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Editorial Note
Lawrie and I are pleased to offer our first issue as the new editors of International Studies in Educational
Administration (ISEA). With 43 issues published, the journal is one of the oldest in the educational
leadership field (our longest running journal, Journal of Educational Administration, preceded ISEA
by ten years, and the journal of the University Council for Educational Administration, Educational
Administration Quarterly, preceded it by eight years). It is with both a sense of excitement and
privilege that we become the next editors.
As I write this editorial, I am drawn to reflecting on the journal, much as new editors have done in
the past. Lumby and Foskett (2007) reflected on the role of ISEA within the CCEAM and what it
meant to have an international journal. They noted the role of the journal in connecting educational
communities from diverse countries as these communities explored how to improve education.
They also emphasised the value of inclusion, encouraging papers from diverse ontologies and
epistemologies. Above all, there was an emphasis on quality so that the journal could stand tall
amongst the other journals in our field. This reflection drew me to consider some of the history
of the journal and, by happenstance, I rediscovered on my bookshelf a copy of the book that was
written to celebrate the first 20 years of CCEAM, Advancing Education: School Leadership in Action,
edited by the first three presidents of the council, William Walker, Robin Farquhar and Meredydd
Hughes (Walker, Farquhar & Hughes 1991).

The CCEAM began in 1970 as the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration (CCEA)
(Walker 1991).1 With funding from the Commonwealth Foundation, the CCEA was soon able to
establish its two main publications: the Newsletter (now Managing Educational Matters) in 1971,
and the academic journal CCEA Studies in Educational Administration (SEA) in 1973 (Weeks 1991).
Initially published twice a year, the sequential numbering of SEA ended in 1994 with Number 59
(under the editorship of Reynold Macpherson), and the volume and issue number format was
adopted for the first issue of 1995 (Volume 23, Number 1), along with a new name – International
Studies in Educational Administration (Macpherson 1996). Over this period, the length increased from
64 pages in 1994, to between 90 and 100 pages from 1996 (Macpherson 1996). The journal moved
to a consistent three issue per year schedule in 2001 when the editors at the time, Colin Evers and
Kam-Cheung Wong, introduced a special issue in addition to the two regular issues (Wong & Evers
2001). When Lawrie and I were officially welcomed to the role in September of 2015, an interim
editorial group comprised of Christopher Bezzina, Jeremy Kedian, and Paul Miller had produced
one issue for 2015, had almost completed another, and had organised a special edition focused on
educational leadership in Jamaica and edited by Carmel Roofe and Laurette Bristol. Following a
long-standing tradition of supporting affiliated organisations of CCEAM, this special issue arose
from a conference led by the Institute for Educational Administration and Leadership-Jamaica
(IEAL-J). The first two issues of 2015 featured authors representing universities in 11 countries
(seven from the Commonwealth of Nations countries or former member countries), and school1 Refer also to Ken Rae’s history of the CCEAM on the council’s website (www.cceam.org).
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based authors from two countries (England and Jamaica). This year, we present this volume of
eight papers, followed by two special issues edited by Katina Pollock and focused on the work
of school leaders. The journal is continuing the tradition set when William Walker wrote the first
article of the first issue in 1973, with diversity, inclusion and quality at the forefront.

This issue presents a collection of eight papers representing research in five countries. It begins with
a very special paper. Our colleague and friend, Jeff Bennett, passed away in 2015. The paper by
Bennett and Murakami typifies his work and his concern with helping school leaders to improve
their practice. Bennett and Murakami explore the nature of heroic and post-heroic principal
leadership through a reconsideration of some cases of successful school leadership conducted
as part of the International Successful School Principalship Project. Heroic leadership is shown
to remain an important element of the principal’s role. The issue continues with Asuga, Scevak
and Eacott’s exploration of school leadership and preparation in Kenya through a content analysis
of tertiary-level preparation programmes. The programmes contain content that is both universal
and particular, connecting with a worldwide knowledge base but also meeting local needs.
Using longitudinal interview data from a larger study, Klenowski and Ehrich explore how six
Australian principals developed ethical leadership in their schools. In a context where high-stakes
accountability is becoming more prominent, the study shows how principals were able to work
with and influence this context to construct collaborative learning environments that supported
equity. Latifoglu reports on a study of beginning teachers in Australia. Based on interviews with
41 beginning teachers and their principals across ten schools, he shows how teachers with a
more secure employment pathway enjoyed better working conditions, increased collegiality and
enhanced teaching support. Li analyses system data to explore financial support for foundation
years programmes, special needs students, English language learners, and students from families
of low socio-economic status in Ontario and Hawaii. Whilst differential funding was shown to
provide targeted financial support which improved equity, difficulties were noted in comparing the
country contexts. Basque and Bouchamma combine Canadian system data on student achievement
with survey data from principals and teachers to find that prior achievement, socio-economic
status and teaching quality are strong predictors of performance in mathematics. Some leadership
implications of these findings are explored. In comparing high- and mediocre-performing
Malaysian secondary schools, Tai and Omar undercover differences in teacher attitudes to change
which have implications for school improvement and success. The final paper in this issue reports
on an interview-based study of 36 female teachers in six Australian boys’ schools. In the paper,
Acquaro and Stokes uncover institutionalised privilege and discrimination in the appointment of
key leadership roles, and they describe how the marginalised woman in their study cope with this
through conceptualising their work as caring.
Lawrie and I want to reiterate that we are the custodians of a journal that, for over four decades,
has published high-quality research articles in the field of educational leadership from across the
world. As a member-based organisation, we seek the support of members to continue this. The
journal seeks contributions that advance the understanding of the successful management and
leadership of educational institutions, from early childhood to post-compulsory settings, in any
country of the world. Whilst membership of CCEAM is mainly throughout the Commonwealth
countries, the circulation of ISEA is global. As the production and distribution of the journal is
entirely digital, there is scope to present articles that may differ in format from those in traditional
print-based journals, and over the next few years we will explore what this might mean. An
immediate outcome is that articles can be of any length, although most will likely remain within
the traditional range of 5-7,000 words. To maintain the tradition of special issues, we will be looking
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to invite/develop other special issues based on the collaborative research endeavours of groups
of researchers. Members of the CCEAM are invited to consider how they can contribute to the
journal, whether through contributing articles based on empirical, historical or critical traditions or
reviews of relevant publications, serving on the Editorial Board, or reviewing articles. Suggestions
for special issues and innovative ways to construct articles are encouraged. Please contact us with
any suggestions or ideas.
David Gurr, The University of Melbourne

Lawrie Drysdale, The University of Melbourne
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Heroic Leadership Redefined in the
United States Border Context: Cases
Studies of Successful Principals in Arizona
and Texas
Jeffrey V. Bennett and Elizabeth T. Murakami

Abstract: This study employs an internationally developed educational leadership theory focused on
heroic and post-heroic leadership to analyse school principals in the United States. Heroic leadership is
defined as leading in order to generate initiatives for school improvement; post-heroic leadership is defined
as encompassing performance and partnership. Successful principals in four schools in high-need areas are
analysed. The findings discuss heroic and post-heroic behaviours in relation to: (a) setting directions through
heroic and post-heroic leadership models; (b) developing others in relation to teacher leadership, and parental
and student involvement; (c) developing an organisational culture; and (d) transforming schools through
social justice agendas.
Key words: heroic leadership, post-heroic leadership, principals.

Introduction

School principals are part of an increasingly complex leadership enterprise, and some scholars
argue that the current school principal role demands more energy and competencies than any
one individual can sustain (e.g. Crevani, Lindgren & Packendorff 2007; Drysdale, Gurr & Goode
2011; Etcher 2006). Based on the demands placed on school principals, Drysdale, Gurr and Goode
(2011) asked if they could be compared to heroic leaders. More compelling was their argument that
based on public expectations for principals, heroic status may be less a myth and more a reality
when considering the number of roles and duties principals are faced with today. In a study of
successful principals in Australia, Sweden and the United States, Drysdale, Bennett, Murakami,
Johansson and Gurr (2014) showed how principals face challenging and complex work alongside
their teachers, arguing that heroic and post-heroic traits can be identified. In this article, we further
develop the analysis of heroic and post-heroic theories within the context of schools in the USMexican border states of Arizona and Texas.
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Significant in the examination of the US-Mexican border states is the number of high-need schools.
Low levels of funding and a lack of resources are among the characteristics of these schools, with
challenges involving the number of immigrant families and socioeconomically challenged areas.
These students may be served by schools that are not meeting their needs. Generating impactful
and sustainable change presents a challenge for current school principals. High-need schools are
defined in this study within the contexts of ‘poverty, wide economic, social, and linguistic disparity,
and high mobility’ (Barnett & Stevenson 2015: 518). In high-need areas, where schools are situated
within contexts of economic and social disadvantage, the task of improving schools becomes even
more challenging. By focusing on the practices of successful principals in the context of high-need
schools in the US southwest, we seek to understand the extent to which successful school principals
exhibit characteristics of heroic and post-heroic leadership in their goal to improve these schools.
We explore how the role and behaviour of principals might reveal, inform and redefine our current
understanding of educational leadership roles in high-need areas, asking: To what extent do school
principals demonstrate aspects of heroic and post-heroic leadership in their practices as agents
of change in schools located on the US-Mexican border?’ Most important in observing successful
principals is a recognition of the vital role that principals play in schools (Day 2005; Giles, Johnson,
Brooks & Jacobson 2005; Gurr, Drysdale & Mulford 2005; Leithwood & Riehl 2005; Mulford, Kendall,
Ewington, Edmunds, Kendall & Halia 2008; Pashiardis, Savvides, Lytra & Angelidou 2011). In the
following sections, we further explore the theoretical framework and develop a rationale for the
examination of successful principals in schools near the US-Mexican border, specifically in Arizona
and Texas. While developing a context-based analysis of participants from Drysdale et al.’s (2014)
heroic and post-heroic concepts, this study employs an iterative process of not only examining
principals’ success across countries, but also developing further knowledge about lessons learned
from cross-country comparative studies that are applicable back into the local context.

Theoretical Underpinnings in the Examination of Heroic and PostHeroic Leadership

The examination of heroic concepts in leadership is controversial. The concept originated from
traditional ‘Great Man’ theory paradigms that supported a taken-for-granted assumption that
leadership was a single-person task (Crevani et al. 2007). Often charismatic, heroic leaders were
perceived as drawing upon the moral realm (Furman 2004; Murphy 1988). In the early research
literature, heroic leadership brought an idea of unitary command and control, with studies
observing such leaders’ distinct traits and personal characteristics (Crevani et al. 2007; Etcher 2006;
Pearce & Manz 2005). More recent research trends in the field of educational leadership suggest an
evolution in leadership theories to post-heroic models, whereby successful principals, as agents of
change, can be more collaborative and invite democratic participation in leadership decisions, and
where principals build community relations and shared governance for the purpose of improving
schools (Gronn 2010; Mullen, Harris, Pryor & Browne-Ferrigno 2008; Spillane 2006).

Drysdale and colleagues challenged the idea that heroic leadership gave way to collaborative
ways of leading. Rejecting a ‘black or white’ approach, the authors argued that heroic leadership
may be still a prevalent perception among the general public, despite efforts to generate a new
understanding of leadership through post-heroic paradigms. Adair (1989: 227), for example,
described a hero as a person ‘who exhibits extraordinary courage, firmness or greatness of soul,
in the course of some journey or enterprise’, which still may describe a school leader representing
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the interests of their campus and surrounding community. Furthermore, school principals still
operate within traditional hierarchical and bureaucratic organisational structures, and are expected
to dominate the challenges in their organisation (Etcher 2006; Murphy 1988).

Arguably, scholars in the field of educational leadership have challenged bureaucratic models,
acknowledging that using traditional models of heroic leadership alone to measure a leader’s
success became incompatible with the onset of the increasingly globally competitive and knowledgeintensive economy (Crevani et al. 2007; Drysdale et al. 2014; Etcher 2006; Foster 1986; Murphy 1988).
Leadership was perceived as evolving. Scholars like Hallinger (1992), for example, perceived the
role of the principal as evolving from managerial, to instructional, to transformational. Strauss
and Howe (1997) also recognised parallels with societal changes, with baby boomers through to
millennials strongly influencing the public perception of evolving leadership roles. We recognise
that hero archetypes continue to be popular in the public eye, and are in many ways transferred
into expectations for school principals and other administrators. In the study by Drysdale et al.
(2014), principals showed a moral purpose in generating change. They found that heroic traits
were perceived when having to encourage a collective effort to generate initiatives for school
improvement. The principals showed heroic control, but also advocacy in building capacity and
resistance towards civic and pedagogical issues. McCrimmon (2010) similarly questioned whether
heroic leadership values should be re-evaluated in contemporary times.

Post-heroic traits were identified when principals modelled professional development and
collaboration towards intended goals. In terms of defining how principals were successful, the
authors identified seven commonalities across their cases, which can be summarised as: (a) the
principals in the cross-analysis had a well-articulated vision with a moral purpose; (b) they built
strong relationships with internal and external stakeholders; (c) their scope of influence included
optimism and enthusiasm in dealing with challenges with determination and persistence; (d) their
personal qualities were coupled with highly developed skills to navigate change; (e) they were
able to build the school’s capacity to embrace change; (f) they were highly visible and engaged
with school and community activities; and finally, (g) they communicated models or conceptual
frameworks in order to implement change initiatives and interventions. This study was developed
based on a number of cases of successful principals of the International Successful School Principals
Project (ISSPP 2013). Significant in these cases was the importance of principals leading school
change, especially in order to remedy long-term problems that prevented their schools from
improving (Leithwood & Day 2007). Leithwood and Day (2007: 175) used terms such as ‘courage’
or ‘heroism’ when recognising how successful principals confronted pressures and challenges.
Most interestingly, they challenged two myths: first, that being a ‘heroic’ or charismatic leader is
necessarily good or bad; and second, that ‘unless principals commit to distributed leadership and
collaborative management of all staff in decision-making process they will not meet with success’
(p. 174). These are cautionary findings, reminding us that leadership efforts are complex and that
we should not completely dispel ideas of courage and heroism, but should consider school change
as an intricate process requiring leadership that is complex, visionary and generative.
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Methods

For the purpose of this study, we define heroic leadership as leading to efforts that can generate
initiatives for school improvement. As organisational culture generators, advocacy in building
capacity and resistance towards civic and pedagogical issues are considered (Drysdale et al.
2014). Post-heroic leadership is defined as reflecting a movement encompassing performance
and partnership (Hargreaves & Shirley 2009), where principals exhibit dispositions that expand
beyond one-person theories, focusing on leadership that combines educational investments and
responsibility. More than describing leadership skills, post-heroic leadership positions leaders as
part of the institutional culture.

This study was developed using participants from a larger study of successful principals in the
ISSPP (Day 2005; Drysdale et al. 2014; Leithwood & Day 2007). Researchers from more than 20
countries around the globe participate in the ISSPP studies, contributing to an understanding of
successful principals’ core values and practices aimed at leading and sustaining successful school
cultures and communities (Day 2005). To date, ISSPP scholars have generated more than one
hundred case studies, published in a number of academic journals (see the project website at www.
uv.uio.no/ils/english/research/projects/isspp/).

The Arizona and Texas cases were developed using an exploratory case study design (Merriam
1988; Yin 2008). Data analysed from the cases focused on aspects of heroic and post-heroic
leadership of successful school principals as agents of change in Arizona and Texas. Relevant to
the focus on Arizona and Texas schools were (a) the observation of socioeconomically challenging
contexts, defined here as high-need areas and schools, as affecting the roles of successful principals;
and (b) the observation of how successful principals acquire the skills and develop their roles to
generate and sustain school improvement. Two out of four cases in Arizona and two out of ten
cases in Texas are used for this cross-case analysis. These were chosen as they represent samples
in which school development indicators and structures and operations correlated more robustly.
While Drysdale et al. (2014) observed the cross-national meaning of successful leadership, this
study examines some of the same actors in a more detailed analysis in the context of high-need
schools in Arizona and Texas. The observation of heroic and post-heroic models of change in
these schools relates to influencing structures and operations to meet the needs of these children
(Crevani et al. 2007; Drysdale et al. 2011; Etcher 2006; Fullan 2002). Fullan (2002), for example, saw
value in observing principals who are able to handle complex and rapidly changing environments.
He considered these principals as capable of implementing reforms that lead to sustained school
improvement. Hence the selection of the four cases reported here.
We considered the contexts of Arizona and Texas as creating significant tensions for school principals
expected to lead change. To illustrate the context in these two US-Mexican border states to the
global community, we include recent events shaping both states. Among marked commonalities in
these challenging contexts are socioeconomic issues that severely affect children and their families.
Common to both states is a conservative view of schooling, as well as a challenge in meeting the
needs of historically underrepresented students. A report sponsored by the National Council for
Educational Statistics (2013) indicated that nationally, there were over 115,000 principals in K-12
public and private schools in the United States between 2011 and 2013 (Bitterman, Goldring & Gray
2013). The Bureau of Labour Statistics reports that Texas employed approximately 23,000 education
administrators in elementary and secondary schools, and Arizona employed 4,080 principals
earning wages under the national average (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014).
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Challenges for High-Need Schools in Arizona
Arizona is the eighth poorest US state, with nearly one out of five Arizonians living in poverty
(US Census Bureau 2013). Inner-city area schools and rural schools, which serve Hispanics and
American Indians families, are the most affected by socioeconomic needs (Ylimaki, Bennett, Fan,
& Villasenõr 2012). Many Arizona schools also serve a number of students with limited English
proficiency (LEP). Historically, school administrators and teachers in Arizona were affected
in 2010 by Senate Bill 1070, an anti-immigration law, and House Bill 2281, which banned ethnic
studies from schools (Soto & Joseph 2010). These laws raised negative sentiments about people of
colour, especially Hispanics, affecting student morale in schools (Lopez 2011). Arizona is among
seven states in the United States in which school districts use principal evaluation systems that
consider student achievement outcomes or student growth data to evaluate principals. This
means that if the students do not demonstrate satisfactory academic performance, the principal
is held to account. An example of the connection between principal performance and student
achievement is Arizona Proposition 203 (A.R.S §15-752),1 a policy passed in 2000 which mandates
the use of Structured English Immersion (SEI), an intensive one to three-year transitional language
programme for every Arizona public school child not fluent in English. Arizona Proposition 203
exempts no child, regardless of his/her English language proficiency, from annual standardised
state testing in English (although accommodations are available during the student’s first year).
Arizona administrators who fail to implement SEI in their schools face sanctions. Closely related,
in 2010, Arizona banned Mexican-American studies and related critical pedagogy in the Tucson
Unified School District, one of the largest school districts in the state (A.R.S. §15–112).2 Teachers face
sanctions if they use critical pedagogy and a particular set of Chicano literature. Without critical
pedagogy to support the sociocultural development of Hispanic and Native American students in
the classroom, in combination with the enforcement of English immersion, Arizona principals face
the risk of receiving a low evaluation based on lower academic achievement rates that have been
impacted by the recent changes. Significant to this study is observing how principals in high-need
schools in Arizona enacted their leadership roles in this policy context.

Participants in Arizona
The selection of school principals included consideration of the reputation of schools, the
acknowledged success of the principals by peers, and evidence of improved student outcomes over
time. These schools were experiencing changing demographics in high-poverty neighbourhoods
with a majority of Native American and Hispanic students (Table 1). Two principals appointed by
their assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction who were also part of Drysdale et
al.’s (2014) study (identified through pseudonyms) are included, based on student achievement
increases in maths, reading, and writing scores as reflected in Arizona’s Instrument to Measure
Standards (AIMS). Successful principals selected for this study were in their positions for between
5 and 13 years.

1 Retrieved from www.azleg.gov/FormatDocument.asp?inDoc=/ars/15/00752.htm&Title=15&DocType=
ARS).
2 Retrieved from www.azleg.gov/FormatDocument.asp?inDoc=/ars/15/00112.htm&Title=15&DocType=
ARS.
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Table 1: Arizona schools’ characteristics
Selected
Participants
schools
Hope Academy Principal Rosa
(K-8)
Davis (Latina
female),
299 students
6 teachers, 3 staff,
6 parents
Juarez
Elementary
(K-6)

682 students

Principal Lute
Ingals (Anglo
male), 11 teachers,
5 staff, 6 parents

Demographics

Other characteristics

Free/reduced lunch
(poverty indicator): 77%;
Native American: 52%;
Hispanic/Latino: 44%;

Urban periphery school
located next to one of
four Native American
nations of Tohono
O’odham

White: 4%

Free/Reduced Lunch: 84%;
Urban/inner-city school
Hispanic/Latino: 91%;
located in a high-need
Native American: 7%; White: economic area
2%

Challenges for High-Need Schools in Texas
Texas is the tenth poorest US state, with nearly 18 per cent of students living below the poverty
level (Garrett 2011; US Census Bureau 2013). According to the Texas Education Agency (2015), the
state has over 5 million school-age students, of which 59 per cent are economically disadvantaged
(i.e. eligible for free/reduced lunch or eligible for public assistance) and 51 per cent are at risk
of dropping out (based on indicators such as low performance, behaviour, homelessness, or
being in the custody of someone other than parents). Texan schools serve a large population of
Hispanics and other children of colour – 52 per cent of the K-12 school population is Hispanic, and
approximately 35 per cent of the families in the state speak a language other than English at home
(US Census Bureau 2013 ).

Principals and educators in Texas serve a majority of Hispanic students who are subject to deficitthinking models (Murakami-Ramalho, Garza & Merchant 2010). Many schools provide bilingual
and immersion programmes. A recent controversial debate in Texas relates to cuts to already
severely affected district education budgets . Reflecting on the budget constraints, Pat Garofalo,
an economic reporter and politician, asked how Texans ‘address their fiscal problems while still
providing important services for their most vulnerable citizens’ (Garofalo 2011, para. 6).

The State Commissioner in Texas has adopted new standards to measure indicators of principal
performance. Currently, not all schools evaluate principals based on student performance. In 2011,
Senate Bill 1383 was passed to develop a state-wide appraisal and professional development system
for public school principals. Much of the debate on the adoption of principal appraisal revolves
around changes that may interfere with standards and expectations for principal certification. This
means that the principal appraisal system will redefine the current expectations for principals.

In relation to students, Texas is known for its heavy emphasis on testing. In 2012, for example, the state
revised its testing system for K-12 students. The State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness
(STAAR) follow Senate Bill 1031, which mandated the use of 12 end-of-course assessments, as well
as House Bill 3, which required assessments in grades 3 to 8 starting in 2009 (Texas Education
Agency 2011). Even though students in Texas are required to take more tests than in any other state
in the nation, and despite spending about $90 million annually on standardised testing, the state
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has not demonstrated that it is improving educational outcomes for children (Heinrich 2013). The
observation of successful principals in high-need schools in Texas may shed light on how their role
impacts the improvement of these schools.

Participants in Texas
The participants in Texas were selected using the aforementioned criteria of reputation of
schools, the acknowledged success of the principals by peers and evidence of improved student
outcomes over time. The principals selected in Texas were recognised as successful leaders by their
professional peers (in local, regional or national networks and professional associations), and were
selected from schools that showed student academic improvement within a span of five years. Out
of ten principals, this study reports on two principals that demonstrated acknowledged success in a
high-need area, showing sustained student achievement over time: one Hispanic female (principal
of the year) and one White female identified as having led their schools to a rating of ‘Recognized’
or ‘Exemplary’ according to the Texas Education Agency Academic Excellence Indicator System
(Texas Education Agency 2011) (see Table 2 for pseudonyms and information). The State of Texas
used the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills until 2011 to evaluate students in grades 3 to
8 and grades 9 to 11 in reading, writing, English, language, arts, mathematics, science and social
studies. The schools had a campus student composition of 75 per cent or higher economically
disadvantaged students, but showed marked improvement in the academic performance of
students when compared to schools in similar high-need areas. The selected schools showed
a consistent improvement of 30 per cent or higher in the past five years. In addition to the two
principals being interviewed twice, the participants included 11 teachers, 5 administrative staff, 12
parents and 11 students (39 interviews) in neighbourhoods with a high concentration of Hispanics.
Table 2: Texas schools’ characteristics
Selected
schools
Urban

Academy
(K-8)

552 students

Star
Elementary
(K-6)

392 students

Participants

Demographics

Other characteristics

Principal
Maureen
McCormick
(Anglo female),
5 teachers,
3 staff, 11 parents

Econ. disadvantaged: 88%;
Hispanic/Latino: 87%;
African American: 7%;
White: 6%

Urban/inner-city school
located in a high-need
economic area

Principal Laura
Martinez (Latina
female),

Econ. disadvantaged
(poverty indicator): 91%;
Hispanic/Latino: 95%;
African American: 2%;
White: 4%

Inner-city school located in
a high-need economic area

6 teachers,
2 staff, 12 parents
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Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected at each school using multiple sources, including documents from state
governing bodies illustrating school achievements and student attainment, ethnographic notes
made during visits, observations, document collection and semi-structured interviews (one-on-one
and focus groups). Cases were analysed, first within each case and then across all cases, following
a constant-comparative method (Glaser & Strauss 1967). Interview data were analysed inductively
in light of the context in which these principals were immersed, considering (a) similarities and
differences in the beliefs and behaviours of successful school principals, (b) the qualities and skills
needed for different socioeconomic contexts affecting successful principals’ work; and (c) how
successful principals learn about their work and acquire the skills needed to create and sustain
school improvement.
The findings are reported using Leithwood and Day’s (2007) core leadership practices, which
include (a) setting direction, (b) developing people, (c) redesigning the organisation, and (d)
managing the instructional programme. From the original protocol, questions relevant to the role
of principals and leadership style in the observation of heroic and post-heroic leadership were
considered, which mainly related to the first two core leadership practices of setting directions and
developing people.

Findings

In this section, we share findings related to the principals’ leadership in both Arizona and Texas,
followed by considerations of their transformational power in impacting change in schools. When
considering core leadership practices in the US-Mexican border states, we redefined heroic and
post-heroic leadership as: (a) setting directions through heroic and post-heroic leadership models,
(b) developing others in relation to teacher leadership and parental and student involvement, (c)
being cognisant of their role as developing an organisational culture, and (d) transforming schools
through social justice agendas. These themes related to the principals’ roles, and presented nuances
of heroic and post-heroic behaviours as illustrated in Figure 1. In what follows, we expand on these
themes.
Figure 1: Organisational impact towards change in high-need schools using heroic and post-heroic
concepts

(Heroic)

Developing Others
(Post-heroic)

(Post-heroic)

Transforming schools
(Heroic)

• Control
• Empowerment
• Transparency
• Timeline pressure
• Interpersonal skills
•
•
•
• Context based
•

•
•
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Setting Directions through Heroic and Post-Heroic Leadership

When setting directions, principals were perceived as instrumental in communicating and
establishing a culture of high expectations. Setting directions using heroic concepts related to setting
a firm agenda and using some degree of control to meet timeline pressures. Two principals who
demonstrated success in their schools provided evidence of taking the initiative and setting a firm
agenda. For Mr. Ingals in Arizona, setting directions meant that even when distributing leadership
duties, he was involved in the direct supervision of roles. For example, whilst Mr. Ingals was seen
by teachers to encourage collaboration and dialogue, he also gave a lot of direction and expected an
agenda to be followed. The reasons for setting directions related to the history of Juarez Elementary,
a school with deep internal problems and conflicts between the school and community. The school
was faced with district and state pressure to turn around quickly. The principal had to improve
school performance within a tight time limitation.

Mr Ingals said, ‘I was assigned to a failing school and the more people pointed that out, the more
driven I became to make the school successful, to make it happen here.’ Teachers communicated
explicitly that Mr Ingals ‘was the boss and he wanted you to know that’. As one teacher remarked,
‘He is the school.’ When Mr Ingals issued an ultimatum to reach consensus and take action
about their ‘root causes of failure’, collaboration and dialogue appeared to be used as a control
mechanism for teacher buy-in and accountability. According to one teacher, the control was there
‘so that nobody goes off the range’. Those who did not comply with this agenda were strongly
encouraged to leave.

Even though Mr Ingals was perceived by teachers as strict, teachers deeply respected his
expectations. Teachers expressed a deep commitment to ‘do whatever it takes’ to achieve ‘an
excelling label’. One of the teachers at Juarez stated, “Sometimes, we work with kids before and
after school if they need it. That’s just the [Juarez] Way. We help everyone learn and achieve. That’s
our main focus. That’s what we do.’ The principal added, ‘I’ve adhered to these commitments
because I believe that unless we foster a community-wide set of high expectations, our curriculum
work would be disconnected from the children and families we serve.’
In Texas, Ms McCormick led a Kindergarten to 8th grade school (defined as an academy in the
district), and stated that she ‘made no apologies for making sure that staff, parents, community
members, and the children themselves knew that we must believe that all children can and will learn
in this space’. She demonstrated a ‘no excuses’ leadership at Urban Academy, where expectations
for the commitment of teachers was high, and she did not tolerate anything less. History of conflict
among teachers and parents, coupled with poor performance at Urban Academy, only served
to intensify her commitment towards maintaining the school in a directive mode to increase
the its performance in this high-need area. Setting clear directions to create and sustain school
improvement within a defined timeline was a challenging element in these principals’ leadership.
Setting directions using a post-heroic approach was identified in Texas through Ms Martinez at
Star Elementary, who used a more distributed leadership approach. Immersed in a high-need
area, she maintained an active involvement in supervising all aspects of schooling, but made sure
to empower others. One teacher at Star Elementary said, ‘The principal is very aware of all the
activities. She is very aware of what’s going on in relation to instruction.’ Ms Martinez explained:
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There is an unspoken culture of hard work, commitment, and dedication at our school. But
teachers, students, and parents know that they are going to get support here. They know
that I am here, that we have to be about the kids. If we are not about the kids, I am going to
be right there (pointing to the classroom). As a teacher you are not even coming to school
if you are not about kids, because that’s what we are here for.

Principals are faced with the responsibility of setting directions, and presented both heroic and
post-heroic ways of leading. They felt directly responsible for students’ academic success, and there
was enormous pressure on teachers to achieve demonstrated academic performance within a tight
timeline. Even when using a more collaborative approach, principals in Arizona and Texas were
under pressure to improve schools based on their district’s demands and expectations.

Empowering and Investing in Others

Empowering and investing in others relates to following a conceptual transition from managerial
to transformational leadership, perceived here for its post-heroic characteristics. Post-heroic
leadership among the principals studied included facilitating interactions between internal and
external members of the organisation, enhancing professional networks, negotiating outcomes,
encouraging continuous learning, as well as effectively communicating relevant organisational
information with transparency.
Ms Martinez in Texas and Ms Davis in Arizona were viewed by teachers as collaborative and
possessing strong interpersonal skills when joining in problem solving to improve schools.

Teachers and parents credited Ms Martinez for taking the initiative in creating and promoting a
democratic atmosphere. For instance, one teacher at Star Elementary acknowledged Ms Martinez
as ‘believing in collaboration to the core, in bringing people together to make the best decisions
for everyone’. Ms Martinez argued, ‘If we do not rely on teacher collaboration, and even student
collaboration, we are not acting as part of a democratic society.’ She was actively involved in teams
at all levels and, in most cases, empowered them to make final decisions as long they were in
compliance with accountability standards. Ms Martinez said, ‘I have good teachers. They are a
good group and it is all about moulding them to understand the school challenges.’

Ms Davis at Hope Academy was successful as an involved leader in the Tohono O’odham native
community in Arizona. One of the teachers reflected, ‘Ms Davis is always taking time for a personal
comment in the hallways and classroom.’ Strong interpersonal skills, increased familiarity and a
sense of collegiality were present, and collaboration and innovation were practiced. Another
teacher said, ‘Ms Davis didn’t just tell us what to do. She struggled along with us and it made a
difference to how teachers listened and was willing to try new things.’ For example, one parent
from the community stated:

Ms Davis is very welcoming and responsive to children and adults. She actually came
to my house before she started her job to find out needs of my children. She was very
respectful, asked questions, but basically just listened as I talked about my concerns that
the school had moved away from the Native American culture.

Leadership development was not limited to only teachers; parents and community members were
involved in teams at Hope Academy. Participation in school teams enabled parents and community
members to become visible as ‘leaders in the transformation of their neighbourhood and school’.
A distributed leadership approach strengthened teachers and was vital in building civic capacity
in the community.
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From a post-heroic perspective, encouraging learning and growth among teachers allowed the
opportunity for social networks both internally and externally. Ms Davis regularly listened to
teacher and parent perspectives, especially in light of past conflicts or feelings of exclusion and
isolation. She perceived interpersonal skills as paramount in healing past conflicts or rifts between
teachers and parents.

Ms Martinez similarly encouraged a distributed leadership approach with her teachers. One of Star
Elementary’s teachers said, ‘I feel like I have a leadership role in the school. It’s a group leadership,
but it helps to know where we are going as a school when I teach my classes.’ Other teachers at the
same school affirmed that,

There’s a lot of autonomy when working with Ms Martinez and a lot of faith in you to do
your job. It is important that the principal trusts you, and that as a teacher it means a lot
that she has faith in what we are doing.

Ms Martinez explained how involving teachers and staff with open communications contributed
to their success: ‘Our discussions as teams of teachers include non-negotiables the district presents
to us.’ Communications helped clarify objectives and the collective mission towards the students.

Alignment between principal expectations, teacher commitments, and student needs and
challenges were important characteristics for a successful school. Empowering others in taking
responsibilities – while continuously negotiating and reformulating their own leadership – was
perceived as a common practice in post-heroic leadership. Built on distributed and shared models
of school leadership (Bush & Glover 2012; Harris 2013; Spillane 2006) these leadership practices
further defined the leaders’ collaborative roles, and how leaders enacted these roles successfully.

Organisational Culture of Professionalism and Respect

For Hargreaves (2003), a principal’s collaborative efforts towards the social and moral environment
of the school, district and society are paramount in generating a sustainable and meaningful school
culture. Different from individually setting the organisational tone, principals in both states seemed
to value and respect the cultural context of the school communities and promote collaboration in
respectful ways. Ms McCormick’s transparency at Urban Academy in Texas was seen as a postheroic trait when building an organisational culture of professionalism and respect. She affirmed, ‘I
always speak to teachers and parents with the truth. I never hide anything.’ She added:

Even though we have district demands, we focus on students as having great potential
and that it is our job to get them that success. I expect every teacher to provide success
stories for these children. I want them to do something that is going to encourage them
and support them.

Ms McCormick reflected on the need to prepare teachers for the challenging context in which they
worked. She elaborated, ‘With our changing population, we really needed to come to agreements
on how to be student-centred rather than curriculum-centred.’

When developing an organisational culture of professionalism and respect, Ms Davis also saw the
responsibility of creating that image to external stakeholders in Arizona. She always integrated
cultural and indigenous symbols, language and customs – such as pottery, paintings of Mexican
legends, paintings of Native American chiefs, and Native American rugs hung as curtains – as part
of the school’s identity. One of the school’s parents recognised that:
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We never felt like the school respected the Native American culture until [the principal]
spent time with us, and gradually incorporated changes. If you go in the school at any
time, you see Native American symbols along with artefacts from Mexico. Our language
and customs are always included in school ceremonies. It makes our kids feel like they are
at home and part of the school.

To Hope Academy parents, these changes nurtured by the principal communicated deep respect
and helped their children experience stronger connections with the school and their learning.

