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Editorial Note 
The last issue for 2019 is somewhat delayed and is being published in May of 2020. As I 
mentioned in the editorial for the first issue of 2019, it has been an unusual year in that 
whilst there has been sufficient articles submitted for review, too many have had to be 
rejected or sent back to authors for major amendments. I went on to note: 

The CCEAM represents a broad array of countries and ISEA is one of the oldest journals 
in the educational leadership field, and it seems that there is somewhat of a clash between 
the two. Whilst no longer a printed journal, ISEA remains a traditional academic journal 
and so articles tend to be significant and well-crafted commentaries, reporting on 
substantial empirical research in a typical journal style, or rigorous reporting on 
exploratory research. This issue provides examples of this diversity. It also requires 
articles to be of high quality, both in terms of the writing in English, but also as examples 
of the genre being used.  

Of course, the pandemic of 2020 has also impacted on the journal production – but more on that 
later. Nevertheless, this issue is worth waiting for.  

The issue begins with two articles that relate to social justice and race issues and written by 
leaders of CCEAM. The Vice President of CCEAM, Carolyn Shields, begins the issue with a paper 
that argues that racism in schools needs to be talked about and challenged. Use of a 
transformative leadership lens provides the critical leadership view necessary to do this, and 
Shields calls for professional learning and outside help to enable teachers to do this important 
work. The President of CCEAM, Paul Miller, continues the racism theme by exploring the career 
progression of teachers and academics of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) heritage in 
England. The paper highlights the disguised and not so disguised racism that exists towards 
these people. Miller explores his recent research through consideration of the findings from four 
projects, and further develops a model for career progression for teachers of BAME heritage. The 
third paper continues the social justice theme of this issue through consideration of how Brazilian 
border schools support immigrant students from Venezuela. Also using a transformative 
leadership lens, and a mixed method methodology, de Oliveira and Murakami found that 
principals tended to be more reactive than proactive in the support of immigrant students and 
that there was greater need for improved preparedness, inclusionary practices and institutional 
support. The next paper focuses on primary schools in Greece, and on the extent to which 
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Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are evident. PLCs are, of course, an important 
way to support teachers to work together. Based on principal and teacher survey data using 
Hord’s (1997) five dimension view of PLCs, Balasi and Iordanidis concluded that there was a 
developing level of PLCs evident in schools. In the fifth paper, Liu utilised survey instruments 
that measured distributed leadership and collective efficacy to conclude that distributed 
leadership, particularly carefully planned collaboration from school administrators, can 
contribute to the development of collective teacher efficacy in educational practice. This is an 
encouraging finding, and taken together with the PLC study of Greek schools, suggests 
ways that a distributed leadership approach can enhance teacher work and, ultimately, 
improve student learning. The final paper considers the work of middle leaders in schools in 
Italy, with a particular focus on the Special Education Needs Coordinator in schools in 
northern Italy. Girelli, Bevilacqua and Acquaro report on a study using qualitative surveys and 
group interviews that explores how Special Education Needs Coordinators can be helped to 
develop and support a culture of inclusion in schools. The work of Special Education Needs 
Coordinators as leaders and managers was found to be important, and it was also found 
that this was enhanced in a supportive environment. This study is an extension of a larger 
study focused on the development of a framework to better support students with 
educational fragilities in the province of Trento.  

As I write this editorial in mid-May of 2020, the world is experiencing major social and 
economic shutdowns due to the pandemic sweeping through countries. In response to this, 
CCEAM is dedicating the next four issues of ISEA to reporting on educational responses 
to the pandemic. Articles will be short expositions on leadership ideas that are useful in 
times of crisis and uncertainty and articles that report local responses of educators and 
educational institutions to the pandemic. Submissions have just closed and there 
will be four issues presenting about 50 papers that will explore educational 
responses in more than 20 countries, as well as several conceptual papers identifying 
useful leadership ideas and practices for disruptive times.  

David Gurr  
The University of Melbourne 
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Challenging Racism in Our Schools: 
Good Intentions Are Not Enough 
Carolyn M. Shields 

Abstract: This paper demonstrates the need to help educators understand the ongoing presence of 
racism in schools and to learn to challenge it. By presenting both a theoretical perspective and an 
exemplar of one school’s experiences attempting to address racism, this paper provides evidence that 
many educators are not equipped to challenge systemic prejudice and discrimination without further 
professional development and outside assistance and then offers some ideas about a way forward.  

Keywords: Leadership, social justice, implicit bias, discrimination, deficit thinking 

Challenging Knowledge Frameworks That Perpetuate Inequity 
At a doctoral dissertation defence, the candidate was praised for taking on the topic of 
immigrant educators, and her willingness to use the term ‘race’ because, the 
committee member observed, educators in that region still tended to promote the 
concept of colour-blind racism, rather than admit its existence.  

*** 

At a recent educational conference, the head of a large principals’ association 
approached me and asked, ‘What do you make of the term ”racialize”?’ She continued 
to assert, ‘I reject it, because it implies that we are all racist.’  

*** 

These [Navajo] students are just not hungry enough. We prepare a smorgasbord for 
them but they just don’t eat.  … the food is fine; they are just not hungry ... I don’t need 
to change. What I do is fine; they just do not want to learn. 

Some may agree completely with these comments; others may find these and comments like 
them are disturbing, yet throughout the Commonwealth of Nations and indeed, around the 
world, despite considerable improvement in our understanding of diversity, discrimination, 
and racism, there is clear evidence that racism persists. Given the decades and centuries of 
White dominance and hegemony, the persistence of systemic racism in organised systems 
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and structures of education must be recognised, challenged, and overcome, beginning with 
educators within global systems of education.  

Although there is widespread acknowledgement of an increasing diversity of students in 
today’s schools, in most Western countries, the educator workforce is predominantly White. 
Ryan, Pollock and Dantley (2009: 592) assert that:  

Evidence from other Western countries, such as the United Kingdom (Bariso 2001; 
Carrington et al. 2005) and the United States (National Center for Education Statistics 
[NCES] 2005, 2006) and from dated Canadian surveys (Moll 2001), … indicates (sic) 
that the racialized teacher population has not kept pace with the racialized student 
and general populations. 

Perhaps it is the dominance of the White population that helps to account for the fact that 
political and educational issues are typically framed within the context of White cultural 
ideologies and perspectives and that educators and policy makers are often unaware of how 
continued power and privilege sustain colonising and racist beliefs, policies, and practices 
(Aveling 2013; Haig-Brown 2010; Ndimande 2018). Nevertheless, Aveling (2013) points out 
that most educators and educational researchers fail to acknowledge or address the fact that 
Western research and education has consistently been a mechanism of colonisation.  

Indeed, in some countries, the dominant perspective seems to be that racism is something 
that exists in the United States (it does), but that it does not exist closer to home. In fact, this 
perception is so widespread that in a recent email from an American tour guide offering a 
trip to underground railroad sites in Canada, the guide attempted to entice travellers by 
stating, ‘talk to strangers feeling a sense of NO RACISM HERE!!’ (emphasis in original, 
personal communication). Moreover, as Shipler noted in 1997 (as cited in Copenhaver 2006: 
13), most whites ‘rarely think about race. If you are black in America, however, the chances 
are that you think about race every single day’ and there is little evidence that the situation 
has changed. In fact, even when engaged in discussions of human rights, educators often 
utilise the language of rights in order to legitimise authority and ‘hide social injustice and 
structural violence’ (Woldeyes & Offord 2018: 29).  

It is not an exaggeration to assert that many educators are uncomfortable addressing 
inequities and disparities in their workplace, and are particularly ill-prepared to address 
racist comments or acts. Nevertheless, the rapidly changing national demographics, the 
global increase of displaced persons seeking asylum, and concomitant changes in public 
school populations suggest that a willingness to talk about race and racism may be even more 
important now than ever before.  

Despite increasingly diverse student populations, too often educational leadership is still 
conceptualised in rigid rational or technical terms and comprises a series of prescriptive 
interventions rather than a holistic set of principles that can promote an understanding of 
existing disparities and create learning environments that are equitable, excellent, inclusive, 
and socially just. And too often, educational leadership preparation ignores the need for new 
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approaches that explicitly address the underlying structures and belief systems that 
perpetuate inequity. Yet, as Johnson (2008) posited: 

… what separates successful leaders from unsuccessful ones is their mental models or 
meaning structures, not their knowledge, information, training, or experience per se. 
However, with some exceptions those in leadership development have failed to 
recognize this. (p. 85)  

Unless leaders are prepared to better understand and explicitly address inequities in schools 
and educational institutions, the potential for tensions to continue to fester is high. Educators 
must begin to challenge the common notion that racism is not a problem.  

Overview of the Paper 
The purpose of this conceptual paper is to prompt reflection on the importance of addressing 
beliefs and mindsets that perpetuate racism and to help educators and educational leaders to 
challenge systemic discrimination and prejudice. By presenting both a theoretical perspective 
and an exemplar of one school’s experiences attempting to address racism, this paper 
provides evidence that many educators are not equipped to challenge systemic prejudice and 
discrimination without further professional development and outside assistance; it then 
offers some ideas about a way forward. Of course, this paper is also informed by the author’s 
personal positioning as a White, Canadian cisgender woman, who has worked for 50 years in 
education in schools and universities in both the United States and in Canada, always 
expanding her knowledge and scholarship of and advocacy for leadership that fosters equity, 
inclusion, and social justice. 

Following a brief discussion of transformative leadership as the theoretical perspective for this 
reflection, the paper provides an overview of the policy background and the socio-cultural 
contexts in which racism persists. It then offers vignettes from one superintendent’s 
experience attempting to address racism as an exemplar of the challenges of addressing 
racism in schools. The concluding discussion presents ways in which transformative 
leadership theory (TLT) may help us to move forward.  

Theoretical Perspectives 
The theoretical framework for this paper begins with the work of Burns (1978, 2003) who 
advocated transforming leadership. The concept was expanded by Foster (1986), Quantz, 
Rogers and Dantley (1991), Shields (2011, 2016, 2020), Weiner (2003) and others. There is 
general agreement in the scholarly literature that transformative leadership theory involves 
‘an exercise of power and authority that begins with questions of justice, democracy, and the 
dialectic between individual accountability and social responsibility’ (Weiner 2003: 89). In 
2013, van Oord wrote that Shields had ‘successfully endeavoured to define and theorize 
transformative leadership as distinctively separate from the transformational approach’ (p. 
421). 
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In her conceptualisation of transformative leadership, Shields has articulated two framing 
assumptions or hypotheses and eight tenets drawn from the work of numerous scholars. The 
first hypothesis is that when the learning environment is welcoming, inclusive, and 
respectful; when students do not have to worry about being marginalised, bullied, or teased 
about their identity or background or that of a family member; and if they are not worried 
about whether there will be food on the table or a place to sleep, then they are better able to 
concentrate on the learning at hand and hence, there is evidence (Bieneman 2011) that the 
distal outcomes of academic achievement also improve.  

