secondary)

-.129

.056

-.093

-2.291

.022

School size (0 = <500, 1 = 500+)

.029

.048

.024

0.602

.547

School setting (0 = urban, 1 =
suburban)

-.035

.072

-.024

-0.481

.631

Percentage of students on free or
reduced-price lunch (0=<50%,
1=50+%)

-.110

.067

-.082

-1.641

.101

Note. R2 = .05; F(15, 699) = 2.498, p = .001.
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Table 3 displays the results from the hierarchical multiple regression analysis for the
relationship between PSE and job satisfaction. The control variables used for this regression—
Black or African American and grade span—were the two variables that had emerged as
significant predictors of job satisfaction in the prior regression analysis where all
demographic characteristics were entered simultaneously as predictors of job satisfaction. To
determine whether the variable of interest contributed significantly to the explained variance
in the outcome variable, job satisfaction, the weaker of the two significant predictors in the
simultaneous multiple regression—grade span—was entered alone in Model 1, Black or
African American was added as a predictor in Model 2, and PSE, the variable of interest, was
added in Model 3.
Table 3: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analysis for Predicting Job Satisfaction from SelfEfficacy, When Controlling for Demographic Characteristics (N = 715)
B

Variable

SE B

β

Model 1
Grade span (0=elementary
1=secondary)

-.117

.051

R2

Adj.R 2

.007*

.006

.023***

.020

.418***

.415

-.085*

Model 2
Grade span (0=elementary
1=secondary)

-.118

.051

-.086*

Black or African American

-.251

.075

-.125**

Model 3
Grade span (0=elementary
1=secondary)

.009

.040

.007

Black or African American

-.263

.058

-

PSE

.394

.018

.635***

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
When grade span was entered alone in Model 1, it significantly predicted job satisfaction,
F(1, 713) = 5.159, p = .023, adjusted R2=.006. However, as indicated by the R2, only 0.6 percent
of the variance in job satisfaction could be predicted by the grade span of the principal’s
school. When Black or African American was added as a variable in Model 2, it significantly
improved the prediction, R2 change = .016, F(1, 712) = 11.349, p = .001, and grade span
remained a significant predictor. However, with an adjusted R2 value of .020, this model
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explained only 2 percent of the variance in job satisfaction. When the variable of interest, PSE,
was added, it significantly improved the prediction, R2 change = .395, F(1,711) = 481.934, p <
.001, and Black or African American remained a significant predictor, whereas grade span
did not. The entire group of variables significantly predicted job satisfaction F(3, 711) =
169.906, p < .001, R2 = .418, adjusted R2 = .415. With this combination of predictors, PSE was
the strongest significant predictor of job satisfaction (β = .635, t = 21.953, p < .001), and
accounted for 39.5 percent of the explained variance of the model. The positive beta value for
PSE (β = .635) indicates that as a principal’s self-efficacy increases, his or her job satisfaction
increases.
Table 4 displays the results from the simultaneous multiple regression analysis of the three
dimensions of PSE and their relationships with job satisfaction. In this analysis, job
satisfaction was entered as the dependent variable, and the three dimensions of PSE—
management, instructional leadership or moral leadership—were entered as predictors. This
combination of variables significantly predicted job satisfaction, F(3, 711) = 159.803, p < .001,
with all three variables significantly contributing to the prediction. The R2 value was .403 and
the adjusted R2 value was .400, indicating that 40 percent of the variance in job satisfaction
could be predicted from the three dimensions of PSE combined.
Table 4: Multiple Regression Analysis Determining Association of Three Dimensions of
Principal Self-Efficacy (PSE) with Job Satisfaction (N = 715)
Std.
error