In Texas, principals similarly demonstrated an understanding of the border context and culture,
including a respect for differences in working class struggles. Ms McCormick, for example,
demonstrated her efforts to immerse herself in the local community and gain an understanding
about the local cultural knowledge. She commented, ‘I had to learn and immerse myself in
the community, meeting with parents and getting involved in cultural activities. I now speak
somewhat fluent Spanish, and I’ve learned about the culture.’ One of the parents at Urban Academy
acknowledged that Ms McCormick ‘has gone the extra mile to really understand the kinds of
knowledge and customs my child brings with him to school. She respects that but makes sure he
learns what he needs to be successful.’ This direct involvement with the community showed a postheroic trait, where the principal is an integral part of the success of students.
Ms Martinez at Star Elementary reiterated, however, that a deep respect for the local culture is
not enough to build an organisational culture of learning. She emphasised the need to effectively
‘integrate culture into teaching’ by truly understanding parents’ needs:

Parents in the school are sometimes under a lot of stress due to living conditions, lack of
education, bearing children, and sometimes they do not know how to voice frustration
very well. Parents at my school have my respect, and I take that very seriously because they
are trusting us to take care of their children. They are trying to make a living, trying to put
food on the table. They are not all collecting unemployment. I mean, that can happen too,
but they are really trying hard. That is why I have such great respect for our community.

Hence, Ms Martinez encouraged teachers to be innovative and to take risks. She also modelled
their involvement with parents, and brought them in to be part of site-based decision making
opportunities at Star Elementary.

Additional principal practices to generate a culture of learning included hiring and increasing
teacher diversity. Ms Martinez, with a large Hispanic population at her school , emphasised, “I
brought in key people that could bring about transformation on the campus. One of the teachers I
interviewed had the passion we need and the love for children. It is about going above and beyond
to transform this campus.’ Many of those hired by Ms Martinez came from similar backgrounds
as their students and had first-hand knowledge of dealing with limited English proficiency, for
example. Similarly, one teacher at Hope Academy confirmed the importance of connecting with
students through their own experiences. She stated, “I came from this area and I was raised just like
they’re being raised. I understand their needs and focus on their success.”

Ms Davis’ activities with the community set an example to her teachers. She was part of community
revitalisation projects, such as making physical improvements to the school (e.g. landscaping).
One of her teachers observed how she linked ‘school efforts with community revitalisation goals
in ways that respected cultural knowledge’. Post-heroic leadership may be enacted through the
development of strong public engagement and support for democratic communities in which
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school administrators are committed to preparing children as part of their communities by creating
an organisational culture that empowers students, teachers and parents to function in today’s
society and workforce.

Transforming Schools through Community Uplift and Social Justice

Different from managerial aspects of leadership, heroic traits among principals included their
active involvement and advocacy for these high-need areas. Theoharis (2007: 250) asserted that
‘marginalised students do not receive the education they deserve unless purposeful steps are
taken to change schools on their behalf with both equity and justice consciously in mind’. Like
Shields (2003), who argued that good intentions are not enough, Theoharis argued that leadership
to impact change is not simply ‘good leadership’, which has been practiced in the past but often
still resulted in unjust and inequitable practices. Shields called for principals who consider moral
and societal issues, highlighting the significant value of transformative leadership. Ms Davis in
Arizona and Ms Martinez in Texas were especially proactive in articulating moral convictions for
achieving equity, fairness and life opportunities for students of all backgrounds especially those
marginalised in society (such as the poor, working-class Hispanics, Native Americans, or English
language learners).

In terms of heroic advocacy, Ms Martinez seemed to fulfil roles such as that of protector, or someone
capable of ‘taking a stand when necessary’, according to one of her teachers. She made house visits,
and participated in the life of the community. Ms Martinez frequently met with school families and
encouraged teachers to make home visits to understand her students’ needs beyond the classroom.
Ms Davis spoke of the need to resist policies that she believed countered community uplift. A Hope
Academy teacher observed that she ‘really takes her job seriously. She sees herself a passionate
campaigner for the children who have struggled with lives of poverty and who lack the social
capital to succeed on standards and tests.’ Another teacher acknowledged Ms Davis’ high capacity
for advocacy: ‘The principal can take a stand when the issue is related to justice, when someone
else’s rights are being violated.’ Ms Davis reflected:
The reservation life is extremely difficult for our children, but it doesn’t have to mean these
kids are destined for a life of poverty and social challenges. I believe that the role of public
education is to level the playing field, to work for justice. At the same time, I have come
to believe that change must come from the community as well as from within the school.

She was critical of restrictive mandates related to language learning from the local government
that countered the need to respect local cultural knowledge. Such demands created barriers for
developing student English language and literacy skills. Ms Davis observed:
I think the state has made a mistake in not allowing native Spanish speaking students to
build on that language strength to develop English language and literacy skills. Beyond
mutually supportive language and literacy skills, we can build trust and support with
parents and children through bilingual education. This is part of what it means to be a
democracy, to be inclusive of all populations.

Ms Davis and Ms Martinez were recognised by their teachers and parents as exceptional in building
community relationships. When compared to their counterparts in this study, these principals
demonstrated heroic advocacy that extended to leading teachers and students in being proactive in
embracing the value of education.
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Discussion

This study challenged ideas of leadership positioned on past and present paradigms. Of
consideration was attention to a historical divide between one-person theories and distributed
forms of leadership. The international study questioning heroic and post-heroic models (Drysdale
et al. 2011; 2014) helped frame this study in order to develop a deeper understanding of these
concepts within the local context of Arizona and Texas. Principals in these border states find
themselves in schools with less funding and lack of resources. Challenges involving students relate
to low performance, attendance, socioeconomic challenges, and specific communities such as the
Native American and Hispanic communities.

We asked: To what extent do school principals demonstrate aspects of heroic and post-heroic
leadership in their practices as agents of change in schools located on the US-Mexican border?
When following trends in the field of educational leadership, we considered an evolution in
leadership theories, where post-heroic models of transformative leadership are favoured over past
heroic models. In this study, we perceive that heroic acts are still exercised in post-heroic times.
Within the context of Arizona and Texas, principals demonstrated heroic leadership behaviours
when their role as principal was determined by a pressing agenda driven by district and state
demands. The principals in this study were challenged by external issues, and worked on internal
efforts to generate change in schools within a time frame – students had to demonstrate academic
success before the academic year was over.
We also recognised that the responsibility for distributed or non-distributed tasks continues to
fall on the shoulders of principals as the ultimate decision-makers. The problem of relying on
principals alone takes us back to Great Man theories, and the struggle to build transformative
models of leadership (Shields 2003). In the search for post-heroic models of leadership, we still need
to recognise that some heroic characteristics have not been abandoned. On the contrary, without
heroism, these principals would not be able to impact change in these challenging high-need areas.
Interestingly, Bruner (1996: 30) recognised that institutional cultures are not simply collections of
people sharing a common language and historical tradition, but are part of an elaborate exchange
system legitimised by an ‘unpredictable mix of coercion and voluntarism’. In schools, such
exchange systems are composed of school administrators, teachers, parents and students, guided
by principals who express goals, beliefs, values and visions, ultimately affecting a culture of success
or failure (Leithwood & Day 2007). This sometimes controversial and complex understanding of
leadership as impacting school change provided a point of departure for this exploratory study.
Principals showed themselves to be agents of change, with more collaborative and inviting
democratic participation in leadership decisions that could be perceived as heroic or post-heroic.
Ms Davis defined her leadership in this matter:

Leadership is a gift you are given by other people. It is a gift when you are given the
opportunity to serve the people who consider you a leader and to work with and through
them to achieve the greater good for society.

Principals like Ms Davis seemed to build upon community relations and shared governance for
the purpose of improving schools. Ms Martinez also seemed to communicate effectively and with
transparency, while empowering and encouraging all members of the school in problem-solving.
For example, school teachers interviewed addressed how schools were improving in terms of
curriculum, assessments, school safety, school culture and building community relationships.
Given the pressures some of the principals were under, efforts to involve teachers and multiple
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stakeholders demonstrated their successful approaches to impact change. Leithwood in fact
recognised that ‘a principal today needs very solid team-building skills – skills that build teacher
capacity to work together collaboratively’ (Zegarac 2002: 4).

While successful in promoting a democratic atmosphere and a culture of collaboration, some of the
principals acted as key organisational agents, being catalysts or initiators of the changes envisioned.
These principals espoused high expectations, a strong vision, deep morals and social responsibility
towards equity, opportunity and social justice. They facilitated team cohesion, trust, shared values
and interpersonal relationships that are essential to effective team processes. They also encouraged
innovation and risk-taking. These were perceived as desirable characteristics for leaders in schools
where students and families needed much support to succeed in school and to have a fair chance
in society.
Post-heroic practices were identified in principals demonstrating a respect for issues related to
the local context and culture. They challenged the status quo in favour of improving teaching
and learning. Principals encouraged teachers to find ways of classroom learning that drew upon
their students’ cultural funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez 2005). In order to
improve students’ outcomes, they were equally committed to cultivating professional growth
and development among teachers. Principals in Arizona and Texas were also strategic in building
teams that tapped the expertise of teachers, parents and community members in order to bring
about change.
Undeniably, Arizona and Texas are both challenging environments and examples of contexts where
strong leadership is needed in order to promote impactful change. When summarising leadership
functions, we perceived the following:

Setting directions through heroic and post-heroic leadership: When considering that heroic
leadership is more directive, such behaviour surfaced in the face of pressures and urgency to
turnaround schools within restricted time frames. Under the pressure to set directions, collaboration
and communication was used for buy-in and supervision.

Empowering and investing in others: Post-heroic practices were more evident when principals
and teachers approached problem-solving activities and in the transparency some principals
in this study demonstrated when seeking a school-wide understanding of problems. External
stakeholders were also empowered in the delineation of problems and solutions.

Organisational culture of professionalism and respect: Teachers and parents were aware of school
efforts for improvement, demonstrating how the principal was more accountable for generating
change. A culture of professionalism was present among teachers and principals, while a culture of
respect was evidenced among parents voicing the principal’s capacity to exercise influence towards
change.
Transforming schools through community uplift and social justice: The majority of principals
seemed to be informed about societal issues involving their students. Two principals capitalised on
community strengths to enact change and demonstrated a sense of social responsibility.

Our argument is that even though post-heroic practices are now encouraged, the principal is still
the one person at the top of the hierarchy of campus leadership, and depending on demands and
pressures, is still required to take on heroic measures. Etcher (2006) acknowledges the person
at the apex of the organisation as still maintaining a heroic characteristic of authority, although
a new emphasis on leadership pushes for a distributive model that requires additional skills or
competencies. In that sense, the principals in Arizona and Texas seemed to be required to exhibit
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both heroic and post-heroic leadership, especially when working in schools in poor areas with a
large number of English language learners, working-class parents or migrant families, to name a
few of the challenges of these high-need areas. The principals selected here were perceived as being
successful when despite all the odds, with students demonstrating high levels of academic success.

We had concerns about the principals presenting heroic leadership characteristics through power
and control. Pushed by the situational and contextual challenges of accountability demands, these
principals felt that the exercise of control was needed to bring expeditious results. Even though
the students in these schools were performing, we observed that morale and trust were low when
compared to other schools. Nonetheless, we contend that these principals still presented heroic
characteristics such as choosing to work in challenging areas, leading by working extended hours
and also working continuously and diligently inside and outside of schools, and advocating for
students in struggling neighbourhoods under the pressure of both district and public expectations.

We recognised twelve possible topics for further development: (a) principal leadership orientation
(collaborative, interpersonal skills); (b) evidence of distributed leadership orientation; (c)
leadership development in high-need areas; (d) high expectations for principals and their schools;
(e) modelling professionalism/professional development; (f) community relationship building
skills, competencies and processes; (g) community service/development/civic capacity building;
(h) symbolic interactionism and deep respect for culture; (i) principal learning and pedagogy; (j)
heroic advocacy for social justice among principals; (k) heroic resistance; and (l) traditional heroic
control mechanisms. It is possible that accountability pressures encourage direct and authoritarian
leadership practices that resist purposeful inclusion of families and community stakeholders and
more autonomy for grassroots innovation. In some ways, it may counter the heroic advocacy for
social justice that seems equivalent to promoting deep democracy within school communities.
The concern focuses on controlling leaders who talk about collaboration on the surface, but do
not exhibit post-heroic leadership traits that encourage the growth of skills, competencies and
processes.
As in the international study, through exploring an understanding of heroic and post-heroic
leadership, we continue to find no flashy costume or powerful image personifying the leadership
of these principals (Dutro 2011). Instead, we found principals to be working hard towards
transformation, with an authentic desire to improve the conditions of students within their schools
and society.
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Bringing a ‘Local’ Voice to a ‘Universal’
Discourse: School Leadership Preparation
and Development in Kenya
Gladys Nyanchama Asuga, Jill Scevak and Scott Eacott

Abstract: In this paper we demonstrate, through content analysis of university-based programmes and one
management institute, the construction of ‘leadership’ in the particular context of Kenya. The study paid
attention to how the particularities of the locale are infused with universal discourses to develop an indigenous
conceptualisation of ‘leadership’. In the particular context of Kenya, school leadership is similar to the universal
construction of leadership – with an emphasis on instructional leadership, the management of resources and
change occasioned by rapid reforms in the education sector – but there are some context-specific differences.
School leadership is also about negotiating between competing cultural and political interests, especially in
relation to access, equity and equality. School leaders need to manage internal conflict in the school as well as
external ethnic conflict. Leadership is also about implementing government initiated reforms that called for
flexibility and innovation not only in the use of scarce resources, but also in identifying less traditional sources
of funding. These unique roles have implications for leadership preparation and development.
Keywords: school leadership preparation, school leadership development, Kenya.

Introduction

Kenya is a sub-Saharan country located in the eastern part of Africa. It has a rapidly expanding
population which has more than tripled to 40 million in the last four decades (Kenya National
Bureau of Statistics 2009). Within this population, the largest cohort is young people of school
age. There is a recognition that educating this group will impact not only their lives, but also
the economic, social and political development of the country. As a result, education reform has
been an enduring focus for the Government of Kenya since gaining independence in 1963. The
reform efforts include increased access to education through the introduction of free primary and
secondary schooling in 2003 and 2008, respectively (Republic of Kenya 2009 ); efforts to reinstate
a culture of teaching and learning in schools; a more equitable basis for school finance, including
an index of poverty, constituency bursaries and devolvement of funds to the school level; efforts to
rationalise and redeploy staff; and wide-ranging curriculum reform in addition to the introduction
of a new education system (Kinuthia 2009; Muricho & Chang’ach 2013 ; World Bank 2004 ).
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Despite all of these reform efforts, the quality of education in Kenya is still perceived as poor
(Odhiambo 2005; Uwezo Kenya 2012). A number of reasons have been advanced for this situation,
including – but not limited to – a lack of education essentials such as adequate facilities, finances
(Kipkoech & Kyalo 2010), and a shortage of suitably qualified and motivated staff (Odhiambo 2005;
Onderi & Croll 2008).

A factor that has been recognised in the international literature over the last quarter of a century,
at least as being critical in managing change and raising the achievement of learners, is effective
school leadership. School leadership has been linked with successful schools because of its role in
managing the teaching and learning environment, the level of professionalism in the school and
the morale of teachers, and because of its inﬂuence on students’ performance (Darling-Hammond,
Meyerson, LaPointe, & Orr 2010; Leithwood 2007; Robinson, Lloyd & Rowe 2008). In Kenya,
school leadership has not only been recognised but has been an enduring focus of the government
(Republic of Kenya 1998, 1999 2008 ). However, even with this focused attention there has been a
lack of evidence about what constitutes school leadership in the particular context of Kenya.

This paper draws from a larger study theorising on school leadership preparation and development
in Kenya during a period of large-scale reforms. In particular, the paper interrogates the narrative
of leadership as legitimised in programmes aimed at developing the capacity of current and
aspiring school leaders. It builds upon earlier work by the research team assessing the learning
needs of principals in Kenya (Asuga & Eacott 2012), how leadership preparation and development
is serving as a mechanism for universalising Anglophone constructs of leadership (Eacott &
Asuga 2014), and evaluating the performance impact of and return on leadership development
investment (Asuga, Eacott & Scevak 2015). Our purpose is to contribute an understanding of what
constitutes leadership in the particular context of Kenya. In designing our study, we have focused on
educational leadership programmes for current and aspiring school leaders offered by universities
and one management institute. Notably, we pay attention to how the particularities of the locale
are infused with universal discourses to develop an indigenous conceptualisation of ‘leadership’.
This conceptualisation of leadership discourse is against a backdrop of the emerging role of
indigenous management research in the broader leadership/management literatures. Li (2012, p.
851) defines indigenous management research as ‘any study on a unique local phenomenon, or
a unique element of any local phenomenon from a local (native as emic) perspective to explore
its local implications, and if possible, its global implications as well’. This is a contested area
though. Tsui (2004) argues that for research to qualify as indigenous, it requires location-specific
contextual factors that must be indigenous, although the theoretical lens can be borrowed, while
Whetton (2009) argues that any research can be labelled as indigenous if it covers an indigenous
phenomenon or topic, even if theories or concepts are adopted. Rather than aligning with any
one particular version of indigenous management research, we ‘seek to move discourse beyond
content and contextualisation to an explicit engagement with epistemology and political nature of
research’ (Eacott & Asuga 2014: 922).
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Methodology

As indicated earlier, this paper draws from a larger study theorising on school leadership preparation
and development in Kenya. Building upon previous work by the team (Asuga & Eacott 2012; Eacott
& Asuga 2014; Asuga et al. 2015), the focus of this paper is on how the publicly articulated content of
educational leadership preparation and development programmes constructs ‘leadership’.
To compile a comprehensive listing of educational leadership programmes, a systematic search
of publicly available documents was undertaken. Unlike in more developed countries, where
programme information is frequently available online, such information was more difficult to come
by in Kenya. In many cases it required the first author to physically visit various institutions. At
the institutions, information was located in various places, including web pages, local newspapers,
education policy documents, institutional libraries, notice boards, in course outlines available for
purchase from bookshops, prospectuses, university calendars and/or bulletins and brochures for
prospective students. In all places care was taken to ensure that as much information as possible
was collected. Across ten institutions (nine universities and the Kenya Education Management
Institute), a total of 14 individual degree/diploma programmes with 170 individual courses were
identified. Particular attention was given to course titles and their content descriptions.

Data Analysis
To engage with the data, content analysis was adopted to construct the core features of ‘leadership’
in the specific context of Kenya. Documents were analysed at three interrelated levels. The first
was a modified frequency analysis of course titles. This was followed by an analysis of the course
descriptions, before using that analysis to construct a context-specific articulation of leadership.

Analysis of Course Titles
After the initial reading of the data, all the 170 course titles were entered into a spreadsheet. Rather
than focusing on leadership as a basis, our intention was to conceptualise course features from
within the text and through the identification of distinctive words and phrases. This analysis was
conducted at two levels: within and across institutions (see Table 1). In doing so, it was possible
to identify any institutional bias towards particular perspectives (e.g. the curriculum focus at
institution A) or at scale acceptance of specific labels . From the 170 course titles, 20 clusters were
identified. These clusters were developed through multiple rounds of tentative categories based on
small clusters of words.

As Table 1 shows, the most frequent course titles across the programmes were focused on: resources/
resourcing (n=21), curriculum (n=14), policy (n=10), theories of educational administration (n=10),
information technologies (n=10) and finance in education (n=10). This is supported when the
analysis is shifted to seeing how many institutions these courses are found in, with the results
being nine (resources/resourcing), eight (theories of administration), seven (policy, information
technologies, and finance in education), and six (curriculum), respectively. Across the ten
institutions, these titles appear in at least 60 per cent of institutional programmes. Outside of this
group, only ‘organisational behaviour/theory’ appears in more than five institutions (n=6). From
this, we argue that there is evidence of some importance being attached to these clusters. However,
to gain further insights requires attention to the content of courses – or at the very least, the course
descriptions.
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Table 1: Matrix of course titles and conceptual clusters
Clusters

Number of courses per programme (via institution)
A

B

5

1

C

D1

D2

Conflict resolution
Curriculum

E1

E2

E3

F

G1

1
3

Customer care / PR
Education & planning

1

1

1
1

1

Finance & education

1

1

Guidance/counselling

1

1

Gender issues

1

1

Information tech

1

1

Legal issues

1

Managing change

1

1

I

J

No of
courses
(institutions)

1

1

1

4 (4)

2

2

1

14 (6)

1

2 (2)

1

1

1

2

1
1

Policy

1

1

3

1

Project planning
2

Strategic leadership

1

1

Other

1

1

1

1

1

5 (5)
1

5 (4)

1

6 (4)

1

10 (7)

1

3 (3)

1
1

1

3 (3)

1

1
1

1

1

2

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

2

1

2

1

3

1

1

1

1
1

1

10 (7)
5 (5)

1

1

1

Theories of admin

1
1

5 (5)

1

3 (3)

1
1

1

2

1

Org behaviour/theory

Resources

1

1

Managing programs
Monitoring/evaluation

H

1

Emerging issues
Ethics

G2

1

1

3 (3)

1

2

1

1

7 (6)

1

1

1

1

1

10 (7)

1

1

3

1

1
1

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

1

1

1

2

5

4

2

2

1

4 (4)

5

21 (9)

2

6 (3)
10 (8)

2

12 (9)

Analysis of Course Descriptions
The second level of analysis focused on the course descriptions. This involved a line-by-line reading
and codification of description content. The aim was to identify any similarities in the content
that could cluster and form the core of what is meant by leadership through these preparation
and development programmes. To do so, distinctive words and phrases served as meaningful
analytical units (Bowen 2009; Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2011; Richard 2009). Each analytical unit
was assigned a code – i.e. a label or name that a researcher gives a piece of text that contains an idea
or a piece of information (Cohen et al. 2011). A total of 540 codes were generated in this initial phase.
Once all the data had been coded, similar codes or closely related codes were grouped together into
themes. This data reduction was achieved by grouping similar words and phrases, and enabled the
540 codes to be clustered into 48 categories. Specific attention was paid to categories with a high
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frequency, as the frequency of the codes indicates some sense of significance (Cohen et al. 2011). The
process was undertaken by two members of the research team to strengthen the quality of the data
generated, in addition to the first author doing the initial analysis.

Categories that were thought to describe the meaning that underpinned a theme were assigned
into that theme. Some themes had more categories in them than others. Following multiple rounds
of comparison and iteration, the 48 categories clustered around six themes:
•

leading for equity, access and equality

•

managing programs and resources

•
•
•
•

building relationship between the school and its communities
supervising curriculum and assessment
leading change and innovation

foundation knowledge in the discipline.

Table 2: Selective summary of categories that make up each theme
Theme

Leading for equity, access and
innovation

Categories
•
•
•
•
•
•

Building relationship between
the schools and its community

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

implementing policies on equity and fairness
supporting affirmative action (reducing disparities)
understanding traditional notions of masculinity and femininity,
gender impact on enrolment, retention and performance, subject and
career choice, and administrative positions in school
countering practices that contribute to gender inequality
emerging issues (HIV/AIDS, alcohol/drug use, special education
needs)
helping students cope with school and home issues
policies on early pregnancies
policies on guidance and counselling services
implementing polices on corporal punishment,
protecting school environmental (title deed, fencing)
safety and security of learners and learning
environment
managing disasters
public relations
school and community relations
relationship with school sponsors (e.g. leading faith-based schools)
working with education officials
accountability to education stakeholders
managing conflict and crisis (ethnicity and national unity)
harmonious living
facilitating communication
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Theme

Managing programmes and
resources

Categories
•
•
•
•
•

Supervising curriculum and
assessment

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Leading change and innovation •
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
Foundation knowledge in the
discipline

•
•
•
•
•
•

developing and planning education programs
managing people (e.g. recruitment, induction, training and
performance appraisal)
staff and student welfare
working with trade unions
fiscal management (e.g. budgeting, mobilising funds, writing fund
proposals, running income generating activities, and procuring and
maintaining physical resources according to regulations)
supervising construction of classes
supervising teaching and learning
knowledge of curriculum theories and models,
understanding the curriculum development process in Kenya
understanding the supervision process in Kenya
assessing and testing students
monitoring national examinations and evaluating their conduct
integrating ICT in teaching and learning
managing change in schools
understanding current reforms in education
role in formulating and implementing reform policies
managing reforms
strategic planning and providing direction to institutions
managing school performance developing plans setting targets
result based management / performance management,
research on school effectiveness and school improvement
using ICT by administrators
designing implementing and monitoring projects
theories of educational institutions and their implications
foundations of organisational theory
understanding the philosophy of education and sociology of
education
management processes such as communication, motivation
decision making skills
understanding and managing people at work
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Discussion

The following sections provide an elaborated discussion of the six themes identified in the data.

Leading for Equity, Access and Equality
The focus of this theme is the provision of opportunities for all learners through equity, access and
equality. The primary means of achieving this are managing the learning environment, redressing
gender equity, and guidance/counselling. These featured in the course descriptions in over half of
the institutions (n=6), and were identified by 12 (n=12) unit descriptions in six institutions.

Managing the learning environment includes many elements, including conserving and protecting
natural resources, protecting the school environment from human encroachment or land-grabbing
(e.g. fencing the school grounds), and making the school friendly and safe for learners in general
and particularly those at risk. Risk factors explicitly named include ethnic violence, early marriage
and vulnerable HIV/AIDS orphans. All this had to be done within the established regulatory
framework. Consequently, there was a need to understand the regulatory framework governing
environmental issues.
Addressing gender issues emphasised understanding traditional notions of masculinity and
femininity and how these define roles at home and at school. Curriculum coverage included how
the traditional definition of what boys or girls can do impacted on student performance enrolment,
retention and dropout, as well as the way in which gender-based stereotyping influenced not only
subject and career choices among students but also administrative positions and school staffing
patterns. Based on the course descriptions, there is an underlying principle that engaging with
cultural beliefs on the role of different genders could redress issues of access, equity and equality
in contemporary education. This was to be achieved through recognising gender conditioning
and sex stereotyping messages in the academic environment at all levels – staff, students and
community. In two of the institutions, course aims centred on developing the capacity of school
leaders to address gender inequality in schools through implementing policies promoting gender
empowerment (e.g. affirmative action to encourage female student participation in particular),
working with parents and teachers to remove barriers that impede accessing schooling, and the
provision of a safe school environment.

There were a number of social issues identified in course descriptions that impact on the learning
environment. These include the effects of HIV/AIDS on students and teachers, alcohol and drug
abuse by young people, causes of poor discipline in schools, inclusive learning, child-friendly
schools , nutrition, sexual abuse/harassment and teenage pregnancies. These are constructed as
not only the work of school leaders, but also as the responsibility of staff and students. To that
end, guidance and counselling featured in a number of institutions. Guidance and counselling
is considered as imperative to support students to cope with life’s challenges and critical issues.
In addition, since the abolition of corporal punishment in schools, guidance and counselling has
been used as a primary tool to discipline students, cultivate life skills, and modify the learning
environment to meet the needs of individual learners. Without guidance and counselling to equip
students with life skills to cope with their environment, they are likely to drop out of school. It
should be noted that counselling services are provided not only to students, but to teachers as well.
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Building Relationships between the School and its Communities
Building and fostering effective relationships was identified through multiple pathways, including
public relations, relationship management, and promoting a culture of respect and diversity.

In serving as public relations officers for their schools, leaders are expected to portray a positive
image of the school, provide a quality service to students (referred to in one course description as
‘customers’), and maintain communication with parents and other stakeholders. There is an explicit
assumption in the course descriptions that in doing so, parents and the community will support
the schools to achieve educational goals – including through the provision of resources to support
teaching and learning. Working in collaboration with the board of governors, parent and teachers
association and the Ministry of Education and its agencies, leaders will better manage resources
(this is picked up in the next theme). Importantly, building positive relationships will facilitate
communication between different parties and enhance accountabilities for student performance
and the utilisation of school funds.

The management of information exchanged was considered important in four institutions. This
means that grievances and conflicts from the community, staff and between students and staff are
managed according to the rules and regulations. Based on course descriptions (n=4) across four
institutions, a supportive environment is one in which crises and conflicts are managed. Conflict is
portrayed as complex and multifaceted, and includes the internal tensions of day-to-day relations
management and challenges in roles requiring an understanding of organisational behaviour
(picked up in another theme), but also external pressures impacting on the school, such as ethnic
conflict, discipline issues, disasters, safety and economic crisis affecting the country necessitating
measures to develop strategies to enable students’ access to education. One institution noted this
situation in the introduction to one of the courses of study, where it noted:
Natural disasters, man made disasters and armed conflicts are becoming more frequent
around the globe affecting an increasing number of children, families and communities.
There is a need to increase the disaster awareness and preparedness of educational
personnel to provide quality education in all circumstances learners finds themselves in.
[Institution H: Introduction to programme ]

These natural and man-made disasters have received increasing attention in the literature on
education in Kenya, and include the burning of schools by striking students (Kindiki 2009) and
ethnic violence experienced as a result of election disputes or land issues which have created
internally displaced persons (Datoo & Johnson 2013; Kanyingi 2009; Oucho 2002).
Building relationships was also highlighted in the need to promote a culture that respects and
honours diversity. School leaders are responsible for all students and have to act in their best
interests. This means recognising and honouring different ethnic groups and working towards
fostering national unity. Developing and using a range of professional competencies, such as
communication skills, was identified as one way of managing conflict and fostering unity.

Managing Programmes and Resources
Planning and managing resources and educational programmes was the most common theme
across the course titles and descriptions. This includes an understanding of national policies and
the practical processes of planning at the school level. Planning for education programmes requires
continuous forecasting of needs and a degree of rigor in data generation and analysis. There is also
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the expectation that a vision and mission will be established in collaboration with stakeholders. The
vision and mission are significant as they focus and coordinate the work of teachers and the school
community, as well as identifying facilities, personnel and funding required.

The success of any educational programme depends on how resources – human, financial, material
and time – are managed and deployed to align with the school vision. Across the 170 individual
courses identified in the survey, 21 courses explicitly focused on these practices. This is not surprising
given the centrality of such practices to the field’s collective understanding of what leadership is
(e.g. Robinson et al. 2008). Human resources were the focus of almost half of these courses (n=9),
with content including human resource planning, recruiting staff, training and development,
performance appraisal, rewards and motivation. Content also included compliance with industrial
relations regulations and balancing organisational practices with regulations arising from collective
bargaining and government laws. Although leaders are responsible for hiring teaching and nonteaching staff, a central system retains control of the confirmation of employment, promotion and
remuneration, and how data generated from staff appraisal are used. Leadership also encompassed
induction and ongoing in-servicing of teachers. However, given the centralised nature of training
and development in Kenya, the leaders’ role in most cases is to identify staff for system in-service
programmes.

Translating long-term plans into operational activities is seen as central to leaders’ work. According
to the courses, budgeting helps to ensure accountability, to prevent the leakage of public funds, to
increase efficiency in the use of scarce public resources, and to improve the prospects of meeting
development goals. The leader works with a board of governors to create and implement financial
systems best suited to the school needs. The procurement of goods and services is an area that also
received attention in course descriptions. It seems that this has also been problematic in Kenya, as
evidenced in the three course descriptions which focus on procurement processes, fraud and credit
management.

Managing school physical facilities, equipment, curriculum supplies and other materials is a role
of school leaders. They also mobilise resources, such as textbooks and other learning materials,
to support student learning. It is interesting to note that although they are not necessarily
knowledgeable in building construction, school leaders are expected to supervise the construction
of classrooms and other building projects, including overseeing the procurement of construction
material. Five out of the ten institutions had courses explicitly focused on developing skills in
project planning and appraisal, while one institution had two courses focusing on the construction
of classrooms, laboratories and playgrounds.

Supervising the Curriculum and Assessment
More than half of the institutions (n=6) identified curriculum supervision and curriculum-related
areas as important functions performed by school leaders. Descriptors included being involved
in curriculum development, supervising teaching and learning, monitoring student progress and
understanding a range of curriculum theories and their application.

The need for leaders to be involved in curriculum development is well-rehearsed in the literatures
of the field (e.g. Robinson et al. 2008), so it is of little surprise that it is similarly identified in Kenya.
From the identified course descriptions, this involvement includes knowledge of curriculum
design and its relevance to the students, and innovating and adapting the curriculum to students’
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environment. Additionally, course descriptions focus on exposing candidates to different strategies
that are used to address curriculum reform and innovation in Kenya in response to emerging issues.
All of this is mediated by the centralised curriculum and national testing approaches in the country.

Supervising and monitoring teaching and learning was constructed as both a quality assurance
mechanism – undertaking classroom visits, inspection of units of work, timetabling of lessons and
other teaching resources, etc. – but also as concerning innovation and change (picked up in another
theme) – for example, assisting teachers to adopt new innovations such as the use of information
technology in their teaching . The expansion of technologies into schooling was identified in
course descriptions from all ten institutions. This was not necessarily about being an expert with
technologies, but about being able to ‘assist teachers to use computers effectively, identify teacher
and student ICT needs and also provide appropriate infrastructure (hardware and software)’
[Institution I: Information Communication Technology integration in Education]. Importantly, as
stressed in another course, leaders should build their capacities to ‘support teacher effectiveness
by helping them to develop a positive attitude towards supervision as a developmental process’
[Institution B: Supervision of Instruction]. In the context of the Ministry of Education appointing
Quality Assurance Officers to provide support for teachers and to improve teaching (Ministry
of Education 2008), this role is more concerned with cooperative effort to diagnose and solve
substantive problems in classes rather than a punitive process – once again stressing the importance
of relationships.
For school leaders to guide teachers to develop appropriate assessment strategies and monitor
students’ progress, they themselves must be knowledgeable regarding assessment and evaluation.
This includes being able to generate and interpret data for decision-making, as well as improving
teaching and learning and the reporting process. This was stressed across four institutions with
a particular focus on monitoring and evaluating (national) tests and guiding staff through the
development of testing and assessment policy. Knowledge of how the the examination council
conducts the national examination is a key responsibility of Kenyan school leaders, as the results
are used to determine the next level of student schooling and as a marketing tool to attract students.

From the descriptions, school leaders are expected to have a deep understanding of a range of
learning theories and their application. For example, they are expected to ‘examine in detail
the philosophical, psychological, historical and social context that shape curriculum practice’
[Institution H: Curriculum theory and practice]. The course descriptions have an underlying
assumption that understanding these theories and strategies will help leaders recognise whether
teachers are using effective instructional strategies to establish the conditions that will enable them
to work effectively.

Leading Change and Innovation
The course descriptions stress the importance of leaders bringing about change in schools. All ten
institutions identified leadership in policy reforms as a critical role for school leaders – they are
seen to be instrumental to the successful implementation of reforms. In addition to overseeing the
implementation of policy reforms, they also develop mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating
these changes. To maximise the likelihood of successful reforms, school leaders need to be aware
of the different policies and the challenges likely to be faced during implementation – a form of
situated awareness.

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Recent reforms – such as the devolution of teacher recruitment to the school and district level,
calls for greater parental involvement, the introduction of free primary and secondary education,
management of school budgets, alternative modalities of financing education such as cost sharing
and constituency bursary fund, the introduction of ICT into schools and the abolition of corporal
punishment – featured prominently in the course descriptions.

There is an expectation for leaders to act as change agents who innovate in response to societal
changes. This includes identifying disparities in resources allocation and using knowledge of
fundraising and proposal writing to achieve equity and fairness in their schools. Content included
identifying potential and non-traditional revenues such as partnering with donors, parents and the
private sector, and also identifying income-generating activities, such as school farms or keeping
poultry. While securing diverse financial resources for a school was recognised as an important
skill to have by a number of courses and institutions that focused on financing education (n=10),
it should be noted that only one institution focused on the development of proposal writing skills.
As change agents, leaders monitor and evaluate school programmes to ensure goals are being
achieved. Three courses across three institutions identified monitoring and evaluation as part of
effective leadership practice. This included the use of information and communication technologies,
particularly to generate data to inform decision-making.