The second underlying assumption or hypothesis is that education is not only an individual 
endeavour, but a collective one, and that when students are taught about democratic 
processes, the norms of participation in civil society, and the need for policies and practices 
that promote mutual benefit, democratic participation increases and democratic society as a 
whole is strengthened.  

The eight tenets are: 1) a mandate for deep and equitable change; 2) the need to deconstruct 
knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity and to reconstruct them in more equitable 
ways; 3) the necessity of a more equitable distribution of power; 4) the importance of 
balancing public and private good; 5) a focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and 
justice; 6) recognition of our interconnectedness, interdependence, global awareness; 7) the 
need to balance critique and promise, and 8) the absolute necessity for moral courage.  

The Importance of Mindsets  
Although transformative leadership theory is not prescriptive, nor are the tenets sequential, 
research as a whole suggests the need to incorporate all of them into any leadership approach 
aimed at equitably transforming organisations. However, because educators tend to be 
uncomfortable and tentative when confronted with issues related to diversity, race, class, 
sexual orientation or gender identity, it is common for educational leaders to neglect the 
second tenet and to want to move directly to the introduction of new programmes or policies. 
The second tenet of TLT posits the need to deconstruct knowledge frameworks that 
perpetuate inequity and to reconstruct them in more equitable ways. Further, researchers 
have found that unless educational leaders attend explicitly to issues of beliefs, values, and 
assumptions—in other words—to mindsets, reform attempts are still likely to fail (Oakes & 
Rogers 2006).  

Anello, Hernandez and Khadem (2014) assert that ‘transformative learning challenges our 
ways of thinking and helps us to critically examine the fundamental assumptions underlying 
our worldview or mental models, resulting in life-changing insights’ (p. 3). They begin by 
asserting the importance of understanding our context in that ‘all that we know and believe, 
including our values and feelings, depend on our particular history and cultural context’ 
(2014: 4). This is consistent with the explanation of Bourdieu with Passeron (1977) that the 
field of education, like other fields, perpetuates and is perpetuated by what they call habitus—
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a collection of norms and traditions that over time have come to establish the boundaries of 
what is acceptable and ‘normal’ and what is not acceptable within the educational context. 
Thus, they think of ‘school systems as the institutionalized context where the intellectual 
habitus of a culture develops’ (p. 102). These durable dispositions are not simply the way 
things are and have always been, but are constructed from historical political, social, and 
cultural norms, and become entrenched to the point where they confine and constrain 
thoughts and actions that are perceived as possible and acceptable within given institutions 
and societies. These beliefs, they argue, are so entrenched in our mindsets and so inherent in 
the habitus of education (Bourdieu with Passeron 1977), that most of us are not even aware of 
them.  

Thus, Anello, Hernandez and Khadem (2014) assert that ‘critical to the process of 
transformative learning is becoming aware of our own and others’ tacit assumptions and 
expectations’ (p. 5). They argue that ‘once we understand the limitations of our mental 
models, we are in a much better position to construct or adopt a new conceptual framework 
based on principles and values upon which we agree’ (p. 9). 

The need to understand the mental models of educators related to addressing the needs of a 
diverse student body is the starting point for this paper, in that until we identify how our 
belief systems perpetuate the marginalisation of some groups of students, we cannot begin to 
unlearn and relearn (Rusch & Horsford 2009), or to create new frames of reference (Mezirow 
1991). It is this focus on deconstructing current assumptions and beliefs that perpetuate 
racism and inequity and reconstructing them in more equitable ways (Shields 2016) that is 
central to transformative leadership and to the necessary changes in the policies, cultures, and 
practices of public schools.   

The Socio-Cultural Context  
There are two dominant legal frameworks for addressing the needs of diverse populations. 
One derives from a human rights framework while the other is based on a civil rights 
perspective. In a human rights perspective, one has certain rights simply because one is 
human, rather than having rights emerge from specific laws which may limit the extent of the 
rights (Vollman 2018). Human rights are enshrined in many documents such as the UN 
Universal Charter of Human Rights and the UN Convention on Refugees as well as more 
local documents such as the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms or the 1993 New 
Zealand Human Rights Act. Elsewhere, such as in the United States and Australia, civil rights 
are ensured through individual legislative acts. Despite inclusive policy frameworks, there 
are also conflicting policies, such as Bill 21 of the province of Quebec, Canada which restricts 
select public employees, including schoolteachers, from wearing crosses, head scarves, 
turbans and other visible items of religious importance, or the New Zealand restriction 
(opposed by the immigrant Indian community) on immigration through some culturally 
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arranged marriages. Other evidence of backlash against non-dominant groups is the presence 
in many countries of right-wing extremist groups, often:  

… organized around ideologies against religion and race — with anti-Muslim and 
anti-Jewish sentiments being the most common, followed by hate against immigrants, 
Indigenous people, women, LGBTQ communities and other minorities. (Habib 2018: 
np) 

Regardless of the framework, educators must protect these, and other minoritised or 
marginalised groups in our schools. They must be shown respect and fully included in all 
learning activities if public education is to fulfil the role described in the eighteen hundreds 
by Horace Mann as the ‘great equaliser’. To do so, educators must acknowledge that 
statements such as those found at the beginning of this paper are racist and must be 
addressed.  

Educational and Cultural Challenges  
Education has not been exempt from racial disparities. From the sordid history of residential 
schools in Canada, the boarding school movement in the United States, to the wrongs 
described in Australia in Reform and Resistance in Aboriginal Education (Beresford & Partington 
2003), to educators’ implicit beliefs about the motivation and aptitude of minoritised students 
(Shields, Bishop & Mazawi 2005; Valencia 1997), education has been complicit in the 
continued marginalisation of non-dominant students.  

The international press is still replete with reports of mistreatment of students, including 
students of colour, or LGBTQ+ students. In October 2018, a CBC report entitled ‘Young 
refugees face racism in schools, mostly from teachers’, stated that not only had students been 
called ‘monkeys’, but that one had been warned against going to dinner with a Syrian family, 
because it would be ‘dangerous’ (CBC 2018). In Britain, a 2020 report by the BBC showed 
‘primary-school exclusions for racism in England [were] up more than 40% in just over a 
decade’ (McCamley 2020: np). And throughout the developed world, reports of 
disproportionate exclusions, suspensions, and disciplinary incidents for non-White students 
abound.  

Racism in schools is not new, but neither is the reluctance of educators to discuss it. 
Copenhaver-Johnson (2006) states that ‘researchers suggest many white teachers have a hard 
time talking with their children or one another about issues of race (e.g., Copenhaver, 2000; 
Glazier, 2003; Willis, 1995, 2003)’ (p. 12). Twenty years ago, Carr and Klassen (1997) studied 
perceptions of teachers in the Toronto School Board and found that although some were 
supportive of anti-racist training and programmes, many White teachers (who comprise the 
majority of the teaching force across Canada) preferred the concept of an anti-harassment 
policy to one of anti-racism, asserting that it would be more inclusive. This stance, the authors 
argue, ignores the fact that ‘teachers are not “neutral,” and that their actions may reinforce 
inequalities’ (p. 69). Moreover, as Kailin (1994: 175) noted, White privilege can ‘promote 
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subtle and systemic racism, resulting in negative cognitive orientations, attitudes, beliefs, and 
opinions’. 

Milner (2008) argues that the theory of interest convergence may help to explain the slow 
progress towards racial equality in schools, positing that ‘racial equality and equity for people 
of color will be pursued and advanced when they converge with the interests, needs, 
expectations, and ideologies of Whites’ (p. 333). A 2011 study of elementary school teachers 
in America found that ‘teachers have internalized the message that a colorblind stance is a 
desirable one’ (Boutte, Lopez-Robertson & Powers-Costello: 335). These authors suggested 
‘that teachers’ reluctance to discuss issues of race, color, and racism does not stem from their 
unwillingness, but rather from unfamiliarity with the knowledge base and available 
resources’ (p. 335). They went on to argue that ‘once teachers recognize that silence on these 
issues contributes to the problem, then they may be more likely to interrupt racism rather 
than ignore it’ (p. 335). Although lack of awareness contributes to the problem, it is not the 
only issue. As Oakes and Rogers (2006) explain, ‘merely documenting inequality will not, in 
and of itself, lead to more adequate and equitable schooling’ (p. 13) because knowledge alone 
does not ‘deconstruct the prevailing beliefs and politics that sustain racial and class privilege’ 
(p. 14).  

Challenging Negative Constructs  
Thus, in schools in which the student population is diverse and in which the large majority 
of teachers are White, there is a need to help teachers recognise that racism exists, that silence 
is not positive, and that it is important to learn to address deficit thinking, implicit bias, and 
systemic racism in order to provide a respectful and inclusive education for all students. The 
opening statement by a representative from a principals’ association who argued that to talk 
about racialised groups of students, implies that we are all racist; the surprising assertion by 
a conference attendee that teachers should really be ‘colour-blind’, also attests to this need. 
And the insistence that it is the student who is not motivated and that the teacher does not 
need to change is indicative of educators’ resistance to acknowledging racism and of a need 
for change. These attitudes all suggest the need to address implicit beliefs as well as to provide 
more granular awareness of racism.  

Race itself is also a social construct and the term racialise is used to recognise the ‘process by 
which societies construct races as real, different and unequal in ways that matter to economic, 
political and social life’ (OHRC 2019: np). Although it does not imply we are ‘all racist’, 
racialisation of others is connected to the ideology of racism when we either explicitly or 
implicitly believe, or act as though, one group is inherently superior to another. This belief 
may be displayed in various attitudes and behaviours found among educators in schools, as 
well as among parents, students, and the wider community. Some of these beliefs may 
manifest in deficit thinking, implicit bias, and microaggressions, as well as in the expression 
of ‘jokes’ or ‘slurs’ about other groups or even in our implicit acceptance of such jokes through 
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remaining silent and failing to address them. Although racism operates on an individual 
level, it is also manifest in systemic and societal levels and needs to be understood and 
addressed at all three.  

The Experience of Midwest Middle School 
I received an urgent phone call one day from Superintendent Cox who oversaw Midwest 
Middle School (both pseudonyms) informing me that there was a large racism problem in her 
district, but that her principals and educational leaders did not know how to address it. 
Because this situation does not comprise an isolated example, in that similar concerns have 
been identified in numerous schools where diversity has become the norm, I present it as an 
exemplar of the challenges.  

Midwest Middle School, located in a predominantly middle class community, has a 
homogeneous all-White teaching force, a student population that is 84 percent White, and 
approximately 11 percent of students categorised as low income. In general, students perform 
above the state average on standardised tests, despite an ‘achievement gap’ between the 
successful attainment of 75 percent of the White students, 61 percent of Hispanic students, 
and 49 percent of Black students. Concerned about this gap, which she had come to know as 
an empowerment or opportunity gap rather than simply poor performance on the part of 
minoritised students, Dr. Cox investigated further.  