Beta

t

p

PSE instructional leadership 0.171

.025

.313

6.817

.000

PSE management

0.120

.017

.254

7.065

.000

PSE moral leadership

0.099

.026

.167

3.779

.000

Variable

B

PSE for management was the strongest predictor variable in the model and was statistically
significant (t = 7.065; p < .001). Therefore, the management dimension of PSE had the strongest
association with job satisfaction for this sample. PSE for instructional leadership was the
second strongest predictor (t = 6.817, p < .001), and PSE for moral leadership was the third
(t = 3.779, p < .001). The reported collinearity statistics for the model indicated no observable
multicollinearity issues among the predictor variables. These results suggest that principals
who had strong beliefs in their own capabilities regarding the management aspects of the
principalship – prioritizing competing demands, maintaining control of their own schedule,
and handling the paperwork, stress, and time demands of the job – experienced higher job
satisfaction than those with lower self-efficacy in these areas.
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Conclusions and Discussion
The findings for this study suggest that there is a significant association between self-efficacy
and principal job satisfaction, indicating that the job satisfaction of principals increases as
their beliefs in their own abilities to succeed in the job increase. Given that retention and
longevity of principals result in increased student achievement, teacher retention and teacher
commitment (Babo & Postma 2017; Fuller 2012; Hargreaves, Moore, Fink, Brayman & White
2003), it is important to understand the reasons for principal turnover. Job satisfaction leads
to job commitment and reduces intent to leave (Locke & Latham 1990; Lu, While & Barriball
2005; Price 2012; Tekleselassie & Villarreal 2011). The clear link that emerged in this study
between self-efficacy and principal job satisfaction supports the assertions of prior researchers
that dispositional factors are significantly related to job satisfaction (Judge & Bono 2001). The
principalship presents unique challenges that require an individual who can take action and
who exhibits persistence and strong coping skills (Davis et al. 2005; Poppenhagen, Mingus &
Rogus 1980). Bandura (1977, 1982) argues that the higher self-efficacy a person has, the more
likely that individual is to take action, to persist in achieving goals and to cope with difficult
situations. This study, which showed a significant relationship between self-efficacy and
principal job satisfaction, furthers the research on the dispositional factor of self-efficacy and
job satisfaction, specifically on how a principal’s beliefs about his or her own capabilities
influence job satisfaction.
Future researchers should look at ways to develop or increase self-efficacy in principals.
Bandura (1977, 1982) identifies four ways to build self-efficacy: mastery, vicarious
experiences, verbal persuasion and physiological states. Further research into which of these
sources have been used by high-efficacy principals to develop their self-efficacy will help to
identify potential areas of professional development for principals with low self-efficacy.
Further research is also recommended on the relationship between race and principal job
satisfaction. The study revealed that white principals expressed higher job satisfaction than
black respondents. There is little prior research on the correlation between race and principal
job satisfaction; however, in their study of 77,000 highly educated employees, Hersch and
Xiao (2015) examined job satisfaction by race and found that black professionals were less
satisfied than white professionals. The current study confirms that further research is
warranted to determine the reasons for this differential in job satisfaction.
In addition, this study may be the first to look at the three dimensions of PSE and how they
relate to job satisfaction for American school principals. The current study found that
principals’ self-efficacy for management had the strongest association with job satisfaction.
This study opens the door to future research on the three dimensions of PSE – instructional
leadership, management and moral leadership (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2004).
This study added to the small body of research available on the relationship between selfefficacy and job satisfaction for public school principals, which has the potential to impact
principal retention and reduce turnover.
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Headteacher-in-Residence: An
Authentic Approach to Leadership
Preparation
Margery McMahon and Jackie Purdie

Abstract: University-based leadership education can present a particular challenge as leadership
educators need to combine a unique academic and professional knowledge base and skillset. This paper
reports on and discusses how one university-based provider responded to this particular challenge as a
new, national leadership programme for school principals was introduced and rolled out. ‘Headteacherin-residence’ developed as a result of collaboration between Scotland’s largest education authority,
Glasgow City Council and University of Glasgow, one of the providers of Scotland’s new Into Headship
programme. The imperative to maintain a close connection to leadership practice underpinned
aspirations for the new programme. It was from this that the model of ‘Headteacher-in-residence’
evolved. Conceptualised as similar to models such as artist or writer-in-residence, this paper reports on
how the model has been operationalised, how it works in practice, the benefits it brings and the
challenges which have been encountered. The paper concludes by arguing that the Headteacher-inresidence model represents a unique approach to overcoming the perceived theory-practice divide and
to showing how, working with schools, school leaders and local authorities, leadership education can be
realised in partnership.
Keywords: Principalship; leadership learning; partnership; ‘close to practice’; leadership
education