Foundation knowledge in the Discipline
All institutions emphasised that school leaders should not only have knowledge of educational
leadership theories, but should also be able to apply them in practice. The general position is that
school leaders should have some theoretical insights that will help improve their abilities in the
administration of programmes, resource acquisition and allocation, and will improve their capacity
for instructional work analysis. The importance of theoretical knowledge is well-rehearsed in the
field’s literatures (e.g. Bush 2006).

In all the institutions, knowledge of the foundations of educational administration (with some
slippage between ‘educational administration’ and the more contemporary title for the field,
‘educational leadership’) was seen as a solution to a number of challenges facing the institutions.
For example, one course described the context in which school leaders work as being ‘faced
with myriad challenges which include unrest, inefficiencies, and complaints of falling standards,
mismanagement of resources, in discipline cases, and accountability issues’. In undertaking the
course, therefore, school leaders ‘will draw from major theories and concepts that dominate the
field of educational administration to address some of these challenges’ [Institution C: Theories and
concepts in educational administration]. The theoretical foundations are seen as complimentary to
a set of core skills for educational leaders, including – but not limited to – ethical understandings,
communication skills, problem-solving skills, and decision-making skills.

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted an enduring tension in educational leadership research and practice:
universalism and/or particularism. While the argument that context matters is well-rehearsed
(Clarke & O’Donoghue 2013), what this actually means is rarely brought into question. The
argument that each and every school is unique does not hold up to rigorous and robust challenge.
After all, there are plenty of behaviours regarding schooling that are predictable across time and
space, such as the arrival and departure of students/staff, the transmission of knowledge from
experts to less knowledgeable individuals, and so on. This raises some serious questions for the role
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of a universal language and a recognisable set of behaviours and the localisation of that universal
(Eacott & Asuga 2014). Arguably, what is required is to get beyond the rather unhelpful binary
of ‘universal’ and ‘particular’. The underlying assumptions of universalism rely heavily on an
equivalence and stability to the research object – in this case, leadership – across time and space.
What our analysis has shown is that such assumptions are limited. Even if the same (or similar)
language is used in the titles of educational leadership preparation and development programmes,
a more fine-grain analysis of course descriptions has shown that what is meant by this language
when it is deployed differs. This argument has implications both empirically and theoretically. In
the case of the former, we have shown that Kenya mobilises a particular version of educational
leadership that is not necessarily the same as elsewhere. This is not necessarily problematic; it offers
a point for comparative work. However, it does highlight the potential errors that could be made
if we assume that leadership, for example, means the same things across contexts. The equivalence
cannot be assumed, not to mention that neither can it be assumed that any construct is stable over
time. With the latter, our argument troubles the binary of universalism and particularism. That is, if
language is recognisable across time and space yet the meaning is different, binary thinking cannot
provide the intellectual resources to productively work in the space. There is a need for more
fluid resources for thinking through practice. The arbitrary division of local and global and the
artificial construction of increasingly larger structures from the local to the global (often portrayed
in concentric circles) do nothing to demonstrate any potential interplay between discourses.
The analysis and arguments we have presented in this paper are not the definitive word on the
issue. What we have done is sought to start a discussion on the conceptualisation of an indigenous
leadership research agenda. It is hoped that the understandings created through this study will
stimulate dialogue between academics, policy-makers, training institutions and practitioners for
the purpose of generating more empirical evidence to enhance educational leadership preparation
and development programmes.
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Transitioning Towards Ethical Leadership:
A Collaborative Investigation of
Achieving Equity in Times of High-Stakes
Accountability
Val Klenowski and Lisa C. Ehrich1

Abstract: This paper forms part of a three-year university–school partnership project that explored how school
principals, together with their leadership teams, engaged in and developed ethical approaches to leadership.
Based on interview data with principals from the six partner schools in Queensland, Australia, the study
investigated (i) the nature of ethical leadership practices that were used to promote and support equity in times
of high-stakes accountability; and (ii) how data analysis supported leaders’ efforts when developing equitable
curriculum and pedagogy. The study found that school principals were involved in range of practices,
including problematising their current way of working with staff and students; implementing a variety of
programmes to support equity; engaging in moral dialogue with staff; and acting as role models. Moreover,
they were involved in the collaborative interpretation of data and were active in building an ethic of learning
within their schools.
Keywords: ethical leadership, equity, collaboration, principals.

Introduction

In contexts of increasing performance-based accountability and high-stakes testing, we have been
interested in how school principals, together with their leadership teams, engage in developing
ethical approaches to leadership. We have found that cycles of critical inquiry, which involve
asking critical questions about current teaching and learning practices to achieve more equitable
learning outcomes for all students, are fundamental in the processes of transition towards ethical
leadership. As university researchers, we have worked with school principals and teachers from
six government schools in Queensland, Australia, in a three-year university–school partnership
project with the goal of helping them critically reflect on their schooling practices and their use of
school achievement data. A key part of our work as critical friends was to assist school leaders and
teachers plan and implement intervention strategies to address equity reform. The challenges and
the realities of how school leaders developed their particular approach to ethical leadership were of
1 The authors wish to acknowledge the Australian Research Council for funding a three year university-school
partnership from which this study forms a part.
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great interest to us. This study, then, reports on interview data with each of the six principals from
the partner schools regarding the leadership practices they used to promote and support equity in
the current context of data driven accountability.

The transition towards ethical leadership involves educators at all levels collaborating with
communities to ensure all students’ educational interests are met in the long term (McNaughton
2011). Starratt’s (1996, 2004, 2014) multi-dimensional framework that draws on three inter-related
ethics of care, justice and critique underpinned the theoretical framework adopted in this study.
Our focus on ethical leadership centred on equity, which we defined as a social, relational practice
that is collaborative, inclusive and based on respectful relationships between student, teacher
and parents. Ethical leaders we understand to be those who are successful in achieving equity
reform through developing an inclusive organisational culture, where staff, students and parents
are valued and treated with care and respect (Carrington 1999). Ongoing and systematic inquiries
about student learning (Comber & Kamler 2009) occur to address equity-related issues and involve
leadership support that is guided by ethical principles and practices. The framework for this study
built on the understanding that conceptions of equity in terms of fairness and inclusion challenge
assumptions about ‘students in deficit’ and that the promotion and development of equity reform
practices require ethical leadership.

Context

In 2015, the National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) appeared to be
the only measure of student achievement that seemed to count in Australia. Federal and state
governments used the results not only for accountability purposes but also to drive policy. Yet if
these NAPLAN results were indicative, very limited improvement had occurred in the past seven
years since the tests were introduced (Brennan 2015). This begs the question: Are the direct and
indirect costs involved in such standardised testing worth it? (see Carter, Klenowski & Chalmers
2015).

In Queensland, Australia, since 2010 all government schools (70 per cent of all Queensland
schools) and their students have targets set, based on NAPLAN results. These schools are subject
to quadrennial teaching and learning audits based on a state-wide performance assessment
framework. The outcomes of the performance assessment, which takes the form of a desk-based
audit of the data with consideration of the broader school context, suggests to schools the type of
review that the school needs to undertake: self-determined, priority reviews or full school review.
The type of indicators used in the annual performance assessment include:
•

student attendance rates

•

growth in NAPLAN proportions in the upper two bands (U2B)

•
•
•
•

growth in NAPLAN proportions at or above the National Minimum Standard
NAPLAN relative performance compared to schools with a similar score on the Index of
Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA)
NAPLAN relative gain compared with previous results
relative school performance in:

◦◦

English, maths and science – the aggregated proportion of students receiving a grade of
C or better (A-E results)
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◦◦

◦◦
◦◦
◦◦
◦◦

Year 12 outcomes including the percentage of students receiving an OP 1-15 (Overall
Position is a score that ranks students for tertiary entrance and most university courses
require scores between 1-15); the percentage of students attaining a QCE (Queensland
Certificate of Education) and other certificates; and the percentage of students who did
not receive OP 1-15

post-school destinations for students – the proportion of students in education, training or
employment six months after Year 12
enrolment trend – enrolment for the last four years

Student Disciplinary Absence Data (SDA) – including short suspensions, exclusions and
cancellations

School Opinion Survey (SOS) – overall rating for all items in surveys of staff, parents and
students.

The prevalence of NAPLAN, which is consequently changing teaching and learning significantly
towards a focus on results at all costs, becomes evident. We contend that standardised test scores
are but one form of achievement data that leaders, parents, policy-makers and teachers can use to
make judgements of overall teacher effectiveness. We agree with researchers like Lingard, Sellar
and Savage (2014: 710), who argue that with increased testing from programs such as NAPLAN
and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), ‘new data-driven accountabilities
[have] changed what counts and what is counted as social justice in education.’ We studied how
leaders transition towards ethical leadership in this context where there is mounting pressure to
improve achievement and to prove teacher effectiveness using measures such as NAPLAN results.
Schools are now involved in more measurement and comparison than ever before, and this
constitutes a field that ‘through national and global reworking of education’, transforms social
justice and equity (Lingard et al. 2014: 711). These authors indicate:
Current definitions of equity are linked to the introduction of multiple layers of technical
and numerical mediation to measure equity, translating life in schools and communities
into a series of abstract representations in graphs, grids, league tables and indices. These
technologies of governance are facilitated by, and further contribute to, the discursive rearticulation of social justice as equity.

There has been greater focus on ‘data-driven practices of equity’ (Lingard et al. 2014: 712) with the
emergence of the centrality of numbers. As a consequence, we have seen attention redirected from
qualitative and exploratory studies that aim to understand and improve teaching and learning
practices as they relate to equity reform to a greater focus on equity as defined in economic terms.

Social justice has … been subsumed and transformed into equity by economic rationalities
and discourses. Indeed, Australian education policies of recent years have moved towards
framing equity as a ‘market enhancing mechanism’. (Lingard et al. 2014: 715).

As university researchers conducting research together with school leaders, we are also aware of
the transformation of social research into:
… a nationalized approach to managing national and social problems, rather than being
part of an international (scientific) community pursuing better understanding of the nature
of social problems and what produces them. (Torrance 2014: 1112)

We agree that social research is undergoing a reconstruction that is driven by more technical,
data-driven technologies and accountabilities. It is vital therefore to maintain more democratic
approaches (MacDonald 1976) that involve more stakeholders in the processes of review and
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evaluation with increased opportunities for dialogue and deliberation (House & Howe 2003). In
working with school leaders in their transformation towards ethical leadership and in service
to school colleagues, we have adopted a participatory inquiry paradigm and a democratic ethic
that engages the teacher and school leader in understanding the demands of the curriculum and
assessment policy or practice. Given the contextual influences outlined, we believe that the use of
participatory and democratic forms of evaluation that value dialogue, engagement, relationships
of trust and respect for multiple values should be supported.

Critical Participatory Inquiry

The era of test-based accountability, performance assessments and audits threatens school leaders’
agency and teachers’ pedagogy. We have partnered with these six schools to support them in their
efforts for school improvement, with a particular focus on equity reform from an ethical leadership
perspective. In so doing, we have been made aware of how policy expectations have shifted so that
teachers and school leaders now need to collect and interpret school and student achievement data
as part of their efforts to improve school achievement. Given our democratic ethic in partnering
with these schools, we have assisted leaders to adopt ‘inquiry as stance’ (Cochran-Smith & Lytle
2009a: 44-45), which means teachers and other educators:

… working within communities to generate local knowledge, envision and theorize their
practice, and interpret and interrogate the theory and research of others. Fundamental to
this notion is the idea that the work of inquiry communities is both social and political –
that is, it involves making problematic the current arrangements of schooling, the ways
knowledge is constructed, evaluated, and used, and teachers’ individual and collective
roles in bring about change.

In our study, when leaders together with their teachers examine everyday practice, we have found
engaging in critical participatory inquiry and adopting a democratic ethic to be fundamental. In
building on the notion of ‘making problematic the current arrangements of schooling’, particularly
in the ways that data are being evaluated and used, we have encouraged leaders to adopt a
critical stance. A critical participatory inquiry stance as applied in this study involved teachers
and leaders working together with university researchers to ask critical questions about current
practices. Colleagues were encouraged to identify discrepancies, challenge their own and others’
assumptions, and make visible previously taken-for-granted practices with a view to encouraging
reform in terms of equity and ethics.

Critical participatory inquiry that engages a democratic ethic can involve action research, but
differs from an epistemological stance in that it represents a way of knowing about teaching,
learning and schooling. It has also been defined as a ‘critical habit of mind that informs professional
work’ (Cochran-Smith & Lytle 2009b: 121). The similarities with action research are that first, there
exists some interrogation of current practice for the purpose of improvement; second, there is
some generation of knowledge that is local and contextualised; and third, there are cycles of action,
reflection and planning with colleagues working together as a learning community of inquiry to
bring about change. In our study this learning community extended to include students as well as
teachers, school leaders, parents and, in some cases, community members.
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Theoretical Framework

To theoretically frame this investigation, we drew on Starratt’s (1996, 2004, 2005) multi-dimensional
framework of three inter-related ethics: an ethic of care, justice and critique. An ethic of care refers
to the dignity and worth of all human beings (Starratt 1996). For leaders it means developing caring
and respectful relationships with staff, students and community members and creating a positive
and welcoming school culture where students and staff feel they belong and their contributions
are valued. An ethic of justice involves fair and equitable treatment of all. In a school environment
in which an ethic of justice is apparent, decision-making is shared and democratic, and there is
an overall culture of collaboration amongst staff (Starratt 1996). The transition towards an ethic
of justice involves leaders and teachers collaborating with communities to ensure all students’
educational interests are met in the long term (McNaughton 2011). An ethic of critique draws upon
neo-marxist thought that had its genesis in the Frankfurt School of the 1920s. Intellectuals from this
School questioned power relations within social institutions (Starratt 1996). An ethic of critique is
evident when leaders question inequitable practices and programmes in an attempt to uncover
and then to redress them. At its heart, this ethic challenges inequality in all of its manifestations and
aims to create fairer and more responsive school practices. It raises questions about which practices
‘marginalize some students and their lived experiences and privilege others’ (Shields 2004: 127).
These three ethics complement each other. For as Starratt (2014: 77) suggests:
… justice without caring can be quite impersonal; care can be fruitless without justice; the
acts of both caring and justice may be naive without confronting the ethic of critique.

Ethical leadership involves respectful relationships between student, teacher and parents and the
development of learning communities that are inclusive and engage in critical inquiry. We concur
with Astin and Astin’s (2000: 11) view of leadership that connects it closely to equity and social
justice concerns:

… the value ends of leadership should be to enhance equity, social justice, and the quality
of life; to expand access and opportunity; to encourage respect for difference and diversity;
to strengthen democracy, civic life, and civic responsibility; and to promote cultural
enrichment, creative expression, intellectual honesty, the advancement of knowledge, and
personal freedom coupled with social responsibility.

The afore-mentioned view of leadership aligns with that adopted for this study and differs from
economically defined equity, which is prevalent in current education policies.

Methodology

Over the past three years we studied how leaders, together with their leadership teams, in six
government schools (one primary and five secondary) transitioned towards ethical leadership
to promote equity for all students within their local communities (see Ehrich, Harris, Klenowski,
Smeed & Spina 2015). Each of these schools was part of an Australian Research Council (ARC)
linkage project whose focus was an exploration of ethical leadership in the current climate of datadriven accountability. Because school leaders have a key role to play in developing a moral school
community and working towards achieving such a community, we worked with each school
and their leaders to analyse research and achievement data across the school sites, applying the
following research questions:
•

What are the ethical leadership practices that promote and support equity in times of highstakes accountability?
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•

How has data analysis supported efforts for the development of curriculum and pedagogy
that is fair and just?

The research was designed as a multi-site qualitative study involving six school principals, their
leadership teams, teachers and researchers collaborating to develop enabling pedagogies to address
fairness and equity reform. Each school identified teams of teachers who employed iterative cycles
of action research to build inquiry communities and networks.

We chose the method of action research defined as a form of collective, self-reflective inquiry
that aims to improve the rationality and justice of one’s education or social practices and one’s
understanding of such practices and the situations in which these are carried out (Kemmis &
McTaggart 1988). This practice-based research strategy was how we facilitated the conduct of
critical participatory inquiry at each school to assist participants to consider how to change their
practices and to develop understandings of those practices, given the particular conditions of each
school and the prevailing accountability policy context.
In this paper, we focus on the interview data that we collected over the course of the three years
with each of the six school principals. The first round of interviews, collected in the first year of the
project, explored the six principals’ understandings of ethical leadership and ethical leadership
practices. The second round of interviews explored their views further with the inclusion of
questions related to how they balanced competing accountabilities in their work. The third round
of interviews investigated whether principals changed either their thinking or their practices in
relation to how they worked with staff and students in ethical and equitable ways. In each round of
interviews, the principals raised ethical issues that emerged during the year.

The analysis of this interview data set involved two interrelated levels. At the micro level, an
analysis was conducted of the spoken words using constant comparative analysis (Glaser &
Strauss 1967) to identify common themes and those that were unique for particular principals and
their given school contexts. At the macro level, an interpretative analysis of the interview data was
informed by Starratt’s (1996) model of ethical leadership, which questions current practices and
programmes, focuses on what is just and fair, and prizes relationships with others that are caring
and respectful (Singer 1993; Starratt 1996).

Findings and Discussion

This section of the paper discusses three emergent findings, the first of which relates to how
school leaders engage in ethical leadership to build equity in teaching and learning in this context
of accountability dominated by high-stakes testing. The ways that school leaders promote and
encourage ethical and equitable practices in their school communities and in their relationships
with staff and students are critically analysed. Then, we discuss our conceptual understandings
by elucidating how leaders and teachers collaborate to interpret and use school data to develop
responsive and inclusive curricular and pedagogic practices. Finally, we contribute to Starratt’s
(1996, 2014) model of three inter-related ethics within ethical leadership. Our development of the
ethical framework identifies the implications for school leaders and their leadership teams for how
they might work to build a more ethical community by striving for balance and moral integrity,
using a variety of data for decision-making in developing an ethical organisational culture.
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Developing Equity Reform in ‘Making Current Practice Problematic’
In adopting a critical inquiry stance, the six principals from the partner schools were able to make
problematic some current data use strategies. The six principals were in agreement that ethical
practice should direct the way staff, students and the wider community work and function. To
understand how they problematised some practices, it is instructive to consider the values and
beliefs they espoused regarding the current policy focus on grades and results. Carey (pseudonym)
claimed that:
I have always had the belief that education is much more than good results [since schooling
is about developing well developed young people who] have a sense of fairness, equity,
justice, belief in fair play.

His view was that schooling should develop students’ social, emotional and cultural well-being
and help them to become good citizens. The secondary principals referred to school as a place that
provided many options for young people to enhance their life chances. For example, Sarah said, ‘I
want to see students have pathways’. If leaders are to be focused on improving the life chances of
children, then they will need to recognise and understand the complexity inherent in their contexts
and be willing and committed to question existing practices and work with staff to address them
(Boske 2014).

The principals’ understandings of ethical leadership ranged from caring and catering to the needs
of all students (regardless of their ability levels), to providing equality of opportunity in terms of
programmes and teaching practices, to making decisions based on a range of evidence (including
students’ views and sound community advice), to doing what they considered ‘right’. School
principals predominantly viewed ethical leadership as being concerned with an ethic of care (in
terms of care for student well-being and respect for them as people) and an ethic of justice (in terms
of equitable programmes and provision, multiple pathways, and equitable access to resources;
Starratt 1996). They were also prepared to challenge and critically question some practices
that were shaped by the macro and micro contexts by adopting an active inquiry stance. Three
identified habits that principals developed to build equity and encourage equitable practice are
now explained. These habits include the adoption of programmes and practices to support equity,
challenging staff through substantive conversations or ‘moral dialogue’ and modelling ethical
behaviour.
Programmes to Support Equity

Many of the programmes and practices that the principals had in place to develop equity had been
part of their school’s operations for a number of years, however, some emerged from the critical
inquiry stance adopted. To illustrate, for part-time students who were not able to attend school fulltime, an established programme was designed at William’s school. He explained how, for students
who had been expelled from other schools and were enrolled as new students in his school, there
was a concerted effort on the part of teachers and members of the administrative team to help them
settle into the school and pass all of their subjects. Other leaders, such as Jane and Ira, referred
to literacy and numeracy programmes that targeted particular groups of students who were at
risk. These programmes emerged as a consequence of a critical participatory inquiry stance where
together, leaders and teachers analysed student achievement data to identify how best to address
the learning needs for students who were being challenged. A related programme described by
Jane provided particular support for indigenous students as well as a whole school approach to
promoting reading that was developed at her school.
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A number of principals who felt that there were threats to their agency explained how they made
problematic some directives that had emerged from the test-based accountability environment.
They critically questioned and challenged policy, which from their ethical and critical inquiry stance
did not meet the local educational needs in terms of equity reform. For example, Carey was not
prepared to uphold a school-based policy that restrains students from engaging in extra curricula
activities if their parents have not paid their school fees. From his inquiry stance, Carey considered
this an unfair rule given the local context and conditions. John also indicated that his decisions are
challenging and not always popular with staff. However, he makes decisions based on what he
considers right. Both examples illustrate the moral courage shown by these principals, which we
believe aligns with a critical inquiry stance that helps to disrupt existing positions of privilege and
structures of power that would otherwise marginalise these students and their lived experience.
A clear illustration of how one leader made ‘policy problematic’ and demonstrated an ethic of
critique was when William explained how he challenged his supervisor’s directive to prevent
poor performing students from sitting the NAPLAN test. His supervisor’s instruction was based
on the assumption that preventing students who had been identified as under-achievers from
sitting the NAPLAN test would most likely lead to better student performance data at William’s
school. William’s ethic of critique and his values prevented him from following this directive. The
supervisor’s instruction is an example of unethical behaviour that arises when the prominence of
high-stakes testing and the associated pressures of accountability realise the potential for ‘perverse’
effects (Lingard & Sellar 2013).
Moral Dialogue

The six principals maintained that one of their major roles was to initiate substantive conversations
with staff. This is not surprising since educational writers have argued that conversations not only
provide opportunities for sharing and generating new ideas, but also can be seen as a means to
promote ‘reflection, inquiry and dialogue’ (Lambert 2005: 94). These conversations can be used to
help others to reflect upon their values, attitudes and assumptions (McGough 1997).

There were a number of illustrations of how the principals had used substantive conversations
to challenge the assumptions of staff and to encourage them to critically reflect on their values
and practices. Substantive conversations have the potential to challenge staff and to promote a
questioning of views that are usually taken for granted. This constitutes a type of ‘moral dialogue’
(Shields 2004) that is seen as an important way for leaders to challenge the status quo and attend
to social justice matters. A related concept is ‘courageous conversations’ (Singleton & Linton 2005),
which are sensitive in nature, yet difficult, and are raised in the interests of equity. For example,
in both Sarah’s and William’s schools, substantive, challenging conversations were initiated with
teachers regarding their low expectations of the students and their deficit views of some students.
William, in his conversations with staff, had drawn on students’ views, which had been analysed
from student focus group data conducted on William’s request. Students expressed how they were
often bored in lessons that lacked opportunities for discussion and interaction. This was confronting
for teachers, who had assumed that their students were not interested in learning.
In another school, John expressed how he initiated moral dialogue with staff to challenge practice
and to make explicit the importance of equity reform. John stated:
I’m the person that has the conversations around when people don’t act that way [in an
equitable way] and I can set up processes in the school [to] ensure that both equity takes
place and that we do things with integrity.
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In both of these illustrations of substantive conversations or moral dialogue, William and John were
prepared to listen to difference but drew on multiple data sources to address local problems and
raise the critical question with teachers concerning the equity issues that they encounter in their
teaching and learning practices.
Modelling

Leaders are key role models who set an ethical tone and help to contribute to the development
of the culture of an organisation (Manning 2003) by demonstrating ethical behaviour (O’Brien
2011). In this study, the principals referred to the importance of setting an example for staff through
their own ethical stance. Carey explained how staff often looked to him and the deputy principals
to understand how to handle particular issues. For this reason, he is particularly aware of his
behaviour and the messages he sends to staff. William reflected on a difficult time in his school’s
history when it was performing very poorly and it seemed as though there was little hope to move
forward. He described how he did not give up but worked very hard to get ‘our performance up at
the same time maintaining an ethical approach all the way’.

Collaborative Interpretation of Data
The expectation that teachers and school leaders will be collectors and interpreters of achievement
data as part of the wider policy to improve school achievement has been a focus of this university–
school partnership project. The school principals agreed that in the current climate of high-stakes
testing, they were using data more often to fulfil a number of purposes. Different sources and types
of data were mentioned, from high-stakes test score data, to attendance data, to data pertaining
to the types of food provided by the canteen. Jane stated that she was driven by data in all of her
decision-making. In contrast, some principals remained sceptical about the place and use of some
data. For instance, John said, ‘data is a tool, it is not the be all and end all and we shouldn’t make
judgements around a kid necessarily on data and therefore treat kids differently because of data’.
Similarly, Ira said, ‘I don’t live and breathe data’.
The principals indicated that they use data in different ways. Here, they adopted different roles in
how they approached high-stakes data results and then in turn worked with staff. For example, a
couple of the leaders referred to the way in which they ‘filtered’ the data to make it more accessible
for staff. Carey said:

My role is also to filter what are the trends and patterns and the useful things that we
should consider and can do something about ... And then I see my role as ... getting this
data back into conversations that need to happen back in the areas where a difference can
be made.

Similarly, John said that he and his administrative team examined the data and then shared it
with the rest of the school. This appeared to be a common approach when the principal and/or
school administrative team worked with year levels, groups of teachers or at a whole school level
to disseminate the data findings and discuss a way forward to improve or change current practice
in order to address identified areas for improvement.

William, who has a strong maths and statistical background, analyses the NAPLAN data and
discusses and deliberates over the interpretation of that data with his staff. In this way, he shares
his data analysis expertise to engage his staff in conversations that address identified achievement
issues. Ira indicated that a key challenge he faced was to ‘bring the school on about the use of data’.
He went on to say:
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[Y]ou have staff at all different levels, different stages so you’ve got to get that buy-in.
You’ve got to get that and you have got to provide that support and coaching to get it
moving.

Ira, together with other principals, recognises that with the added responsibilities of data collection
and analysis, greater levels of support and coaching are needed to help teachers become more data
savvy in order to address local problems.

Ethical Leadership Building
The leaders in our study provided many examples of how they cared for and developed respectful
relationships with students and staff; developed programmes that supported particular groups
of students who were identified as in need of extra support and guidance; and engaged in moral
dialogue with teachers to challenge them to reflect on their teaching practices and expectations
of students’ performance. What we have noted from our experience of working with our partner
schools over the last three years is the value of a continuous learning cycle that engages with
Starratt’s ethical leadership model.

The notion of an ethic of learning (Ehrich 2000) is not new, but what we have found is that the
school leaders with whom we conducted our research were engaging in cycles of inquiry and
adopting a critical inquiry stance. Not only did these school principals indicate that they had a
moral responsibility to develop learning communities involving staff to commit to critical reflection
and local knowledge generation, they were adopting an inquiry stance that helped to make current
practice and policy problematic. If the leaders felt that they were subjected to directives that were
unethical, for example, they were prepared to challenge and confront these. These leaders were
learning from this inquiry stance and assisting and encouraging staff to use such a stance to
critically examine their own practices and positions in the interests of equity reform.

One of the main challenges of our project was to help school personnel develop an inquiry stance
toward their professional practice that would go beyond the life of the project. It was through our
work as critical friends that we modelled an inquiry approach, asking critical, reflective questions
and helping leaders and teachers question their assumptions, beliefs and teaching practices
regarding equitable provision for students. It was in this way that we engaged in substantive and
challenging conversations to help teachers and leaders become more reflexive about their current
practices and responses to the policy environment. Moreover, the collaborative action research
projects in which teachers engaged in their classrooms provided opportunities for them to develop
inquiry-based skills and understandings. We were impressed by the way school principals adopted
a critical inquiry stance to engage staff in important conversations that enabled them to reflect on
issues pertaining to student equity, well-being, learning and their life chances. Such moral dialogue
was central to the way they operated as school principals.
This funded project enabled us as university researchers to provide a range of opportunities,
resources and support to school leaders and teachers. These opportunities gave participants the
space and time to stop to reflect and think critically about new ways of being and doing that would
most benefit student learning and promote equity. An important learning approach that formed
part of our school–university partnerships was action research. As is the case with action research
projects carried out within the context of school–university partnerships, we played multiple
roles including critical friend, expert and enabler (Ewing et al. 2010, cited in Groundwater-Smith,
Mitchell, Mockler, Ponte & Ronnerman 2013, pp. 66-67).
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For example, we provided expertise to schools in a variety of ways. We held seminars and workshops
for teachers and school leaders on how to plan and implement action research projects, how to
collect data, and how to interpret and analyse data to articulate findings and results. A member
of the research team who had expertise in interpreting and analysing high-stakes data results
undertook a comprehensive situational analysis on each of the schools and reported these data to
them. The situational analysis included an analysis of each school’s curriculum and assessment
data and formed an important stimulus for subsequent discussions. From these initial discussions,
each school was able to identify a number of key priorities. They then developed action research
projects to explore within the context of this collaborative university–school project. Researchers
from the team worked closely with teachers and leaders in each school to help them sharpen their
focus and identify key questions to investigate.

Members of the team played the role of enablers in helping school personnel design particular
types of data collection instruments (such as surveys, interview schedules and student focus group
questions) as well as identifying feasible action research questions. In some cases, members of the
team carried out focus groups with students and with teachers and provided reports, which then
became points of discussion, conversations with staff, and further priority and goal setting. In
many of the schools, students were surveyed and participated in focus groups so that their voices
could be heard. Data generated from students not only became important points of discussion for
teachers, but also constituted a key place within their cycles of action research as principals and
teachers made changes to their practices based on the data that was collected. Enlisting student
perceptions was an example of ethical leadership in practice – it valued student contribution by
listening to their opinions (ethic of care); it reinforced a democratic way of working (an ethic of
justice); and its active seeking of student opinion could be construed as an ethic of critique since
it invited students to query, question and identify what they saw was needed for the school or
classrooms to improve.
Throughout the project’s life, the research team played the role of critical friends, whereby an
inquiry stance was adopted through supporting and challenging participants by questioning,
providing feedback and sharing observations. We asked critical questions of teachers to help them
reflect on their practices and consider implications for action. Additionally, we provided guidance
regarding planning. In some schools, the teachers fully embraced the action research projects and
led these with little external support or guidance from the research team.

As alluded to previously, professional learning-focused conversations between leaders and
teachers, teachers and teachers, and university personnel and school personnel were used
throughout the project. The school leaders in the study stated that conversations were an important
means to encourage teachers to engage in particular ways, to challenge teachers to think about their
work differently, and to provide opportunities for discussion about equitable practices. They were
involved in dialogue that can be understood as respectful conversations that enabled the sharing
of different perspectives and realities. Shields (2004: 116) describes dialogue as being ‘grounded on
the norms of inclusion and respect and a desire for excellence and social justice’.
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Implications and Conclusion

We conclude that leadership practices that build equity and encourage equitable practice are
underpinned by the values and beliefs of leaders, and enabled by school programmes and
practices that support equity by engaging staff in substantive and critical conversations that
promote reflection and through modelling of ethical behaviour. Principals and teachers benefit
from partnerships involving critical friends who can take on the collaborative roles of enablers and
supporters for developing an ethic of learning. In collaborating in the interpretation of data from a
variety of sources, which include the student voice, shifts in thinking can occur. When participants
are involved in substantive, challenging conversations based on evidence that they themselves have
critically considered, such shifts can occur. A community of learners needs to develop and requires
the adoption of an inquiry stance and a set of activities, approaches and experiences underpinned
by reflection and the identification of implications for action.
The empirical findings from this study should help to inform school and state policies regarding
the relationship between the use of achievement data and responsive curriculum and pedagogy to
promote equity and improved achievement. The evidence includes ethical leadership practices that
involve creating a balance between different accountabilities through coherence (Mintrop 2012),
developing moral integrity and resisting practices such as ‘gaming’ in a high-stakes accountability
system, drawing on a wider variety of sources of school data to learn about the school’s situation
and directions for the future, and establishing structures and processes to support the development
of ethical organisations.
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Staying or Leaving? An Analysis of Career
Trajectories of Beginning Teachers
Ahmet Latifoglu

Abstract: There appears to be no research specifically reporting on relationships between beginning teachers’
career progression and their forms of employment. This study addresses this research gap by considering
the different employment mode experiences of beginning teachers in Victoria, Australia: casual, fixed-term
contract and permanent. It draws upon the experiences of 41 beginning teachers in their various forms of
employment in ten different school sites. Interviews were conducted with 20 full-time fixed term contract
beginning teachers, 13 full-time permanent beginning teachers and eight casual relief beginning teachers.
Interviews were also conducted with nine of the ten school principals to provide an administrator perspective.
Results indicated that full-time permanent beginning teachers enjoyed better working conditions and
collegiality with enhanced teaching support compared to their fixed-term contract and casual counterparts.
This has negative ramifications for the retention of beginning teachers undertaking fixed-term contract and
casual forms of labour. Also, some fixed-term contract beginning teachers reported a ‘commitment imbalance’
compared with their school administration: whilst they were devoted to their jobs, the school could not indicate
future employment prospects for them. Most beginning teachers did not expect to be teaching out of their field
of training, nor did they anticipate the degree of errant student behaviour (to the extent that many had to
endure threats to their personal safety). In addition, the majority of beginning teachers did not anticipate the
heavy workload leading to a work–life imbalance. Nevertheless, the majority of beginning teachers indicated
that teaching represented a suitable career for them.
Key words: beginning teachers, teacher retention, teacher attrition, teacher labour markets, teacher
career trajectories, teacher employment.

Introduction

Policy-makers, educational leaders and researchers have long been concerned with teacher attrition
(Darling-Hammond 2003; Lortie 1966; Manuel 2003; Shen 1997; Smithers & Robinson 2003). Also,
fears of diminishing teacher quality in public schools have been researched for many decades and
there are concerns about whether the high attrition is resulting in some great teachers being lost
(Murnane 1984; Temin 2002; Weaver 1978). Correspondingly, the magnitude of attrition among
beginning teachers has been acknowledged as a persistent problem in many countries around
the world (Akin, Aydin, Erdogan & Demirkasimoglu 2014; Rinke 2014; Struyven & Vanthourbout
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2014). In this paper, the argument put forth is that the career trajectories of beginning teachers – i.e.
whether they intend to stay, move within or leave the profession – can be associated with the types
of work (permanent, fixed-term contract and casual) they undertake.

In relation to quality, arguably some teacher attrition is desirable. In that respect, the call for the
retention of all teachers is misguided, because if it is at the expense of teacher quality then students
may experience ‘more harm than benefit’ (Guarino, Santibanez & Daley 2006: 177). Moreover,
Macdonald (1999) notes that low numbers of teachers leaving the system is as undesirable as high
levels of exits, because it may lead to stagnation of the profession and schooling. Some teacher
attrition is necessary because it may serve to rejuvenate schools and the education system as a
whole. Nonetheless, a high level of teacher attrition is different and suggests underlying problems
(Ingersoll & Smith 2003).
The loss of high quality teachers is a concern, for they are able to provide the most positive influence
on student outcomes (Watlington, Shockley, Guglielmino & Felsher 2010). For example, Hanushek
(2011) suggests that the retention of talented maths and science teachers in schools enhances
national competiveness and prosperity, yet in many countries there is difficultly in retaining these
teachers (Bulman 2008; Ingersoll & Perda 2010; Rinke 2014; Webster, Wooden, & Marks 2005).