Having received complaints about racial slurs in the middle school, and wondering if racism 
had something to do with lack of achievement, Dr. Cox asked its principal to conduct a short 
survey in which students were asked three questions:1 How do you define racism? What 
evidence have you seen in your school? What should we do about it?  

When the survey results were presented to the superintendent, she was shocked. Students 
had written repeatedly of having ‘witnessed people joking’, although the general consensus 
was that ‘most harassment is joking or not intentionally hurting anyone’. Despite the 
offensive nature of reported behaviour, students wrote that they had really not experienced 
racism because their peers were joking. ‘Jokes’ presented included:  

• Your [sic] from Germany, well the holocaust is definitely for you. All I hear is jokes about 
the colour of someone’s skin but that’s about it.  

• Another wrote: ‘Kids say this joke. What is something that is black and yellow and 
screams…a bus filled with black people falling off a cliff.’  

 

                                       
1 The survey asked two additional questions related to sexual harassment: How do you define 
sexual harassment? What evidence have you seen in your school? Although the results were 
equally disturbing, teachers did not feel as unprepared to address them, hence, we focus here 
solely on the issue of race and racism.  
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In addition to ‘jokes’, some students simply reported comments they had heard, such as:  

• You’re Mexican, come clean my house.  

• You’re a terrorist. 

• Since you’re Chinese do you eat Chinese food and dress up like them?  

And still another summed it up this way:  

I have witnessed racist jokes but I’m sure that people understand that they are jokes. 
(I still don’t think it’s right though). However, I have not witnessed genuine racism 
coming from someone who truly comprehends another culture as inequivalent in 
relation to that of theirs. 

Although at a theoretical or abstract level, students tended to be able to define and explain 
racism, they failed to recognise it in practice on a daily basis. Unfortunately, many educators 
expressed similar tendencies. Moreover, attitudes expressed by the middle school students 
described above clearly did not originate in their sixth grade, but must have also been 
developing over time at home and in the community; hence, the superintendent decided that 
the issue needed to be directly addressed.  

Dr. Cox found, however, after discussing the issue of racism with the principal and teachers, 
that they were not adequately equipped to address it. When asked how educators could 
address the comment about the bus going over the cliff, the typical response was to indicate 
they would either ignore it or begin by asking students ‘why’ they had told the joke or made 
a particular comment. They then indicated they would inform the student that it was ‘not 
appropriate for school’ or that ‘we do not use put-downs here’. The superintendent was 
concerned that the educators failed to address the central issue of racism and seemed either 
unaware or unable to address it.  

Subsequently this discomfort was borne out during a professional development session I 
conducted with the educators from that district. For a whole day, I engaged the educators in 
activities and explicit conversation about race and racism. When leaders were asked whether 
they talked with their teachers about race and racism, although one replied, ‘Yes, absolutely’, 
another stated emphatically, ‘Never, never, never’. Principals acknowledged that these were 
‘very sensitive current issues’, but indicated their discomfort and some risks inherent in 
addressing them.  

Educators were also shown clips from a 2010 study commissioned by CNN in which parents 
watched their children respond to directions like, ‘show me the nice child, show me the angry 
child, show me the bad child, show me the smart child’. In these videos, children pointed 
quickly and decisively to pictures of White children as positive and to those of darker hue 
when asked about angry, bad, or ‘dumb’ children.  

In general, when shown video clips of children’s implicit racial biases, the educators in my 
workshop resisted that interpretation, instead insisting that the study must be flawed. They 
raised questions about the validity of the study (conducted by renowned child psychologist 
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and University of Chicago professor Margaret Beale Spencer, a leading researcher in the field 
of child development). They also expressed a belief ‘that the children’s discriminatory 
responses were because the only difference in the pictures was colour’, or stated that ‘darker 
colours were always negative and associated by children with dirt and thus did not indicate 
anything about race’. Other responses included the sentiments that ‘sometimes talking about 
it makes it worse’, or ‘it’s just a picture and does not represent reality’, or ‘it’s because the 
interviewers, Anderson Cooper and Soledad O’Brian, were White’ (something visibly untrue 
in O’Brian’s case).  

When the discussion moved to the impact of implicit bias or explicit prejudice, one teacher 
stated that minority students are ‘expected to achieve lower’. In other words, from her 
perspective, the onus was on the students to work harder and to ‘pull themselves up’ without 
acknowledging the responsibility of teachers to ensure everyone succeeds. This deficit 
thinking is consistent with the responses of school leaders who generally expressed a belief 
that a child’s home background and situation determines outcomes more than anything a 
teacher can do. Although one principal stated that it would be ‘a very sad, sad thing for 
education’ if teachers could not make a difference, another indicated that:  

If there is no encouragement at home, if there is nothing at home that has been done 
or it's a really bad environment […] we can’t fix what's at home or that it’s just common 
knowledge, despite the fact that a ‘really good teacher’ can do amazing things.    

Still others indicated that, as parents, they would be upset if issues of ethnicity were 
addressed at school.  

Near the end of the day, I asked for volunteers from the group of principals to role-play what 
they might say if they heard a student telling the ‘bus’ joke. They still expressed considerable 
discomfort and made comments like: ‘I don’t know what to say in this moment’, or ‘I feel 
uncomfortable in front of my peers’. Totally ignoring the central issue of race, one began with 
the response: ‘Why would you tell a joke about people getting hurt? Why is it funny to laugh 
when people get hurt?’ In other words, school leaders still chose to remain in what they 
perceived to be ‘safe’ territory, and to address the issue of physical harm rather than the 
racism explicit in the ‘joke’. Moreover, the fact that they were ‘at a loss’ for how to respond 
even after a whole day of activity and discussion and still explicitly wondered if it was really 
their role to address discriminatory comments and actions, indicates the importance of 
preparing them to do so. 

Some Possible Ways Forward 
Transformative leadership theory holds the potential to assist with the task of challenging 
mindsets and of developing policies and practices that positively address the growing 
diversity in today’s schools. Consistent with Johnson’s (2008) admonition about the 
importance of mindsets, this theory emphasises the need for transformative leaders to reflect 
on their own beliefs and mindsets, to understand their contexts, and to acknowledge the need 
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for creating equitable and respectful learning environments. It therefore offers a basis for 
inclusion, equity, social justice, and for promoting emancipation, democracy, and global 
awareness among all students. Once educators have become ‘critically aware’ (Freire 1970) of 
how their own beliefs, values, and assumptions influence their decisions, policies, and 
practices, they can take steps to adopt more equitable stances through the elimination of 
racism.  

Transformative leadership requires educators to examine their contexts and to identify areas 
of inequity. It might lead educators to ask themselves why disproportionate suspensions and 
exclusions or academic ‘achievement gaps’ were occurring in their schools and whether they 
did, indeed, represent inequity. Are Black and Brown children inherently less able than White 
students? Is there something wrong with the identification and screening procedures? Why 
do students and teachers interpret racist comments as harmless jokes? 

Most scholars reject individual explanations and argue that systemic factors, including 
systemic and institutional racism, are at play and must be addressed. Yet, as Solomon, 
Portelli, Daniel and Campbell (2005) asserted, as a country reverts to more ‘conservative 
educational moorings, notions of equity, diversity and anti-racism practices [are] largely 
marginalized as important sites for consideration within educational spheres’ (p. 149). One 
implication of this is that notions of colour-blind racism, in which educators assert that they 
‘do not see colour’ or that they are concerned about the students’ similarities and not their 
differences still render racism invisible and relegate instances of racial jokes and slurs to a 
category of ‘kids being kids’ and meaningless adolescent teasing.  

Transformative leadership theory’s emphasis on deconstructing knowledge frameworks that 
perpetuate inequity and reconstructing them in more equitable ways speaks to the hegemony 
of colour-blindness by reminding teachers that it is only power and privilege that permits one 
to be colour-blind. Similarly, understanding the power differentials that have resulted in both 
the historic conquest of various groups and the perpetuation of marginalising practices will 
support the need for change. As Quantz et al. (1991) assert, ‘transformative leaders must be 
willing to use the authority of democracy if they are to achieve transformation because 
transformative leadership does not imply the diminishing of power, but the diminishing of 
un-democratic power relationships’ (p. 102). One aspect of sharing power is the recognition that 
listening to others and asking for help is not a sign of weakness but of strength as 
transformative educators work together to eradicate racism.   

The careful examination of ways in which curriculum continues to exclude some groups and 
privilege others will also help to address the marginalisation of those from minoritised 
groups. As Khalifa, Gooden and Davis (2016) argue, there is a need for culturally responsive 
curriculum that ‘responds effectively to educational, social, political and cultural needs of 
students’ (p. 1278). This implies that students will find themselves represented appropriately, 
rather than stereotypically, in the curriculum they are presented. Moreover, they will not be 
blamed for not ‘being hungry enough’ or being unmotivated, but will participate in 



14 | ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  
 

curriculum and pedagogy that are democratic and emancipatory and that offer alternative 
images of possibility, in part through addressing racism.  

Transformative leadership calls for both critique and promise, for thoughtful, reflective, and 
critical discourse that not only points out current problems and challenges but offers ways 
forward. This requires not only ensuring students have equitable and inclusive learning 
environments, but also helping them to understand the impact of injustice in the wider 
community. Hence it is not acceptable to ignore racist jokes and comments. Democracy, as 
Quantz et al. (1991) suggest, promotes relationships that not only ‘make “better schools”’, but 
that transforms ‘present social situations’ (p. 103).  

Finally transformative leadership acknowledges the need for moral courage in the face of 
almost certain resistance. It is clear that ‘when present relations are challenged, one must 
expect that those in the dominant position will resist and retaliate to the extent they are able’ 
(Quantz et al. 1991: 103). As the school leaders of Midwest Middle School indicated, 
addressing racism is uncomfortable and some teachers and parents are opposed to such 
discussions. For that reason, as Weiner (2003) posits, transformative leadership ‘must have 
one foot in the dominant structures of power and authority’ and one foot outside the circle of 
institutional power in order to initiate transformative processes that ‘push society toward the 
horizon of liberty and equality’ (p. 95).   

Concluding Comments  
Despite legitimate concerns about working in systems of increasing diversity, high 
accountability, and disparate resources, educators have a responsibility to ensure that 
students are taught, not simply to pass mandated standardised tests, but to take their places 
as well-informed, caring, and engaged citizens. Yet, often, educators and educational leaders 
do not seem to be adequately prepared to take up this challenge. It is not an exaggeration to 
suggest that educational leaders are complicit (sometimes unintentionally) in the 
perpetuation of today’s educational shortcomings.  

We have seen that educators find it difficult to address race and ethnicity in their 
organisations. Some are afraid. Some are unconvinced it is their responsibility. Others are 
simply unprepared to do so. Nevertheless, the comments reported here, combined with the 
inability of educators to adequately address the prejudices expressed in ‘jokes’ and off-hand 
comments, suggest the need for academics to take seriously the need to consistently address 
issues of race and racism. Indeed, it is obvious from the foregoing that educators need to be 
better prepared to address incidents of discrimination and racism in their schools.  