Introduction
The formalising and credentialing of preparation for school principalship has highlighted the
question of who should be involved in this and who leadership educators are. In many
education systems principal preparation is provided through Schools and Faculties of
Education in universities, through independent or semi-autonomous leadership colleges such
as the recently established Centre for School Leadership in Ireland (CSL) or the National
Academy for Educational Leadership in Wales. In Scotland, the context for this paper, the
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Scottish College for Educational Leadership (SCEL) was set up in 2014 and was subsequently
incorporated into Education Scotland (the national improvement agency) in 2017, similar to
the fate of the National College for School Leadership (NCSL) which became part of the
Department of Education in 2013 (Gov.UK online).
The Scottish College for Educational Leadership was established as one of the
recommendations arising from a review of teacher education and school leadership in
Scotland in 2011 (Donaldson 2011). This Teaching Scotland’s Future (TSF) report also
recommended that:
A clear, progressive educational leadership pathway should be developed, which
embodies the responsibility of all leaders to build the professional capacity of staff and
ensure a positive impact on young people’s learning. Account should be taken of the
relationship between theory and practical preparation, including deployment to
developmental roles. (Donaldson 2011: 79)
The implementation of the Donaldson recommendations required a review of existing
provision for principal and school leader preparation to align with a new Framework for
Educational Leadership (SCEL 2019a). A new headship programme was planned by a National
Design Group involving key stakeholders. This Into Headship programme would build on the
original Scottish Qualification for Headship (SQH) programme that was introduced in 1998.
This paper explores how one university provider responded to the opportunity afforded by
the development of the new programme to introduce a new model of programme delivery
involving the secondment of a practising headteacher in a newly created role of Headteacherin-residence. The paper begins with a discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of the
model that was eventually adopted. It considers the question of who leadership educators are
and how they become involved in these roles before turning to discuss the Into Headship
programme and the collaborative model of Headteacher-in-residence which was adopted. In
its conclusion the paper considers the impact of the approach and ways in which it could be
developed further.