One reason for the difficulty in retaining talented teachers is that teaching is considered as one
of the more stressful occupations (Johnson et al. 2005; Kieschke & Schaarschmidt 2008; Pithers
& Fogarty 1995). Like other occupations which involve the care of others, teaching is marked by
‘emotional labour’ (Johnson et al. 2005: 184) and the degree of stress can be considerable, especially
in challenging contexts (Farber 2010; Fetherston & Lummis 2012). Another reason for the difficulty
in retaining highly able teachers may be their modest salaries compared to other professions. In
Australia, however, teacher entry salaries are competitive relative to other professions. Nevertheless,
research is mixed on the issue of salary. Loeb and Beteille (2008) concluded in their review of teacher
labour markets that prospective teachers are more likely to choose teaching as a career when
starting salaries are high relative to other occupations. Yet, in contexts such as Zimbabwe (Chivore
1988) and the Caribbean (Brown 1992), extrinsic motivators, such as job security and prestige,
were important drivers in choosing to enter the teaching profession. Research in the United States
suggests that compared to other factors, such as school administration support, lower salaries play
a lesser role in the turnover of teachers (Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin 1999; Ingersoll 2001b). Moreover,
it seems that ‘career-change’ or ‘career-switcher’ teachers are not greatly motivated by salary or
prestige either (Crow, Levine & Nager 1990; Priyadharshini & Robinson-Pant 2003; Richardson &
Watt 2005).

Another issue, which is directly related to teacher quality, is that it appears that the most capable
individuals are not pursuing teaching (Allen 2005; Murnane, Singer, Willett, Kemple & Olsen 1991).
Of concern is that teacher aptitude, as defined by entry scores into pre-service teacher training
programmes, appears to be declining in the United States (Bacolod 2007; Hoxby & Leigh 2004) and
in Australia (Leigh & Ryan 2006, 2008; Stokes & Wright 2007).
Adding to this, it appears that highly committed and altruistic teachers do not necessarily remain
and thrive in all school settings. These teachers are willing to assume further responsibilities and
are susceptible to being overworked, and hence are likely candidates for burnout (Farber 2010;
Kieschke & Schaarschmidt 2008). Such highly motivated, talented and altruistic teachers may be
the ‘right candidates’ (Sinclair, Dowson, & McInerney 2006: 1133) for teaching, but they may also
exit from the profession earlier than expected (Ingersoll & Smith 2004; Murnane et al. 1991).

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Another reason for the difficulty in retaining talented beginning teachers may revolve around the
notion of a ‘career’ in teaching. For many entrants, teaching no longer represents the secure, lifelong career of the industrial age (Dwyer & Wyn 2001; Manuel & Hughes 2006; Smethem 2007). In
addition, the new cohort of young teacher entrants, the so-called Generation Y, do not expect to be
teaching for their entire working lives (Manuel & Hughes 2006).

There are many consequences when talented beginning teachers exit their schools early. First,
student achievement may suffer due to the disruption of previous learning, and schools lose
cultural and intellectual capital from the departing teacher (Manuel & Hughes 2006). Second, school
effectiveness drops when more resources are devoted to inducting new teachers, and this may lead
to instability which in turn may lessen the morale of the remaining staff (National Commission on
Teaching and America’s Future 2009). It also leads to a lower return on the costs associated with
mentoring these soon-to-exit teachers. Third, teacher quality may potentially be lowered if there is
not the supply to replace the departing teacher. For example, the school may have to resort to outof-field teaching, when teachers are assigned to teach in an area in which they have little training
or expertise (Ingersoll 2001a, 2005, 2008). Lastly, there is an obvious human cost when beginning
teachers leave soon after investing the time and resources to attain their qualifications and build
their careers (Manuel 2003).

The Need for this Study

Previous research into the socialisation, wellbeing or career intentions of beginning teachers has
not paid a great deal of attention to the forms of employment they have and how that might affect
decisions to stay or leave. Still, Jenkins, Smith and Maxwell (2009) researched beginning teachers
undertaking casual employment, and others have considered their ‘fragmented employment
contexts’ (Pietsch & Williamson 2007: 469). Further to this, much of the related literature assumes
that beginning teachers work within their own secure classrooms and have the confidence of
permanent employment (Pietsch & Williamson 2007). Nonetheless, employment conditions may
be an important factor in beginning teacher attrition, and such studies are lacking. This is the focus
of this paper.

The Forms of Work Teachers Undertake in Victoria: Fixed-term,
Casual and Permanent
Employment of teachers is now characterised by fixed-term contract and casual forms of labour
rather than permanency (Australian Council of Trade Unions 2011; Buchanan 2004; Productivity
Commission 2006), and Victoria has the highest level of fixed-term contract teaching (up to 70 per
cent of beginning teachers) in any jurisdiction in Australia (Australian Education Union Victorian
Branch 2010).
Fixed-term employment, as the term implies, is employment limited to a specific period of time
or, in some cases outside of the teaching employment context, the completion of a particular task
(Creighton & Stewart 2000). Fixed-term employees are awarded similar conditions to permanent
ones, but they are not entitled to termination and redundancy benefits at the end of their contract
(Shomos, Turner & Will 2013). Often, fixed-term contracts for teachers do not include annual leave
or school term breaks; they characteristically end before the school holidays and resume around the
beginning of the school term.
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A large proportion of teachers in Victoria enter the profession undertaking casual relief work,
also known as emergency or supply teaching. A teacher performing this form of work is commonly
known as a substitute teacher in other countries. Casual relief teachers (the preferred vernacular in
Victoria) fill in staffing gaps in a school, often at very short notice, when the regular teacher is absent
for reasons such as illness, taking up other duties or for training purposes. Casual relief teachers
play a vital role in filling the schools’ needs by ensuring that schools are able to provide a steadiness
of programmes and teaching (Victorian Institute of Teaching 2010). It appears that some schools
expect casual beginning teachers to primarily provide custodial care of their students, with little
reciprocal benefit of belonging to a school community or support such as induction, mentoring
and professional development (Jenkins et al. 2009; Lunay & Lock 2006; McCormack 2005). Despite
this, casual relief work provides an opportunity for the beginning teacher to ‘audition’ for fixedterm contract or permanent work, if that is what is desired. Furthermore, advocates of casual relief
teaching work claim that it can act as a ‘stepping stone’ to more secure forms of employment,
such as fixed-term contract or permanent, if the beginning teacher can acquire the initial skills
and experience welcomed by prospective school administrations. However, the casual novice
teacher may need to overcome many potential challenges prior to attaining more secure labour,
including powerlessness, isolation and meaninglessness (Jenkins et al. 2009; Lunay & Lock 2006).
As a result of these added difficulties, casual employees are paid a higher hourly rate of pay (a
‘casual loading’). This casual loading is designed to compensate them for not receiving all of the
entitlements of a permanent employee, such as redundancy, termination entitlements, or sick and
annual leave entitlements (Shomos et al. 2013).
By contrast, permanent employees are engaged under a contract of service for an indefinite
period; they typically receive sick and annual leave and are awarded termination and redundancy
entitlements (Productivity Commission 2006; Shomos et al. 2013). Also, federal unfair dismissal
laws may apply to permanent workers if the firing of employees is deemed ‘harsh, unjust or
unreasonable’ (FairWork Commission 2014: 1). Notably, fixed-term contract and casual employees
are not protected by unfair dismissal laws.

Research Question

The research discussed in this paper was a qualitative study of the perspectives of beginning teachers
(and their principals) on their employment experiences and their orientations towards their future
career. It sought to focus on the question: How are the different pathways of permanent full-time,
fixed-term contract and casual relief work teachers associated with their career trajectories?

Methodology and Sample

The research approach here is qualitative, in keeping with its central focus on participants’
perceptions, comprehension, explanations and the ways they experience the world in which they
are immersed (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison 2011; Miles & Huberman 1994; Punch 2009). Structured
but open-ended interviews were used for this study after considering the alternatives. This type
of interviewing is characterised by the use of exact wording of interview questions, with the
sequencing of such questions determined in advance; the interviewees are also asked the identical
questions in the same order (Patton 1980). The advantage of this approach is that when participants
answer the same questions, this increases the comparability of responses, and interviewer effects
and bias are reduced when many interviews are used.
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The interview sample comprised 41 beginning teachers in various forms of employment in ten
different school sites. Beginning teachers were defined as teachers with up to three years of teaching
experience. Interviews were conducted with 20 full-time fixed term contract beginning teachers,
13 full-time permanent beginning teachers and eight casual relief beginning teachers. Interviews
were also conducted with nine of the ten school principals to provide an administrator perspective
(one principal declined to be interviewed), and this allowed the research to triangulate beginning
teachers’ experiences in relation to the principals’ perceptions of them.

A maximum variation sampling strategy was adopted for this study to provide richness through
using schools in various geographical locations and in areas of varying educational dis/advantage.

Analysis

After each field visit to an individual school, the interviews were transcribed verbatim. The interview
transcripts were read many times to identify patterns and emergent themes (Bazeley 2007; Miles
& Huberman 1994; Richards 2009). Each transcript was then manually coded at the sentence level
into open codes using NVivo 10 software. An open code is essentially a label a researcher assigns to
a piece of text to define and categorise it (Strauss & Corbin 1990).

After considerable time with the open coding process, axial coding commenced. An axial code, as
the name implies, is a classification around which several codes revolve (Cohen et al. 2011). In
other words, axial coding involves identifying relationships between the open codes; this typically
results in the creation of a hierarchy or node trees (Bazeley 2007; Richards 2009). The final process
of coding was identifying selective coding; this involved integrating codes to form a theory, and
required a deeper understanding of the main narrative thrust (Strauss & Corbin 1990).

Results

This study uncovered elements that contributed to and hindered the retention of beginning
teachers, summarised in Table 1.

The findings from this study revolved around four broad categories. The first category, Beginning
teachers’ overall career assessment, includes the following elements: preferred mode of employment,
expectations of the teaching profession and their teacher preparation, the degree of career-fit,
anticipated length of time in the teaching profession, and reasons for entering into the teaching
profession in the first place. The second category, Collegiality and teaching support, includes the
following elements: induction and orientation, mentoring and support from experienced teachers,
and professional development. The third category, Beginning teachers’ workload, includes the elements:
workload, work–life balance, and out-of-field teaching practice. The fourth category, Beginning
teachers’ working conditions, includes the following elements for discussion: how beginning teachers
perceive their pre-service education preparations to be in comparison with the expectations of their
schools; teachers’ sense of autonomy, personal safety concerns, and teachers’ perceived imbalance
of commitment by their school administration in securing future work for them.
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Table 1: Elements that contribute and hinder the retention of beginning teachers
Elements contributing to the retention of
beginning teachers

• Preference for full-time permanent work; a
suitable ‘career-fit’ between individual beginning
teachers and their school
• A manageable workload and a healthy work–life
balance
• Positive induction and mentoring practices
• Positive professional development experiences
• The support and guidance provided when
teaching out-of-field
• The sense of autonomy and discretion in the
workplace

Elements hindering the retention of
beginning teachers

• Beginning teachers’ belief that their school
administration values full-time permanent
teachers more than fixed-term contract and
casual relieving teachers
• An unsuitable ‘career-fit’ between individual
beginning teachers and their school
• An unmanageable workload and an unhealthy
work–life balance
• The micro-politics intertwined with exploitative
workplace practices
• The premature promotions into leadership
positions and for some, the teaching at senior
levels
• Personal safety concerns from students and their
parents
• Adverse induction and mentoring experiences
• Negative professional development experiences
• The lack of support and guidance provided when
teaching out-of-field
• The absence of autonomy and discretion in the
workplace
• The maladaptive motivations for entering the
teaching profession
• The principals’ views on the challenges for the
retention of their beginning teachers
• The length of time beginning teachers considers
remaining in the teaching profession

The four themes described above are discussed below and are supported by vignettes from the
interviews with beginning teachers. Care was taken in choosing quotes to be representative of the
majority of participants, with both negative and positive opinions equally represented. Pseudonyms
are used to protect the identities of both individuals and schools.

Beginning Teachers’ Overall Career Assessment: Preferred Employment Mode
Overwhelmingly, most beginning teachers preferred to undertake full-time permanent teaching,
with 37 out of 41 (90 per cent) indicating this. Only two out 41 beginning teachers (4.8 per cent)
preferred fixed-term contract teaching, one preferred part-time permanent teaching, and one had a
preference for casual relief teaching.

There were many reasons why most beginning teachers desired full-time, continuing employment.
The main reason, unsurprisingly, was job security, with 31 out of 37 beginning teachers (83.8 per
cent) who preferred permanent full-time work mentioning this. Also, 19 out of 37 of beginning
teachers (51 per cent) believed that it would logically assist them in either purchasing a home or
meeting mortgage repayments for their existing home.
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Expectations of the Teaching Profession and their Teacher Preparation
The most frequently mentioned item was how surprised beginning teachers were at the degree of
errant student behaviour, followed by a heavy workload, numerous administration duties, and the
difficulty in finding employment. A minority of beginning teachers indicated that their teaching
expectations were met. They knew that it would be stressful and challenging, they anticipated that
their workload would not be easy, and despite all this they valued the opportunity to work with
young people.

Collegiality and Teaching Support
It is noteworthy that none of the casual beginning teachers indicated that they received a formal
induction, mentoring or professional development from their schools. With regard to mentoring, 20
out of 33 beginning teachers (60 per cent) said that it was not satisfying, with the majority of these
on fixed-term contracts (13 out of 20, or 65 per cent). Most of this dissatisfaction with the quality of
mentoring had to do simply with mentors being absent. The main reasons for mentors being absent
were time constraints, i.e. difficulty in finding the time for both the mentor and mentee to meet and
discuss issues. Imogen, a fixed-term contract teacher, provides a typical example:
The leader for English had fantastic ideas but did not have the time [to meet]. We didn’t
have [a] common time off ‘cause she was off teaching year 10. Yeah, it was hard, she offered
help but [it was difficult] finding that time to even do it (mentoring).
(Imogene, second year, 12-month fixed-term contract, Kenworth)

In addition to time restraints, some schools can make the practice of mentoring structurally difficult
for some beginning teachers. Phoebe highlights the problem of not having her mentor in close
proximity:
I’ve barely had any relationship with my mentor, she’s at another campus. We never see
each other, she’s always busy and I’m always busy.
(Phoebe, first year, six-month fixed-term contract teacher, Paulson)

Mature-aged and career-change beginning teacher, Glenda, was overlooked for mentoring and
induction simply because of her age:

Being older people think that I’m experienced and in some ways I’m taken for granted by
some people.
(Glenda, second year, full-time permanent teacher, Nelson)

Beginning Teachers’ Workload
This theme includes workload, work–life balance and out-of-field teaching practice. When the
question ‘What is your workload and how do you feel about it?’ was put to them, 24 out of 41
beginning teachers (58 per cent) described their workload in a negative light. Those beginning
teachers who declared that they had too much work were employed on either a full-time permanent
or fixed-term contract basis. Casual relief teachers, by their very nature, may easily regulate their
workload if it becomes excessive by simply working less. A heavy workload was a concern for
many beginning teachers, seemingly regardless of how much experience they had in teaching. For
instance, Brittany was in her third year and Phoebe had less than three months’ experience:
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In terms of workload, it is never ending. Like today I didn’t have a lunch time, ’cause I’m
in with the kids, they haven’t finished their work, I’m on a cooperation panel, this year I’m
teaching subjects that I didn’t teach last year, I’m constantly making new resources.
(Brittany, third year, full-time permanent teacher, Sandy Point)
[It is] constant. Yeah, ’cause you think you’re on top of it and then, yeah, it’s just never
ending. I never feel like I’m on top of everything and I like to be, you know, yeah, I never
feel like I’m on top of everything.
(Phoebe, first year, six-month fixed-term contract teacher, Paulson)

To probe the concern of workload a little deeper, Bill describes the psychological burden he has to
carry in order to measure up to his own expectations as a teacher:

It’s stressful; it’s hard to keep on top of it (workload). You just have to cut corners, then
you’re not doing your job properly and that hurts your own self-esteem, so it’s a vicious
cycle; at times I feel angry, definitely. I think the most important thing that you need to
understand is more the psychological weight of it than anything else. You’re always
thinking about work...
(Bill, third year, full-time permanent teacher, Kenworth)

Alana has a similar view to Bill in respect to work taking over her life:

Look, I really enjoy teaching, I love teaching, but I feel like it’s more my life than it’s my job.
It’s all consuming, I’m recently having trouble with that...a lot of other jobs you can leave
at work.
(Alana, second year, 12-month fixed-term contract teacher, Kenworth)

Beginning Teachers’ Evaluations of their Teacher Training and School
Expectations
A majority of beginning teachers indicated that they were sufficiently prepared to meet the
challenges of their teaching expectations. In fact, 38 out of 41 beginning teachers, or 92 per cent,
indicated this to be the case. This suggests that beginning teachers’ attributed their dissatisfaction
not to inadequacies of their preparation, but to their workplace experiences. Moreover, beginning
teachers pointed out that they felt assured with their university training.

Jacob, a full-time permanent teacher who teaches English and humanities, is pleased with his
teacher training and the clear expectations of the school. He presents a characteristic response
of a beginning teacher who feels they have a sufficient foundation to teach with assurance and
enthusiasm:
Yes, I do [feel sufficiently prepared to teach in the way that I am expected to]. We had some
professional development at the start of the year, Best Practice is used in every classroom, I
feel comfortable in the way we go about it [teaching].
(Jacob, third year, full-time permanent teacher, Kenworth)

However, some beginning teachers stated that school expectations were not clear. For instance,
Alana, a fixed-term contract teacher who teaches English and history at the same school as Jacob, is
unhappy because of a perceived lack of guidance:
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Sometimes I don’t care. I don’t necessarily agree with everything they (her teaching team)
want done. I suppose the expectations aren’t necessarily clear. There’s this idea of ‘quality
teaching’ thrown around but it’s never really made clear, it’s not discussed what that looks
like. I don’t feel genuinely prepared to teach other subjects, I suppose I seek support.
(Alana, second year, 12-month fixed-term contract teacher, Kenworth)

These two accounts of beginning teachers located in the same school indicate that experiences can
vary enormously, depending on their level of support and leadership.

Personal Safety Concerns
When the question ‘What have your experiences in the classroom been like at this school?’ was
put to them, 26 out of 41 beginning teachers (63 per cent) interviewed used the word ‘challenging’
to describe their classroom experiences. Following from this, the interviewer asked these probing
questions: ‘Has there ever been an occasion when you thought that your safety was at risk? If
so, what happened, how did you feel, was the matter resolved to your satisfaction?’ Especially
noteworthy is that 15 out of 41 beginning teachers (36 per cent) explicitly believed, at some point,
that their safety was at risk while carrying out their duties as a teacher. Beginning teachers that had
an issue with their personal safety were initially reticent and downplaying of their concerns during
the interviews, with comments such as:
Nothing overly personal. I have been…not threatened, I’m not gonna say directly
threatened, but things like “if I saw you after school, sir, you don’t know what I would…I’d
fight you after school…”
(Peter, first year, 12-month fixed-term contract teacher, Paulson)

Only a couple of times (when she feared for her safety in the classroom). Just one or two
students who were a bit…I don’t feel safe with them in the classroom because they do try
and stand over you.
(Natasha, third year, full-time permanent teacher, Banksia)
In a minor way, so I’ve had a can of Coke dropped on me at the top of the stairwell; I know
the kid because he shouted something.
(Glenda, second year, full-time permanent teacher, Nelson)

As the interviews progressed, several beginning teachers emphasised the encroachment of their
personal space by students in what seemed to them to be pre-attack behaviour:
He beat other students and then he’d whirl around me and I was expecting to cop a punch
in the face; he never did.
(Betty, second year, 12-month fixed-term contract teacher, Rusden)

I don’t feel safe with them because they do try and stand over you. “Please don’t hit me”
(thought went through her mind).
(Natasha, third year, full-time permanent teacher, Banksia)

Notably, with respect to their employment mode, beginning teachers felt they received varying
levels of support from their school administration after an incident affecting their personal safety.
Overall, 8 out of 41 beginning teachers (19.5 per cent) stated they weren’t supported by their
administration after such an incident. Of these 8 beginning teachers, 4 were casual relief teachers
(representing 50 per cent of this sample); 3 were fixed-term contract teachers (15 per cent) and 1 was
a permanent teacher (7.6 per cent).
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Casual relief and fixed-term contract teachers experienced the lowest level of administration
support in relation to personal safety issues. Bruce, a casual relief teacher, identifies a dismissive
attitude towards him by his school administration:

Just brushed off (by school administration), yeah, and say “Well, you’re only here for one
day, we’re not gonna make his life…we’re not gonna suspend him (the student) or give him
detentions and that because, you know, you’re gone at the end of the day, why do I have
to go do the extra work now to chase this up (alleged school administration response)”.
Yeah, and now they’re (students) getting used to it because like now they know they can
get away with it and there’s nothing I can do because what can you do, you can say “Stop
that, go to the coordinator” and they just go “No, make me”, and you can’t or you push
them out of the room and then I lose my job, yeah.
(Bruce, casual relief teacher)

Phoebe, a fixed-term contract teacher, indicates her personal safety concerns can be easily
‘downplayed’ by her school administration:
Yeah, but there’s…like the teachers like that, they’re coordinators and they’re team leaders,
obviously they don’t have issues in their classes (with personal safety), you know what I
mean, so they think, “Oh, they’re not that bad, the kids”.
(Phoebe, third year, six-month fixed-term contract teacher, Paulson)

Commitment Imbalance for Fixed-term Contract Teachers
When a teacher is showing a high level of commitment to the organisation and the school does not
reciprocate in kind, a kind of imbalance occurs. As an example of commitment imbalance, Sharon is
employed on a 12-month fixed-term contract and is leading her school in the implementation of a
new information technology programme for next year. However, she is not certain whether she will
be employed the following school year:
I might not put my full effort into doing this (implementing the new information technology
program for the school) and I may not even reap the rewards for next year because I don’t
even know if I’ll be here. I sort of feel, getting used really, they want you to do the work but
I don’t know if I’ll be here next year, it’s hard because I always put full-effort into doing
what I do, but not if I won’t be needed here next year. I’ll be wanting a piece of this next
year but they can easily say, “See you later”. That’s how it works, that sort of makes me
angry but that’s life really, the joys of contract work.
(Sharon, third year, 12-month fixed-term contract teacher, Oak Bank)

This kind of quandary was experienced by many teachers on fixed-term contracts – being highly
involved and committed to the productivity of their school, but at the same time questioning their
efforts and whether the school administration will be forthcoming in providing further work for
them.

Discussion

The evidence from this study indicates that the amount and quality of support beginning teachers
receive from their school helps determine whether they have a stress-free or a difficult start to
their teaching. Support can include induction processes, mentoring and worthwhile professional
development. There appears to be a hierarchy of support measured out by schools for beginning
teachers – the most supported beginning teachers are those who are full-time permanent, then
individuals who are on fixed-term contracts, and lastly casual relief teachers. Sincere support and
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guidance can make a dramatic difference to beginning teachers, even when they are assigned to
teach in areas where they have little knowledge or training. For instance, all the beginning teachers
who were enjoying and flourishing in their out-of-field teaching indicated that they also had support
and guidance from their school community and had resources at their disposal. Otherwise, most
beginning teachers indicated that out-of-field teaching was an unwelcomed practice causing them
to feel ‘stressed-out’ and uncertain throughout the lesson, leaving them ‘exhausted’ afterwards.
In addition, the potential for ‘fateful moments’ or ‘critical incidents’ appears lower for those
beginning teachers who hold full-time permanent positions compared to those who teach on
a fixed-term contract or casual basis. For example, evidence from this study shows that critical
incidents involving various forms of abuse perpetrated by students appear less frequent for fulltime permanent beginning teachers compared to fixed-term contract beginning teachers and casual
relief teachers. It is ironic that casual relief teachers, who are the most vulnerable to critical incidents,
receive the least support from their school administration(s).

Furthermore, beginning teachers’ concern for their personal safety appears more frequent in
disadvantaged schools. However, this claim requires further investigation. Critical incidents,
such as threats to personal safety, should be properly addressed and stamped out for the sake of
retaining beginning teachers. Critical incidents disturb the orderly development of a teacher. As
a consequence, they may compel such teachers to question their fundamental values and beliefs
that motivated them to enter the teaching profession in the first place. Moreover, such events
have negative implications for their identity as teachers. Having said that, it is important to stress
that the ‘critical’ property of incidents lies not so much in the incident itself, but in the ways each
individual teacher interprets them. In other words, what may be critical for one beginning teacher
may not be critical for another. However, violence towards teachers committed by students would
be considered by most as critical in nature.
Unsurprisingly, the overwhelming employment preference for beginning teachers in this study
was for a full-time permanent arrangement. This choice reflected a need for job security and for
assistance for a majority of beginning teachers to purchase a home or meet existing mortgage
repayments. This desire for full-time permanent work may also be a reflection on the current
difficult economic times people live in, after the fall out of the global financial crisis. However, it
appears that the education system cannot afford to have all beginning teachers starting on a fulltime permanent basis; this would be too costly and create more inefficiency in the teacher labour
markets. That said, certain schools appear to be unfair in some of their employment practices with
their beginning teachers on fixed-term contracts. Commitment imbalance is a term that emerges
from this study, and occurs when beginning teachers are devoted to and succeeding in their jobs
but the school cannot reciprocate in kind by indicating future employment for them. This issue of
commitment imbalance requires further investigation because it is at the heart of teacher motivation
and retention.

Workload and work–life balance are key issues facing beginning teachers. Schools that monitor their
beginning teachers’ workload stress and help to address this issue may do well in retaining them.
Otherwise, the most talented and committed of beginning teachers are candidates for poaching by
other schools, or face burnout and may leave the education system altogether. In addition, many
beginning teachers in this study believed that teaching offered them a suitable career-fit because
it provided family-friendly conditions. However, the teaching hours of Monday mornings to
Friday afternoons are, in reality, extended well beyond that and may include evening, weekend
and holiday work for some teachers. Therefore, beginning teachers may soon come to realise that
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teaching hours may in fact become noticeably family-unfriendly. Those who move into teaching
with the trust that it will provide time for their family were less likely to be pleased with their
career selection (Richardson & Watt, 2010; Watt & Richardson, 2007). To avoid this disappointment,
individuals could be screened before they enter their teaching course for their motivations, and
advised not to enter the teaching profession for family-friendly reasons alone.
Given that the ‘best and brightest’ of individuals often do not enter teaching to begin with, and the
most talented in the existing teaching pool are prone to burnout, it is imperative that schools and
education institutions put efforts into retaining the remaining talent. Otherwise, the consequences
are too great when beginning teachers, especially talented ones, depart early in their careers.

Despite these concerns, schools such as Lansen showed exemplary practices for the retention
of their beginning teachers in this study. Most beginning teachers interviewed from Lansen
experienced a healthy work–life balance, an absence of critical incidents, meaningful professional
learning activities, and a supportive and empathic mentor working within an overall collegial
environment. Above all, beginning teachers from Lansen expressed that their fledgling ideas and
approaches were supported, paving the way for their growth as reflective teacher practitioners.
These findings were very encouraging and suggest that all schools have the potential to emulate
such methods for the well-being and the likely retention of their beginning teachers. An area for
further research is identifying similarly successful schools and exploring the positive experiences
amongst their beginning teachers. Adding to this, it would be valuable to research attributes of
schools and education systems which allow beginning teachers in all forms of employment and
school settings to not only survive, but to flourish. In other words, it would be worthwhile to
investigate the question ‘What does a successful metropolitan, provincial and remote school look
like when it comes to the retention and thriving of their beginning teachers in all their forms of
employment?’

Conclusion

Although only a small sample, it is evident that among the 41 Australian beginning teachers, the
career trajectories of full-time permanent, fixed-term contract, and casual teachers are different.
The least supported teachers by their school administration, and the ones that came under the
most pressure, were those who were employed on a casual basis; this cohort can be regarded as the
outsiders (Evetts 1989; Linbeck & Snower 2001; Loveridge 1983). Evidence from this study indicates
that fixed-term contract beginning teachers should also be regarded as outsiders, particularly when
many reported that they ‘continually needed to prove themselves’ and were being ‘kept on their
toes’ by their school administration in order to secure future work. Outsider beginning teachers
live in a precarious work environment, and are susceptible to leaving the teaching profession and
finding alternative occupations. The loss of these teachers is likely to impact on the quality and
stability of the remaining teaching pool. Further research using interview and surveys will help to
clarify the extent of the problems uncovered in this study, and help in establishing systems, school
policy and practices that can better support beginning teachers not only to be outstanding teachers,
but also to have a sense of teaching as a career.
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Ontario and Hawaii: Who Makes Stronger
Vertical Equity Efforts?
Xiaobin Li

Abstract: This study compares the education funding for students in grades 4 to 8 for the 2009–2010 school
year in Ontario, Canada and Hawaii in the United States to answer the question: Who makes stronger vertical
equity efforts? The foundation allocation and allocations for special education students, English language
learners and students from low socioeconomic families are compared. Data were collected from the websites of
Ontario Ministry of Education, the Hawaii Department of Education and the system personnel responsible
for education funding information. The comparison results indicate that Hawaii provided more in foundation
allocation and more assistance for students from low socioeconomic families, while Ontario provided more in
the allocation for English language learners. It was not possible to determine which jurisdiction provided more
assistance to special education students. Policy implications are discussed.
Key words: targeted funding, Canada/USA comparison, vertical equity, horizontal equity.

Introduction

In both Canada and the United States, education spending is the second largest government
expenditure, next only to health care. How education is funded affects how students access
education, and it may also influence their academic performance. For education funding, equity
has been an ongoing issue for both countries. It is useful to examine differences in funding
mechanism components across jurisdictions with an emphasis on how they encourage equity
(Neu, Peters & Taylor 2002). This study compares the education funding formula for grades 4 to 8
in two jurisdictions – Ontario in Canada and Hawaii in the United States – with a focus on vertical
equity efforts from the perspective of students. The author has worked in Ontario for 14 years and
is familiar with the Ontario funding formula. It is thus natural that Ontario, where elementary and
secondary education funding is determined provincially, is one of the two places being compared.
Hawaii is selected because it is the only state in the United States where education funding is
decided entirely at the state level (Brimley, Verstegen & Garfield 2012), making its funding the most
similar to that of Ontario. Both systems allocate education revenues centrally through a foundation
formula, starting with a base of horizontal equity.
The foundation allocation and three special allocations for disadvantaged students in grades 4 to
8 for the school year 2009–2010 in Ontario are compared with those in Hawaii to ascertain which
funding formula is more vertically equitable. Grades 4 to 8 were selected because of differences
between the Ontario funding formula and the Hawaii formula. In Ontario, funding for students
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is the same across grades 4 to 8, but students in other grades receive different funds. In Hawaii,
however, the basic funding per student is the same from pre-kindergarten to grade 12. Including all
grades in this comparison would therefore make the study far more complicated.

Conceptual Framework

The two most important issues in education finance are adequacy and equity, and both will
continue to be an important part of policy and action agendas (Guthrie 2006). For both Canadians
and Americans, equity remains an important issue that attracts public attention and support
(Guthrie 2006; Lawton 1996). With regard to equity, various measures have been used, but the
two most commonly discussed concepts are horizontal equity and vertical equity. The principle
of horizontal equity suggests that governments should treat people equally. Vertical equity refers
to the determination of how to treat persons with different levels of well-being fairly (Boadway &
Kitchen 1999).

Horizontal equity, as applied to education finance from the students’ perspective, means that all
students with similar learning needs are treated equally, regardless of their family wealth. Vertical
equity, on the other hand, means that students with different learning needs are treated differently
such that they are able to achieve equal educational outcomes (Baker & Green 2008). In addition,
‘vertical equity speaks directly to appropriately differentiated treatment, but begs the question of
who should receive such treatment, how much they should receive, and on what basis who and
how much questions are defined and measured’ (Baker & Thomas 2006, p. 22). Since treating all
students with similar needs in the same way is much easier than looking at students with different
needs and deciding how much assistance is needed to help disadvantaged students achieve the
required standards, efforts to establish a method of vertical equity are more difficult than those
needed for horizontal equity (Garner 2004).
Brimley, Verstegen, and Garfield (2012) contend that if the funding gap between expenditures per
pupil in high-poverty districts and low-poverty districts is below 10 per cent, then equity is within
acceptable limits. Measured using this standard, education funding in both Ontario and Hawaii can
be considered equitable, since both decide their funding at the provincial or state level according
to student enrolment, student characteristics and school district characteristics, regardless of the
difference in local wealth.

Equity does not necessarily mean that everything is always absolutely equal. Equity in general
means fairness, and fairness in education means equal opportunity to achieve mandated learning
outcomes. In some jurisdictions, fairness can be perceived in terms of the extent to which funding
sufficiently levels the playing field across students (based on their differing educational needs) and
schooling circumstances. Fairness should be viewed in terms of the basic objectives of a funding
mechanism: to differentially allocate educational inputs toward the goal of improving equity
of educational outcomes. Fairness should be viewed primarily as a vertical equity rather than a
horizontal equity construct (Baker & Thomas 2006).

In terms of horizontal equity, it seems that both Ontario and Hawaii are already equitable in
funding education, since all school districts are funded according to the same formula based on
student enrolment, student characteristics and district characteristics, regardless of local wealth.
Wealth neutrality has been achieved, at least from the provincial or state perspective.
In Ontario, according to the formula, every student received the same pupil foundation allocation
and every school received the same school foundation allocation in the school year 2009–2010. In
addition, there were 16 other allocations determined by the provincial government according to
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different student and school board characteristics. Of these 16 additional allocations, 1 was for
assisting aboriginal students, 11 were distributed according to board characteristics, 1 was for adult
education, and 3 were based on student characteristics (Ontario Ministry of Education 2015).
School boards received revenues from both the provincial government and their own municipal
governments. However, municipal governments across Ontario provided the same percentage of
their income to school boards, and this percentage was decided by the provincial finance minister.
According to the funding formula, the balance was provided by the provincial government. Across
the province, the municipal property tax accounted for about 34 per cent of the funding for school
boards for 2009–2010, and the province covered approximately 66 per cent.1

In Hawaii, funding for education was determined by the Hawaii Board of Education according
to a weighted student formula, and local wealth had no impact on how much schools received as
a result of the formula. Schools in Hawaii received the same amount of basic allocation for each
student. In addition, there were other allocations calculated according to specific weights to meet
students’ and schools’ particular needs (Hawaii Department of Education 2009a).