Moreover, the persistence of prejudice, implicit bias, and discrimination in our society 
suggests that leadership theories that neglect issues of belief, values, assumptions, and 
mindsets fail to adequately prepare administrators for today’s schools. As Anello et al. (2014) 
have argued, ‘becoming aware of our own and others’ tacit assumptions’ is ‘critical to the 
process of transformative learning’ (p. 5). Transformative leadership theory is one critical 
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approach to educational leadership that foregrounds the need to address discriminatory 
mindsets and deficit assumptions. It asks leaders to carefully consider their responsibility to 
address issues perceived to be difficult and controversial and to both support teachers and to 
teach students about the need to live together in mutual benefit (Green 1999). It behoves all 
of us to take seriously the need to incorporate into education and educational leadership, the 
kind of thinking that will challenge racism and discrimination in today’s diverse schools.   
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BAME Teacher Progression in England: 
Towards a Conceptual Model  
Paul Miller 

Abstract: The career progression of teachers and academics of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 
(BAME) heritage in England has been a matter of intense scrutiny among a range of actors including 
the public, politicians and researchers. Many reasons and explanations have been provided for the 
apparent lack of improvement in this area, despite an increase in the numbers of students of BAME 
heritage in schools and other educational institutions, despite the passage of the Equality Act 2010, 
despite student led campaigns such as ‘Why is my professor not black?’, and despite the substantial 
body of evidence on the benefits for students of BAME heritage of having same race teachers and 
lecturers. At the individual level, barriers have included interpersonal racism, and at the organisational 
level, institutional racism has been identified as contributing to, if not responsible for the lower than 
average progression of staff of BAME heritage in England’s educational institutions. Nevertheless, over 
the last decade, an emergent and sustained body of research has emerged that examines ‘how’ and under 
‘what conditions’ promotion/progression occurs or can be achieved. In arriving at a conceptual model 
of progression among teachers of BAME heritage, critical evaluation of the four available studies reveals 
four key factors or enablers: meritocratic agency; contrived agency; endorsement and institutional 
habitus.  

Keywords: Agency, affiliation, ‘White sanction’, institutional habitus, institutional racism 

Introduction and Contextualisation 
Several studies and reports have detailed the barriers to the career progression face by 
teachers of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) heritage in England (Department of 
Education (DfE) 2018; Haque & Elliott 2016; NASUWT 2015). At the same time, a smaller body 
of research, conducted over a decade (Miller 2014, 2015, 2016, 2019b), has instead focused on 
actual or perceived enablers to progression in the career progression of teachers of BAME 
heritage. Each of Miller’s individual studies has two purposes: first, serving as a counter-
balance in ongoing decades concerning the progression of teachers of BAME heritage, and 
second, as a means to identify and articulate ‘what works’ and under what conditions, in 
enabling and/or increasing the career progression of teachers of BAME heritage. By bringing 



            ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  | 19  
 

together the evidence of four previous studies on enablers to progression, this paper attempts 
two things: first, to present a critical review and summary of the evidence from the four 
studies, and to make connections between and among them; and second, to propose a 
conceptual model of progression that reflects the experiences of teachers of BAME heritage 
(across all education phases) in England.  

Racism and School Leadership in England  

Although ‘Britain is not a racist nation’ (Phillips 2016: 1), many of its educational institutions 
are believed to be racist (Bhopal & Jackson 2013; Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) 2011; Miller 
2016). Resolving this apparent contradiction is beyond the scope of this paper, although it is 
appropriate to surface this contradiction in light of current and ongoing patterns of 
progression among teachers of BAME heritage in England. BAME teachers are just over six 
percent of the total teachers in publicly funded primary and secondary schools, and are an 
important part of the overall population of staff in schools in England. Although not a 
homogenous group, their experiences within the education system generally, and of career 
progression specifically, are broadly consistent. Miller (2019b) notes, ‘this makes 
understanding the race/ethnic based discrimination in education somewhat easier; and on the 
other hand, it raises significant questions about the practice of educational institutions and 
educational leaders in promoting or ensuring race equality’ (p. 3). According to the latest 
school workforce data available from the Department for Education (2020), as at January 2020, 
there were approximately 453,000 teachers in the state sector in England. This number is 
broken down as follows:  

• White: 399,300 (85.9%) are White-British, 18,000 (3.9%) are from ‘Other White’ 
backgrounds, 7,300 (1.6%) are White-Irish;  

• Asian: 8,900 (1.9%) are Indian, 5,500 (1.2%) are Pakistani, 2,700 (0.6%) are Bangladeshi, 
3,100 (0.7%) are ‘Asian other’;  

• Black: 4,800 (1.0%) are Black Caribbean, 4,000 (0.9%) are Black African, 1,500 (0.3%) are 
‘Black other’;  

• Mixed: 1,600 (0.3%) are Mixed White/Asian, 600 (0.1%) are Mixed Black/African, 1,700 
(0.4%) are Mixed Black/Caribbean, 2,400 (0.5%) are Mixed Other;  

• Chinese: 800 (0.2%);  

• ‘Any other’: 2,700 (0.6%);  

• Unknown: 35,300 (7.79%).  

Put differently, there are approximately 399,300 (85.9%) teachers who are White-British, 
35,000 (7.79%) teachers whose ethnicity is unknown, and 18,400 (6.31%) teachers of BAME 
heritage. Furthermore, there are approximately 22,400 principals or headteachers: 20,809 
(92.9%) are White-British, 1,200 (5.3%) whose ethnicity is unknown, and 391 (or 1.7%) of 
BAME heritage (DfE 2020).  
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Racism is a reality (Bell 2004), and racism in England’s education system is a reality – a reality 
that affects the lives of students and staff in multiple ways and influences their experience of, 
and interaction with/in, the education system. For although Phillips (2016) claims that ‘Britain 
is not a racist nation’, he also acknowledges that Britain has a ‘… deep sensitivity to … ethnic 
and cultural difference’ (p. 1) – sensitivities which operate in overt and covert ways to define 
the overarching experiences of staff and students of BAME heritage in some institutions. Put 
differently, despite its espoused values of respect for individual liberty and tolerance, the UK 
has become increasingly polarised along racial lines, the result of which is the creation and 
reinforcement of a system of ‘in group’ and ‘out group’, which have produced ‘in effect, many 
nations within one nation, or enclaves with their own experiences and their own internal and 
external racialised problems or privileges’ (Miller 2019a: 1). Accordingly, it is to be 
acknowledged that educational institutions and educational leaders are bi-products of this 
larger context – a context where inequity and inequality are not only endemic, but are in a 
sense, expected. Since school leaders are not immune to racism (Brooks & Jean-Marie 2007), 
the task of building equity-based educational institutions is effectively left to chance and/or 
conscience, in the absence of a robust system of mandatory implementation and monitoring 
of the Equality Act. Scheurich and Young (1997: 5) note:  

Institutional racism exists when institutions or organizations, including educational 
ones, have standard operating procedures (intended or unintended) that hurt 
members of one or more races in relation to members of the dominant 
race…institutional racism also exists when institutional or organizational cultures, 
rules, habits, or symbols have the same biasing effect. 

Institutional racism can reinforce racist attitudes and behaviours that blight the experience of 
students and staff from minority ethnic backgrounds within an institution and thus the 
system as a whole. Nevertheless, and despite the fact they and their institutions are bi-
products of racialised national, social and community contexts, educational leaders are 
powerful individuals who are uniquely placed to influence staff, students and other 
stakeholders in ways that help raise their awareness of, and attention to, issues of racism/race 
discrimination, and to helping and enabling them to tackle race and other forms of 
discrimination, and to promoting, building and sustaining educational institutions in ways 
that positively influence all who study and work therein. In other words, educational leaders/ 
leadership can be a powerful antidote to race inequity and discrimination in their institutions.  

Barriers to Progression: BAME Staff  

From an inductive review of extant literature, Miller (2018) reported five broad sets of factors/ 
barriers related to the progression of teachers of BAME heritage in England. Miller’s original 
table of factors in the progression of BAME teachers and academics has been updated to 
include works from Bush (2019), Iqbal (2019) and Miller (2019). The factors are summarised 
in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Barriers/Factors in the Recruitment, Development, Retention and Progression of 
Teachers and Academics of BAME Heritage (based on Miller 2018, updated 2020) 

Policy/Law Race/Racism Institutional 
practices 

Group 
membership   

Religion 
(Islam) 

Unfair policy 
treatment  
(Miller 2014,  
2018)  

Law as a lock 
and key    
(Miller 2018) 
  
  

Ethnic 
stereotyping   
(Earley, Evans, 
Collarbone, Gold 
& Halpin 2002; 
Earley et al. 
2012)  

Indirect racism  
(Powney, Wilson 
& Hall 2003)  

Ethnic/racial 
discrimination  
(Bush, Glover & 
Sood 2006; Bush 
2019) 

Race/ethnicity 
(Lumby & 
Coleman 2007, 
2017) 

Race 
discrimination  
(Miller &    
Callender 2018) 

Marginalisation 
(Powney et al. 
2003)  

Workplace 
discrimination  
(McNamara, 
Howson, Gunter  
& Fryers 2009) 

Interference/ 
Jockeying  
(Miller 2014)  

Institutional 
culture and 
change  
(Miller 2019) 

Networks that 
excludes… 
(Harris, Muijs & 
Crawford 2003)  

Social 
connections  
(Miller 2014) 
  
  

Shah & Shaikh 
(2010) 

Iqbal (2019) 

 

Policy/Law: Miller (2014) found that unfair policy treatment contributes to flatlining of the 
career progression of teachers of BAME heritage (and migrant origin), which has resulted in 
many experiencing occupational segregation (Miller 2018).  

Race/Racism: Earley et al. (2002) found that racial/ethnic stereotyping was a factor in the 
progression of BAME teachers to senior roles. A decade later, Early et al. (2012) reconfirmed 
this was still the case. Racial/ethnic discrimination (Bush 2019; Bush et al. 2006) was also 
found to be a barrier in the progression of teachers of BAME heritage. Furthermore, Lumby 
and Coleman (2007) found race/ethnicity was a barrier to the progression of teachers of BAME 
heritage, a situation they reconfirmed a decade later in 2017, and supported by Miller and 
Callender (2018).  

Institutional practices: Marginalisation and indirect racism (Powney et al. 2003), workplace 
discrimination (McNamara et al. 2009) and workplace practices (Miller 2019) have also been 
found to be significant barriers in the progression of teachers of BAME heritage.  
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Group membership: Harris et al. (2003) found that informal networks that exclude some 
groups is a factor influencing teacher progression generally, and BAME teacher progression, 
specifically. Furthermore, Miller (2014) contends that social connections led to the 
advantaging of some persons and the disadvantaging of others in recruitment rounds.  