Theory into Practice; Practice into Theory
The theory-practice divide (Flores 2016) has persisted as an ongoing challenge in teacher and
leader preparation in education. Pragmatic responses to this include short-term secondments
and more fully developed models, for example, partnership models and professional
development schools.
The Teaching Scotland’s Future (Donaldson 2011) report placed strong emphasis on the need
for greater partnership and collaboration with school-based staff. Specifically,
Recommendation 24, relating to staffing, proposed that:
Flexible staffing models for initial teacher education, induction and CPD should be
developed by local authorities and the universities to allow movement of staff
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and dual appointments as well as potentially improving coherence (Donaldson 2011:
93).
Although this recommendation was seen to pertain to teacher education more broadly, the
proposition of great fluidity across the sites of leadership preparation and the potential for
dual appointments was apposite, given the timing of the redesign of headship preparation
programmes as part of the TSF reform programme. Schön (1987), in particular, makes the case
for those embarking on a profession to learn alongside a master practitioner. Earley (2009:
307) indicates that school leaders cite working alongside head teachers as the ‘single most
powerful learning opportunity in their development’. The inclusion of a ‘Headteacher-inresidence’ on headship preparation programmes is an innovation which facilitates this
approach. Furthermore, one of the greatest challenges facing new headteachers is the
emotional demands of the job, which seem to be at their most intense during the early period
of professional and organisational socialisation. In redesigning our headship programmes it
was therefore important to incorporate an emphasis on this area. Using the lived experience
of the ‘Headteacher-in-residence’ was one means of doing this.
Particularly important is the fact that headship programmes involve preparation for a role
where there are high degrees of unpredictability, which is challenging. It would be unrealistic
to second-guess every conceivable crisis which could emerge in headship. What can be
predicted, however, is that a crisis will transpire and thought as to how this is prepared for is
a focus of our programmes. Frequently, there is no text-book response to such situations and
headteachers then act from their value base and their tacit knowledge, based on what they
have learned from the handling of previous unpredictable situations. They are operating in
what Schön (1987: 6) describes as ‘indeterminate zones of practice’ (IZP) which escape
technical rationality or solution, but which are pertinent to professional practice. Thus, our
programme aims to prepare aspiring and novice headteachers for such indeterminate zones
of practice.
In Vygostkian (1978) terms, we have given consideration as to what scaffolding can be put in
place to prepare headteachers for, and support them through, these challenging times. In
simple terms, openly discussing the perplexing aspects of headship helps demystify them by
signalling they are a ‘normal’ part of growth and development in headship and not an
indication of failure. In discussing IZP, we also consider the role of emotions in education
decision making (Bolton & English 2010: 575). They aim to deconstruct the logic/emotion
binary which has dominated leadership preparation, and to establish the role of emotions in
decision making as normal: ‘We believe that educational leadership curricula should
similarly be recast to be more inclusive of the role of emotion as a response to a decision event’
(p. 575). Again, the experience of the Headteacher-in-residence allows us to address this area,
focusing on tacit knowledge gained from reflection on previous experience and explaining
this to course participants.
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In examining the artistry of professional practice, Schön (1987) contends that we need to
consider what master practitioners do in indeterminate zones of practice and in some way
make their tacit knowledge explicit. Tacit knowledge is crucial as it is the reserve from which
experienced headteachers draw when they are operating in situations they have not
previously experienced. As Wright (2009: 265) asserts, tacit knowledge and educational
theory provide ‘… conceptual insights that inform thoughts about practice’ rather than
providing templates for action which must be rigidly followed. Thus, both have to be accessed
in headteacher preparation and this blending of theory and experience is crucial to our
programme design.
Schön (1987) posits that developing professional artistry is best addressed by adopting the
methods of design studios or musical conservatories, where there is freedom to learn from
master practitioners in low risk circumstances (p. 17). Unfortunately, low risk circumstances
do not at present exist for aspiring and novice headteachers, apart from those who have had
some experience, in acting positions, where they temporarily cover an absence or vacancy.
Creating a reflective practicum for aspiring and new headteachers is challenging, but vital, in
supporting them (as well as acting and aspiring head teachers) in their early days in post. As
well as providing practical and moral support, a crucial aspect of such a practicum would be
in ‘demystifying’ some of the practice of headship, particularly where it relates to dealing
with situations in indeterminate zones of practice.
If a practicum is ‘a setting designed for the task of learning a practice’ (Schön 1987: 37), the
question arises as to how exactly one learns to become a headteacher, given that, for most
new headteachers the greatest surprise of headship lies in the emotional intensity of the role
and the realisation that the ultimate responsibility in the school lies with them. Since this
emotional intensity seems to be something which actually has to be experienced, it cannot
therefore happen until after appointment, which is problematic in creating a practicum. The
key questions would appear to be how opportunities to operate within indeterminate zones
of practice are to be provided for aspiring and novice head teachers and what support can be
offered to new headteachers experiencing these indeterminate zones. The underlying content
and format of the Into Headship programme aims to address this.
The Headteacher-in-residence model builds on the concept of leader maturity (Earley & Jones
2010) and endeavours to utilise this in the preparation of new headteachers:
Research by the Hay Group (2008) notes the differences between established leaders
who show strengths in such matters as political awareness, indirect influencing,
alliance-building skills and long-term thinking and planning, and emergent leaders
and those on fast-track programmes who often do not… these qualities and skills are
associated with leadership maturity… so how can leadership maturity be accelerated
as well as leadership and management skills developed? (Earley & Jones 2010: 87)
Collins (2008) contends that people do not only learn from experience, but also their reflection
on experience. Providing opportunities for reflection for new and aspiring headteachers is a
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key issue in headteacher development and is fundamental to our headship programmes.
Reflection on action creates a space in which the individual may increase their belief in their
self-efficacy by considering the actions they took. For Rhodes (2012: 444) greater self
awareness and promotion of self efficacy and self-belief is part of talent management and the
journey to leadership, drawing from Bandura (1977) who suggests that self-efficacy has an
important contribution to make to behaviour, particularly in challenging circumstances
(Bandura 1977 as cited in Rhodes 2012: 444). This was confirmed by research undertaken by
Purdie in 2014 where ‘the head teachers have indicated that their confidence increased
following the successful handling of early crisis situations, and their subsequent reflection on
them’ (p. 153). However, it is the interaction of reflection on such challenging circumstances
and not simply the circumstances themselves that contribute to the development of selfefficacy. Thus, it is important that reflection on action takes place as it helps to make explicit
the thought process, feelings and emotions involved in handling a variety of situations,
particularly where these were complex or fraught. As thoughts are being articulated, the
individual comes to a greater understanding of self and how they handled a particular
situation. If the outcome is positive, this may also contribute to an increase in self-belief,
which is important in establishing identity as a headteacher, particularly in the early days in
post. Put succinctly, reflection helps people learn from experience (Brookfield 1995; Collins
2008; Dewey 1910; Earley & Bubb 2013; Schön 1983). Thus, there is an emphasis within the
programme on the use of a reflective journal to support reflection on their work, particularly
in relation to challenging circumstances.
That this need for reflection has great importance is discussed further by Schön (1987) who
highlights an important area, which needs consideration in headship:
In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard ground
overlooking a swamp. On the high ground, manageable problems lend themselves to
solution through the application of research-based theory and technique. In the
swampy lowland, messy, confusing problems defy technical solution. The irony of this
situation is that the problems of the high ground tend to be relatively unimportant to
individuals or society at large, however great their technical interest may be, while in
the swamp lie the problems of greatest human concern. (p. 3)
Headship ‘in the swamp’ is openly discussed throughout our programmes, as, according to
Wright (2009: 265), ‘In the swamp, everyday experiences are rich sources of learning that may
be provoked by tension, chaos, struggle, uncertainty, conflict and dilemma.’ Open discussion
of such difficult issues serves the purpose of making new and aspiring heads (who may be
experiencing ‘swampy’ situations) aware of the fact that they are not alone. This is important
particularly when they are dealing with the insecurities which arise during early socialisation
experiences, both at a personal and an organisational level, when it is all too easy to make the
assumption that they may have misjudged a situation. It is important that novice
headteachers understand that such experiences are an essential and inevitable part of
headship and not necessarily attributable to any failure on their part. This is about more than
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raising awareness, however. It is about helping new headteachers understand their
developmental journey.
Sergiovanni (2001: 2) elucidates Barth’s (1980: xv) contention that, although problems and
challenges of education may be similar, the solutions are particularly idiosyncratic and that,
effective leaders ‘have resigned themselves to the difficult task of having to create their
practice in use as they make decisions’ (Sergiovanni 2001: 2). If head teachers know about this
in advance and understand that it is part of their developmental journey as a headteacher this
may relieve some of the emotional intensity of the early days by reducing anxiety caused by
‘swampy’ situations.