Approximately 81 per cent of the Hawaii education funding for 2009-2010 came from state general
funds, primarily from state tax revenues. State funding provided the daily operational funding base
for the state-wide public school system. However, the Hawaii Department of Education received
federal grants from several federal agencies – primarily from the United States Departments of
Education, Agriculture, Defense, and Health and Human Services – and the National Science
Foundation, which altogether made up about 16 per cent of the education funding. Three per cent
of the education funding was from special funds that were established for revenue-generating
activities. These activities included school food services for the collection of student meal payments,
summer school tuition, the use of school facilities, After-School Plus (A+) programme collections,
adult education, driver education fees, and student bus transportation collections (Hawaii
Department of Education 2012b).
It seems that both Ontario and Hawaii have achieved horizontal equity at the provincial or state
level, but what about vertical equity? As finance structures enable school jurisdictions to provide
different educational services to students with special needs, vertical equity has emerged as a
strong concern (King, Swanson & Sweetland 2003). Vertical equity is harder to achieve because
it is very difficult for people to agree on what different needs students have and how much
assistance disadvantaged students require to achieve the desired learning outcomes. It costs
more to educate students with disabilities, students from families where English is not their first
language, and students from low-income families (Imazeki & Reschovsky 2006). Policy-makers
in both jurisdictions recognise that it costs more to educate some students than others, and both
provide assistance to students facing difficult learning conditions. Since the assistance is there, the
question then is how much, and for how long, the assistance is provided.
This study attempts to answer the question: Which jurisdiction makes stronger vertical equity
efforts? The relationship between resources and outcomes is contentious, and the implications for
the funding of schools are not straightforward (Belfield & Levin 2002). No-one has determined
exactly how unequally those students with unequal needs should be treated (Brimley et al. 2012).
Since ‘stronger measures are needed if educational equality of opportunity is the goal’ (Wilson,
Lambright & Smeeding 2006, p. 420), measuring how strong vertical equity efforts are is a highly
relevant topic.

1 Source: L. Lowe, Information and Privacy Coordinator, Freedom of Information & Protection of Privacy
Office, Ontario Ministry of Education (personal communication on 15 May 2012).
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A comparison was made between the Ontario funding formula and the Hawaii formula for grades
4 to 8 for the school year 2009-2010 with regard to the student foundation allocation and three
special allocations for special needs students, English language learners, and students from low
socioeconomic families. These three special allocations were selected because they were the three
most commonly considered equal opportunity grants (Wilson et al. 2006). In addition, among all the
special allocations in the two funding formulas, these three were distributed entirely according to
student characteristics. Data were collected from the websites of the Ontario Ministry of Education,
the Hawaii Department of Education, and the Hawaii Board of Education. Additional data not
publicly available over the internet came from personal communication with the personnel
responsible for funding information in the two jurisdictions.
Conceptually, this study is similar to a study that compared the funding formulas in the two
Canadian provinces of Ontario and Alberta (Li 2008), but this study is more complicated. It is more
challenging to compare two jurisdictions in two countries than two provinces within one country.

Comparison and Results

In this comparison, the Ontario figures are in Canadian dollars (CAD) and the Hawaii figures are
in US dollars (USD). Between 1 September 2009 and 31 August 2010, the exchange rate between the
two currencies fluctuated between 1 CAD equalling 91 US cents and 1 Canadian dollar equalling
to 94 US cents.2 For the purposes of comparison, the median exchange rate of 1 Canadian dollar
equalling 92.5 US cents was used as the common measurement in this study.

In Ontario, the pupil foundation allocation for 2009-2010 was 4,269 CAD for each student in grades
4 to 8 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a). In Hawaii, the basic allocation for the same school
year was 4,810 USD for each student (Hawaii Department of Education 2009a). Hawaii thus seems
to have provided more basic allocation than Ontario did in its pupil foundation allocation. This
simple comparison is misleading, however, because in Ontario there was a school foundation
allocation for school administrations of at least $118,778 for each elementary school with enrolment
greater than 50 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a), whereas Hawaii’s school administration
expenditure was included in the basic allocation (Hawaii Department of Education 2012b). The
Ontario school foundation allocation per student was calculated by dividing the total provincial
school foundation allocation for 2009-2010 by the total provincial enrolment, with a result of $695
for each student. It follows that when school foundation allocation is factored in, the foundation
allocation for each student in Ontario becomes 4,269 + 695 = $4,964. Using the median exchange
rate, Ontario’s 4,964 CAD becomes 4,592 USD, or 218 USD less than Hawaii’s basic allocation of
4,810 USD.
The first comparison of special allocations concerns the funding for special needs students. For
2009-2010, Ontario had an average enrolment-based special education amount (SEA) of $582 per
pupil , covering all students from grade 4 to grade 8 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a). In
addition to the SEA, the province provided special needs students with extra funding at four levels.
The first level was special equipment claim (SECs). In 2009–2010, the average across all elementary
SECs approved by the Ministry of Education was $4,612 per claim.3

2 Source: XE Currency Converter (www.xe.com/currencytables).
3 Source: I. Gordon, Data Analyst, Special Education Policy & Programs Branch, Ontario Ministry of Education
(personal communication, 16 August 2012).
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The second level was the high needs amount (HNA). The average HNA in 2009-2010 was $529 for
each student, counting all students (calculations based on data provided by Ontario Ministry of
Education 2009b, 2015). The third level was special incidence claims (SICs). School boards received
$22,049 on average for each elementary SIC approved by the Ministry of Education.4

The highest level was the facilities amount (FA) for each qualifying education programme, provided
by a school board under an agreement with a facility. These facilities included psychiatric facilities,
hospitals and correctional institutions. In addition to the salaries and benefits for teachers and
teacher assistants providing programmes within a facility, for each teacher there was $2,666 and
for each teacher assistant there was $1,302. There was also a furniture amount, with the maximum
being $3,523 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a). School boards received on average $112,372 for
each elementary FA claim approved by the Ministry of Education in 2009–2010.5

In Hawaii, federal and state regulations require that the Hawaii Department of Education provides
an appropriate free public education, which includes a continuum of services for students who
are eligible for special education and related services. Any student aged 3 to 20 demonstrating a
need for specially designed instruction after an evaluation determination is eligible. A student may
be referred for special education by contacting the school principal and requesting an evaluation.
When a request for evaluation is made, the school will process the request and provide a written
response to the parent. If a student is eligible for special education, services are provided to that
student through an individualised education programme (Hawaii Department of Education 2014).
The funding of special education in Hawaii is outside of the weighted student formula, and analyses
suggest that high-incidence, low-severity disability students are distributed unevenly across
schools (Baker & Thomas 2006). In 2009–2010, Hawaii had 19,818 students requiring educational
and mental health support (calculation based on information provided by Hawaii Department of
Education 2010a, 2010b). On average, these students each received $26,509 for their individualised
education programme (calculation based on the information provided by Hawaii Department of
Education 2010a, 2010b, 2012b).
Ontario provided extra funding of $4,612 for each approved special equipment claim, $529 for each
student in the high needs amount, $22,049 for each approved special incidence claim, and 112,372
for each approved facilities amount claim. This was in addition to an SEA of $582 per pupil in
grades 4 to 8. Hawaii provided an average of $26,509 for each special education student. Without
more specific data on the number of special needs students in Ontario, it is difficult to tell which
jurisdiction provided more assistance on average to students with special needs. In addition, the
funding of special education was quite different in Ontario and Hawaii.

Since 2006, Canada has received an average of about 250,000 immigrants each year (Citizenship and
Immigration Canada 2014). It received 252,179 immigrants in 2009 (Citizenship and Immigration
Canada 2010a); of these, approximately one-fifth were school-age children (between the ages of 4
and 18). In 2009, Ontario was the destination for 106,867 immigrants (Citizenship and Immigration
Canada 2010a); most of these came from countries where English is not spoken (Citizenship and
Immigration Canada 2010b). The United States also receives a large number of immigrants every
year. In 2009, the United States received 1,130,818 legal permanent residents, with Hawaii receiving
6,929 of these (Office of Immigration Statistics 2010). As with Canada, most of these immigrants
to the United States came from countries where English is not spoken. School-age immigrants
4 Source: I. Gordon, Data Analyst, Special Education Policy & Programs Branch, Ontario Ministry of Education
(personal communication, 16 August 2012).
5 Source: I. Gordon, Data Analyst, Special Education Policy & Programs Branch, Ontario Ministry of Education
(personal communication, 16 August 2012).
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who do not speak English at home need assistance in school to catch up academically with their
North American-born peers. According to Cummins’ (2000) research, at least five years is typically
required for students who do not speak English as their native tongue to catch up.

In 2009–2010, both jurisdictions provided assistance to immigrant children who were considered
English language learners (ELLs), but their assistance differed. Ontario provided assistance to ELLs
for four years. School boards received $3,682 for each ELL in his or her first year in the Ontario
school system, 85 per cent of that amount for each ELL in the system for the second year, 50 per
cent of that amount for each ELL for the third year, and 25 per cent of that amount for each ELL for
the fourth year (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a). If one totals the 2009–2010 ELL funding for
four years, the result is 9,573 CAD for each ELL. In addition to the above ELL allocation, another
ELL amount was calculated based on data from Statistics Canada on the number of children in each
board whose language spoken most often at home was not English (Ontario Ministry of Education
2009b).

Hawaii provided assistance to 14,964 ELLs in 2009-2010, who were divided into three groups: fully
English proficient, limited English proficient, and non-English proficient. For each non-English
proficient student, $1,679 was provided; for each limited English proficient student the amount
was $840; and for each fully English proficient student the amount was $280 (Hawaii Department
of Education 2009a). Students who might be limited English proficient were tested for English
language proficiency when they first entered school to determine what kind of English language
support they needed to progress. Appropriate services were then provided to help students work
towards the state standards (Hawaii Department of Education n.d.a). On average, each English
language learner in 2009-2010 would go on to receive extra funding for a total of three and a half
years.6 Assuming that they stayed at the non-English proficient stage for one and a half years, at
the limited English proficient stage for a year, and at the fully English proficient stage for a year,
they would receive approximately $3,639 in total. In comparison, Ontario provided more assistance
($9,573) to English language learners, even when accounting for the exchange rate.

Both Ontario and Hawaii provide extra funding for students from low socioeconomic families.
Ontario uses information from Statistics Canada on immigration, low-income, low parent education
and lone-parent in determining its assistance (Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a, 2009b). In
Ontario, recent immigration status is an important factor taken into consideration, since it receives
more immigrants than any other province, immigrants have a higher rate of unemployment
(Statistics Canada 2012), and even when employed most immigrants tend to have low-income jobs
(Statistics Canada 2007).
In Ontario, this assistance is called the learning opportunities allocation. Calculations for this
allocation are extremely complicated, and it is impossible to calculate how much school boards
receive on average for each student of low socio-economic status, because no such data exist. The
learning opportunities allocation is provided mainly according to a ‘demographic factor’, which
is calculated based on Statistics Canada’s information on areas covered by corresponding school
boards. In 2009–2010, the demographic factor among school boards varied between 0.3807 and
0.0003. The higher the demographic factor, proportionately the greater the learning opportunities
allocation a school board receives. However, the determination of the allocation also considers
other factors, such as literacy and maths outside the school day and student success components
(Ontario Ministry of Education 2009a, 2009b).

6 Source: A. Wiegand, ELL Program, Hawaii Department of Education (personal communication, 9 August
2013).
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To compare how much assistance Ontario provided in 2009-2010, the study examined the
demographic factor of the 72 school boards in Ontario, calculated the average demographic
factor, and took out 11 boards that had an above-average demographic factor. Since the higher the
demographic factor, the more a board received (proportionately) from the learning opportunities
allocation, it was considered that these 11 boards received extra assistance from the learning
opportunities allocation. The allocation these 11 boards received for 2009–2010 was divided by
their enrolment. On average, these 11 boards received $309 extra assistance from the learning
opportunities allocation for each student (calculation based on information provided by Ontario
Ministry of Education 2009a, 2015).

Hawaii also provides school districts with money to help them assist economically disadvantaged
students. This funding is provided according to an economic disadvantage weight, which is
calculated by counting the number of students who received free lunch or lunch with reduced
price at school (Baker & Thomas 2006). In 2009–2010, for each economically disadvantaged student
there was $481 in extra assistance (Hawaii Department of Education 2009a). In 2009-2010, the
average percentage of economically disadvantaged students among the total enrolment was 44.5
across schools in the state (Hawaii Department of Education 2009b). Of the seven Hawaii school
districts, three had a percentage of economically disadvantaged students above the state average
and four had a percentage below the average. The three districts with an above average percentage
of economically disadvantaged students were considered for the study, as these three districts
received more assistance than the other four districts. Calculated in the same way as was done for
Ontario (that is, the total funding for economically disadvantaged students applied to all students),
these three districts received $238 extra for each student (based on the information provided
by Hawaii Department of Education 2009b). In addition, from the federal government Hawaii
received Title I funds of $251 for each student in the state (calculation based on data provided by the
U.S. Department of Education 2011; and Hawaii Department of Education 2009a). In comparison,
Hawaii provided more assistance ($489) than Ontario ($309).
It is difficult to tell which jurisdiction provided more assistance to special education students in
2009-2010, because the two systems were quite different in this respect. For each ELL, Ontario
provided school boards with 9,573 CAD on a sliding scale over four years. By contrast, Hawaii
provided assistance to ELLs for three and a half years on average, amounting approximately
to 3,639 USD in total for each ELL. Ontario thus provided more assistance to English language
learners. On average, the 11 Ontario boards with an above-average demographic factor received
309 CAD in assistance from the learning opportunities allocation for each student. The three Hawaii
districts with an above-average percentage of economically disadvantaged students received 489
CAD extra for each student. Proportionately Hawaii provided more funding to students from low
socioeconomic families. Table 1 displays the comparison results for 2009–2010.

77

78

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Table 1: Comparison results for 2009-2010
Region

Foundation

Special education

Ontario

$4,964

SEC $4,612

HNA $529/pupil
SIC $22,049

FA $112,372

Hawaii

$4,810

+ SEA $582/pupil
$26,509/pupil with
special needs

Learning
ELL
opportunities
$309/pupil
$9,573/pupil in 4 years
+ ELL amount for nonEnglish speakers born in
Canada
$489/pupil

$3,639/pupil in 3.5
years

Sources: Ontario Ministry of Education (2009a, 2009b, 2015); I. Gordon, Data Analyst, Special Education Policy
& Programs Branch, Ontario Ministry of Education (personal communication, 16 August 16 2012); Hawaii
Department of Education (2009a, 2009b, 2010a, October 2010b, 2012; A. Wiegand, ELL Program, Hawaii
Department of Education (personal communication, 9 August 2013).

In summary, the comparison results indicate that in 2009–2010, Ontario provided less in the
foundation allocation but more assistance to English language learners, and Hawaii provided more
assistance to economically disadvantaged students. It is difficult to determine which jurisdiction
provided more in special education allocation.

Discussion and Conclusion

According to the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) conducted in 2009,
15-year-old students in Canada were among the best in the world when it came to reading,
mathematics and science, ranking 6th, 7th and 8th, respectively, among the 65 education systems
compared. In addition, Canadian students tended to perform well regardless of their background
and the school they attended, which suggests that the provision of education in Canada was
more equitable than in most education systems that participated in PISA 2009 (Organization of
Economic Cooperation and Development 2010). Within Canada, Ontario students ranked second
out of the ten provinces in reading (Statistics Canada 2011b, Chart A.4.3). They ranked the third in
mathematics and in science (Statistics Canada 2011a. Table 19.2). Results from PISA 2009 indicated
that in reading, mathematics and science, students in the United States ranked 17th, 31st and 24th,
respectively (OECD 2010). The PISA sample in the United States was a national sample; there
were no state samples to run a comparison across the 50 states.7 This paper had to use data in the
National Assessment of Educational Progress provided by National Center for Education Statistics,
US Department of Education, to compare Hawaii with the other 49 states. Within the United States,
grade 8 students in Hawaii ranked 43rd in reading, mathematics, and science (ranking based on the
information provided by the National Center for Education Statistics 2009, 2010, 2011).
According to Plecki (2006, p. 170), ‘[i]t is not enough to simply have equity of expenditures and
inputs; it is equally (and perhaps more) important to focus on equity of outcomes for all students’.
To ensure equity of outcomes for all students, more support must be provided to some students.
The special needs of children less prepared for school must be taken into greater account by school
funding formulas (Wilson et al. 2006).
7 Source: H. Xie, Project Officer of National Center for Education Statistics, US Department of Education
(personal communication, 30 April 2012).
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This study finds that in 2009–2010, Ontario provided less funding in the foundation allocation for
students in grades 4 to 8 than Hawaii, but it provided more in the allocation for English language
learners. Hawaii provided more in the allocation for students from low socioeconomic families. The
OECD (2010) stated that the Ontario education system was more equitable than most systems that
participated in PISA 2009. Other things being equal, money matters (Odden & Picus 2008). Money
‘is linked to student achievement in a complex – although poorly understood – fashion. It is at
least linked in that less money buys less instruction’ (Thompson, Wood & Crampton 2008, p. 93). Is
there a relationship between students’ performance and education funding? Is there a relationship
between Ontario’s vertical equity measures found in this study and the OECD’s statement that the
Ontario education system was more equitable than most systems in PISA 2009? Do the differences
between these two jurisdictions relating to the foundation allocation and special allocations for
English language learners and economically disadvantaged students play a role in the differences
in student performance? With so many variables affecting students’ learning outcomes, more
comprehensive research needs to be conducted to test the findings of this study and to determine
whether differences in the studied allocations play a role in students’ performance.

Ontario and Hawaii continued to use the same funding formulas in 2010-2011, 2011-2012, 2012-2013
and 2013-2014 as they did in 2009–2010, with minor revisions (Hawaii Department of Education
2009c, 2010c, 2011, 2012a; Ontario Ministry of Education 2015). Ontario provides more in assistance
to English language learners, but Hawaii provides more assistance to students from low socioeconomic families. Wilson, Lambright, and Smeeding (2006) believe that in the United States,
stronger measures are needed if equality of educational opportunities is the goal. In Canada, out
of the ten provinces, seven have a provincial funding formula. Although funding in the other three
provinces is decided both locally and provincially, provincial funding plays an equalising role, and
in two of the three provinces the provincial portion has been increasing in recent years. Generally
speaking, elementary and secondary education funding is more equitable in Canada than in the
United States. Though there is less inequality in funding methods in Canada, Canadians also
need stronger vertical equity measures, given the gap in performance between average students
and disadvantaged ones (OECD 2010). Would it be more vertically equitable in both countries to
provide more assistance to disadvantaged students?
Before the current funding formula was introduced in 1998, Ontario’s elementary and secondary
education funding model was a guaranteed tax-base grant plan in which local municipalities and
the provincial government determined revenues for school boards (Lawton 1996). Under that plan,
there were significant differences in funding per pupil among different school boards, because
of the variation in wealth across municipalities. Since 1998, after the reform by the Progressive
Conservative government of the day, education has been funded entirely according to a provincial
formula, under which the provincial government calculates how much funding each school
board needs based on student enrolment, student characteristics and school board characteristics.
Adjustments have been made to the formula over the years, but the basic structure remains (People
for Education 2012). Hawaii’s current weighted student formula was introduced in 2006. The
funding system is based on a weighted-pupil model – an equal amount of basic allocation per pupil
is calculated, and all schools receive the same amount per pupil. Schools receive extra funding
for special needs students, English language learners, and economically disadvantaged students.
Funding for English language learners and economically disadvantaged students is provided
according to specific weights in the formula, but funding for special education is outside of the
weighted formula (Baker & Thomas 2006).
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As mentioned previously, funding for elementary and secondary education is more equitable in
Canada than in the United States, where in most states there are still significant variations among
school districts within each state. ‘The conflict in school finance is that equity in providing equal
dollars per student has still not been attained in most states’ (Brimley & Garfield 2005, p. 64). It has
been recommended that US states play a greater role in funding education, but in many states there
is strong resistance to this recommendation. One reason is that the states simply do not have the
money.

When the current funding formula was introduced in Ontario, there was also very strong
resistance. People who disagreed with the Conservative government saw at least three problems
with the formula being implemented. First, overall funding to education was reduced. Second,
one funding formula could not fit all school boards. Third, local autonomy was lost, which was
undemocratic. The current Liberal government, formed in October 2003, has invested more in
education. According to the author’s calculation, the current government has added approximately
$5.7 billion to education since 2003–2004 – an increase of about 37 per cent – even though enrolment
has fallen approximately 5 per cent since 2003–2004 (Ontario Ministry of Education 2015). The
consumer price index for Ontario indicates an increase of 23 per cent from 2002 to 2013 (Statistics
Canada 2013), which is the closest matching period that was found. Simply put, there is more
money for each student today than in 2003–2004, even when accounting for inflation. People in
Ontario still debate whether funding is adequate and whether one size can fit all, but there is less
protest about lost local autonomy. It seems that no one can have both local autonomy and funding
equity across a province.
It is difficult to judge whether vertical equity has been achieved in Ontario and Hawaii, but it is
obvious that efforts have been made in both jurisdictions to achieve it by providing extra funding to
students with challenging conditions. While the Ontario formula does not mention vertical equity,
the Hawaii Department of Education (n.d.b) states that the weighted student formula is a fair and
equitable way to distribute funds for schools. The amount of money given to a school is based
on individual student needs – students with more needs receive more resources. Stakeholders
in Hawaii like the fact that the weighted student formula funding is based on enrolment and is
applied consistently and equitably to all schools throughout the state. Funding equity has increased
with the weighted student formula, as evidenced by statistically stronger, positive relationships
between funding and student needs across all grade levels since its implementation. The equity
with which overall funding has been distributed in Hawaii is among the highest found across all
US states (Levin et al. 2013).

From the provincial perspective, we can say that equity – both horizontal and vertical – has been
achieved to a certain extent in Ontario, but there is still inequity owing to the different abilities of
schools to raise funds from their communities. Audited financial statements for 2009-2010 show
that Ontario schools generated a total of $588 million, almost 2.9 per cent of the funding provided
publicly. Ninety-seven per cent of Ontario elementary and secondary schools engage in fundraising.
‘Schools with a high proportion of low-income students raise, on average, less than half the amount
raised in schools with a low proportion of low-income students’ (People for Education 2011, p. 20).
As a result, schools that are better at fundraising have more money at their disposal. How do we
deal with this inequity?
Ontario and Hawaii continue to provide the allocations discussed here in a similar way as they in
2009-2010, and it is probably safe to say that this article describes patterns in providing assistance to
disadvantaged students in the two jurisdictions since 1998 and 2006, respectively.
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In comparing two jurisdictions from two countries, several serious challenges were encountered
which create limitations for the study. One limitation of this study is that the effects of weights can
be muted or cancelled out entirely by other factors (Baker & Thomas 2006), which is particularly
relevant in the case of Hawaii, where federal funding accounts for approximately 16 per cent of
the total allocation to schools. Another limitation is that funding for special education students
in the two jurisdictions could not be compared. While this study is not able to answer the overall
question of which jurisdiction makes stronger vertical efforts, it does provide some insight into the
differences in how Ontario and Hawaii provide the foundation allocation and the allocations for
English language learners and economically disadvantaged students. These findings are useful for
policy-makers, administrators, educators and community members when they consider revisions
to their education funding formulas. In the future, more comprehensive studies can look into the
ongoing issue of vertical equity in funding education and provide more useful information for
education stakeholders.
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Predictors of Mathematics Performance:
The Impact of Prior Achievement,
Socioeconomic Status and School
Practices
Marc Basque and Yamina Bouchamma

Abstract: This paper reports on a study of mathematics performance indicators in elementary schools in New
Brunswick, Canada. Students’ results in mathematics (N = 2436) and data from a questionnaire administered
to teachers and school principals (N = 111) were examined by means of multilevel modelling analyses. The
questionnaire focused on the teachers’ pedagogical practices and the management practices in these schools.
Results show that the students’ prior achievement and socioeconomic status, as well as teaching quality, were
significant predictors of mathematics achievement. The teaching quality-related variable remained significant
in the presence of the student- and school context-related variables, and thus represents the designated
predictor to improve school effectiveness. Pedagogical considerations are discussed and avenues for research
on the supervisory role of school principals are proposed.

Key words: mathematics achievements, prior achievement, socioeconomic status, teaching quality

Introduction

Developing and enhancing school performance and identifying its components are a constant
concern for political leaders, educators, communities and schools who strive to improve the level of
academic achievement. These preoccupations continue to fuel research in education (Muijs, Harris,
Chapman, Stoll & Russ 2004). In the province of New Brunswick, Canada, this is a major issue.
Since 2000, several education reforms have been introduced in an effort to thwart the significantly
low performance record of its students on national and international assessments in the early 2000s,
including the Quality Learning Agenda (2002), When Kids Come First (2007), and the Provincial
Education Plan (2013). The situation is far more alarming for francophone students, whose outcomes
are inferior to those of anglophone students. For example, students in anglophone schools have
outperformed their francophone peers on every Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) study carried out since 2000 (New Brunswick 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009). Francophone students
are mostly found in rural school districts in areas characterised by a precarious employment
status. In fact, New Brunswick has one the highest unemployment rates in Canada, ranking 8th
in 2015 (Statistics Canada 2016). Because students in these economically challenged areas do not
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rate highly in terms of academic achievement, strategies must be developed to provide greater
support for their schools. It is thus imperative that performance factors be identified to develop
more effective policies.

In the early 1970s, research on effective schools was conducted in reaction to the ‘Coleman Report’,
Equality in Education Opportunity (Coleman et al. 1966), which revealed that student achievement
was associated with student background rather than how their school functioned. Following this
declaration, several studies attempted to prove that schools played a definitive role in guiding
the academic trajectory of their students (Bosker & Witziers 1996; De Fraine, Van Damme, Van
Landeghem, Opdenakker & Onghena 2003; Opdenakker & Van Damme 2000); others focused on
predominant performance indicators in effective schools (Cotton 1995; Creemers 1994; Hattie 2009;
Marzano 2003; Sammons, Hillman & Mortimore 1995; Scheerens 1992; Scheerens & Bosker 1997).
While socioeconomic and cultural factors have long been considered to be predictors of achievement,
studies on effective schools show that the school effect can also determine achievement.
However, despite this evidence on achievement predictors in effective schools, certain questions
must be addressed with regard to the context in Canada: Which predictors have a significant impact
on the outcomes of Canadian students? What is the impact of these predictors? What percentage
of variance is attributed to the school in explaining differences in achievement in mathematics in
the Canadian context?

Regrettably, very few studies on effective schools have been conducted in Canada, and particularly
quantitative research at the primary education level (Bissonnette, Richard & Gauthier 2006;
Bouchamma 2012). Indeed, existing research on this subject in Canada is not only limited and
mainly qualitative, but also often pertains to secondary schools. Gaskell (1995) and Bouchamma
(2012) examined existing practices in secondary school through case studies, while Henchy et al.
(2001) centred their study on the functioning of secondary schools and students in impoverished
areas who succeeded in performing well.

Mathematics and Student Achievement

In this study, we examined mathematics outcomes at the elementary school level. The influence a
school has on academic achievement may vary from one subject to another (Sammons et al. 1995)
and this effect is greater for specific subjects, such as mathematics (Sammons & Luyten 2009). This
can be explained by the fact that young children are likely to acquire knowledge and skills outside
of school, but only in certain specific subjects (Manderville & Anderson 1987; Van der Werf 1997).

In this regard, it is now common knowledge that schools can influence student achievement in
mathematics (Bosker & Witziers 1996; Opdenakker & Van Damme 2001; Papanastasiou 2008;
Philipps 1997). The role of mathematics teaching is to facilitate the students’ comprehension
through a variety of educational strategies employed by the teacher (Brown & Borko 1992). It is
thus in this perspective that teachers’ pedagogical practices have an impact on student outcomes in
mathematics (Bosker, Kremers & Lugthart 1990; Muijs & Reynolds 2000). Studies have shown that
better outcomes in mathematics can be achieved when the learning activities are precise and wellstructured, and when they maintain the students’ active participation in the lesson (Papanastasiou
2008; Van de Grift & Houtveen 2006). Direct teaching which is highly structured makes it possible
for the teacher to augment the students’ involvement while supporting their performance in
mathematics (Borich 1996). The methods used in the direct teaching model are effective, particularly
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for students who are socioeconomically disadvantaged (Houtveen, Van de Grift & Creemers 2004).
As for the content to be presented in class, it must connect to the students’ prior knowledge and not
be isolated curricula (Borich 1996).
Papanastasiou (2000: 4) pointed out that ‘the socioeconomic level and educational background
of the family, the school climate, the language background, and the students’ attitudes toward
mathematics’ may influence achievement in mathematics. The impact of these factors has not
always been clearly demonstrated, such as students’ attitudes toward this subject, which was not
significant according to several studies (Ma & Kishor 1997; Vanayan, White, Yuen & Teper 1997).
Regarding the socioeconomic status of the students, most studies have shown this factor to be
important in explaining achievement (Sirin 2005). As for the educational context of the family,
certain variables, such as parental influence (Cai, Moyer & Grochowski 1999; Ma 1999; O’Connor,
Miranda & Beasley 1999) or parental involvement (Ma 1999; O’Connor et al. 1999) may alter
students’ behaviour, which ultimately affects their performance in mathematics. Of interest here
is that another variable measured in relevant research – namely, student’s prior achievement – has
often been cited as the greatest predictor of achievement in mathematics (O’Connor et al. 1999;
Papanastasiou & Zembylas 2004).
Other studies have investigated the relationship between achievement in mathematics and the
teachers’ knowledge base in the subject (Greenwald, Hedges & Laine 1996; Hanushek 1996) or
the courses they took at university (Wayne & Youngs 2003). The greater the teacher’s level of
knowledge in mathematics, the more knowledge in mathematics their students are likely to receive
(Ball, Lubienski & Mewborn 2001).

Despite this evidence pertaining to student performance indicators, the impact of some variables
may differ depending on the country or culture in which the study is conducted (Papanastasiou
2002). This difference from one country to another and the lack of quantitative studies in Canada
are precisely what convinced us to investigate the performance indicators in mathematics in this
country.

Research Objectives

We sought to develop a model to explain academic achievement in eighth grade mathematics (end
of elementary level) by examining the impact of prior achievement, socioeconomic status, and
school practices. For this purpose, various models were subjected to multilevel analysis.

Four research questions guided our analysis: (1) What portion of the variance is attributed to the
school in explaining differences in student achievement in mathematics? (2) Are the differences
between schools attributable to prior achievement? (3) Are the differences between schools
attributable to socioeconomic status? (4) Which indicators related to school functioning and
teachers’ practices can explain achievement in mathematics?

What portion of the variance is attributed to the school in explaining differences
in student achievement in mathematics?
Here, we sought to determine the proportion of variance in achievement in eighth grade
mathematics that was attributable to the school effect and to student background. Coleman et al.
(1966) found a variance of between 5 and 9 per cent for the school effect on achievement (Teddlie,
Reynolds & Sammons 2000); however, later studies demonstrated that this effect was in fact more
significant. In a meta-analysis of 103 studies on the school effect, researchers showed that close to
18 per cent of the variance in the students’ outcomes was attributed to differences between schools
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(Bosker & Witziers 1996). Reynolds, Harris, Clarke, Harris, and James (2006) found that studies
on effective schools continuously showed that between 8 and 15 per cent of achievement between
schools was attributable to what went on inside these schools, while Teddlie and Stringfield (2007:
144) stated that in the late 1990s, there was a consensus regarding the school effect:
•
•
•

the size of the school effect was estimated to be between 8 and 16 per cent of the variance in
student achievement

the magnitude of the school effect appeared to be somewhat higher in studies conducted in the
United States than in those conducted in Europe

the school effect appeared to be larger in longitudinal studies compared to cross-sectional
studies.

In the wake of these studies, certain questions remain to be explored regarding the Canadian
context. Specifically, studies on outcomes in mathematics have produced results similar to those
of studies on all of the subjects. A Belgian study (Opdenakker & Van Damme 2000) revealed a
variance of 19.6 per cent between schools (school effect), while that of Van den Broeck, Opdenakker
and Van Damme (2005) reported a variance of 14 per cent.

Are the differences between schools attributable to prior achievement?
In this study, we sought to determine whether the students’ previous outcomes (fifth grade
mathematics) could predict achievement in this subject in eighth grade.

There is a consensus within the scientific community that prior achievement is an excellent
performance indicator (Aubrey, Dahl & Godfrey 2006; Hemmings 1996; Yates 2000). This predictor
takes into account the students’ knowledge (Hailikari, Nevgi & Komulainen 2008) and skills
(Hemmings, Grootenboer & Kay 2011; Spinath, Spinath, Harlaar & Plomin 2006) that will help
them to learn more easily (Dochy, De Ridjt & Dyck 2002). From a methodological perspective, we
now know that to adequately compare achievement in schools, research must examine students’
previous results (Sammons & Luyten 2009).

Are the differences between schools attributable to socioeconomic status?
Here, we investigated whether the school’s socioeconomic status had any influence on achievement
in mathematics.

In early studies on predictors of academic success (Coleman et al. 1966; Jencks et al. 1972), student
background was reported to be the greatest performance indicator to explain student achievement.
Since then, students’ socioeconomic status, representing the relative position of the family or the
individual within the hierarchal social structure (Hattie 2009; Willms 2003), has often been used to
measure student background and has become an important variable in explaining achievement
(Entwisle & Alexander 1995; Huurre, Aro, Rhakonen & Komulainen 2006; Rumberger & Palardy
2005). In a meta-analysis of 74 studies on the relationship between socioeconomic status and
student outcomes, Sirin (2005) confirmed that this status was one of the most highly correlated
predictors of student performance.
Research has used several factors to determine students’ socioeconomic status, such as size of
the family unit, material possessions within the family and employment rate in the community.
Parents’ income, level of education and professional standing (occupation) are also good predictors
of socioeconomic status (Hattie 2009; Willms 2003). Marzano (2003) found that the parents’ income
level had the most impact on achievement in school, followed by occupation and level of education.

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Which indicators related to school functioning and teachers’ practices can explain
achievement in mathematics?
Many studies on the subject of effective schools have attempted to identify the determinants of
student achievement. Among these are variables related to school functioning and organisation,
such as grouping or grade repetition practices, school climate, peer influence and so on (Hattie
2009). Research has also identified predictors related to teachers’ classroom practices, including
teaching quality, teacher-student relationships and teacher expectations, to name a few (Hattie
2009).
In terms of performance in mathematics, teacher behaviours have been shown to explain between
60 and 100 per cent of student progress in numeracy tests (Muijs & Reynolds 2003), with these
behaviours including ‘high opportunity to learn, effective classroom management, high teacher
expectations of the pupils, a high proportion of whole-class teaching and heavily interactive
teaching that involves pupils in classroom attitudes’ (Reynolds & Muijs 1999: 274-276).

Methodology

We emphasise here that the data used for this research are issued from a broader study. During the
first section of this study, 8th grade students from urban schools were shown to perform better in
mathematics compared to their peers in rural schools (Basque & Bouchamma 2013), which brought
us to investigate whether the variable Urban school was associated with the school’s socioeconomic
status or with other factors such as the resources available within the school. We hypothesised that
this variable measured the factors associated with the schools’ socioeconomic status.
To answer this question, variables pertaining to school context were constructed to determine
whether they had a significant impact on school achievement (which would also help support
or disprove our hypothesis regarding the link between urban schools and their socioeconomic
status). Thereafter, multivariate linear modelling was used to identify which variables could
explain student achievement, and the variance percentage associated with student achievement as
explained by the student, classroom and school variables.

Analysed Variables
Dependent variable. A school’s effectiveness in terms of student performance is generally
measured by standardised test methods (Cervini 2009; Muijs 2006). To examine the connection
between the variables related to context and achievement in New Brunswick schools, we used
the results of the province’s 2010 standardised assessment in eighth grade mathematics (MATH8),
which was administered to 2,436 students from all of the francophone schools in New Brunswick
(N = 60). From these students’ outcomes, we were able to use only 1,977 results for the analysis
regarding school variables because ten schools did not respond to the questionnaire. The reliability
of this provincial standardised test was 0.88.