Religion (Islam): Shah and Shaikh (2010) suggest that religious background, in particular 
being a Muslim, is as problematic to progression as being of BAME heritage. Furthermore, 
Iqbal (2019) argued that being Muslim and male presented exceptional challenges to gaining 
an appointment as a headteacher.  

These barriers are inexhaustive and are at the heart of a ‘deep rooted and continuing struggle 
among BAME teachers and academics for equality and mutual recognition’ (Miller 2016: 1); a 
struggle ‘that is a significant feature of contemporary educational institutions …’ (Miller 2018: 
3).  

Educational Institutions and Race Quality  

Before we can fully appreciate and understand the career experiences of teachers of BAME 
heritage in England, it is worth considering the types of educational institutions within which 
they work. With respect to their interaction with BAME career progression, Miller (2016: 217) 
notes there are four types of institutions: engaged, experimenting, initiated and uninitiated.  

1. In an ‘engaged’ institution, there are BAME staff at all levels of its hierarchy, 
including in (senior) leadership roles.  

2. In an ‘experimenting’ institution, there are a small number of BAME staff in posts 
and a smaller number of BME staff in leadership roles.  

3. In an ‘initiated’ institution, there exists a framework for meeting its legal duty, 
BAME staff recruitment is restricted with only few BAME staff in posts, but no 
BAME staff in leadership roles.  

4. In an ‘uninitiated’ institution, no framework or plan is in place to meet its legal 
duty and no BAME staff are in posts.  

This institutional typology is crucial to our understanding and interpretation of the evidence 
associated with each study. Suffice to say here however, practices in the vast majority of 
educational institutions have been found to lag behind equality regulations, and in some 
cases, there has also been a clear mismatch between them (Miller 2018). Furthermore the 
Equalities Challenge Unit (2011) found, some initiatives fail due to: 

… the absence of resources and authority for the initiative, and sometimes fatigue and 
apathy towards new initiatives where previous staff experiences tend to be of 
unsuccessful initiatives that achieved neither substance nor sustainability. (pp. 46-47)  

Moreover, Ahmed (2007) notes that some institutions have shown a ‘lack of commitment to 
change’ (p. 236), and Miller (2016) found some institutions only engaged in ‘light touch’ 
interventions (p. 218). However Kalra, Able and Esmail (2009) acknowledge that for diversity 
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initiatives to be productive, this requires changes to institutional cultures. Additionally, it has 
also been suggested that for diversity initiatives to be successful, there needs to be leadership 
that is committed in speech and in action (Ahmed 2007); leadership which cuts through the 
paralysis of action associated with diversity issues (Mirza 2008), and leadership which is 
courageous and is oriented towards social justice (Miller 2019b).  

Summary of Evidence from Studies on Perceived Enablers to 
BAME Teacher Progression  

Study 1: Personal Agency/‘Affiliation’ and/or ‘Group Membership’ – Miller 
(2014) 

• When conducted and where: Fieldwork was conducted in England between December 
2013 and February 2014 and included eight participants – teachers and school leaders. It 
was the second phase of a longer study, the first phase of which was conducted in 
Jamaica between October 2012 and May 2013.  

• Methodology and methods: Qualitative scoping study that involved in-depth 
interviews. Convenience and snowball sampling were used to enlist participants. All 
interviews were conducted via Skype or telephone, and each interview lasted circa 45-60 
minutes.  

• Participants: There were three school leaders – one male and two females. Two (one male 
and one female) were from white British backgrounds and one of BAME heritage. 
Teachers – all five teachers were of BAME heritage. Three were classroom teachers and 
two held middle leadership roles such as ‘Head of Department’ and ‘Head of Year’. 
Except for one participant (the male headteacher), all other participants were based in 
London.  

• Analytical approach and key questions: Data analysis was conducted using the thematic 
analysis approach. Based on the exploratory nature of the study in trying to understand 
how the career progression of teachers of BAME heritage were understood and framed 
by different actors, it was considered appropriate to focus on themes to establish 
correlation. The main research question was: ‘What specific factors influence career 
progression among teachers of BAME heritage in England?’ 

• Summary of key findings: Personal Agency; Affiliation/Group membership: Miller 
(2014) found teachers showed a great sense of determination and motivation to keep 
trying, despite perceived and actual barriers to their progression. For example, although 
participants acknowledge that ‘affiliation’ or ‘membership’ of professional and/or 
informal networks and ‘clubs’ were believed to confer an advantage by increasing one’s 
chances of progression, some strongly resisted seeking membership in or belonging to a 
‘club’ or ‘network’; choosing instead to continue to apply for jobs on the basis of their 
perceived worth, and their belief that the ‘system’ or those in charge of 
recruitment/hiring will do so on the basis of this worth.  
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• Underpinning theory: Affiliation theory (Harris et al. 2003; Shah & Shaikh 2010; Tallerico 
2000); corruption in education (Miller 2013; United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) 2004); race discrimination (Powney et al. 2003).  

Study 2: ‘Appeasement’ or ‘Adaptation’/‘Group Membership’ – Miller (2015) 

• When conducted and where: This study was undertaken over 12 months, between 
March 2014 and March 2015. It included seven participants employed on full time 
contracts at four universities in London.  

• Methodology and methods: Qualitative study that involved in-depth interviews. A 
combination of convenience and snowball sampling was used to enlist the academics, 
who were interviewed via semi-structured telephone and face-to-face interviews. 

• Participants: Seven academics of BAME heritage (two males, five females) took part in 
the study. Two of the female academics were employed at ‘Russell Group’ universities, 
two of the academics were employed at ‘plate-glass’ universities and three of the 
academics were employed at ‘post-1992’ universities. Between them, they had over 60 
years of university teaching experience, or an average of 8.5 years. Academics at ‘Russell 
Group’ and ‘plate glass’ universities held roles as lecturers, whereas those employed at 
‘post 1992’ universities held roles as senior lecturers.  

• Analytical approach and key questions: Data analysis made use of the thematic analysis 
approach, incorporating aspects of ethnomethodology (Atkinson & Heritage 1984). This 
is a method for understanding the social orders people use to make sense of the world 
through analysing their accounts and descriptions of their day-to-day experiences. As a 
methodology, ethnomethodology seeks to find the methods used by actors in everyday 
interaction which achieve the sense of order in their contexts. Ethnomethodology focuses 
on the achievement of a sense of order through the actions of participants and does not 
seek to explore macro patterns of social ‘structure’ – rather, how these patterns impact 
them. Thus, in presenting the study, I have kept in mind the need to ‘enable participants 
“to be heard”’ (Mortimore & Mortimore 1991: vii). The main research question was: 
‘What specific factors influence career progression among academics of BAME heritage 
in England?’ 

• Underpinning theory: Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner 1986); race discrimination 
(Bhopal & Brown 2013; Powney et al. 2003).  

• Summary of key findings: Appeasement or Adaptation; Affiliation/Group 
membership: Miller (2015) found that when teachers of BAME heritage ‘proved 
themselves’, (and had thus become a part of an ‘in-group’ or ‘network’ or ‘club’), 
although not guaranteed, their chances of promotion, progression were improved. That 
is, teachers of BAME heritage appear to stand a better chance of promotion, progression 
where they, at first, look like, second, share cultural habits and patterns of behaviours 
similar to White teachers, and/or third, where they are prepared to ‘adopt’, ‘adapt’ and 
‘adjust’.  
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Study 3: ‘White Sanction’/Personal Agency – Miller (2016) 

• When conducted and where: Data collection for this qualitative study was conducted 
in two phases between March 2014 and November 2015. The overall focus of the study 
was to gain insights and accounts of teachers of and academics of BAME heritage 
regarding their progression and promotion experiences.  

• Methodology and methods: Qualitative interviews (telephone and face-to-face). A 
combination of convenience and snowball sampling was used to enlist the teachers. 

• Participants: There were 15 participants, seven academics and eight teachers. The seven 
academics (two males, five females) were employed at universities in London as 
lecturers and senior lecturers. These are the same academics who were involved in 
Study 2. The eight teachers were from eight different schools located in five London 
boroughs; one was employed at a primary school and seven were employed at 
secondary schools. They were engaged through snowball sampling. One was employed 
at an ‘Outstanding’ school, five were employed at a ‘Good’ school and two were 
employed at a school ‘Requiring Improvement’. Together, the teachers had over 68 years 
of teaching experience, or an average of 8.5 years, and they held roles as classroom 
teacher, head of year, head of department, assistant head teacher and deputy head 
teacher.  

• Analytical approach and key questions: Data analysis in this study combined 
descriptive and auto-ethnographic approaches. Descriptive research aims to provide a 
detailed picture of a particular situation (Nueman 2006), and auto-ethnographic 
research (Etherington 2004; Sikes 2013) aims to provide accounts from participants’ 
viewpoints. This combined approach was more helpful in gaining deeper and more 
meaningful insights of what they believe works in career progression. The study did not 
attempt to measure the experiences of teachers and academics of BAME heritage, but 
rather to provide a description of their experiences (Chieffo & Griffiths 2004). The main 
question asked of the teachers and academics of BAME heritage in this study was: ‘What 
factors hinder/enable the career progression and promotion of teachers and academics 
of BAME heritage in England?’ 

• Underpinning theory: Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner 1986); White 
privilege/whiteness theory (Du Bois 1997; Omi & Winant 1986; Woodson 2006).  

• Summary of key findings: White sanction: Miller (2016) found that progression/ 
promotion of teachers and academics of BAME heritage is, in many cases, linked to or 
is reliant upon the support and endorsement of a white colleague. Miller calls this ‘White 
sanction’, which he defines as: 

 … a deliberate act where the skills and capabilities of a BME individual are, 
first, acknowledged and, second, endorsed/ promoted by a white individual, 
who is positioned as a broker and/or mediator acting on behalf of or in the 
interests of the BME individual. (p. 11) 
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Although acknowledging that ‘White sanction’ positions white colleagues as gatekeepers, 
and is therefore problematic, Miller nevertheless reasons that ‘White sanction’ can lead to 
positive outcomes for the teacher of BAME heritage who has been endorsed by a white 
colleague, since ‘White sanction’ provides ‘legitimacy’ and ‘enabling’ (p. 215). Despite this 
Miller also found evidence of teachers and academics of BAME heritage being very agentic 
in pushing back against structural and institutional racism through the formation and 
participation in existing networks, and through increased research and scholarship on their 
racialised institutional experiences.  

Study 4: Institutional Cultures and Structures/Positive Action – Miller (2019) 

• When conducted and where: Data collection for this qualitative exploratory study was 
conducted between October 2018 and May 2019. The study involved participants in 
London and in the north of England.  