Leadership Educators
As the discussion above has shown, there is a strong case for the involvement of experienced
headteachers (Schön’s master practitioner) in designing and facilitating principal/headship
preparation courses. Leadership education presents a particular challenge as leadership
educators need to combine a unique academic and professional knowledge base and skillset
and the ‘specificity of headship’ adds a further specialist dimension. The need to be able to
demonstrate successful and extended field experience as a school leader frequently conflicts
with the recruitment requirements of universities where research publications and grant
capture are important selection criterion. Qualification to doctoral level is usually seen as a
minimum entry requirement.
Moving directly from headship/principalship to an academic position is unusual since the
intense and all-encompassing nature of the headship role leaves little time to gain the
additional requirements that an academic role requires. In the Scottish context the number of
headteachers with a doctoral qualification remains small. Sometimes this can mean that staff
involvement in leadership education occurs more by accident than design, where
programmes may be led by academic staff with limited or little leadership experience in
schools, with the risk that, as Johnson (2016 citing Farkas et al. 2003; Levine 2005) reported in
the American context, ‘many university educational leadership professors are unaware of the
day-to-day experiences of principals’ (p. 16).
One of Johnson’s (2016: 27) conclusions from his research with 64 school leaders is that
‘meaningful leadership preparation is a process, and universities are not the sole dispensers
of preparation for leader candidates’. A partnership model which involves local authority /
district bodies as well as other stakeholders is seen to be important. Johnson (2016: 27) argues
that ‘adequate preparation will require a continuum of aligned professional learning
experiences collaboratively delivered through universities, state boards of education, local
school districts, individual leaders in candidate needs, and community stakeholders’.
Young (2015: 3-10), in outlining the requirements for the Educational Leadership Preparation
Award (ELP Award) lists among the areas applicants must address for the award as:
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Partnerships: What kinds of partnerships inform the program? How have district
personnel influenced and/or informed the program?
Faculty: How many faculty teach in this program? Do program faculty represent
expertise from the research and practice communities? How does the program ensure
that its faculty have the capabilities to prepare effective educational leaders? How do
faculty members work together to design, improve, and deliver the program? (Young
2015: 7).
Young (2015) is optimistic that the quality of leadership preparation programmes has
improved yet is realistic that ‘changing the reputation of educational leadership preparation
will be no small feat’ since the criticisms of leadership preparation are deeply engrained (p.
5). Overcoming perceptions among principals that university-based programmes have not
prepared them adequately is a particular challenge, with more job-embedded learning and
coaching models seen to be more attractive (Johnson 2016: 26). From his review of the
literature as part of his study, Johnson (2016: 26 citing Martin & Papa 2008) found that ‘theory
was listed among the least-used areas taught in university leadership preparation programs
and that this supports the belief that preparation programs are based too heavily in theory
and, not in practice’.
The Into Headship programme, which is the focus of this paper, was introduced in 2015 and as
yet there has not been an independent evaluation. However, an evaluation commissioned by
Education Scotland in 2019 found that participants from across five cohorts valued input from
experienced headteachers and that the programme supported growth in participants’
confidence in relation to strategic leadership (SCEL 2019b). The nature of the programme is
now considered before exploring how the role of Headteacher-in-residence was conceived
and developed.