Student-related variable. In this study, the explanatory student-related variable Prior achievement
was used. Previous scores in mathematics (N = 1,885) were measured based on outcomes on the
province’s fifth grade standardised test (MATH5) for 2007. The reliability of this assessment was
0.87.

Context-related variables. In New Brunswick, no data are available to rank schools according
to socioeconomic status; it was thus necessary that we develop such measures. To determine
socioeconomic status, three explanatory variables were developed based on information from
the 2006 census. The resulting variables were represented as Mother’s education level (MOTEDU),
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Employment rate (EMPRAT) and Community’s average income level (AVEINC). For the level of
education of parents, we chose the mother’s level of education because its impact is usually
greater than the father’s on academic achievement (Marks 2007). The mother’s education level was
measured using the proportion of mothers in the community with a certificate, diploma or degree;
the employment rate was determined by the proportion of working inhabitants in the community;
and average income was determined by the average total household income.

School-related variables. To identify factors related to school functioning and teachers’ practices,
we designed one questionnaire for principals (81 items) and another for teachers (118 items).
Several concepts were thus examined, including school climate, parents’ involvement and
principal’s leadership practices, as well as teachers’ expectations and beliefs, teaching methods,
teacher-student relationship, and so on.
The questionnaires were mailed to all 60 francophone public schools housing eighth grade students.
Because the year-end results from both the fifth and the eighth grades were used, our targeted
respondents were sixth, seventh, and eighth grade teachers and their principals. Due to the limited
francophone population in New Brunswick, each francophone school in the province was solicited
to take part in the study.
Of the 421 questionnaires mailed, 116 were returned, signifying a response rate of 27.6 per cent. Of
this number, five questionnaires were rejected due to lack of proper identification by the school.
While several factors negatively impacted the response rate (questionnaires being sent only by mail,
the mailing taking place at the end of the school year, and a postal strike), this rate was nevertheless
deemed satisfactory in light of the context of data collection (ten Bruggencate, Luyten, Scheerens &
Sleegers 2012). In order to perform multiple regression and multilevel modelling analyses, several
assumptions must be met. One of these assumptions refers to the ratio of respondents versus the
number of independent variables in the model. The analyses conducted pertained to a total of
111 respondents and four independent variables. According to Tabachnik and Fidell (2007) and
the equation N>50+8m (in which N represents the number of respondents and m the number of
independent variables), the ratio of respondents versus the number of independent variables was
deemed adequate, as 111>50+8(4).

A factor analysis was then performed to reduce the number of variables to be studied and to
precisely identify the constructs involved. This analysis enabled us to identify factors in which the
following correlated with the dependent variable (MATH8): Support from the principal (PRISUP),
Participative management (PARMAN), Technology integration (TECINT), Teaching quality (TEAQUA),
and Instructional supervision (INSSUP). Because many variables make no sense when they are
attributed certain values (e.g. it is impossible to have zero leadership), all of the independent
variables were centred around the grand mean to facilitate interpretation (Ma, Ma & Bradley 2008;
Raudenbush & Bryk 2002).

Analysis Method
To process hierarchically structured data from several analyses, a technique known as either
multivariate linear modelling or multilevel hierarchical linear modelling can be used (Tabachnick
& Fidell 2007). This approach is in fact an extension of linear regression, implying that the students
in a given school or classroom display more similarities between themselves than they do with
the rest of the sample (Muijs 2004). Multilevel linear modelling also makes it possible to study
the variance percentage associated with student achievement that is explained by the student,
classroom and school variables (Muijs 2004).

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

The analysis method chosen for this study was the multilevel modelling approach, with which
we examined various models that could explain student achievement. We began by verifying the
correlations between the study variables so as to determine the presence of any multicollinearity
issues, which may bias findings when independent variables are strongly intercorrelated. Variables
correlated with the dependent variable and raising no multicollinearity concerns were subjected to
the multilevel analyses.

As proposed by Ma et al. (2008), the modelling of the school effects was performed in four stages:
null model, student model, contextual model and evaluative model.

Null model. We analysed a null model (also known as unconditional or empty model) in which
the inferior level of data was modelled without the presence of a predictor variable. Analysing this
model made it possible to identify the individual proportion of variance as well as that of the school,
and to decide whether or not to continue with the analysis of more complex models containing
explanatory variables. The point was to ascertain whether there were sufficient variations between
the students and the schools to warrant an interest in explaining this difference.
Student model. The variable Prior achievement was added to enable us to determine whether the
variables related to the students could explain the differences between students.

Contextual model. In this model, variables associated with socioeconomic status were added to
measure the impact of the context of each school.
Evaluative model. Here, variables related to the school and the classroom were included.

In addition to estimating coefficient statistical significance, a likelihood ratio test (LRT) was
conducted using -2 log likelihood statistics to verify whether the data fitted better with the model
when parameters were added.

Results
Correlations
The correlation matrices (Table 1) show the presence of multicollinearity between several
independent variables, as the three variables developed to measure the socioeconomic status were
strongly intercorrelated: Mother’s education level with Employment level (r = .75); Mother’s education
level with Average income (r = .79); and Employment rate with Average income (r = .86). Due to this
multicollinearity, only the variable most closely correlated with the dependant variable Mother’s
education level (MOTEDU) was retained in the subsequent analyses. Multicollinearity was also
present for the school-related variables, thus only the two most closely correlated variables with
the dependant variable, Participative management (PARMAN) and Teaching quality (TEAQUA), were
retained for subsequent analyses (multilevel analyses). To respect the conditions of application
(which must be met in order to perform multilevel analyses) and to avoid yielding biased results, a
limited number of variables were used. In this manner, problems of multicollinearity were averted,
as several variables related to education systems are interrelated and consequently strongly
correlated (e.g. the teachers’ level of experience is associated with their practices).
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Table 1: Correlation of the socioeconomic status variables and school-related variables
Variables

MOTEDU

MOTEU

EMPRAT
AVEINC

1.0

.75**
.79**

EMPRT
1.0

.86*

PRISUP

-.37**

-.57**

TECINT

-.25**

-.17**

PARMAN
TEAQUA
INSSUP

-.41**

.36**

-.43**

-.48**

.28**

-.63**

AVEIC

1.0

-.50**

-.40**

-.16**

.22**

-.56**

PRISUP

1.0

.75**
.02

-.01

.83**

PARMN

1.0

.01

-.05

.72**

TECINT

1.0

.46**
.11**

TEAQA

1.0

.02

INSSUP

1.0

Null Model
Analysis results of the null model of the school effects (Table 2) show that 85 per cent of the variance
in mathematics was related to the student, while 15 per cent was explained by the school. All of
these effects were significant – the mean was significantly different from zero and there was enough
variability to explain within schools as well as between schools. With sufficient variability in the
measurement of student achievement, this signifies that it would be of interest to pursue housing
predictor variables using more complex models to ultimately explain this variability.
Table 2: Null model of the school effects
Parameters
Fixed
Intercept
Random
School level
Student level
Deviance

Estimate

Null model

68.924***
51.565
283.893

S. E.
(1.019)

17633.934

(11.816)
(8.977)

Note.*Significant at the .05 level; ** Significant at the .01 level; *** Significant at the .001 level.
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Student Model
The analysis results for this model (Table 3) show that the change in the LRT (∆xdf=12=2,806.167,
p < .001) was significant, which demonstrates that a better adjustment of the data was achieved by
going from the null model to the student model of the school effects. This change therefore justifies
the use of the second model. Our results also indicate that the introduced variable, namely, Prior
achievement (MATH5), was significant (p < .001), explaining 51.1 per cent of the variance between
students. This variable, however, explained no variance in terms of the school.
Table 3: Student model of the school effects
Parameters
Fixed
Intercept
MATH5
Random
School level
Student level
Deviance

Estimate

Student model

68.298***
0.707***
58.009
138.799

S. E.
(1.026)
(0.016)

14827.767

(11.775)
(4.593)

Note.*Significant at the .05 level; ** Significant at the .01 level; *** Significant at the .001 level.

Contextual Model
For this model, to which we added the variable Mother’s education level (Table 4), the results show
that the change in the LRT of (∆xdf=12=316.239, p < .001) was significant (p < .05), which justifies the
use of the model. The added variable explained only 9.5 per cent of the variance for the school and
far less at the student level (1.1 per cent).
Table 4: Contextual model of the school effects
Parameters
Fixed
Intercept
MATH5
MOTEDU
Random
School level
Student level
Deviance

Contextual model
Estimate
S. E.
69.527***
0.707***
0.260*
52.485
137.225

(1.089)
(0.016)
(0.104)

14511.528

(10.913)
(4.587)

Note.*Significant at the .05 level; ** Significant at the .01 level; *** Significant at the .001 level.
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Evaluative Model
To this model were added variables associated with school functioning and teachers’ practices. As
can be seen in Table 5, the results show that the change in the LRT of (∆xdf=22=5,218.545, p < .001)
was significant, thereby justifying the use of this model. The added variables Teaching quality and
Participative management explained 19.9 per cent of the variance for the school. Teaching quality was
shown to be significant (p < .01) in predicting student achievement, in contrast to Participative
management. Also of note is that an increase of one on the six-point scale for Teaching quality resulted
in an increase of 6.3 in eighth grade scores in mathematics.
Table 5: Evaluative model of the school effects
Parameters
Fixed
Intercept
MATH5
MOTEDU
TEAQUA
PARMAN
Random
School level
Student level
Deviance

Evaluative model
Estimate
S. E.
71.194***
0.699***
0.293*
6.267**
-2.959
42.015
131.131

(1.257)
(0.020)
(0.127)
(1.988)
(2.028)

9292.983

(12.010)
(5.441)

Note.*Significant at the .05 level; ** Significant at the .01 level; *** Significant at the .001 level.

Discussion

The focus of this study was to identify performance predictors in mathematics and to determine
whether the school effect was attributable to the fact of attending an urban school (Basque &
Bouchamma 2013), to the school’s socioeconomic status, or to other contributing factors such as the
resources available in the school.
For this purpose, we examined the effect of previous academic outcomes, socioeconomic status
and the school on achievement in eighth grade-level mathematics (i.e. end of elementary school).
The multilevel analysis results of the null model show that 85 per cent of the variance in achievement
in mathematics was found between students, while 15 per cent was between schools. This 15 per
cent, representing the school effect, is in agreement with the findings of a review of literature
(Teddlie & Stringfield 2007) showing that the proportion of the variance attributed to the school in
explaining the differences in performance is between 8 and 16 per cent. Because only student- and
school-related variables were involved in our study, it was not possible to determine which portion
of the variance of this 15 per cent was attributable to the teacher effect. For education leaders, these
results demonstrate that school practices have a definite impact on achievement in mathematics.

For the student model, with the added variable Prior achievement (MATH5), the results of our
analysis show that this variable was significant (p < .001) in explaining achievement in mathematics.
This variable also explained 51.1 per cent of the variance between students, which demonstrates
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that a good part of the reason why students perform differently in eighth grade mathematics may
be explained by their past outcomes in this subject, despite the three-year gap between the two
assessments (fifth and eighth grade). Of all of the variables examined in this study, Prior achievement
explained the greatest level of variance in student achievement. This finding coincides with those of
previous works on the impact of prior achievement (Muijs & Reynolds 2003; Nye, Konstantopoulos
& Hedges 2004; Palardy & Rumberger, 2008). Prior knowledge content already acquired by the
students is thus strongly associated with the ease with which they learn new content (Marzano
2004). This fact that Prior achievement explains achievement in mathematics will hopefully enlighten
school leaders on the importance of rapid interventions for struggling students, as failing to provide
this support will contribute to negative outcomes over time.
For the contextual model, to which we added the variable Mother’s education level measuring
socioeconomic status, our analysis shows that this variable was significant (p < .05), explaining
9.5 per cent of the variance for the school. The fact that this variable was less significant than Prior
achievement, and displayed a lower level of variance, may be explained by the fact that student
background had already had an impact on the variable Prior achievement.

School leaders and education stakeholders are certainly aware of the negative effects of low
socioeconomic status on various aspects of student life (personal, social, academic, etc.). Our
findings show once again that students’ socioeconomic status is related to how well they perform in
school. Despite the connection between the students’ prior results and their socioeconomic status,
our study demonstrates that prior results explain a greater variance than socioeconomic status.
These encouraging findings represent a beacon for education leaders: the sooner they act to prevent
difficulties for their students, the earlier these positive actions will produce successful outcomes in
these students and nurture their future academic development and achievement.

As for the evaluative model, to which we added school-related variables, our analysis reveals
that these variables explained 19 per cent of the variance in terms of the school. Teaching quality
was a significant variable (p < .01) in explaining achievement in mathematics, even when the
Prior achievement and Socioeconomic status variables were controlled. The school-related variables,
which remained significant in the presence of student and school context-related variables, thus
represent designated predictors to improve school effectiveness (Ma et al. 2008). Our findings thus
concur with those of several studies showing that teachers’ pedagogical practices influence student
performance (DuFour & Marzano 2011; Hattie 2009; Stronge 2007). Our results show no significant
connection between achievement and several variables related to the principal’s duties. This is in
agreement with the findings of Leithwood and Jantzi (2006), who reported significant effects of
leadership on teachers’ classroom practices but not directly on student achievement. Leadership
must therefore be considered as having an indirect effect on academic achievement. Indeed, the
evaluative model demonstrates that a one point increase on the scale of the variable Teaching quality
results in an increase of 6.3 in the results in eighth grade mathematics. Although this variable
explains only a small portion of the variance, this marked increase in the outcomes in mathematics
nevertheless supports this variable as having a potentially considerable impact on achievement.
Furthermore, if we consider that this effect may be cumulative from one year to the next (Sanders
& Rivers 1996), the performance of many students may therefore be attributed to teaching quality
in their school. As teaching quality represents the variable with the greatest influence on student
achievement, leadership must be oriented towards the improvement of teachers’ pedagogical
practices.
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Implications for Stakeholders
In an effort to counter the weak performance levels of their schools, many countries introduce
reforms to improve the practices and the effectiveness of their education system (Cheng & Tam
2007). In these reforms, it is crucial that the poverty level in communities be taken into consideration,
as this is a definite barrier to academic achievement (Reynolds et al. 2006). Numerous underachieving schools are found in communities with a highly precarious socioeconomic status or highly
diverse student populations (Leithwood, Jantzi & McElheron-Hopkins 2006), which translates into
students who come to school ill-equipped to learn (Corallo & McDonald 2001).
Schools must thus develop new strategies to better meet the needs of their students and ultimately
break the cycle of poverty. Fullan (2003: 12) noted that ‘the only measure that counts at the end of
the day is whether the gap between high and low performers is explicitly reduced’.

To address poverty-related issues in socioeconomically disadvantaged sectors, which is one of the
concerns in the present study, many strategic options may be explored. A training programme
for parents focused on mobilisation and support (Fullan & Watson 2000) may help their children
to perform better academically. Several themes could be covered in this training, such as how to
help children with their homework; how to meet the challenges of the school system; the value of
instilling learning in youth, and so on. According to Pakulak et al. (2013: 3), ‘[p]rograms that target
multiple pathways, including parents and the home environments, have the potential to narrow
the large and growing gap in school readiness and academic achievement between higher and
lower SES children’.
As students’ past results are significant predictors of future outcomes, schools must evaluate
and be proactive as early as possible. Students must be assessed upon entering school, even
before identifying any specific problems. For example, several initiatives, such as the Early Years
Evaluation (Willms et al. 2016), have been in place for many years, as soon as a student begins
school. Following this evaluation process, targeted interventions can follow suite to address any
identified concerns.

Students are in school for only a short amount of time; complementary programmes must
therefore be included. Because students must develop a minimum level of competency in reading
to be functional in the various curricula, introducing literacy programmes represents another
effective action in the right direction. The ELF Program implemented in New Brunswick schools
(Elementary Literacy Inc 2016), in which the community is invited to come and help the students in
reading, is one such programme. A summer activities programme may also enable these students
to consolidate their learning trajectory, or at the very least help them to retain and preserve what
has been learned during the school year. Indeed, one study reported that underprivileged students
return from their summer hiatus with a certain regression with regard to what they learned during
the previous school year, particularly their reading skills (Cooper, Nye, Charlton, Lindsay &
Greathouse 1996).
Regardless of the students’ prior performance and socioeconomic status, teaching quality
represents the designated predictor to improve school effectiveness. For principals, getting their
teachers to change how they teach is a daunting task. To exercise strong pedagogical leadership
and bring about effective change towards winning teaching practices, principals must share their
pedagogical responsibilities, provide resources, ensure differentiated supervision, and incite their
teachers to collaborate (Bouchamma 2011), which has been shown to be highly productive. This
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collaboration may be enhanced by welcoming professional learning communities, a mode of
operation in schools whereby collaboration, collective initiatives and reflection among teachers is
strongly encouraged, with the goal of improving student achievement (Roy & Hord 2006).
In light of this study on the learning and teaching of mathematics, it is important to mention that
principals must ensure that their teachers possess the required skills in mathematics to be able to
teach this subject. Because one of the major challenges in teaching mathematics is the integration
of several knowledge formats into a specific context (Ball et al. 2001), it goes without saying that
teachers who lack the necessary competency will be unable to perform the proper follow-up to
support the achievement of as many students as possible. It is thus imperative that teachers be
provided with specialised training adapted to the content presented in mathematics courses, with
particular emphasis on strategies to effectively introduce change in mathematics programmes.
Indeed, the lack of appropriate teacher training is one reason explaining the lack of success of
implemented reforms in education (Ball et al. 2001). Teachers with a solid knowledge base in the
subject they teach are better equipped to recognise and to target the most important elements to be
learned (Good 2010).

Limitations and Future Research
As we conclude, it is important to point out certain limitations of our study, as well as the potential
research to follow in this area of education research. One limitation is the transversal cross-sectional
nature of our study, as many variables were explored in terms of the outcomes of one school year. A
longitudinal study would enable us to further examine the stability of the school effect and whether
its impact extends from one year to the next. Furthermore, it would be of interest to investigate
whether past results in primary education are predictors of achievement in secondary education;
in other words, whether eighth grade outcomes determine outcomes at the secondary school level.
A second limitation in this study is that our results were generalised based on only one subject,
namely, mathematics. It would be interesting to investigate whether the effects obtained in the
course of our study are as significant with other subjects such as history, French, or science. Lastly,
to corroborate the results obtained here within a Canadian context, it is proposed that this research
be extended to other Canadian provinces.

Future Research (Principals’ Pedagogical Role)
To focus on student achievement, the school principal must take on the role of pedagogical leader
by supervising their teachers’ practices in order to ultimately improve both teaching and learning.

New Brunswick was the first Canadian province to implement a provincial teacher evaluation
programme in its francophone schools (New Brunswick 1999). That said, success in the introduction
of changes in teaching practices is not a given. This observation brought several of the province’s
school districts to implement peer collaboration structures through professional learning
communities to help ease this transitional process. School leaders are now so overwhelmingly
convinced of the potential for success of this collaborative approach that they have set aside one
half-day every two weeks during regular school hours to enable their teachers to work together on
winning practices to improve student learning.
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This system, combining teacher supervision and professional learning communities, has a
promising future. To bridge the gaps of individual teacher supervision, the professional learning
community provides a collective, peer-based approach that stimulates and improves teaching
practices and strengthens the pedagogical role of the principal (DuFour & Eaker 1998; Hord &
Sommers 2008).

Numerous studies have identified winning practices with regard to teacher supervision (e.g.
Bouchamma 2005; Bouchamma & Basque 2012) and how professional learning communities work
(e.g. DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many 2010). However, little is known about the possible connection
between teacher supervision and the professional learning community. How can teacher
supervision be optimised in light of the collaboration developed within the professional learning
community? How can this combination improve teaching practices and what will its impact be on
student achievement? These questions definitely warrant further investigation.
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Teacher Attitudes toward Change:
A Comparison between High- and
Mediocre-Performing Secondary Schools
in Malaysia
Tai Mei Kin and Omar Abdull Kareem

Abstract: The central aim of this study was to examine and compare the patterns of teacher attitudes toward
change (TATC) in 30 Malaysian High-Performing Secondary Schools (HPSS) and 30 Mediocre-Performing
Secondary Schools (MPSS). A total of 830 respondents completed the survey (with a response rate of 93.56
per cent). Based on three main components of attitudes – cognitive, affective and behavioural – and two
main continuums of attitudes – positive-negative and active-passive – TATC can be divided into four main
categories: embracing, acceptance, indifference and resistance. The findings revealed that a) teachers in HPSS
scored significantly higher than teachers in MPSS in the three domains of TATC (cognitive, affective and
behavioural); b) teachers in HPSS possess behaviourally and cognitively based attitudes, whereas teachers in
MPSS hold cognitively based attitudes; c) most of the teachers in HPSS and MPSS scored in the category of
acceptance, this was followed by embracing and indifference, while none of the teachers scored in the category
of resistance; and d) apart from gender differences, TATC was not reliably related to age, academic qualification
or school seniority. In summary, organisational culture contributed substantially to enhancing positive TATC
in school change. The differences in TATC between schools of different performance levels suggests that
approaches to change implementation may need to be differentiated according to school performance.
Keywords: school effectiveness, change, teacher attitudes toward change, culture.

Introduction

Education is an important catalyst for change in society. It is a driver of economic growth and
is fundamental to societal equity and harmony. Educational reform, therefore, has become a
top priority in many countries. However, although schools continually embark on programmes
concerned with school effectiveness and improvement, most education reforms have not been
completely successful or have fallen short of expectations (Balogun & Hope-Hailey 2004; Ministry
of Education Malaysia 2013). One critical factor that influences the success or failure of any change
is individuals’ resistance to the change, which is closely related to positive or negative attitudes
toward change (Aslan, Beycioglu & Konan 2008; Bouckenooghe 2009; Kotter 1999; Trader-Leigh
2001).
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Indeed, according to Fazio (1989) and Smith and Conrey (2007), understanding attitudes is the
first step to understanding human behaviour. It has been recognised that individual attitude
was a good predictor of change readiness in organisations that have experienced a successful
organisational change (Hayes 2010; Kotter 1999; Lewin 1958; Nilakant & Ramanarayan 2006).
Teachers are the frontline change implementers in schools, and understanding how they react to
change will certainly provide valuable insights into the mechanisms antecedent to the phenomenon
of resistance to school change.

The Malaysian education system is entering an intensive period of change with the implementation
of the Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-2025. In order to have a dynamic and coherent education
system, eleven strategic and operational shifts were suggested for the enhancement of the system
(Ministry of Education Malaysia 2013). Undoubtedly, the envisaged reform is of great complexity
in terms of both breadth and depth. Teacher attitudes toward change are considered to be one
major determinant of their intention to embrace or resist change (Bentea & Anghelachea 2012),
and the teacher is the single most important school-based factor which determines the outcomes
in the change process (Fullan 2001). Therefore, in the name of quality education, it is important to
examine teacher attitudes toward change in the midst of the implementation of the Blueprint.

Literature Review
Concept of Attitude
Attitude is conceived as a learned predisposition to respond to an object in a consistently favourable
or unfavourable way (Fishbein & Ajzen 2010). Generally, it is defined as a tri-dimensional
concept consisting of cognitive, affective and behavioural components (Breckler & Wiggins 1989;
Dunham, Grube, Gardner, Cummings & Pierce 1989; Farley & Stasson 2003; Oreg 2006; Piderit
2000). While affect and behaviour are distinct components of attitude (Brekler, 1984) and serve a
range of purposes, any particular attitude can also be based on one component more than another
(Underwood 2002). An attitude where the affective component is more salient is ‘affectively based’;
an attitude which stems from one’s observation of one’s own behaviour, or where the behavioural
component is more dominant, is ‘behaviourally based’; an attitude that is formed primarily
through facts instead of emotions, or observations of our behaviour, is ‘cognitively based’ (Lavine,
Thomsen, Zanna & Borginda 1998; Millar & Millar 1990).

Attitudes toward Organisational Change and its Antecedents
Vakola and Nikolaou (2006) defined the concept of attitude toward organisational change as certain
regularities of an individual’s feelings, thoughts and predispositions toward change initiated by
the organisation. Typically, in the change management literature, the vast majority of empirical
studies about predicting attitudes toward change have been focused on two themes associated
with contextual variables and individual factors. Contextual variables, such as trust in management
(Gomez & Rosen 2001; Simons 1999), social influence (Gibbons 2004), information (Miller, Johnson
& Grau 1994; Wanberg & Banas 2000), uncertainty (Hallgrimsson 2008), and organisational culture
(Abdul Rashid, Sambasivan & Abdul Rahman 2004; Alas & Vadi 2003; Avidov-Ungar & EshetAlkakay 2011; Cunningham et al. 2002; Lorenzo 1998; Oreg, Vakola & Armenakis 2007; Pool 2000;
Tai & Omar 2014), were found to influence attitudes toward change.
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Among the above factors, organisational culture continues to be the single most significant
predictor of individuals’ attitudes toward change. Organisational culture is unique and complex.
In general, members of an organisation help to shape organisational culture. However, over
time, members in organisations respond to the organisational culture, which in turn impacts
the overall organisational efficiency and effectiveness (Underwood 2002). They assimilate the
mental construct of the culture and alter their behaviours to meet the needs and requirements of
organisational contingencies (Underwood 2002). Gradually, organisational culture – composed of
shared values, beliefs and societal norms – shapes the attitudes of the organisation’s members.
As such, the members of different organisations demonstrate distinct attitudes toward change
due to the fact that organisational cultures differ substantially (Tsai 2011). For example, Tai and
Omar Abdull Kareem (2014), in examining teacher attitudes toward change in Malaysian highperforming secondary schools (HPSS), found that different school cultures shape different levels
and patterns of teacher attitudes toward change.
There is substantial evidence in the change management literature on individual factors that
predict attitudes toward change. Individual factors such as self-esteem (Wanberg & Banas 2000),
risk tolerance (Judge, Thoresen, Pucik & Welbourne 1999), need for achievement (Miller et al.
1994), emotional intelligence (Vakola, Tsaousis & Nikolaou 2004), defence mechanisms (Bovey &
Hede 2001), and locus of control (Chen & Wang 2007; Lau & Woodman 1995) affect individuals’
attitudes toward change. Oreg (2003), in his development of a Resistance to Change Scale to
measure individuals’ dispositional inclination to resist change, identified reluctance to lose control,
reluctance to give up old habits and lack of psychological resilience as important factors that affect
individual evaluation judgement toward any change initiative.

Indeed, more than 20 years ago, Conner (1993) and Schiemann (1995) had pointed out that loss of
control is the primary cause of resistance. Sensation of loss of control refers to individuals feeling
that control over their normal life in an organisation is taken away with changes imposed on them.
This is with respect to the patterns of work, loss of power brought about by the change, and the
fear of ‘difference’ with respect to the present routine (Neiva, Ros & Gracas Torres da Paz 2005).
According to Nadler (1981), people tend to look for a comfortable level of arousal and stimulation,
and try their best to maintain that state. Consequently, those who feel loss of control over their
routine life in the face of change may have a higher likelihood to maintain the status quo and thus
tend to demonstrate unfavourable attitudes toward the proposed change.

Reluctance to give up old habits is another individual factor which has an important impact on
individual resistance to change (Oreg 2003). This may be due to familiar responses not being
compatible with the new situation. Also, resistance to change will be stronger in groups of people
who prefer to work within their comfort zone (Hayes 2010; Kotter 1999; Lewin 1958; Nilakant &
Ramanarayan 2006; Oreg 2003). According to Tai (2013), if teachers do not possess the required
competencies, the likelihood is relatively high that they will cling to the old and familiar ways
and pose resistance to the change. In fact, it has been confirmed that teachers’ abilities and skills
as a professional are the critical success or failure factor of radical change in the education system
(Cunningham 2006; Halverson & Smith 2009; Selwyn 2010).
Change is a stressor (Armenakis & Bedeian 1999; Hayes 2010; Kotter 1999) due to its ambiguous
nature and the fact that a new task requires learning and adjustment. Less resilient individuals
are more reluctant to involve or initiate change (Oreg 2003). Since change involves moving from
the known towards the unknown (Bovey & Hede 2001; Coghlan 1993; Lewin 1958), individuals
experience uncertainty about the new processes and the unclear demands from the change,
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probably having difficulties with and fears of how to cope with the new challenges (Hayes 2010;
Kotter 1999; Lewin 1958; Nilakant & Ramanarayan 2006). This is particularly true with less resilient
individuals who always find themselves in a constant uncertain state, and are therefore more likely
to possess negative attitudes toward organisational change (Oreg 2003).

While examining individual factors that predict individuals’ responses to organisational change,
Lau and Woodman (1995) formed a different view from Oreg (2003). They claim that the trait of
dogmatism is an important determinant of how individuals react to change. Generally, people with
a high degree of cognitive rigidity tend to be rigid, closed-minded and unable to tolerate a new
situation. This argument concurs with the study findings of Fox (1999) that people with a high
degree of cognitive rigidity are probably more reluctant and are unable to endure the adjustment
period. Thus the likelihood that they will resist the proposed change is relatively high.

Teacher Attitudes toward Change
According to Tai (2013), teacher attitude toward change (TATC) is the internal state that influences
a teacher’s choices of personal action, or a response tendency towards the change. It refers to a
teacher’s overall positive or negative evaluative judgment of a change initiative implemented by
his or her school. In general, teacher attitudes toward change consist of the teacher’s cognitions
about change, affective responses to change, and behavioural tendencies toward change. Cognitive
responses to change are the teachers’ beliefs about the need for change, the importance of the
change and the favourability of outcomes (i.e. the extent to which the change will be personally and
organizationally beneficial and the knowledge required to manage change). Affective responses to
change refer to teachers’ feelings about the change – feeling satisfied or anxious about change; it
is the tendency of teachers to enjoy changes in schools. Behavioural reaction to change examines
the extent to which teachers would take action to support or initiate change. In other words,
behavioural responses to change refer to the actions for or against change.
On the other hand, TATC could be explained based on two main continuums: positive-negative
and active-passive (Tai 2013). This is based on the fact that if a stimulus evokes primarily favourable
responses, a positive and active attitude is fostered. However, if the stimulus evokes primarily
unfavourable responses, a negative and passive attitude is nurtured (Underwood 2002). In other
words, individuals’ attitudes may vary from positive to negative and from active to passive toward
an attitude object. Based on the above-mentioned three main components of attitudes – Cognitive,
Affective and Behavioural – and two main continuums of attitudes – positive-negative and activepassive – TATC can be divided into four main categories, namely, Embracing, Acceptance, Indifference
and Resistance (Tai 2013). The characteristics of each category are presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Indicators for four categories of TATC
ACCEPTANCE

● Believes that a change is necessary
(C)
● Believes that the change
implemented is appropriate for the
organisation (C)
Positive

● Believes that only change will
increase organisational effectiveness
(C)

● Feels ease with the change (A)

● Believes that only the way the
change is implemented will bring
benefits to the organisation (C)

● Does only what is required in the
change (B)

● Passionate and proud about the
change (A)

● Concerned and valued the change
(A)

● Enthusiastic and excited about the
change (A)

● Does not matter whether others are
interested in the change (B)

● Engaged and take responsibility in
the change (B)

RESISTANCE

INDIFFERENCE

● Believes that a change is not
necessary at all (C)

● Believes that the change
implemented is not appropriate for
the organisation (C)
Negative

EMBRACING

● Feels irritated and in a state of
denial about the change (A)

● Shows anger and hostility toward
the attributes of the change (A)

● Refuse to participate in any form of
change activity (B)
● Recruiting others for common
support to oppose or sabotage the
plan for change (B)

● Inspired others to engage in the
change (B)
● Believes that whether change
or not change the situation in the
organisation will be the same (C)

● Believes that no matter how the
change is implemented, it does not
affect the situation in the organisation
(C)
● No marked feeling about the
change (A)

● Keep aloof from the change (A)
● Keen in showing that oneself is
neutral in the change (B)

● Encourages others to be neutral in
the change (B)

Passive

Active

Teacher Attitudes toward Change and Demographic Factors
There are studies that have attempted to examine demographic factors and their impact on TATC.
For example, some studies reveal that male teachers have more positive attitudes toward change
(the usage of information technology) than female teachers (Deniz 2005; North & Noyes 2002;
Ertmer, Addison, Lane, Ross & Woods 1999), or vice versa (Vakola & Nikolaou 2006). However,
other studies suggest that teacher attitudes do not contribute to any significant gender disparity
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(Koszalka 2001; Samira 2011; Wong & Atan 2007; Yildirim 2000). In other words, as argued by
Shapkaa and Ferrarib (2003), the literature to date demonstrates that there are no uniform results of
attitudes toward change on the basis of gender.

In terms of age, many studies demonstrate that attitudes are not reliably related to age (Handler
1993; Vakola & Nikolaou 2006; Woodrow 1992). In contrast, some researchers suggest instead
that teachers’ age has a great impact on their attitudes (Blankenship 1998; Deniz 2005; Jennings &
Onwuegbuzie 2001). For instance, the study conducted by Deniz (2005) revealed that there was a
close relationship between age and teacher attitudes, with the age of 36 representing a ‘breaking
point’ for the positive attitudes of primary school teachers.
For the variable of academic qualification, the study conducted by Jebreen A. Mohammad, Jamal
N. Al-Karaki and Abdallah Abu-Naba’h (2008) showed that there were no significant differences
between educational levels and attitudes toward organisational change (the use of IT applications).
However, research conducted by Vakola and Nikolaou (2006) indicated that education has a positive
impact on attitudes toward change, with staff with higher education qualifications demonstrating
better attitudes toward new challenges at work in comparison with those with a lower education.
In terms of school seniority, Avidor-Ungar and Magen-Nagar (2014) conducted a study on TATC
in assimilating a computerised system for managing learning and teaching in school and revealed
that school seniority predicted resistance to change directly. The implication of these findings is
that either the relationship between demographic factors and TATC has not been given thorough
attention, or there are no consistent results in the literature on change.
Arising from the foregoing review, this study explored the patterns of TATC in high-performing
secondary schools (HPSS) and mediocre-performing secondary schools (MPSS) in Malaysia and
hypothesised:
•
•
•

teachers in HPSS score higher than teachers in MPSS in all the three domains of TATC
(Cognitive, Affective and Behavioural)

teachers in HPSS hold different types of TATC (Cognitively based, Affectively based and
Behaviourally based) compared with teachers in MPSS

teachers in HPSS score differently compared with teachers in MPSS in the four categories of
TATC (Embracing, Acceptance, Indifference, Resistance).

Additionally, the study examined differences in TATC related to gender, age, academic qualification
and school seniority.