• Methodology and methods: Sampling was completely random. A blast was sent out via 
social media to schools/headteachers with a request to participate in a study on ‘Positive 
actions in BAME staffing’. This was followed up by several attempts on social media to 
recruit. Of the 24,281 school leaders in England, only three responded, and the three who 
responded were ‘discovered’ via social media. In-depth interviews were held with each 
headteacher lasting over 45 minutes at a time, and each headteacher was interviewed 
twice. A series of email exchanges occurred between the researcher and each participant, 
following the interviews, aimed at achieving ‘respondent validation’. This was not only 
important as an ethical issue in research but was crucial to the field since previously there 
was no available research evidence on what/how school leaders challenge and change 
school structures and cultures to promote race equality in staffing.  

• Participants: There were three participants (headteachers): one female and two males. In 
their early 50s, each participant was responsible for two schools as part of a Multi-
Academy Trust (MAT). The female participant is of Black African heritage. One male is 
of White British (Welsh) origin, and the other male is of White British origin. The female 
oversees a primary MAT, and both male school leaders oversee secondary MATs.  

• Analytical approach and key questions: This study combined thematic analysis and 
elements of auto-ethnography. Brooks and Watson’s (2018) model of ‘Ecologies of 
racism’ which combines different lived states: Pretext–context–posttext was also used as a 
key component of the analytical frame. In choosing this analytical framework, my aim 
was to provide a detailed picture of a situation or context (in this case the individual 
schools), by drawing on accounts of actions taken, and examples of impacts provided by 
headteachers within their individual schools. Combining these approaches was believed 
to be more useful to the overall analysis since the emphasis was on identifying and cross-
matching actions and outcomes led by different actors in different work contexts, and 
since a main objective of the study was ‘… interpretive explanation and not prediction’ 
(Doyle 2003: 326).  
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• Underpinning theory: Courage leadership (Freeman 2008); Social justice leadership 
(Miller, Hill-Berry, Hylton-Fraser & Powell 2019; Bogotch 2000; Theoharis 2007).  

• Summary of key findings: Institutional changes/Positive actions. Positive actions by 
school leaders can (and do) lead to a reduction in structural inequality. Where 
conversations about race discrimination in staffing are encouraged and held openly 
among all staff; and where school leaders proactively implement strategies to improve 
recruitment, development, retention and progression of teachers of BAME heritage, this 
can lead to positive outcomes for the entire institution. In addition, tackling race 
discrimination requires courageous and social justice leadership.  

Making Sense of These Studies and Their Findings  
Each study provides an opportunity to examine career progression, in particular the 
progression of staff of BAME heritage in ways not previously understood or undertaken. 
Despite the unique set of findings associated with each study, there are several overlapping 
findings and themes which can be found between and across studies. Accordingly, by looking 
at the studies together, as a body of research, this allows for more meaningful engagement 
with, and interrogation of, the findings and their implications for individuals and 
institutional practice. Four key themes, each linked to one or more of the studies, are 
discussed below.  

Meritocratic Agency  

This is based on an individual’s belief in their own worth (talent, abilities, skills, etc.), and in 
the ‘system’ to recognise and value this worth. Evidence of this was found in two of the 
studies (Miller 2014, 2016). Bandura (2001, 2008) regarded agency as an individual’s ability to 
intentionally influence their life as well as that of others around them. In other words, 
possessing the belief that one can successfully influence the course of events within their 
environment is, according to Bandura, an essential ingredient in being able to do so. Watts 
and Guessous (2006) propose that personal agency is the belief that one can make an impact. 
They argue that agency is an essential tool for navigating ‘… the political, economic, cultural 
and other systemic forces that shape society, and the associated process of growth in relevant 
knowledge, analytical skills, and emotional faculties’ (p. 3). In their socio-political model, 
Watts and Guessous (2006) assert that agency helps to mediate the tensions between social 
beliefs (i.e. beliefs one holds about how society works and their place in it) and socio-political 
behaviour or action (i.e. accepting or challenging the status quo). Despite failed progression 
attempts, institutional barriers, and the enticement to ‘gain an advantage’ by joining or 
becoming part of a network or club, some teachers pushed back against these by holding onto 
the belief the system will deliver to them the promised benefits of their hard work, experience, 
educational qualifications, etc., and on their own terms. This is consistent with Gerhardt and 
Brown’s (2006) view that the development of self-efficacy is influenced by both personal 
characteristics (e.g. how goal oriented one is) and situational features (e.g. experiences and 
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situational constraints). I should clarify however that in developing the concept of 
meritocratic agency, my intention is to distinguish between agency which relates to one’s 
ability to intentionally influence their life and that of others around them (Bandura 2001, 
2008), and the fact the teachers in the study gave accounts and examples of how they had kept 
going, and how they would keep applying for jobs due to their belief in their self-worth, and 
based on their hope in the ability of the system (or those working therein) to recognise and 
value their worth.  

Contrived/Expedient Agency  

As we’ve seen, agency is an individual’s ability to intentionally influence their life as well as 
that of others around them. However, there is no prescribed or single way agency can or 
should be applied in practice. Accordingly, contrived or expedient agency (additional concept 
I have coined in this paper) may be seen as the opposite of meritocratic agency. Evidence of 
this was found in the 2014 and 2015 studies. Despite having the ‘right’ experience, educational 
qualifications, skills, etc., the only recourse available to a number of teachers seeking 
progression opportunities was to ‘affiliate’ with ‘clubs’ or ‘networks’. Miller (2018) thus 
argues: ‘This situation positions overseas trained teachers, and teachers of BAME heritage as 
pawns in a corrupt system where meritocracy is secondary to the power of whiteness, and 
where sameness is preferred to difference’ (p. 26). In addition to ‘being forced’ to join 
‘networks’ or ‘clubs’ to be noticed or to be in with a chance, teachers of BAME heritage were 
having to re-orient or adopt a new language register, and new dress code, and new 
mannerisms. Halpern (2005) acknowledges progression can be ‘through intermediate social 
structures – webs of association and shared understandings of how to behave’ (p. 3). Miller 
(2018) also notes, ‘… when … teachers of BAME heritage “proved themselves”, they are 
believed to increase their chances of promotion since “proving themselves” allowed them to 
be “better understood”’ (p. 23). Frye (1992) describes this phenomenon as behaving whitely. 
Highlighting the fact, institutional practices demand teachers of BAME heritage need to be 
complicit with instead of challenging structures and practices, Miller (2018) also notes, ‘…. 
teachers of BAME heritage … need to position or conduct themselves in ways that are likely 
to increase how they are perceived and understood’ (p. 23). The findings from the 2014 and 
2016 studies acknowledge that: 

… in the case of teachers of BAME heritage, whereas a teaching qualification and a 
degree may get them through the door, social intercourse and access to predominantly 
white middle-class, male-dominated networks (Bhopal & Jackson 2013) appears a 
stronger and more likely indicator of career progression. (Miller 2018: 29) 
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Endorsement 

Miller (2016: 217) notes: 

‘White sanction’ is a deliberate act where the skills and capabilities of a BME 
individual are, first, acknowledged and, second, endorsed/promoted by a white 
individual, who is positioned as a broker and/or mediator acting on behalf of or in the 
interest of the BME individual.  

Evidence of this was in the 2016 study. ‘White sanction’ kicks when an individual’s own 
agency, whether meritocratic or contrived appears insufficient to achieve (meaningful) 
progression. Nevertheless, as articulated by Miller (2016), ‘White sanction’ confers: 

… legitimacy: where a BAME teacher and their knowledge, skills and experiences are 
accepted as equal on the basis of merit; and enabling: where the BAME teacher or 
academic is afforded different opportunities despite their race/ethnicity, as a result of 
being ‘endorsed’. (p. 215) 

Although noting that, in a system based on equity, there would be no need for ‘White 
sanction’, Miller (2016) also acknowledges, BAME capital is ‘restricted and can be restrictive’ 
(p. 218).  

Institutional Habitus  

This is based on deliberate and planned changes to institutional structures, practices and 
cultures. Institutional habitus (Ingram 2009) involves a combination of agency and structure, 
and is constituted from individual dispositions but goes beyond them. It is negotiated and 
reinvented in the daily practices of institutions and allows us to explore how certain 
conditions (re)produce appreciation (for the status quo) or action (against the status quo) 
(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992). Evidence of how school leaders used their position to challenge 
the status quo, and to influence and lead change in BAME staffing in their schools was found 
in the 2019 study. Miller (2019b) notes, ‘… doing race equality is serious business, and doing 
race equality in schools or educational institutions is serious business that requires courage 
and the moral use of power that extends beyond sympathising to taking actions’ (p. 17). 
Beyond a leader’s courage, there must be unequivocal and demonstrable commitment. As 
noted by Miller (2019a):  

Where school leaders fail to commit themselves enthusiastically and visibly, outside 
and within their institutions, to supporting, investing in, and in some cases leading 
race equality initiatives; or where school leaders fail to appoint individuals with a 
passion and a clear mandate for tackling race inequality, the content, focus, intended 
meaning and outcomes of such initiatives may not be realised …. (p. 230) 

It has been reported widely that well known Business Strategist Peter Drucker once said, 
‘Culture eats strategy for breakfast’ and that former IBM President Lou Gerstner, former IBM 
president also observed that ‘… culture isn’t just one aspect of the game, it is the game’ (as 
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cited in Alvesson & Sveningsson 2008). As institutional culture may create and embed 
problems, leaders need to understand this, and be prepared to confront this through targeted 
investment and resources (human, financial, time) – to increase the chance of successfully 
changing institutional practices and behaviours among all involved (Alvesson & Sveningsson 
2008).  

Towards a Conceptual Model of Progression  

I draw on the four themes above, which have emanated from the studies published in 2014, 
2015, 2016 and 2019 to articulate and propose a model of career progression for teachers of 
BAME heritage in England (See Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Multivariate Model of Career Progression: BAME Teachers and Academics 

 

This multivariate model acknowledges that the progression of teachers of BAME heritage is 
deeply fraught and is the result of one or more variables. It also acknowledges that 
meritocratic agency has a proactive and ‘in-built’ characteristic, whereas expedient/contrived 
agency has a ‘responsive’ characteristic, ‘triggered’ by environmental events. That is, 
expedient/contrived agency comes to bear where meritocratic agency is believed to be 
insufficient or incapable of securing career progression for the BAME staff. Furthermore, the 
model shows that ‘endorsement’ or ‘White sanction’ comes to bear where agency – whether 
meritocratic and/or expedient/contrived agency – fails to deliver career progress to the BAME 
staff. At the same time, expedient/contrived agency positions the BAME staff as having to 
behave abnormally or differently, to stand a chance of career progression. In addition, it is to 
be noted that whereas meritocratic and expedient/contrived agency relates to actions taken 
by the individual BAME staff, endorsement or ‘White sanction’ relates to actions taken by an 
external source (or force) such as speaking up for or brokering on behalf of the BAME staff. 
The model also shows that institutional habitus of equity and fairness is the most beneficial 
environment for individual agency. That is, where practices, structures and cultures within 
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institutions are equity-based, then all staff, including BAME staff are more likely to thrive. 
These relations are further articulated in Figure 2.  