Into Headship
The Into Headship programme was introduced in Scotland in 2015. The programme replaced
the Scottish Qualification for Headship (SQH) which was the original programme for
headship preparation, first introduced in 1998. Into Headship built on the SQH model but was
designed to be responsive to policy and sector needs for a pipeline of new headteachers able
to lead schools through a significant phase of change and improvement. While SQH was a
24-month programme at postgraduate diploma level, Into Headship was designed to be
completed within one year as a postgraduate certificate. A new ‘In Headship’ programme
was designed to provide further accredited learning for novice headteachers so that
completion of Into and In Headship formed a postgraduate diploma award. While both
programmes are optional, the expectation was that all new headteachers would have
completed Into Headship, particularly as the qualification is to become compulsory for all new
headteachers from 2020.
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The redesign of the headship preparation programme was driven by a number of factors.
Paramount was the need to recruit more leaders to headship roles. Although a small
education system there has been a challenge, nevertheless, in recruitment to headteacher
roles. In an effort to redress this a new ‘Flexible Route to Headship’ was introduced in 2007
where participants were required to demonstrate attainment of the GTCS Standard for
Headship (GTCS 2012) but were not required to undertake a university-based programme.
Nevertheless, future headteachers were not coming forward in the numbers that the system
required resulting in the growth in shared and executive headships.
A study by MacBeath et al. (2009) identified key deterrents to be the scale and expectations of
the role while the academic demands of the SQH were also reported. The challenge in
designing a new programme for headship preparation was to address the system and sector
requirements that also align with university requirements for academic programmes while
meeting the individual needs of headteachers.
One of the criticisms, latterly, of the SQH and FRH, from both participants and employers,
was that completion of the programmes for demonstrating attainment of the Standard for
Headship took too long. This presented a particular challenge for the national design team for
the new programme. A key question was how to design a programme that built on the most
essential and successful features of SQH / FRH in reconceptualising a programme that was
academically and professionally robust and benchmarked against international research and
best practice. Drawing on research evidence from Scotland (MacBeath et al. 2009; Watt,
Bloomer, Christie, Finlayson & Jaquet 2014) and internationally (inter alia, Bush & Glover
2014; Walker & Hallinger 2015), the Into Headship programme was designed as a one-year
headship preparation programme, benchmarked against the Standard for Headship (GTCS
2012) and informed by research by a current headteacher on headship preparation (Purdie
2014). The programme combined a number of integrated elements: the university based
programme, a school-based mentor, a coach, and, as part of the final assessment, a
professional verifier (a local headteacher with at least five years’ experience).
As a postgraduate certificate (60 credits) 1 the design model for the one-year programme was
one 20 credit course on ‘Developing as a strategic leader’ and one 40 credit course on ‘Leading
Strategic Change’. The focus on strategic leadership, as an underpinning driver, reflected
policy imperatives to attract and prepare new headteachers capable of responding to strategic
priorities of the National Improvement Framework (NIF) (Scottish Government 2019) with a
focus on closing the poverty-related attainment gap. Constructed in this way the programme
needed to be ‘close to practice’ (Wyse, Brown, Oliver & Poblete 2018) and close to policy,
while helping aspiring headteachers to be able to critique and respond to both, in the process
of attaining the academic and professional knowledge, skills and dispositions to be able to
undertake the role of headteacher. This represented a considerable mandate for Into Headship
1