Methodology
Sample
For comparison purposes, data were collected from two main types of secondary schools in
Malaysia: HPSS and MPSS. In 2010, the School Improvement Program was implemented in
Malaysia in order to help raise the performance of schools nationwide. For the above purpose, all
public schools in Malaysia have been ranked into seven performance bands. The ranking was done
based specifically on school academic performance. HPSS are those schools in bands one and two,
whereas MPSS are those schools in bands three, four and five, with a composite score of 80 per cent
and 50 per cent as a threshold, respectively (Ministry of Education Malaysia 2010).
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To perform the test adequately, West Malaysia was divided into four research zones: the Eastern
Zone (Kelantan, Terengganu and Pahang), the Southern Zone (Negeri Sembilan, Melaka and
Johor), the Western Zone (Perak, Selangor, Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and Putrajaya) and
the Northern Zone (Perlis, Kedah and Penang). Terengganu, Johor, Selangor and Penang were
randomly selected from the above four zones for the survey. Sabah was chosen from the two East
Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak. In short, five states in Malaysia were involved in the
survey (Table 1).
For each state, six HPSS and MPSS were involved in the test. Thirty HPSS and 30 MPSS were
chosen randomly for the test, giving a total of sixty schools (30 x 2) in the survey. In each school, 15
teachers were selected as respondents at random. Altogether there were 450 teachers (60 x 15) in
HPSS and MPSS involved in the survey (Table 1). Out of 900 sets of questionnaires sent out via post,
842 sets were returned. The response rate was a very satisfactory 93.56 per cent. Twelve sets of the
questionnaires were excluded from further analysis as they had at least 25 per cent technical errors
and/or illegible responses. A total of 830 sets of questionnaires were accepted for the final analysis;
these included 433 for teachers from HPSS and 397 for teachers from MPSS (Table 1).
Table 1: Total number of schools and teachers engaged in the survey and the usable data for
each state
HPSS
States

Schools

Teachers

6
6
6
6
6
30

90
90
90
90
90
450

Terengganu
Johor
Selangor
Penang
Sabah
Total

Teachers
with
usable data
83
88
89
87
86
433

MPSS
Schools

Teachers

6
6
6
6
6
30

90
90
90
90
90
450

Teachers
with
usable data
79
81
83
83
71

397

Survey Instrument
TATC is measured using the Teacher Attitudes toward Change Scale (TATCS) (Tai 2013). The
TATCS was constructed by adapting the Attitudes toward Change Scale (ATCS) developed by
Dunham et al. (1989) and was tested in the Malaysian education context. It consists of three main
dimensions: (a) Cognitive; (b) Affective; and (c) Behavioural responses to change. Each of the above
dimensions comprises three items with factor loadings ranging from .64 to .83. The composite
reliability index for each dimension of TATCS is .67, .65, and .62, respectively. Besides, the TATCS
also holds discriminant validity since the average variance extracted of the factors is greater than
.5 (Kline 2005). The instrument was a six-point Likert-type scale. Respondents were asked to rank
their responses from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’.

According to Gardner (1995), if the score of an attitude instrument is to be meaningful, it should be
able to reflect the position of the respondent on some well-defined continuum. For this purpose, as
illustrated in Figure 1, the TATCS was presented in these four quadrants as Embracing, Acceptance,
Indifference, and Resistance. These were constructed based on two main continuums of TATC –
positive-negative (vertical) and active-passive (horizontal) – with two main indicators for each of
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the three components of TATC (Cognitive, Affective and Behavioural). As the TATCS in the present
study is a six-point Likert-type scale, with the scores ranging from 1 to 6, those respondents who
score between 1.00 and 2.24 will fall in the quadrant of Resistance, those with scores between 2.25
and 3.49 in the quadrant of Indifference, those with scores between 3.50 and 4.74 in the quadrant
of Acceptance, and those with scores between 4.75 and 6.00 in the quadrant of Embracing. This
measurement was used to capture the respondent’s position on the two above-defined TATC
continuum so as to explain TATC explicitly.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted in this study. The data were analysed to obtain scores,
means, standard deviations and percentages. In addition to this, based on a significance level of 0.5,
t-test and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were employed to test the significance of the
differences between variables.

Findings
Demographic Characteristics
Of the sample, 34.26 per cent (N=284) were male and 65.74 per cent (N=546) were female (Table 2).
The majority of the respondents were aged between 41 to 50 years (N=331, 39.90 per cent), followed
by the groups aged 31 to 40 years (N=245, 29.50 per cent) and 21 to 30 years (N=135, 16.24 per
cent). The group aged 51 to 60 years (N=119, 14.36 per cent) was the smallest group. In terms of
academic qualification, a total of 87.47 per cent (N=726) had a Bachelor’s degree, 10 per cent (N=83)
a Master’s degree and 2.53 per cent (N=21) a certificate or diploma. Regarding school seniority,
22.48 per cent (N=187) had been attached to the present school for between 1 and 5 years, 21.19 per
cent (N=176) for more than 20 years, 20.10 per cent (N=167) for 11 to 15 years, 19.20 per cent (N=159)
for 6 to 10 years, and 17.03 per cent (N=141) for 16 to 20 years.
Table 2: Demographic characteristics of respondents
Demographic
Gender
Age

Academic qualification

School seniority

Category
Male
Female
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
Certificate/Diploma
First degree
Master
1-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
>20

Frequency
284
546
135
245
331
119
21
726
83
187
159
167
141
176

%
34.26
65.74
16.24
29.50
39.90
14.36
2.53
87.47
10.00
22.48
19.20
20.10
17.03
21.19
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Teacher Attitudes Toward Change in HPSS and MPSS
The mean score of TATC for teachers in HPSS was 4.55 (SD=0.67), whereas for teachers in MPSS it
was 4.03 (SD=0.55), with this difference being significant (t [828] =12.33, p<.05).

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change Across Domains
A close examination by domain, as shown in Table 3, reveals that teachers in HPSS achieved higher
TATC than those in MPSS in the domains of Cognitive (4.65>4.45), Affective (4.35>3.92) as well as
Behavioural (4.66>3.72). The differences were significant, as the p-values of the t-tests were less than
.05 (Table 4).
Table 3: Mean score and standard deviation of the level of TATC in HPSS and MPSS
Domains
Cognitive
Affective
Behavioural

M
4.65
4.35
4.66

HPSS

SD
.76
1.10
.77

M
4.45
3.92
3.72

MPSS

SD
.87
.67
.61

Table 4: Independent sample t-Test for differences among domains of TATC between HPSS and
MPSS
Domains
Cognitive
Affective
Behavioural

Variance
Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed
Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed
Equal variances assumed
Equal variances not assumed

F

Sig.

t

df

9.865

.002

99.336

.000

28.388

.000

3.576
3.555
6.828
6.964
19.195
19.393

828
788.037
828
725.141
828
809.352

Sig.
(2-tailed)
.000
.000
.000
.000
.000
.000

Teachers at HPSS achieved the highest mean of 4.66 (SD=.77) in Behavioural, followed by Cognitive
(M=4.65, SD=.76) and Affective (M=4.35, SD=1.10) (Table 3). Meanwhile, teachers at MPSS
achieved the highest mean in Cognitive (M=4.45, SD=.87), followed by Affective (M=3.92, SD=.67)
and Behavioural (M=3.72, SD=.61). This implies that teachers at HPSS possess behaviourally and
cognitively based attitudes, as the mean scores of Behavioural (M=4.66) and Cognitive (M=4.65) were
very close, whereas teachers at MPSS hold cognitively based attitudes.

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change Across Quadrants
As shown in Table 5, most of the teachers (63.74 per cent) were located in the quadrant of Acceptance,
which consisted of 54.73 per cent (n=237) of the teachers in HPSS and 73.55 per cent (n=292) of
the teachers in MPSS. A difference of 18.82 per cent was observed between HPSS and MPSS in
this quadrant. Only 25.78 per cent of the total teachers were located in the quadrant of Embracing,
consisting of 40.88 per cent (n=177) of the teachers in HPSS and 9.32 per cent (n=37) of the teachers
in MPSS. A difference of 31.56 per cent was obtained between the two. A total of 10.48 per cent of
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the teachers were located in the quadrant of Indifference, 4.39 per cent (n=19) of the teachers in HPSS
and 17.13 per cent (n=68) of the teachers in MPSS, with a difference of 12.70 per cent between the
two. None of the respondents was located in the quadrant of Resistance for either HPSS or MPSS.
Table 5: Frequency distribution of TATC in HPSS and MPSS and the differences
HPSS
Raw scores

1.00-2.24
2.25-3.49
3.50-4.74
4.75-6.00

Quadrants
of TATC
Resistance
Indifference
Acceptance
Embracing

%

MPSS
n

0.00
4.39
54.73
40.88

0
19
237
177

%
0.00
17.13
73.55
9.32

Differences
between
HPSS &
MPSS

Total
n

0
68
292
37

%
0.00
10.48
63.74
25.78

n
0
87
529
214

%
0.00
12.70
18.82

31.56

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change and Gender
As shown in Table 6, the mean score of TATC for male teachers in HPSS was 4.70 (SD=.69) and
for female teachers it was 4.49 (SD=.65). A difference of .21 was observed, and the difference was
significant. This was affirmed by the result of the t-test, t (431) = 3.032, p<.05. Moving on to MPSS,
male teachers (M=4.13, SD=.56) scored higher than female teachers (M=3.99, SD=.54) in TATC,
with a difference of .13. Again, this difference was significant (t [395] = 2.287, p<.05).
Table 6: t-Test for differences in TATC between male and female teachers in HPSS and MPSS

HPSS
MPSS

N
127
110

Male
M
4.70
4.13

SD
.69
.56

N
306
287

Female
M
4.49
3.99

SD
.65
.54

t
3.032
2.287

p
.003
.023

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change and Age
As shown in Table 7, the mean score of TATC among teachers in HPSS of different ages ranged
from 4.44 to 4.61. Teachers aged 21 to 30, 41 to 50, 31 to 40 and 51 to 60 had means of 4.44 (SD=.62),
4.56 (SD=.70), 4.59 (SD=.60), and 4.61 (SD=.73), respectively. Although there were differences in
means between groups of teachers of HPSS, the differences were insignificant, F(3, 429)=1.104,
p>.05, MS=.488 (Table 8).

The mean score of TATC among teachers in MPSS of different ages ranged from 3.95 to 4.15 (Table
7). Teachers aged 21 to 30, 31 to 40, 41 to 50, and 51 to 60 had means of 3.95 (SD=.54), 4.05 (SD=.58),
4.05 (SD=.55), and 4.15 (SD=.46), respectively. Similarly, although there were differences of mean
between groups of teachers in MPSS, the differences were insignificant. This was affirmed by the
result shown in Table 8, F(3, 393)=1.450, p>.05, MS=.433. This indicated that there was no significant
relationship between teachers’ ages and TATC in HPSS and MPSS.

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Table 7: Means and standard deviations of TATC among teachers of HPSS and MPSS by age
HPSS
M
4.44
4.59
4.56
4.61
4.55

N
84
120
166
63
433

Age
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
Total

SD
.62
.60
.70
.73
.67

MPSS
M
3.95
4.05
4.05
4.15
4.03

N
111
152
106
28
397

SD
.54
.58
.52
.46
.55

Table 8: One-way ANOVA of TATC among teachers of different ages in HPSS and MPSS
Source of variation

HPSS

MPSS

Between groups
Within groups
Total
Between groups
Within groups
Total

Sum of
squares
1.465
189.694

191.159
1.298
117.236
118.534

df
3
429

432
3
393
396

Mean
square
.488

.442

.433
.298

F

Sig.

1.104

.347

1.450

.228

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change and Academic Qualification
In Table 9, the mean score of TATC in HPSS based on academic qualification ranged from 4.46
to 4.56. Bachelor’s degree teachers achieved the highest mean score of 4.56 (SD=.67), whereas
certificate or diploma teachers achieved the lowest mean score of 4.46 (SD=.64). Master’s degree
teachers had a mean of 4.48 (SD=.64). Although there were differences in the mean scores among
teachers in HPSS based on academic qualification, the differences were small and not significant,
F(3, 429) =.347, p>.05, MS=.488 (Table 10). This implied that there was no significant relationship
between academic qualification and TATC in HPSS.

Table 9: Means and standard deviations of TATC of teachers in HPSS and MPSS by academic
qualification

Qualification
Certificate/Diploma
First degree
Master degree
Total

N
12
384
37
433

HPSS
M
4.46
4.56
4.48
4.55

SD
.64
.67
.64
.67

N
9
342
46
397

MPSS
M
3.78
4.03
4.04
4.03

SD
.30
.56
.47
.55
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Table 10: One-way ANOVA of TATC of teachers in HPSS and MPSS by academic qualification
Source of variation

HPSS

MPSS

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
squares
1.465
189.694

191.159
.585
117.949
118.534

Mean
square
.488

df
3
429

.442

432
2
394
396

.292
.299

F

Sig.

1.104

.347

.977

.377

The mean score of TATC of teachers in MPSS in terms of academic qualification ranged from 3.78 to
4.04 (Table 9). Master’s degree teachers achieved the highest mean score of 4.04 (SD=.47), followed
by bachelor’s degree teachers (M=4.03, SD=.56) and certificate or diploma teachers (M=3.78,
(SD=.30). Again, although differences were observed in the mean scores, the differences were small
and insignificant. The result of F-test in Table 10, F(2, 394)=.377, p>.05, MS=.292 indicated that there
was no significant relationship between academic qualification and TATC of teachers in MPSS.

Teacher Attitudes Toward Change and School Seniority
As shown in Table 11, teachers of HPSS in the school seniority groupings of 11 to 15 years, 6 to 10
years, 16 to 20 years, more than 20 years, and 1 to 5 years had means of 4.64 (SD=.61), 4.59 (SD=.67),
4.56 (SD=.76), 4.52 (SD=.72), and 4.50 (SD=.56) respectively. Obviously there were differences in
the mean score among teachers’ school seniority, but the differences were not significant, F(4, 428)
=.627, p>.05, MS=.289 (Table 12).

Moving on to MPSS, teachers in the school seniority groups of more than 20 years, 16 to 20 years, 1
to 5 years, 11 to 15 years and 6 to 10 years had means of 4.09 (SD=.50), 4.07 (SD=.54), 4.05 (SD=.51),
4.01 (SD=.55), and 3.98 (SD=.60) (Table 11) respectively. Again, although were differences in the
mean score among teachers’ school seniority of MPSS, the differences were not significant, F(4, 392)
=.748, p>.05, MS=.145 (Table 12). It is observed here that TATC was not reliably related to teachers’
school seniority across HPSS and MPSS.
Table 11: Means and standard deviations of TATC of teachers in HPSS and MPSS by school
seniority
Years
1-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
>20
Total

N
99
79
76

81
98

433

HPSS
M
4.50
4.59
4.64
4.56
4.52
4.55

SD
.56
.67
.61
.76
.72
.67

N
113
103
85
55
41

397

MPSS
M
4.05
3.98
4.01
4.07
4.09
4.03

SD

.51
.60
.55
.54
.50
.55
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Table 12: One-way ANOVA of TATC of teachers in HPSS and MPSS by school seniority
Source of variation

HPSS

MPSS

Between Groups
Within Groups
Total
Between Groups
Within Groups
Total

Sum of
squares
1.154
190.004

191.159
.582
117.952
118.534

df
4
428

432
4
392
396

Mean
square
.289

.444

.145
.301

F

Sig.

.650

.627

.483

.748

In summary, the findings revealed that a) teachers in HPSS scored significantly higher than teachers
in MPSS in all the three domains of TATC (i.e. Cognitive, Affective and Behavioural); b) teachers in
HPSS possess behaviourally and cognitively based attitudes, whereas teachers in MPSS hold just
cognitively based attitudes; c) most of the teachers in HPSS and MPSS are located in the quadrant
of Acceptance, followed by the quadrants of Embracing, Indifference, with none of the respondents
at either HPSS or MPSS located in the quadrant of Resistance; d) TATC was not reliably related to
age, academic qualification and school seniority across HPSS and MPSS, but it does appear to be
related to gender.

Discussion

The study has revealed important differences in TATC between teachers in HPSS and MPSS.
Teachers in HPSS scored significantly higher than teachers in MPSS in all the three domains of
TATC. From an organisational perspective, the finding is in line with the literature noted earlier
in that organisational culture is one of the important factors which has significant impact on
individuals’ attitudes toward change. Specifically, the finding is congruent with Tai and Omar
Abdull Kareem (2014), who reached the conclusion that organisational culture is closely related
to TATC. In their study, teachers at day secondary schools, fully residential secondary schools and
religious secondary schools demonstrated different levels and patterns of TATC.

As mentioned above, although HPSS and MPSS are secondary schools in Malaysia, there is a
substantial gap between these two types of schools in terms of academic performance, and so there
are different improvement needs. Hoy and Tarter (1997) pointed out that non-effective schools are
normally deterred in their mission and goals by parental and public demand, whereas effective
schools promote high academic standards, appropriate leadership and collegiality which are
more conducive to student success and achievement (Hoy, Tarter & Bliss 1990). Macneil, Prater
and Busch (2009) argued that a school with a strong school culture had better motivated teachers.
Following this train of thought, teacher attitudes which are most likely to produce favourable
change outcomes vary considerably as a result of the cultural forces in the schools in which the
teachers function (DeGrosky 2009). Thus, it was not a surprise that there was a difference in TATC
between the teachers in HPSS and MPSS.
Despite the situational antecedent as discussed above, the level of TATC in MPSS from an individual
difference perspective was also not as high as in HPSS. According to Oreg (2003), the level of
reluctance to lose control, reluctance to give up old habits and lack of psychological resilience are
critical factors that influence individual evaluation judgement toward any proposed change. In
terms of reluctance to lose control, teachers in MPSS may feel that control over their instructional
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life in the school is taken away from them, especially when top-down changes are implemented.
It has long been recognised that if the teachers find that they do not have a meaningful share in
decision-making and implementation, they are not likely to be favourable in their attitudes toward
change (Banning 1954). Additionally, Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) emphasised that when change
is used as a tool for superiors to monitor or to evaluate teachers, the likelihood that the teachers will
demonstrate negative attitudes toward the change is relatively high.

Teachers in MPSS may also tend to be more reluctant to give up old habits in the face of change in
comparison with teachers in HPSS. Oreg (2003) believes that if an individual’s familiar responses
are not compatible with the proposed change, the likelihood to participate in the change is relatively
low. Tai (2013) pointed out that this may be due to teachers not being equipped with the right set of
competencies to implement the change. If teachers believe that they have the necessary skills and
ability to cope with and make the change succeed, they are more likely to buy into the change and
attempt to make it work. Hence, the tendency to slip back into the old ways of working and to hold
negative attitudes toward change is relatively low. This argument complements other studies that
found that teacher’s abilities and skills are important predictors of classroom practice in the face of
change (e.g. Cunningham 2006; Halverson & Smith, 2010; Selwyn 2010). The result can therefore
be viewed as an indicator that teachers in MPSS need to be exposed to more relevant professional
development programmes in order to equip themselves with the knowledge and skills to perform
the new task efficiently.
Oreg (2003) also observed that individuals who are low in psychological resilience also tend to
demonstrate negative attitudes toward change. As implied in this comparison study between
HPSS and MPSS, teachers from MPSS are likely to be less resilient than those from HPSS, and thus
more reluctant to involve or initiate the change. Less resilient teachers do not have confidence in
their ability to face challenges and implement a complex organisational change collectively (Tai
2013). This lack of confidence may be due to the lack of exposure to professional development
programmes that are specifically targeted to the teachers’ needs and their mastery levels (Joyce &
Calhoun 2010). Supportive relationships within an organisation also create trust and help develop
confidence in the individuals’ ability to handle change (Armenakis, Bernerth, Pitts & Walker
2007; Seijts & Roberts 2011). Research reveals that change resistance will be relatively low when
a supportive culture is present (Bardoel & Sohal 1999; Burnes & James 1995; Sarros, Cooper &
Santora 2011).

The findings showed that teachers in HPSS possess behaviourally and cognitively based attitudes,
whereas teachers of MPSS hold cognitively based attitudes only. These findings indicate that
cognitive factors play a substantial role in attitude formation of teachers in HPSS and MPSS. This
complements the study conducted by Tai and Omar Abdull Kareem (2014), who found that teachers
achieved the highest mean in the Cognitive domain of TATC. Early in a change process, teachers in
HPSS and MPSS will be exposed to the information on school change, and they then form beliefs
about the change. Issues such as whether the change is needed, whether the school itself is capable
of implementing the change in such a way that important objectives are met, and how the school
leader supports this particular change will be the main concern of the teachers (Tai, Omar Abdull
Kareem, Mohamad Sahari Nordin & Khuan 2015).
Interestingly, besides cognitively based attitudes, behaviourally based attitudes also manifest
themselves saliently in the response of the teachers in HPSS toward change. As behaviourally
based attitudes can arise from observation of behaviour (Lavine et al. 1998; Millar & Millar 1990),
the above situation may be linked closely to the organisational culture in which the teachers
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are situated. In comparison with MPSS, HPSS are highly results-oriented and the parents and
stakeholders have high expectations that the teachers will produce excellent students. Under such
organisational force, teachers in HPSS tend to respond to the culture and alter their behaviours to
meet the needs. They behave according to what is expected of them in that setting (Underwood
2002). For example, they will take initiatives to give support when exposed to any proposed school
change, because taking action to support or initiate change has become a norm in the organisation.
Over time and unconsciously, these types of responses dominate their actions and become part
of their attitude system (Underwood 2002). Hence, it was not a complete surprise that teachers in
HPSS possess a behaviourally based attitude as well.
Although there were distinct differences between teachers in HPSS and MPSS in terms of TATC,
a third finding was the striking similarity whereby most of the teachers in HPSS and MPSS were
located in the quadrant of Acceptance for TATC. Teachers in this quadrant are those who believe
that a change is necessary and the implemented change is appropriate for their schools. In terms of
affect, they feel at ease with the change and are concerned about and valued the change. However,
behaviourally, they only do what is required for the change, with no particular regard for whether
others are interested in the change (Tai 2013). It is argued that organisational change can only be
implemented successfully if the organisation’s members have strong positive intentions to support
the change and work together toward the change goal (Hayes 2010; Kotter 1999; Nilakant &
Ramanarayan 2006). Since most of the teachers in HPSS and MPSS were located in the quadrant of
Acceptance and the envisaged reform in the Malaysian education system is complex, implementing
school reform successfully as set out in the Blueprint is certainly a great challenge for the Ministry
of Education.
A fourth finding was that only 25.78 per cent of the total number of teachers were located in the
quadrant of Embracing. Teachers in this quadrant are those who strongly believe that change will
increase school effectiveness and bring benefits to the school. They are enthusiastic, passionate and
proud about the proposed change. Additionally, they are not only engaged and take responsibility
in the change, but also inspired and pull others in to engage in the change (Tai 2013). In short,
they display palpable energy, excitement and hope for school reforms. If the number of teachers
located in the quadrant of Embracing is high, the probability to turn change goals into reality will
be relatively high. However, this is not the case now. With only one quarter of the total number of
teachers in this quadrant, real and sustained school reforms are difficult to achieve.

The teachers located in the quadrant of Embracing consisted of 40.88 per cent of the teachers in
HPSS and 9.32 per cent of the teachers in MPSS, with an observed difference of 31.56 per cent. It is
important to note that school reform requires the participation and engagement of teachers at all
levels (Leithwood & Jantzi 1990). As the proportion of teachers in MPSS in the quadrant of Embracing
was relatively low, the likelihood of achieving the ambitious aspirations set out in the Blueprint is
not promising. Since teachers are the largest resource for promoting school effectiveness (Buckner
& McDowelle 2000), mobilising the energy and capacities of teachers is of paramount important in
the face of change. The findings seem to suggest that concerted efforts should be taken in the near
future to improve TATC in MPSS.
Following this, the fifth finding was that 17.13 per cent of the teachers in MPSS and 4.39 per cent
of the teachers in HPSS were located in the quadrant of Indifference. A difference of 12.70 per cent
was observed between the two. Teachers who are in the quadrant of Indifference of TATC are those
who believe that no matter how the change is implemented, it does not impact the effectiveness of
the school. This type of teachers has essentially no marked feeling about the change and will keep
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aloof from the change. They tend to show that they are neutral towards the change and encourage
others to be neutral (Tai 2013). Obviously, this creates obstacles in the change process as they cannot
promote a nurturing learning and teaching environment that impacts learning outcomes. Hence,
special attempts should be made to identify the root cause of the situation, especially in MPSS as
almost one fifth of the teachers in these schools were located in this quadrant.
On the other hand, the sixth finding showed that none of the respondents in HPSS and MPSS was
located in the quadrant of Resistance. Teachers who are in the quadrant of Resistance are those who
believe change is unnecessary and not appropriate at all for the school. Often they feel irritated and
in a state of denial about the school change. They show anger and hostility toward the attributes of
the change and refuse to participate in any form of change activity. They might even recruit others
for common support to oppose or sabotage the plan for change (Tai 2013).

One possible reason why none of the respondents was in the quadrant of Resistance was that as civil
servants, teachers have to implement change initiated through the top-down approach regardless
of whether the change is valuable to them or they enjoy the expected benefits of adopting the
change. Indeed, teachers in Malaysia are only seen as implementers of the reform; most of them
had experienced decision deprivation in school reform initiatives. This was noted by one of the
Malaysian respondents, an elite informant, who was involved in a survey conducted by Philip
Hallinger in 2011 on ‘Making Education Reform Happen: Is there an “Asian Way”’:
The typical educational reform movements in Malaysia have almost exclusively been
initiated by the Minister of Education and [then pass on] down through the ranks.
Teachers in school are seen as implementers of the reform without any contributions
upward to shape or decide on reform initiatives. (Halliger 2011: 405)

Although school teachers are the frontline implementers in the change process, and are closest to
the students and thus more aware of their needs in the teaching and learning process (Tai 2013),
they do not have much autonomy in determining the strategies or reform initiatives to best lead
change in schools. School decision-making has been the domain of top management, with teachers
often placed at the end of the education assembly line (Tai 2001). Hence, it is not surprising that
teachers accept and follow instructions instead of opposing the implemented change.
In terms of demographic-based attitudinal factors, TATC was found to be reliably related to gender
– male teachers in HPSS and MPSS scored higher than female teachers. The finding is congruent
with Deniz (2005), North and Noyes (2002) and Ertmer et al. (1999), who concluded that male
teachers have more a positive attitude toward change than female teachers. However, the findings
of Koszalka (2001), Samira (2011), Wong and Atan (2007) and Yildirim (2010) suggest that teacher
attitudes do not contribute to any significant gender disparity.
There are two possible explanations for the above conflicting findings. From a psycho-social
theoretical perspective, our society has distinct expectations for male and female behaviour (Eagly
1983). Traditional general roles help to sustain gender stereotypes. For instance, males have a high
tendency to be adventurous, independent and task-oriented, whereas females lean towards being
timid, dependent, emotional and people-oriented (Carli 2002). With these gender tendencies on the
one hand, and the close relationship between organisational change, organisational strategy and
risk-taking (Burnes 2004) on the other, handling change tends to be viewed as a masculine rather
than a feminine behaviour. As gender identity is shaped through the gender socialisation process
and stereotype behaviour, it is not surprising that male teachers scored higher than female teachers
in TATC across HPSS and MPSS.
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Another potential reason is the different degree of cognitive rigidity possessed by male and female
teachers in HPSS and MPSS. Lau and Woodman (1995) and Fox (1999) said that people with a high
degree of cognitive rigidity are normally rigid and find it difficult to adjust into new situations;
thus they are more reluctant to be involved in change. As a result, they tend to demonstrate
unfavourable attitudes toward the change or resist the proposed change. It could be argued, then,
that male teachers scored higher than female teachers in TATC because of their lower cognitive
rigidity. More inquiries into this realm of knowledge are required, as according to the Ministry of
Education Malaysia, 68 per cent of the teachers in Malaysia are female.

In terms of other demographic factors, the study showed that TATC was not reliably related to age.
The result concurs with the finding of previous studies by Vakola and Nikolaou (2006), Woodrow
(1992) and Handler (1993) that age was not the determinant factors of attitudes. TATC was also not
reliably related to academic qualification. This finding also concurred with the findings of the study
conducted by Jebreen A. Mohammad et al. (2008), which showed that there were no significant
differences between attitudes towards organisational change based on educational levels. Lastly,
the study also revealed that TATC was not reliably related to school seniority. This contradicts the
finding of the study by Avidor-Ungar and Magen-Nagar (2014) on TATC, which suggested that
school seniority was a direct predictor of resistance to change.

Limitations of the Study

A few limitations to the current study should be noted. First, although self-reported questionnaires
are often used to assess individual attitudes toward change, they have some drawbacks. The
widely held view is that self-reported measures are likely to reflect perceived instead of actual
performance levels, as self-ratings are affected by egocentric biases (Harris & Schaubrocek 1988).
To gain a balanced and comprehensive view, it would be beneficial to involve the change agents
themselves (i.e. the school principals) and also another third party (the senior assistants) in future
studies. Second, instead of just employing a survey study, longitudinal research is needed to
better identify TATC. Approaching TATC through a survey study alone provides insufficient
clues for how teachers perceive, react and adapt to change. Third, the assumptions made in the
current study pertaining to the relationship between TATC and the contextual variables (such as
organisational culture) or individual factors (such as resilience) need to be examined further if these
are the potential factors that predict TATC.

Conclusion

Overall, teachers in HPSS possess more positive TATC then teachers in MPSS. Organisational
culture contributes substantially to the above phenomenon and has the potential to enhance
attitudes toward desired behaviours. These organisations have intensely held core values that are
widely shared within the organisation. Importantly, school principals are responsible for setting the
tone of the school culture, and their impact on TATC is mediated through this same culture. Thus,
school change is handled more easily if a transformation of the school culture precedes it. When the
complex beliefs, values, attitudes and behaviours of the teachers in the school are in congruence,
the culture will ensure that the school change is carried out. In line with this view, school principals
should create ways and nurture conditions to promote and enhance positive organisational culture
in order to generate a positive TATC, thereby turning change goals into reality.

The general patterns of the results in the current study seem to imply that there is a dire need
for improvement in TATC, especially in MPSS. Improvement of quality of teacher attitudes is a
necessary condition for high-quality school education. The results are a wake-up call for the
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Ministry of Education to look into this predicament. Special attention should be given to identifying
the root cause of the predicament. This can be done through first devising a framework and an
overall strategy, followed by a directional implementation plan to improve TATC in MPSS. The
Ministry of Education has plans to allocate a huge budget to implementing the envisaged reform
set out in the Blueprint. But a budget needs to be allocated to communicating the reform, setting
up structures or platforms for teachers’ involvement in decision-making, prioritising teachers’
professional development, and the generating the willpower to follow up and follow through the
changes from the top down in a sustainable way. Unless all these are in place, school reform will
only be adopted superficially, or might even fail. The central pivot of any school change is the
acceptance in the heart of the teachers to work through the change process. Therefore, successful
school change in Malaysia needs to be managed from a technical perspective, with human factors
taken into consideration.
Lastly, in comparison with previous studies, although the results for demographic-based attitudinal
factors are not consistent, the evidence presented in the current study suggests that there is a need
for more studies evaluating these demographic-based attitudinal differences. This current study
may serve as a reference, with the findings leaving the door open for further exploration of the
link between TATC and demographic-based attitudinal factors. On the whole, the study provides
a preliminary insight into the emergence of more complete patterns and typology of TATC in
Malaysia, offering local practitioners and relevant parties another dimension of understanding and
enhancing teachers’ capacity for change.
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Female Teacher Identities and Leadership
Aspirations in Neoliberal Times
Daniela Acquaro and Helen Stokes

Abstract: In a neoliberal economic environment, people are seen as and required to be self-managing and
entrepreneurial in regard to their career and work advancement. Where neoliberalism prioritises individual
freedom, institutions aid the career advancement of individuals by providing a framework that creates and
preserves such practices. What happens, then, when women are placed in a hierarchical and patriarchal
schooling system that consistently privileges men over women in their careers and in positions of power?
This paper analyses the leadership experiences and observations of women in boys’ secondary schools as they
negotiate leadership aspirations in male-centred environments while often faced with the reality that their
inability to progress their careers has more to do with gender bias than ability. This work draws on interviews
with 36 female teachers and leaders in six boys’ secondary schools in an Australian city. Analysis of the
interviews suggest that the women found the ‘niche’ of being ‘caring’ to position themselves differently to
male counterparts. This identification did not give them access to leadership roles or change the attitude of
the male leaders to include them in leadership. It did though allow them to see themselves as relevant and
essential to the organisation to which they belonged and self- managing within the few options open to them
in the workplace.
Key Words: Leadership, women and leadership, career advancement, patriarchy, neoliberalism,
female teachers

Introduction

In this paper, we explore the space between the demands female teachers face in positioning
themselves within discourses espoused by neoliberalism that focus on the need to be self-managing
(Rose 1998; 1999a) and the inherent barriers present when aspiring to leadership roles. Through a
series of interviews with women in boys’ schools, we see how female teachers position themselves
as ‘caring’ to manage and maintain their locus in a hegemonic hierarchy. When denied career
advancement through the patriarchal system, however, they are still required to see themselves as
‘managing’ their careers in ways that do not conflict with the aspirations of their male colleagues.
Albeit teaching has historically been perceived as women’s work often associated with motherhood
within broader debates on gender equality, what is referred to as the feminisation of teaching has
in fact contributed to economic empowerment of women worldwide, solidifying opportunities
for employment, particularly in developing countries. So, whilst improving the wellbeing and
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outcomes for some, teaching continues to be viewed as a gendered profession aligned with a
so-called maternal instinct. Where women teach, men in contrast occupy the higher paid roles,
charged with the responsibility of leading the profession (Strober & Tyack 1980).

Although leadership ought not to be conflated between sex and gender, this paper explores how
boys’ schools exercise leadership in a patriarchal way, often excluding women and privileging
men and perpetuating ‘masculine’ leadership. In a patriarchal environment, a woman’s style
of leadership is typically seen to be ‘softer’, flexible, democratic, valuing openness, caring and
compassionate and focused on relationships, none of which appears to be essential within linear
hierarchical models. Within this, Nodding’s (1984) ‘ethic of care’ is explored, which acknowledges that
personal relationships, kindness, compassion and commitment are important aspects of teaching
and leadership, and that caring for another in turn teaches one to care about others. Finally, in this
paper we explore how female teachers have constructed their teacher and leader identities within
discourses that are available to them in a neoliberal framework. We discover how the positioning
of women to be self-managing of their career has reinforced a series of gender stereotypes, such
as the need for women to be nurturing and caring, as no other space was possible for them in the
patriarchal system present in a boys’ school. Within that, though, they begin to articulate a way
of leading that while being based on gender stereotypes, affirms their very important role in the
school.

Teaching and Educational Leadership-Gendered Pathways

History reminds us that whilst teaching was once the domain of the educated man in most western
industrial nations, by the mid-19th century opportunities for women had improved and many
saw teaching as an ‘independent and relatively autonomous occupational niche’ (Blackmore 1999:
24). Women embraced the prospect of a public profession and by the end of the 19th century,
dominated numbers. What was seen as the feminisation of teaching led to a gendered deficit notion
of the nature of the work, with most male teachers assuming leadership and supervisory roles or
leaving the occupation altogether. Consequently, teaching was understood to be women’s work, a
nurturing and gentle role befitting women and often associated with motherhood. Teaching was
considered ‘an extension of the productive and reproductive labour women engaged in at home’
(Apple 1986: 60), therefore women’s supposed nurturing capabilities and natural empathetic
qualities and the relatively low salaries made them ideally suited for what was considered a
respectable occupation. Apple (1986) suggests there has always been a connection between
‘teaching and the ideologies surrounding domesticity and the definition of women’s proper place’
(p. 61). ‘Women had only a few choices of occupation; and compared with most- laundering,
sewing, cleaning, or working in a factory – teaching offered numerous attractions’ (Apple 1986: 66).
A woman’s suitability to teaching, based on her natural mothering skills, had become an opportunity
and a handicap by the late-19th century. On the one hand, teaching provided possibilities for the
unmarried woman: formal education and training, autonomy, financial independence and access
to the middle class before the responsibility of marriage and family. But on the other hand, having
young unmarried women in schools required policing. Women’s work was subject to patriarchal
control. Male supervisors regulated and managed women, whose sexuality posed a risk and
distraction during their short-lived independence prior to marriage (Blackmore 1999). While
women made up the majority of the teaching labour market, their aspirations were by and large
invisible. With a paternal gaze maintaining a stronghold on women’s lives both in and out of the
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classroom, prospects for women wishing to pursue school leadership was limited. Consequently,
whilst women were typically kept busy in the classroom, men occupied the higher paid roles,
charged with the responsibility of leading the profession (Strober & Tyack 1980).