Figure 2: Multivariate Factor Alignment Model of Career Progression 

 
The factor alignment model shows that career progression is likely to be flat where 
meritocratic agency (A) or the belief in the system to deliver the promised benefits of 
education to a BAME staff is the single factor involved. It also shows that, although the chance 
of progression increases somewhat with expedient/contrived agency (B) and ‘White sanction’ 
(C), there can still be an element of restriction (depending on how ‘whitely’ a BAME staff 
behaves, or is prepared to behave; and depending on the seniority or status of their ‘white 
ally’). In the context of ‘White sanction’, this is as significant as it is problematic since, not all 
staff of BAME heritage will or can be endorsed by a white colleague, since, although their 
whiteness confers upon them white privilege, not all white staff have the same privilege and 
therefore the same degree of influence. Accordingly, and as mentioned above, what produces 
the greatest likelihood of progression for BAME staff is an institutional context that promotes 
(words) and manifests (deeds) equity (D) and facilitates individual ambitions (A).  

Conclusions  
Repeated studies have found that there are several barriers to the promotion/progression of 
teachers of BAME heritage. These include government policy, racism/race discrimination, 
institutional practices, affiliation/group membership and religion. Nevertheless, an emergent 
body of research now shows several factors that influence the career progression of teachers 
of BAME heritage. These include personal agency, endorsement and institutional habitus. 
Although each factor on its own may lead to some degree of progression for the BAME staff, 
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together as a whole or in different combinations, they help us to understand the complexity 
and fraught nature of BAME staff progression. Importantly, they help us to see what works, 
under what conditions and to what extent. The multivariate and factor alignment models 
show the interrelationships among factors, whilst also underlining that without deep 
institutional changes to cultures, structures and practices, career progression for teachers of 
BAME heritage is likely to remain flatlined or restricted. The multivariate and factor 
alignment models also represent a conceptual turning point in debates and research on BAME 
teacher progression and in our understanding of the role of individual agency (A, B), cultural 
and social capital (C) and institutional structures and cultures (D) in these debates and in 
career progression.  
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Exploring Leadership Experiences: 
Developing a School Culture for 
Immigrant Students in Brazil  
Ana Cristina Prado de Oliveira and Elizabeth Murakami 

Abstract: The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of school leaders in high-need contexts, 
addressing Venezuelan immigrant students seeking asylum and schooling in Brazil. As Venezuelan 
students experience involuntary diaspora to neighboring countries due to their economic and political 
downfall, we examine the school leaders’ support for these students. Using a transformative leadership 
lens, this study explores challenges related to organizational culture, language and academic success, 
as well as teacher training needs to support immigrant families. This research’s focus asked: ‘In what 
ways can educational leaders in the Venezuela/Brazil border schools develop an equitable school culture 
for immigrant students?’ Our findings, analyzed under a transformative leadership lens, indicated that 
challenges faced by the principals in catering to the new Venezuelan students included a lack of 
advocacy or inclusionary practices, lack of preparedness, as well as a lack of institutional support.   

Keywords: School leadership, immigrant students, school culture, transformative leadership 

Introduction 
Proponents of transformative school leadership have demonstrated the importance of leaders 
generating equitable, welcoming, and inclusive environments for students, especially those 
in a position of disadvantage (Cooper 2009; Shields 2018; Shields & Hesbol 2019). Cooper 
(2009) recognized how demographic changes in schools indicate a need for leaders better 
prepared to enact transformative leadership in order to adequately address ‘cultural tensions 
and separatist politics that marginalize ethnic and linguistic minority students and their 
families’ (p. 695). In this context, Cooper (2009) defines transformative leaders as those 
capable of changing their school culture by ‘broadening their cultural knowledge, engaging 
in critique and resistance, and building coalitions with diverse groups to promote cultural 
responsiveness, educational equity, and social justice’ (p. 696). Nonetheless, the author also 
recognizes that even with well-prepared equity-oriented principals, students may experience 
marginalization.  



            ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  | 37  
 

This study explores school leaders addressing the needs of Venezuelan immigrant students 
seeking asylum in Brazil. This research examines concerns related to country border issues 
and support schools can provide to students. When examining needs under a transformative 
leadership lens, we considered family and children’s vulnerability when experiencing 
involuntary diaspora—in this case, due to their country’s economic and political downfall. 
We asked: ‘In what ways can educational leaders in the Venezuela/Brazil border schools 
develop an equitable school culture for immigrant students?’ We begin with a rationale for 
the examination of high-need schools in the Venezuela/Brazilian border, followed by a 
theoretical framework focusing on the integrated qualities of transformative leadership, and 
the observation of school leadership applicable to similar high-need areas around the globe. 

Rationale 
We considered transformative leadership as capable of generating an organizational culture 
that is respectful of immigrant students’ needs. Shields (2018) focused on the potential of 
transformative leadership, highlighting eight interdependent and significant considerations 
from the research, considering a need to: (1) effect deep and equitable change; (2) review 
frameworks that perpetuate inequity and injustice; (3) address inequity related to power 
distributions; (4) emphasize both private and public good; (5) consider emancipation, 
democracy, equity, and justice; (6) observe the interdependence, interconnectedness, and 
global awareness; (7) balance critique and promise; and (8) the responsibility to exhibit moral 
courage (p. ix). These carefully considered tenets can inform the integration of immigrant 
students with the local community, and the responsibility of schools in preparing these 
students to be successful both socially and academically in a new country. Around the world, 
immigration issues are not new, and causes for involuntary transnationality are the most 
concerning. Involuntary transnationality may include a number of conditions threatening 
safety and well-being of those involved, including hostile religious, social, economic, or 
political circumstances (Asad & Garip 2019; Baldassar, Pyke & Ben-Moshe 2017; Kamal & 
Hossain 2017; Sršen, Brezovec & Bačić 2019). Researchers have highlighted the importance of 
closely examining diasporic movements, including, for example, the Iranian diaspora in 
Malaysia (Kamal & Hossain 2017), Vietnamese families in Australia (Baldassar et al. 2017), 
Croatian diaspora in Canada (Sršen et al. 2019), or Latinx families in the Americas (Asad & 
Garip 2019; Filomeno 2015; Magalhães 2013; Rivera- Rideau, Jones & Paschel 2016) to name a 
few. Immigrant families’ struggles include health and well-being, adaptation, language 
barriers, and acceptance by the local community. 

More specifically in this study is the recent political and economic downfall in Venezuela, 
where families have had limited opportunity for resources in their own country (Chaves 
2019). In Boa Vista, capital of the Brazilian state of Roraima, a state of emergency had been 
declared in 2018. The high number of homeless immigrants in need of shelter arriving in the 
city presented challenges to the city’s social services. Another challenge relates to providing 
schooling for the school-age children. The Secretaria de Gestão Social de Boa Vista (Social 
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Management for the Boa Vista City) recognized that at least 50 classrooms would be needed 
to include the Venezuelan incoming students (Paixão 2018).  

When incorporating Venezuelan students in schools, principals and teachers were faced with 
challenges more severe than being underprepared for linguistic diversity: a majority of 
immigrants had experienced traumatic hardships and poverty. According to Paixão (2018), 
Boa Vista’s city offices acknowledged that around 1,500 people were living in city parks, in 
improvised tents made of tarp and cardboard. For many of these children attending public 
schools, the school lunch would be their only meal. It was also possible to recognize Brazilian 
locals reacting discriminatorily to the incoming flux of immigrants, perceiving their social, 
political, or economic resources as reserved for their own rights. In this climate, we 
investigated the perception of school principals mediating the development of an equitable 
school culture for immigrant students. 

Theoretical Framework: Transformative Leadership in High-Need 
Contexts 
According to Caldwell, Dixon, Floyd, Chaudoin, Post and Cheokas (2012), transformative 
leadership includes ethical and moral standards, combining ‘character and competence’ (p. 
176). These authors recognized the value of school leaders with integrated qualities when 
leading organizations—emphasizing those capable of combining normative (norm or 
standards based), and current realities, or priorities—with a vision towards a combination of 
organizational and people’s needs. Caldwell et al. (2012) defined transformative leadership 
as ‘an ethically based leadership model that integrates a commitment to values and outcomes 
by optimizing the long-term interests of stakeholders and society and honoring the moral 
duties owed by organizations to their stakeholders’ (p. 176).  

Therefore, transformative leadership is perceived here as an important element to consider in 
the work of principals, when they can present ‘an engaged, activist, and courageous 
approach’ (Shields 2018: ix). Principals in Boa Vista and Pacaraima experienced sociopolitical 
tensions while their schools were directly affected by the influx of refugee families and were 
aware of the pressing need to focus on their adaptation and accommodations. Lagares (2010) 
in fact recognized that Brazilian educators (and we would include principals) serving 
Spanish-speakers, are cultural mediators—or ‘those exposing students to an extraordinarily 
diverse and complex world constructed in a different language’ (p. 103). As cultural 
mediators, teachers and principals may need training to be transformative leaders before or 
while addressing the academic needs of students. In this context, we valued Shields’ (2018) 
consideration of the potential of transformative leaders to ‘promote both academic excellence 
and civil society, private and public good, and a more optimistic and hopeful future’ (p. ix). 
By focusing on ethical values and social justice needs, we aimed at developing a study that 
would directly relate to efforts generating equitable strategies for immigrant students. 
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Scholarly Literature 
While exploring transnational issues in the development of students and support towards 
their education, we focused on the extensive amount of studies developed in the U.S. When 
focusing on school leaders building an organizational culture dedicated to supporting the 
sociocultural and academic needs of students across country borders, the U.S. research 
indicates that these leaders can demonstrate valuable skills that provide support to teachers 
and families (De Matthews 2015). Such support may be, for example, by providing Spanish-
speaking Venezuelan students a welcoming culture and accommodations into the Brazilian 
culture and Portuguese language.  

The U.S. has provided a robust research landscape for the development of students (NASEM 
2017), especially considering language adaptation. Research related to language learners has 
not been limited to curricular strategies, but has also included school leadership (Alanis & 
Rodriguez 2008; De Mathews 2015; De Mathews & Izquierdo 2018; Scanlan & Lopez 2012). 
Comparatively, we found research dedicated to transnational or trans-language border issues 
in the Brazilian academic research literature. In 2017, a first guidebook related to immigrant 
students was launched in Brazil by the Conselho Estadual de Educação (CEE) (State 
Educational Council) with the help of the Coordenadoria de Gestão da Educação Básica 
(CGEB) (Management in Elementary Education), and the Secretaria de Estado da Educação 
(SEE) (State Educational Agency) (www.educacao.sp.gov.br). The document, reviewed in 
2018, informs about the national legislation requiring that immigrant students have the 
necessary paperwork for admission, and be served equitably in relation to education, health, 
employment and safety according to the constitution. The document (SEE 2018) also 
promotes equity in relation to educational rights, providing a list of guidelines about how 
schools can help students.  