In the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework a postgraduate certificate constitutes 60
credits at Masters level.
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providers and in the following section we discuss how one university provider sought to
address this challenge.

Headteacher-in-Residence
University-based programmes for principal preparation seek to remain ‘close to practice’
(Wyse et al. 2018) in various ways and to varying degrees. This may be through adjunct
faculty, for example, short-term secondments, appointments as full-time teacher fellows or
sessional work post retirement. In such models, staff are no longer working actively day-today as a headteacher in school, whether on a temporary or full-time basis.
Headteacher-in-residence developed as a result of collaboration between Scotland’s largest
education authority, Glasgow City Council and University of Glasgow, one of the providers
of Scotland’s new Into Headship programme. Through Headteacher-in-residence we sought to
test a model where the headteacher could do both roles – remain in their role as a
Principal/Headteacher while also being part of the academic leadership team for the Into
Headship programme.
As a key focus of the new programme is on strategic leadership, in a rapidly changing policy
context, an underpinning concern in programme design was to ensure that the courses that
aspiring headteachers would take would equip them to respond to this. A key question was
how to ensure the university-based programme would address the needs of new
headteachers and be designed in ways in which their learning on the programme could be
translated into and applied to practice while providing scope and space within the
programme to reflect critically on and process formative, and often challenging, leadership
learning experiences.
From this, the model of Headteacher-in-residence was conceived and implemented. In
redesigning the programme, the university-based team determined that their model of
partnership needed to go beyond more traditional models of advice, consultation, co-design
and even co-delivery. It needed to reflect the current, real life experiences of headteachers in
the process of change. The Headteacher-in-residence model was designed to achieve this. This
was seen to be different from a tutor role, nor was it a mentor role. In seeking to name this,
the closest approximation seemed to be the model of artist or writer ‘in residence’ – an expert
practitioner, in situ, who shares their accomplished practice with primarily, though not
exclusively, novice practitioners, and who advises on initiatives and developments for the
field and discipline which they represent.
The Headteacher-in-residence was seconded from a large local secondary school for initially
one day per week. As the programme developed this was increased to two days per week.
The exact nature of their contributions was nonprescriptive though ‘journeying’ with the
cohort was an important underpinning feature. The Headteacher-in-residence was involved
in the recruitment and selection of new programme participants. They were a central part of
the programme team – advising on approaches that might be appropriate, recent policy
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initiatives at a local level that were relevant and feeding back on participant experiences and
learning. In the initial phase of the programme their contextual knowledge at local authority
level was significant in setting up the programme for professional verification. Co-teaching
was an important aspect including scaffolding and processing participants’ reflective
experiences and responses to school-based tasks.
Beyond this however the symbolism of the role was important. Previously in the SQH
programme, most taught sessions took place off campus so the university’s role in headship
preparation seemed remote and less visible. In contrast, all taught sessions for Into Headship
took place within the university and the Headteacher-in-residence helped to raise the profile
of headship and leadership preparation within the School of Education. In addition to
working directly with Into Headship participants, they participated in research seminars;
engaging with postgraduate students and facilitating connections; contributing to marking
and examination boards and attending design group meetings.
The Headteacher-in-residence has now ‘journeyed’ with five cohorts of Into Headship
participants. Feedback from participants indicates that this is an important element in their
headship learning. It has been particularly satisfying for the Headteacher-in-residence to
follow the growth and development of the participants, particularly as they transition into
post. The relationships built during the in-course learning have continued as an available
source of support for the novice headteachers, if requested.
The model appears to be effective in bridging theory and practice and helping to translate
practice to theory. In bringing the skills and expertise of headship to the academic world, as
an effective organisational leader themselves, the Headteacher-in-residence could query and
challenge university procedures and processes and help shape outward engagement with
schools and school leaders. Insider knowledge of the local authority meant they were also a
conduit between the local authority and the university. As an established headteacher with
over 12 years’ experience, the Headteacher-in-residence also brought insider knowledge of
the role, with sound professional credibility across the local authority and with headteacher
peers, which was important in supporting new and aspiring headteachers. The local authority
partnership was further enhanced as the Headteacher-in residence had a role within the local
authority in leadership development. This resulted in a suite of local programmes which are
coherent with the Into Headship programme. Whilst not compulsory, these programmes have
provided a useful bridging step for senior leaders contemplating the national programme.
A further dimension of the role was the new challenge that it provided for an experienced
headteacher. One of the concerns of the Donaldson report (2011) was the need to provide
advanced professional learning opportunities for experienced headteachers. Headteacher-inresidence provided opportunities to engage with wider academic and research activities
within the university as well as presenting papers at national and international conferences.
The impact for the school from which the Headteacher-in-residence was seconded was also
important, enabling the deputy headteacher to gain further experience and responsibility.
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Headteachers are required to commit to lifelong enquiry and learning, as well as ensuring a
systematic approach to the culture of professional learning within their establishment (GTCS
2012); they are the lead learner within their school. The role of Headteacher-in-residence
provides a practical means of demonstrating career-long professional learning. An additional
benefit of the role is, by gaining knowledge within the university sector, the Headteacher-inresidence is better equipped to signpost members of school staff towards professional
learning opportunities within the university.
Given the range of activities outlined above, managing the scale and scope of the role was
important, with the risk that, depending on the model of the secondment, it could be two jobs.
Communication and clarification about roles and responsibilities was important but as the
role evolved it was clear that it transgressed multiple roles. Adjusting to and repositioning in
a new (foreign) environment with little knowledge of university procedures/systems was also
a challenge, as the functioning of a university clearly differs from that of a school where daily
contact with the school community is an essential facet of school leadership. A degree of
professional isolation therefore had to be overcome, adjusting to working alone as a new
experience. A new aspect of professional identity for the Headteacher-in residence was the
readjustment to teaching experienced practitioners (as opposed to young people) and a shift
in focus from being the lead learner in a relatively cohesive environment.