Despite the economic and technological advances of the 21st century, gendered notions of teaching
and school leadership continue to limit career opportunities for women. Much of the literature
continues to highlight perceived ‘natural’ associations between sex and gender roles, which see
the education of children as an extension of the caring of children, considered a natural female
trait (Drudy, Martin, Woods & O’Flynn 2005). The assumption that motherhood and teaching are
inextricably linked has not only impacted on teaching as a profession, but moreover has inhibited
opportunities for women aspiring to leadership roles. In fact, where one would assume that with
women dominating the profession numerically, there ought to be high numbers in leadership, this
is far from true (Moreau, Osgood & Halsall 2007).

Researchers from across the globe have documented the gender disparity in school leadership.
While numerically, women dominate the teaching profession (Moreau, Osgood & Halsall 2007;
Shakeshaft 1989), there are significantly fewer women moving to leadership roles. In the United
States, women are said to make up 75 per cent of teachers, and account for 50 per cent of principal
positions, whilst in the United Kingdom men are three times more likely to achieve a principal
position than women (Coleman 2002). In Australia, women account for 70 per cent of the (FTE)
teaching force (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011) but only 39 per cent of secondary school
principals (OECD 2014a, 2014b). Similar results can be seen globally, with a study of Germany,
Africa, Central America and China concluding that, ‘whether or not therefore the profession is
female dominated numerically, formal decision-making is in the hands of men … educational
administration is still seen as a masculine occupation in many countries’ (Davies 1990: 62).
Whilst research on gender binaries and hierarchy has suggested that the disparity of female leaders
comes down to choice (Acker 1983), with women opting against leadership roles due to lack of
ambition and family commitments (Lacey 2003), more recent research in keeping with a neoliberal
discourse of self-management indicates a lack of agency amongst women in their approach to
their occupation, with career trajectories not self-determined (Smith 2011). Women are often not
considered for leadership and more often than not this has more to do with fixed role stereotypes
than ability.

Ways of Leading

Lazar (2005) suggests that in contemporary western society, feminism as a social movement is a
movement of the past. She goes on to suggest that the goals of feminism have been attained, such
as the right to education, participation in the workforce and control over reproduction through safe
contraception. Tasker and Negra (2007) posit that these successes have made feminism irrelevant
to today, as the goals have become normalised within our contemporary western society. Instead,
feminist ideas of empowerment, agency and success for women across all aspects of their life
including work have become characteristics of contemporary or new femininities (Kauppinen 2013;
Mc Robbie, 2009). Despite these claims, caution needs to be exercised to not overstate the ‘extent
to which the “empowerment” attaching to new femininities grants its practitioners access to social
power that can rework gender hierarchy’ (Budgeon, 2014: 331). In a comment of great relevance for
the women in our study, Budgeon further notes ‘gender evidently remains a fundamentally binary
structure …. in a manner that preserves gender hierarchy’ (p. 331).
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Gender hierarchy is all too evident when discussing leadership, and especially women’s leadership.
Leadership is defined as ‘a process of influence in regard to changing people’s values, attitudes,
approaches, behaviours and ideologies’ (Uhl-Bien 2006: 668). However, notions of educational
leadership, much to the detriment of both sexes, have often taken a rather bleak reductive view
of gender more commonly associated with masculinity (Schein 1980). Traditional constructs of
leadership continue to emphasise what are seen as masculine constructs, with an emphasis on
individualism, autonomy, dominance, rationality and heroism (Cox 1996; Grint 2011). Men are
portrayed as typically paternalistic and authoritarian in their leadership approach, whilst women
are seen to be more people orientated (Rigg & Sparrow 1994). Sinclair (2014) suggests there is an
emerging interest in collaborative, empowered or relational leadership rather than a focus on the
heroic and individualist focus of the charismatic leader. Over the years, this has been defined as
a style of leadership practiced by women, with women leaders being seen as more collaborative,
flexible, democratic and communicative than male leaders (Blackmore 1999; Eagley 2007). Existing
research posits that female leaders tend to place greater emphasis on relationships, adopting a
more consultative approach, whilst their male counterparts place greater focus on the task at hand,
adopting less democratic means of leading (Blackmore 1999; Shakeshaft 1989). The experience of
leadership may play out differently for women than men, particularly when women follow men in
leadership roles that are shaped by a masculine leadership discourse (Eagley 2007).

Emerging from a desire to refocus the fundamental purpose of education to a moral one, Noddings
(1984) developed the notion of education as caring. The focus on care is a feminine ethic used as a
means of contextualising the moral significance of relationships. Noddings (1984) acknowledges
personal relationships, kindness, compassion and commitment as important aspects of teaching.
What she termed an ethic of care – a feminist approach to ethics focused on caring – is seen to foster
competent, caring, loving relationships, and is regarded as ‘the very bedrock of all successful
education’ (Noddings 1992: xiv). Noddings (2013) proposes that we ought to place greater emphasis
on cooperation, connection, and critical and creative thinking in schools. As teachers and leaders,
educators must shift their focus from identifying who is achieving to a more critical investigation
into creating opportunities for students through reciprocal caring. Whilst the notion of an ethic of
care recognises that personal relationships, kindness, compassion and commitment are important
within education, there has been considerable criticism of its impact on contemporary feminist
thought (Blackmore 1999; Keller 1995). Noddings’ (1984) ethic of care places great importance
on caring in the educative process, and in doing so reinforces traditional gender role stereotypes.
With teaching burdened by the stigma of being feminised work, suggestions that female teachers
and leaders ought to focus their approach on care which, by and large, derives from motherhood
devalues the work of educators and limits how women carry out leadership.
There continues to be considerable debate around ways of leading, with generalisations made about
female approaches or male approaches to leadership. Studies of leadership styles amongst women
and men have found sameness and difference between the sexes, but overall women leaders are
said to be more participative and democratic than men (Eagley & Johnson 1990). Lott (2007) argues
the need to consider within-gender difference in regard to leadership behaviour, with factors in the
leader’s social context leading to variability in leadership style and approach. Blackmore (1999)
further cautions that a focus on women’s leadership styles can lead to ‘universalizing the category
of women’ where women are still left to complement men, as well as essentialising practice to
be ‘naturally female and not constituted through the social practices of the contexts that shape
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what they are doing’ (p. 59). This in turn can take the focus away from the structure and hierarchy
present in the workplace, and place the focus back on the women needing to accommodate and
complement male leadership roles.

In contrast, there is research which suggests that gender has no impact on the leadership traits
of men and women (Kolb 1999; Oshagbemi & Gill 2003). Fuller (2015) suggests growing traction
toward an androgynous approach to leadership adopted by both men and women which neither
limits nor classifies maleness and femaleness. Such a tenuous polarisation of leadership styles
works to perpetuate and paralyse contemporary understandings of gender. Rather, the focus
ought to be on a set of generic competencies which become markers or benchmarks for aspiring
leaders. Blackmore (1999) calls for ‘an approach which views emotion and reason, justice and care
as integral to each other, creates possibilities to develop feminist discourses of leadership that
interrogate male/female dualisms, that offer substantive ethical positions but that can also provide
an ongoing analysis of their political effects’ (p.56).

Governmentality and Neoliberalism

The interplay between gender binaries and patriarchal hierarchy is complex and further
complicated by how women and men may take up and respond to neoliberal discourses in their
lives. The economic theory of neoliberalism involves the deregulation of markets and limited
government provision of previously provided state support (Mizen 2002). In a user-pays welfare
system, responsibility for wellbeing is appropriated as an individual responsibility. Advocates
of economic neoliberalism have maintained a long-standing view that benefits to the market
through privatisation, liberalisation and deregulation far outweigh any potential unethical
commercialisation, economic havoc or social inequality (Brown 2015). But further to this economic
impact, neoliberalism is an example of a discourse that becomes a process of governing as individual
conduct is aligned with the socioeconomic objectives of the state.
Foucault (1988) developed the concept of governmentality as a way of thinking about power
differently, where power is internalised rather than being imposed from outside. Governmentality
has therefore been described as the ‘the art of governance’ (Foucault 1980) and ‘government at
a distance’ (Miller & Rose 1993). It has further been described by theorists (Edwards 1997; Rose
1999a) at a broader social level as a mentality where the aims and the purposes of government
are linked with the technologies of governing, through programmes, practices and techniques,
and where technologies of the self interact with the technologies of governing. Rose (1996, 1998)
describes this as occurring through the project for responsible citizenship being linked with the
individuals’ project for themselves. Power is therefore exercised through seduction rather than
repression and through ‘technologies of self’ (disciplinary practices) that are described as selfsteering mechanisms or practices such as self-reflection and self-examination in which individuals
experience, understand, judge, evaluate and conduct themselves (Foucault 1988; Rose 1996).
In the social order of neoliberalism, subjects both position themselves and are positioned as
‘entrepreneurial selves’. The term ‘entrepreneurial self’ is then used to describe the formation
of a dominant subjectivity that includes engaging reflexively and continuously in the processes
of constructing the self as a choice-maker (Kelly 2006). As Rose (1999a) theorises, neoliberalism
functions at the level of individual subjects, who while in fact being extensively governed, define
themselves as free. As Davies (2006: 436) argues, neoliberalism therefore governs by:
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[c]onvincing students and workers that there is no choice at a systemic level. Instead their
power lies in their individual choices to become appropriate and successful within that
(inevitable) system.

The concept of enterprise designates ‘an array of rules for the conduct of one’s everyday existence:
energy, initiative, ambition, calculation and personal responsibility’ (Rose 1996: 155). People are
positioned as enterprising in which the capacity to choose is positioned as desirable and good. A
progressive society therefore obligates modern individuals to be free to enact their lives as they
desire (Rose 1999a). Rose (1998: 154) elaborates further:
The enterprising self will make an enterprise of its life, seek to maximize its own human
capital, project itself a future and seek to shape itself in order to become what it wishes to
be. Thus the enterprising self is thus both an active self and a calculating self, a self that
calculates about itself and acts upon itself in order to better itself.

Edwards (2002: 357) argues it is the ‘ethos of enterprise that helps to re-shape subjectivity through
self-fashioning in the processes of governing in advanced liberalism’. The ethos of enterprise is
produced through technologies that, while not wholly deterministic, seek to govern the conduct of
individuals. These technologies seek to produce individualised, responsibilised subjects. Governing
in this way is not determining of people’s subjectivities but, through the exercise of choice on the
part of the individual, fosters and promotes certain attributes such as reflexivity, active citizenship
and social responsibility (Edwards 2002; Rose 1998), as well as enabling individuals to develop
their capacities to look after themselves (Edwards 2002). The neoliberal individual is therefore
described as free from geographical, class or gendered constraints (Walkerdine 2003), with anyone
able to gain positional advantage if they try hard enough (Nairn & Higgins 2007).

The entrepreneurial spirit, while present in many parts of life, is particularly evident in the world
of work (Kauppinen 2013; Stokes 2012). Neoliberal power works through well-regulated freedoms
and empowerment of individuals to act as appropriate neoliberal subjects, rather than through
coercion or oppression (Rose 1998). In turn, in the workplace, success lies not in disciplining
workers to bring about obedience but rather in making sure their aspirations fall into line with
the objectives of the organisation and ‘empowering the employees to fulfil their own needs’
(Kauppinen 2013: 137). With the alignment of the needs of the organisation and the individual, ‘the
more the individual fulfils him or herself, the greater the benefit to the company’ (Rose 1999b: 56).
Through this approach to both economic structure and governing from within, we have what
Brown (2015: 48-49) defines as a:

[ p]aradox of neoliberalism as a global phenomenon, ubiquitous and omnipresent, yet
disunified and non-identical with itself. This dappled, striated, and flickering complexion
is also the face of an order replete with contradiction and disavowal, structuring markets
it claims to liberate from structure, intensely governing subjects it claims to free from
government, strengthening and re-tasking states it claims to abjure.

Methodology

In order to explore female teacher identities and leadership aspirations, the lived experiences of
female teachers as entrepreneurial selves are examined to better understand whether they possess
choice and freedom in realising their aspirations. Whilst there is a body of research focused on the
impact of a feminised teaching workforce, little attention has been placed on the experiences of
female teachers when working in single-sex male environments and the impact of a patriarchal
environment on their opportunities and ambitions.
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This paper emerges from research into the experiences of female teachers and leaders by focusing
on fieldwork conducted across six boys’ schools within the state of Victoria, Australia. Deliberate
efforts were made to ensure that the construction of the study sample consisted of teachers with
various backgrounds, experience and roles across schools with student populations from diverse
racial, socioeconomic and geographical backgrounds. The sample purposefully included Catholic,
independent and government schools. Six female teachers in each school were interviewed,
resulting in a total of 36 teachers who participated in the study. As part of the consent form,
interested participants were asked to identify their role at the school, how many years they had
been teaching there and how many years they had been teaching in total. These criteria were then
used to select a mix of six participants from each school to provide a rich experience base for the
research in terms of teaching and leadership service.
A constructivist grounded theory (CGT) approach (Charmaz 1995, 2002, 2006) was adopted, with
data collected using a qualitative research design consisting of semi-structured interviews with the
sample of female teachers and leaders. This method of interviewing became a valuable means of
deriving a sense of the participants’ subjective experience, and given the grounded, open-ended
and exploratory nature of the interviews, the rich data generated provided an opportunity for
complex analyses and reporting.
The interview was divided into two stages. The first stage required personal information such as
the participant’s name, age, school, years of teaching experience, teaching background and current
role in the school. This information provided a starting point for the interview, establishing an
initial discussion which then eased the interview into the next stage. The second stage centred on
motivational factors in applying for their current job, challenges and difficulties, likes and dislikes,
and issues and experiences confronted whilst working in an all-boys’ school. The research focus
for this stage of the interview was supported through the design of broad questions that sought
to explore which aspects about working in boys’ schools most affect female teachers, whether
they feel supported and if in fact there are difficulties in obtaining senior leadership roles in boys’
schools. The questions in the interviews focused on understanding each participant’s experience
of working in a boys’ school. They were purposefully non-prescriptive in order not to drive the
participants to preconceived conclusions, and broadly formulated in order to allow for individual
interpretation. As data emerged, it became clear that many of the experiences of the participants in
the study were similar, and through a process of coding, a set of common themes emerged which
included: teaching, career advancement and leading in male-dominated work environments.

Findings and Discussion

It has been argued that neoliberalism governs by people making a choice to ‘become appropriate
and successful within that (inevitable) system’ (Davies 2006: 436). This notion assumes a degree of
control of one’s destiny, the freedom to determine career trajectories. If this is the case, where, then,
does that leave the women in this study located in traditional boys’ schools who have been, apart
from a few exceptions, cut out of leadership in a patriarchal schooling system?

The following section combines the findings from the interview data with discussion. Analysis of
the interview data provides an exploration of the experiences of female teachers as they themselves
have pursued leadership or have witnessed the futile efforts of their female colleagues who aspire
to senior roles leading a boys’ school. The women described a perceived need and desire to lead.
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They described how this was then performed through the role of a responsible neoliberal subject
with a focus on caring. This approach was viewed as a distinct but complementary way of leading
not often seen or valorised in patriarchal institutions.
The women interviewed, many of whom had been teaching for years at their school, had aspired
to leadership but had chosen not to leave when unsuccessful. Akin to an ethic of care, they spoke
about what was unique in terms of a woman’s way of leading – what they felt that they could
contribute to the school that they felt the men could not. A strong sense of social responsibility to
both the organisation and the boys was strongly represented. As Sophie, an early career teacher,
commented:

I think that’s what we’re missing down there is just, Year 7 and 8 particularly, the two men
are very similar in personalities and pretty officious and I just think they need a female
to tender things a bit. But they’ve both got assistants who are young males, well one’s a
young male, we got a new teacher here but an old boy of the school, and the other one’s
a very sort of almost army-like bloke and they just hit things in a way that I think there’s
something lacking (Sophie, School A, teacher).

But it was not just acting with a sense of social responsibility to the organisation. Daphne, who had
been teaching boys for the last ten years, commented on how it was the personal responsibility (part
of the ethic of care) of women to fill that gap and self-manage in a male-dominated environment.
She said:

Well I just think that women bring to a teaching environment something that the men don’t
and I think that there is great strength in that and that we just have to learn to use it. I think
women, I suppose I’m generalising here, but I think that often women don’t necessarily
need to see themselves out the front leading, which has its disadvantages, but I think also
it says something about women, just get on with it and do it (Daphne, School D, teacher).

The participants also spoke about filling a gap left by the male teachers. They described their
impact on students as real, different and meaningful. Their connections with students led to a sense
of achievement where they felt they had a positive impact on them, and as Rose (1999b) notes, ‘the
more the individual fulfils him or herself, the greater the benefit to the company’ (p. 56). Comments
included:

You do have an impact because there’s not a lot of women around, it’s a very blokey
environment and so as a woman I think you also have the advantage of being able to have
a real impact on the boys in a way that sometimes men can’t (Julie, School D, faculty head).
I have a real sense that we are teaching the boys how to respect females. Like I feel our
role is just so important, that the way they treat us will be the way that they will treat
their wives, maybe the way they’re treating mum at home and sisters at home. I think
we have such an important role to play that I think we should acknowledge our gender,
acknowledge that we do go about things in a different way (Rose, School C, teacher).

As Rose (1999a) theorises, neoliberalism functions at the level of individual subjects who, despite
being extensively governed, define themselves as free. Kate, an experienced teacher and yearlevel coordinator, maintains that despite the lack of leadership opportunities at her school, female
teachers have a positional advantage in filling the gap left by male teachers. She comments: “I
believe very strongly in the female advantage” (Kate, School B, year-level coordinator).
She went on to say that women consistently positioned themselves as caring for the boys, focusing
on building relationships in a way that their male colleagues were not able to do. She said:
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Well I think it’s with relationships. You build relationships with the boys. You let them
know that you care about them, you want them to do well. And there are times when I
just find, you know, a boy can come in my office and you can read him and you say is
everything alright, and they’re coming in to sign because they’re late and then you have
a conversation and it leads to something and suddenly they’re sitting down and telling
you mum and dad have just separated….And you have a good intuition to pick up those
sorts of things and I think women are very good at that, at reading the boys (Kate, School
B, year-level coordinator).

Despite positioning themselves as appearing to be ‘able to choose’ to pursue a leadership role in
their school, the women were unable to challenge the male-dominated hierarchy existing in the
boys’ schools where they were positioned as ‘the other’. Female teachers’ ambitions to break into
the positions held by the men, often the ‘old boys’ of the school, were hindered by stereotyped
views of what was deemed to be second rate leadership framed through a position of caring for the
boys, and not the tough leadership required in heading a male dominated setting. Women were
often overlooked even though they saw themselves as providing the care and compassion that
was often lacking in patriarchal settings. For these women, their identity as carer is defined by the
social and historical context of which they are a part (Stokes, Aaltonen & Coffey 2015). As Teresa
commented:
It would be nicer to see a few more women in positions of leadership. I think so. Only
because I think sometimes what message can that send the boys in the community if for
instance the leadership team’s up on stage and they’re all male, like everyone sitting up
there is a male. And at the end of year we have this whole presentation night where all
House Heads and Coordinators and whatever go up and there’s like there’s two rows
of men and there’s two women up there. So little things like that I think I wonder what
message that sends to the boys and the community (Teresa, School E, teacher).

While Sophie, an early career teacher, commented:

But at the same time I do believe that when you take a group of people together to talk
through an issue, women just come at things from a different angle. They can see things
that maybe others can’t see, and I think we miss out on something when we don’t have
a female perspective being provided in key leadership decisions in this college (Sophie,
School A, teacher).

For the following woman, who was asked to step in as the acting deputy headmaster of the school
whilst they appointed a permanent replacement, her objective was still focused on caring for the
boys through what she considered a female approach to leadership in the school, even when
dealing with matters of discipline.

And I spoke at a whole school assembly which we have here every Monday and I put a
lot of thought into it. I had to speak about uniform … but I really put a lot of thought into
how I’d approach it and it was said to me that I approached it in a very different way, and
I talked about the need to belong and why we wear a uniform and how the boys come
from such different backgrounds that we’re trying to create community here and one way
of doing that is putting aside the differences of their fashion and hair and all the rest of it
and to comply with that in order for us to then actually deal with them as individuals. And
both the boys and staff thought that that was a different approach and I think it’s a female
approach to how we approach topics. So it was great to have that opportunity …(Jane,
School F, acting deputy headmaster).

137

138

ISEA • Volume 44, Number 1, 2016

Jane went on to discuss the unspoken understanding that despite ‘acting’ in the role, she would
never be appointed deputy headmaster because she was a woman. From our discussion, there
appeared to be an acceptance of the institutionalised privilege and discrimination as to who
attained key leadership roles, and if you were an ‘old boy’ of the school with a desire to lead, you
were assured that those opportunities would be possible.

Despite a desire to lead and the distinction women made in terms of their approach to leadership,
analysis of the interviews suggest that boys’ schools today remain transfixed by a hierarchy of male
domination in senior leadership positions. Decisions are made by men and carried out by women,
and regardless of aspiration, freedom of choice and opportunity is absent:
Women apply; they just don’t get the job, they just don’t get the job (Joanne, School F,
teacher).

Evident across all schools, except for one, was an unspoken ‘glass ceiling’, seen to prevent female
teachers from attaining a position in senior leadership. Interestingly, the one school where female
teachers were able to access middle management and senior leadership roles was situated in a
multicultural residential and industrial suburb in the outer west of the city. Analysis of the interviews
disclosed that the school experiences a high turnover of staff which opens up opportunities for
early-career and female teachers. Yolanda, an early-career teacher, commented:
I guess I was a bit surprised by that actually, now that you mention it, when I came here,
because my experience of boys’ schools like the ones that friends and brothers and so forth
went to, there probably was much more of that predominately male staff, definitely male
in the upper management positions. So I guess here is kind of unique (Yolanda, School D,
teacher).

Jessica, also an early-career teacher, talked about how she was encouraged to apply for a middle
management role in her second year at the school that she would not have considered otherwise.
She said:
Yeah, like it’s noticeable that there’s a lot of males that hold the positions, so until this
year there’s two of us who are House leaders, but last year there were four males and one
female. …(the previous incumbent) I mean she got pregnant, she actually came to me and
said I’m putting your name up for the position because I want a female, I don’t want them
to pick another male because then there’d be no females there….And when [name] came
to me and said I want a female to take my spot, I hadn’t really thought of it until she’d said
that to me, but yeah, it is important that they have a female role model and a female leader
and it’s not just all males (Jessica, School D, year-level coordinator).

Another teacher spoke about the difference female leaders made to the overall feeling in the school.
She described a more pastoral approach to students which was welcomed and appreciated by the
school principal:

It would never have occurred to me that they wouldn’t respect any of the senior women.
I think once they know you … I think yeah there are male teachers they play up for and
female teachers they wouldn’t put a foot wrong for. I think it’s only maybe, you know,
generally most of the time it’s not about your gender and in this school I don’t think it’s an
issue really with the teachers or students. I think [Principal] is quite supportive of women.
I’ve heard him talk about … I think he thinks that women bring something else to the
classroom, I think he likes … I’ve heard him talk about the teaching style or the classroom
management style not being as aggressive. I think in the olden days this school I think the
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male teachers … I think there was a culture where it was quite aggressive and threatening
and the students behaved because they were scared not to. I don’t know but I get the
impression that there are a lot of women here working now and the culture has changed …
we get a lot of PD on classroom management, it’s all very pastoral, there’s no raising voices,
it’s really discouraged, we’ve got a really … our approach to classroom management is
really far removed from that kind of aggressive, threatening style. And I think he sees
that as something women bring or women are better, I don’t know what it is. But he said
something once a few years ago and I just thought, you know, that’s the impression I got
(Andrea, School D, teacher).

Unlike this school, where the principal welcomed women as part of the leadership of the school
(although still for their pastoral, less aggressive manner), all other schools were seen to be unwilling
to create gender balance. Teachers reported that they were blocked as a direct result of the existing
leadership structures in their schools. This male-centred leadership structure was seen to be a
hindrance to change. Catherine, for example, said:

It’s still a very, very male oriented environment. Our Headmaster is a male and our Deputy
is a male. Our Admin is a male; our Curriculum Coordinator’ is a male. And if you go to
Assembly here, the official party are all male and it’s been the case forever, really it has …
When they sit in Assembly, there are no women on that stage, (just) men. And that has
gone on for year after year after year … I mean, it’d be great to have a male Deputy and a
female Deputy, but not in my lifetime (Catherine, School F, teacher).

For these women, their careers were not in their own hands – they lacked agency and choice.
Catherine also described the paradox of watching the recruitment process knowing the outcome,
remarking:

They will always say best person for the job because that covers themselves … you know,
you can read immediately who’s going to get the next job. It’s that clear … I think, in terms
of trying to get a position of responsibility, … they won’t say it clearly, but they’ll always
look at the males and see if a man could do the job: they get in first (Catherine, School F,
teacher).

Token appointments were seen to be offered to women. Female teachers were more likely to be
successful in attaining a position as an assistant to a male year-level coordinator, head of house or
faculty head. Teachers also noted that female teachers were generally only given leadership roles in
faculty areas that already had a predominance of women, such as the English faculty.
Reinforcing long-held views of systemic gender bias (Tallerico & Burstyn 1996; Strober & Tyack
1980), several teachers described promotions frequently going to male counterparts, despite the
calibre of the female applicant. This was highlighted across all but one school where women had
successfully filled replacement positions in leadership for a considerable period of time, but when
it came time to filling the roles permanently, male teachers were selected. Liz explained:

I was gobsmacked when she didn’t get the job, and in fact (I) asked a few questions and
all I got told is “Well, she wasn’t an Old Boy, she wasn’t male”, and our current principal is
an Old Boy. That person was shattered and moved on … I was very disappointed … I was
very upset and considered it discriminatory (Liz, School C, teacher).

Female teachers also described feeling disheartened by the experiences of their female colleagues in
pursuit of senior leadership opportunities. The lack of women in senior leadership roles in all but
one school served as a disincentive for other female teachers. Teachers discussed disappointment in
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unsuccessful attempts to gain promotion. They described what they saw to be discrimination when
it came to leadership appointments at the school. Tania revealed her intentions to apply for an
acting senior leadership position at her school. She suggested that she did not feel that she would
be successful, despite encouragement from her peers that she would be a most suitable candidate.
She said:

I’m actually applying for the Acting AP position but I seriously don’t think I’ll get it, and all
the women say “You should get it, we’d really like you to have it!” But, you know, you’re
missing the vital organ to get it, you know, I am missing two things, I am not an ‘old boy’
and … I don’t have the genitals that are required (Tania, School C, teacher).

As outlined, many teachers saw their career opportunities as limited at their school. Several teachers
stated that it was impossible to attain senior leadership roles and that if they wanted further
promotion, they needed to gain employment in a girls-only or co-educational school. Vicki said:
I don’t think that I’d ever be offered a higher role here than what I’ve got now. And if I was
wanting any higher role I would have to leave … But if I did want any further promotion,
I don’t think it would be available for me here. And also, I don’t think it would be available
in any boys’ school. I think to be at a very high level in a boys’ school you have to be male
(Vicki, School A, faculty head).

What is clear amongst the experiences of these women is that leadership aspirations do not come
down to choice; individual interests and freedoms are limited within the governised structures
of their schools. For these women, the choice they then felt they had to exercise was to define
themselves as different from – and more ‘caring’ than – the men. But this was a choice made from
very limited available options when the men controlled the access to power in the schools. As
Kauppinen (2013) notes, success in the workplace lies not in disciplining workers to bring about
obedience (in this case, not trying to overthrow men in their positions of leadership), ‘but rather
making sure their aspirations fall into line with the objectives of the organization’ (p. 137). In this
case, despite the actions of the male hierarchy in excluding women from power, the women still
perceived they had an important role to play ‘filling the gaps’ arising from the dominance of male
teachers and leaders.

Conclusion

The role of the women in boys’ schools provides a strong reminder that without a change to
structure, as Budgeon (2014) notes, access to social power will be limited and gender hierarchy
will be preserved. This is despite ‘empowerment’ espoused by new femininities and the role of
a responsible neoliberal subject to self-manage career advancement. The gender imbalance in
school leadership has long been recognised, but for women keen on pursuing careers in leadership
in boys’ schools, this is almost impossible. Forces far greater than their aspirations render them
immobilised – unable to attain the leadership jobs regardless of professional competence. In these
schools it is clearly taking a long time to see a change in the stereotyped perceptions that men
manage and women teach and nurture.
The analysis of the interview data strongly reflects what Brown (2015: 48) describes as the ‘paradox
of neoliberalism’, where Rose (1999a) notes that the individual subjects who, while in fact being
extensively governed (in this case within a patriarchal system), define themselves as free, and as
Davies (2006: 436) argues, the ‘individuals then find their power lies in their individual choices to
become appropriate and successful within that (inevitable) system’.
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In defining themselves as responsible neoliberal subjects, these female teachers carve out a place
in boys’ schools, creating a distinction in their style of leadership to enable them to feel they have
a place in the organisation despite not being male or an ‘old boy’ of the school. Their leadership is
marked by ‘caring’ (something they perceive will make them appropriate to and successful within
that system). This is defined in terms of the needs of the boys rather than in terms of their own
ambitions. Despite considerable gender inequity and lack of access to leadership, they still define
the area they can influence in terms of the needs of the organisation that includes developing ‘well
rounded’ young men as part of its mission.

This research found that leadership within boys’ schools remains a male-dominated area. This
position leaves limited scope (on the part of the women) and will (on the part of the men) to change
the structure and hierarchy in the workplace. Ways of leading are still heavily based on female/
male binaries that confirm the existing gender hierarchy. In these schools, this led to an essentialising
practice of what it is to be ‘naturally female’ (Blackmore 1999), and in the process of self-managing
placed the focus back on women to accommodate and complement male leadership roles. In such
environments, Fuller’s (2015) suggestion of a growing traction toward an androgynous approach
to leadership involving women and men remains a dream for the future.
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Faculty of Education, University of Harcourt
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NIGERIA
		
Phone: 08032700454
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M Secretary UCEA
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– CARSEA
		
		
		
		
		
9. Canada
– CASEA/CSSE
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– CARSEA-SVG
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President CARSEA
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BARBADOS
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CSSE Office
260 Dalhousie Street, Suite 204
Ottawa, ON
CANADA, K1N 7E4
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Mrs Kadia Hylton-Fraser
St Jago High School
Spanish Town St Catherine Jamaica
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CARSEA-SVG
PO Box 2246
Kingstown
St Vincent and the Grenadines
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Phone: +784 454 4709
Email: vca.marks@gmail.com
Sharon Phillip
Membership Secretary
6 Ibis Drive, Pleasantville
San Fernando
Trinidad
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Phone: 18683297577
Email: sphillippeters@gmail.com
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Professor Nilima Bhagabati
Secretary ACEAM
Department of Education, Gauhati University,
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INDIA
Phone: +94 35195542 or +98 64066459
Fax: +94 03612570275
Email: b_nilima@sify.com or nilimabhagabati@hotmail.com
Yogita Deshmukh
Secretary GCEAM
c/o Jaimin Purohit, B/h Nagarik Bank, Gaurav Path
Tower Road, Himatnagar, Pin- 383 001, Dist. Sabarkantha, Gujarat
INDIA
Phone: +91 02772244816 or +91 09426025391
Email: yogitajaimin@yahoo.co.in
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15. India –
Ms Sudha Sathaye
Maharashtra
President MCEAM
– MCEAM
c/o Ultimate Kitchen and Furniture
		
Ground Floor, Hema-Prabha Society
		
Chittaranjan Road Vile-Parle
		
East Mumbai 40057
		
INDIA
		
Email: sudha.shreevidya@gmail.com
16. India –
Dr Indu Kothari
Rajasthan
Secretary General, RCEAM
– RCEAM
12- A panchwati
		
Udiapur (Rajasthan)
		
INDIA
		
Phone: +91 9414 164761 or +91 9414 157857
17. India –
Dr Nasrin Nasrin
Uttarpradesh
Secretary UCEAM
– UCEAM
Reader, Department of Education
		
Aligarh Muslim University Aligarh – 20002
		
INDIA
		
Phone: +571 9297451671
		
Email: mhsiddiqui50@rediffmail.com
18. India –
Dr Ushoshi Guha
Nagpur		President, NCEAM 246 Gandhinagar
– NCEAM		Nagpur - 440010
		
INDIA
		
Phone: +91 9373 118208
		
Email: uguha@rediffmail.com
19. India – Kerala
Dr V.M. Sasikumar
– KCEAM
Secretary General, KCEAM
		
Former Principal
		
College of Teacher Education
		
Muthukulam
		
Kerala
		
INDIA
		
Mobile: +91 9447 246190 or +91 9444 00701256
		
Dr D.P. Sreekanatan Nair
		
Chairman, KCEAM
		
Farook Training College
		
Kozhikkode
		
Kerala
		
INDIA
		
Mobile: +91 9446 171079
20. Malaysia
Dato Professor Ibrahim Bajunid
		
INTI Laureate International Universities, Malaysia
		
INTI International University
		
Persiaran Perdana BBN
		
Putra Nilai
		
71800 Nilai
		
N. Sembilan
		
MALAYSIA
		
Phone: +606 798 2000
		
Fax: +606 799 7536
		
Email: iabajunid@gmail.com
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AUSTRALASIA
21. Australia – ACEL
		
		
		
		
22. Fiji – FPA
		
		
		
		
		
23. New Zealand
– NZEALS
		
		
		
		
24. Papua New
Guinea – PNGCEA
		
		
		
		
		
25. Tonga – TEALS
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

Please contact:
Jenny Lewis
CEO CCEAM
Phone: +61 247 517974
Email: jenny.lewis@cceam.org
c/o Brij Deo
Principal – Tavua College
PO Box 85
Tavua
FIJI ISLANDS
Email: brij_swaroop.@yahoo.com.au
Dr Ann Briggs
87 Pine Hill Road, Ruby Bay
RD1 Upper Moutere 7173
NEW ZEALAND
Phone: 0064 (0)3 540 3702
Email: ann.briggs@ncl.ac.uk
Eva Misitom
PO Box 6974
Boroko NCD
PAPUA NEW GUINEA
Phone: +675 3214720
Fax: +675 3214668
Email: pngce@iea.ac.pg
Dr Seu`ula Johansson Fua
Director
Institute of Education
University of the South Pacific
Tonga Campus
TONGA
Phone: +676 30 192
Email: johanssonfua_s@usp.ac.fj

26. Cyprus – CEAS
		
		
		
		
27. Malta – MSEAM
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
28. United Kingdom
– BELMAS
		
		
		
		
		
		

Please contact:
Jenny Lewis
CEO CCEAM
Phone: +61 247 517974
Email: jenny.lewis@cceam.org
Dr Christopher Bezzina
President MSEAM
Faculty of Education
University of Malta
Msida MSD 2080
MALTA
Phone: +356 2340 2039
Email: christopher.bezzina@um.edu.mt
Richard Davis
Northchurch Business Centre
84 Queen Street Sheffield
S1 2DW
UNITED KINGDOM
Phone: +44 11427 99926
Fax: +44 11427 96868
Email: info@belmas.org.uk
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