Conclusion
Headteacher-in-residence was developed as an innovation between one university and local
authority to try to ensure closer alignment and narrow the professional and academic
interface. In some respects it pre-empted the recommendations of a Scottish government
review of teachers’ career pathways which was published in 2018 (Scottish Government
2018). Specifically, in relation to headteachers, it was recommended that ‘new and developing
career pathways for Headteachers within and beyond Headship should be recognised
including new opportunities in system leadership’ (p. 9). The review panel supported future
initiatives to build the capacity and capability of experienced and established headteachers
recommending that:
Opportunities should be created for placements or, where possible, exchanges with
other key stakeholders such as Education Scotland, Scottish Government, GTCS,
universities and professional associations. This would strengthen the connections
between and enable greater shared learning among the key partners within Scottish
Education and contribute to the empowered schools system while allowing
experienced educationalists to build their career in new ways. (Scottish Government
2019: 9)
This is an ambitious vision which forms part of a national improvement agenda focusing on
empowering schools and their communities through recently created regional improvement
collaboratives (RICS) (Scottish Government 2019). It is a dynamic policy agenda in which the
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role of the headteacher is enhanced through a new Headteachers’ Charter. Headship
preparation programmes need to be responsive to this, educating new headteachers to
critique and enact policy in the context of their school communities. Headteacher-in-residence
is one approach to realising this, ensuring leadership learning at this level is relevant and
current to the needs of headteachers while providing a means for experienced headteachers
to develop further, professionally and academically, as part of a university-based team.
Research evidence demonstrates that close partnership working contributes to effective
leadership preparation programmes. Korach et al. (2019) recognise the balancing of priorities
that this requires and so ‘the tension between contextual training and conceptual
development presents a rationale for university–district partnerships that are co-constructed’
(p. 32). The Headteacher-in-residence model represents one approach towards realising such
co-construction.
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Journal article
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