Studies relating to border issues and immigrant students in Brazil relate mostly to the work 
of teachers, and a concern related to Bolivian children (Cunha 2015; Magalhães 2012). Even 
though the legislation is established, implementation of equitable practices presents 
challenges. Cunha (2015) indicated that challenges for immigrant families do not cease after 
they are resettled. Moving is just the beginning of a process of adaptation. Cunha perceived 
that the biggest challenge among immigrant children related to the lack of inclusionary 
culture among Brazilians in relation to different cultures, including in schools. In seeking 
acceptance, students oftentimes faced cultural dissonance at school and at home, due to 
societal pressures to develop a Brazilian culture. The author recognized that even though the 
population is composed of many cultures, more could be done to develop a more globalized 
and inclusive culture.  

Magalhães (2013) described that some refugees struggled with proper documentation to 
enroll in public schools. However, even with all necessary requirements, the local culture in 
schools carried discriminatory and hostile attitudes towards these students. In addition, 
educators and school staff did not seem to have the professional preparation to intervene on 

http://www.educacao.sp.gov.br/
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behalf of these students (Magalhães & Schilling 2012; Souza & Senna 2016), raising concerns 
related to individual dignity and immigrant rights. In the next section we explore principals 
as advocates for equity. 

Principals Advocating For Equity  

School leaders are encouraged to advocate for equity issues when focusing their attention on 
learning and the learner (Jobs for the Future & the Council of Chief State School Officers 
(CCSSO) 2017). Leadership competencies in the recently revised CCSSO report include the 
knowledge, skills, and dispositions leaders must have in order to support each student in 
fulfilling their learning potential and success in society. School leadership includes principals, 
assistant principals, headmasters or school directors, and are included in the CCSSO’s equity 
framework. CCSSO (2017: 20) defines educational equity as giving every student ‘access to 
the resources and educational rigor they need at the right moment in their education, despite 
race, gender, ethnicity, language, disability, family background, or family income’. This study 
considers leadership as fundamental in supporting underserved communities. 

School leadership support may also relate to disrupting subversive or discriminatory 
behaviors that prevent immigrants from being academically successful (De Mathews & 
Izquierdo 2018). Examples from U.S. studies show leaders that demonstrate competencies 
when providing every student with equitable access to resources and successful outcomes. 
The aforementioned authors highlight how ‘outside-of-school issues perpetuate inside-of- 
school injustices and propose that principals should engage in strategic activism behind the 
scenes to shape district and state policies, form community coalitions, and challenge deficit 
perspectives’ (De Mathews & Izquierdo 2018: 62). This is a powerful example of how school 
leaders can develop social justice practices in schools. 

Recently, much of the literature related to school leadership and immigrant students 
highlights the need for social justice leadership that promotes equity and excellence in schools 
(Theoharis & Brooks 2012). Scanlan and Lopez (2012) add that school leadership is not simply 
positional (summarized in the leader’s role), but distributed, in facilitating effective change 
that promotes learning, especially among traditionally marginalized students, including 
immigrants, or those with specific ethnic and cultural identities (Garcia, Arias, Murri & Serna 
2010). 

Principals Supporting Immigrant Students 

The importance of school principals in supporting the success of immigrant students, or 
language learners, has been consistently confirmed (De Mathews & Izquierdo 2018; Scanlan 
& Lopez 2012; Theoharis & Brooks 2012). With a focus on language learners’ adaptation in 
schools, principals may provide a vision and professional development towards a culture of 
learning and support for immigrant families. Cases in school districts shared by the National 
Academy of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM 2017) showed that the 
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effectiveness in educating English learners in the U.S., for example, directly related to districts 
and schools led by:  

… superintendents and principals who foster a common commitment to high 
expectations for all students; invest in teacher collaboration and ongoing, focused 
professional development; implement a coherent instructional program for students; 
attend to the needs of English Learners who are struggling to meet grade-level 
expectations; and engage families and communities. (NASEM 2017: 281) 

An important consideration in school leaders’ commitment to immigrant students is their 
participation in the training, and developing an understanding of the scope and depth of 
strategies in order to accommodate the sociocultural needs of students. When focusing on 
language learners, Buysse, Castro and Peisner-Feinberg (2010) recognized that:  

The effectiveness of professional development relies on a chain of causal evidence with 
several critical links: evidence that teachers acquire new knowledge and skills; 
evidence that teachers apply knowledge and skills as these were intended to be 
implemented in practice; and evidence that teacher practices acquired through 
professional development produce positive outcomes for children’s learning and 
development. (p. 195) 

We perceive the implementation of practices and evaluation of school improvement as part 
of the principal’s advocacy. With a focus on the adaptation of students within country 
borders, where language and culture adaptation become key in the success of immigrant 
students, the importance of building an organizational culture that begins with the principal 
as the primary advocate is significant. In the next section, we defined the methodology used 
for this study’s examination.  

Methods 
In this study we asked: ‘In what ways can educational leaders in the Venezuela/Brazil border 
schools develop an equitable school culture for immigrant students?’ The study was framed 
using an intrinsic case-study approach (Stake 1995). We considered Stake’s (1995) argument 
about the appropriateness of observing problems from an intrinsic approach—especially in 
research encompassing an intricate context affected by school principals in high-needs areas 
coupled with political issues, resulting in sociohistorical movements of peoples.  

The reports from UNICEF (2019) estimate that 254,769 Venezuelans entered Brazil between 
2015 and 2019. Among them, more than 30,000 were living in Boa Vista, capital of the state of 
Roraima, in 2018. Approximately 10,000 had crossed the border in the first six months of 2018 
as a result of the economic and political instability in Venezuela. The main immigration port 
of entry for Venezuelans has been through the state of Roraima, in the city of Pacaraima. Most 
of Venezuelan immigrants have established homes there or in the state capital of Roraima, 
Boa Vista. Both cities were approached as high-need areas for this study.  
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The school districts in the cities of Boa Vista and Pacaraima, state of Roraima, were included 
and identified as serving a large number of refugees. Many of the refugees were also from 
indigenous communities. The schools were identified as high-need schools based on their 
already limited infrastructure and resources. For example, in Pacaraima, only 4 out of 8 
municipal schools had phones.  

In Boa Vista, we conducted an online survey among the 58 schools from the state educational 
system. Each school leadership team (principal, principal assistant, coordinator) was invited 
by an electronic message presenting the research and the link to access the survey. We 
received the return of 15 respondents (five principals, four Pedagogical Managers, and six 
Coordinators). In Pacaraima we interviewed the local Secretary of Education. The municipal 
education system has eight schools serving K-12 students. Some of them do not have internet 
access or even telephones, due to their remoteness (two of them are located inside the forest, 
serving indigenous population). It was a research challenge, restringing our access to three 
principals, who were interviewed through telephone calls. All the interviews were 
audiotaped and transcribed.  

Table 1: Research Participants and Field 

Boa Vista Survey online 15 respondents (5 principals, 4 Pedagogical 
Managers, and 6 Coordinators) 

Pacaraima Interview (through telephone call) 1 Municipal Secretary of Education 
3 School Principals 

Source: Prepared by the authors 

The sample selection observed characteristics defined by the International School Leadership 
Development Network (ISLDN) (Baran & Berry 2015), with a focus on the examination of 
high-need schools. This network, composed of scholars from around the globe, considered 
that schools in high-need could be defined as presenting one or more of the following 
characteristics: (a) a high percentage of individuals from families with income below the 
poverty line; (b) a high percentage of school teachers not teaching in the content area in which 
they were trained to teach; (c) a high teacher/leader turnover rate; (d) a high percentage of 
non-native language speakers; (e) a high percentage of historically/socially excluded groups; 
(f) a high percentage of indigenous groups; (g) a high percentage of students with learning 
differences; (h) a lack of access to basic physical infrastructures, and/or, (i) a situational high 
need based on an event such as a natural or manmade disaster (p. 3). Participants in this study 
could be identified based on all but two characteristics described above (b and c). The 
interview protocol and the questionnaire were observed to encourage the participants to 
reflect on concerns in two main areas: a) school leadership challenges in serving the needs of 
immigrant/refugee population in the area schools; and (b) concerns of school leaders 
experiencing immigration challenges in schools.  

Data were analyzed based on contextual challenges identified by the participants in the 
survey and qualitative responses. These were triangulated with needs in the region using 
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public documents, such as briefs from the school districts, city news, and websites. 
Information from participants and public documents demonstrated geographical needs 
related to immigrant families, and limitations based on schools’ physical spaces, 
organizational resources, as well as academic supports. The data provided by our survey 
(applied to Boa Vista public schools) were analyzed through a qualitative approach using 
descriptive methods to summarize the answers. Then, within the data collected in our 
interviews, we created categories based on contextual characteristics and the literature 
discussed above. The data analysis and this categorization were conducted considering the 
‘thematic analysis method’ (Braun & Clarke 2006). As proposed by the authors, ‘a theme 
captures something important about the data in relation to the research question, and 
represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set’ (p. 10). The 
thematic categories constructed are presented in the next section. 

Next, findings are reported following the intrinsic nature of the site challenges, and the 
intricate context affecting the area schools. 

Findings  
In this section, we provide country borders’ information related to the local context in which 
we find the principals and the schools. Later, we provide a summary of findings focusing on 
school leaders’ responses organized in four thematic categories: Identified needs, Political issues 
and limitations, Developing equitable school cultures for immigrant students, and Principal advocacy 
towards equity. We begin with the context of the main immigration ports of entry for 
Venezuelans in Brazil: Boa Vista and Pacaraima, in the state of Roraima.  

The Context of Brazilian and Venezuelan Borders 

The number of students from nationalities other than Brazilian to schools in the country has 
dramatically increased (De Paula 2019; Instituto Unibanco 2018). These students may be 
coming to Brazil with transfer or refugee families. According to the Ministry of Education’s 
census report in the Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais Anísio Teixeira (INEP 
n.d.), registration of students from other nationalities more than doubled between 2008 and 
2016. Migrant student registrations jumped from 34 million to close to 73 million. The same 
report showed that 64 percent of foreign students were enrolled in public schools. When 
comparing the rate of foreign students enrolled in public schools throughout Brazilian states, 
the increase in the rate of immigrant students in Roraima is impressive — especially in the 
last few years (De Paula 2019).   

Educational Rights for Immigrants in Brazil 
According to Instituto Unibanco (2018), immigrant students have a right to public and free 
education in Brazil. Several legislations guarantee their rights: The Federal Constitution 
(Constituição Federal artigos 5° e 6°), Child and Adolescent Statute (Estatuto da Criança e do 
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Adolescente, artigos 53° ao 55°), The National Education Law (Lei de Diretrizes e Bases da 
Educação Nacional, artigos 2° e 3°), and the Refugee Legislation (Lei dos Refugiados, artigos 
43º e 44º). In addition, a recently approved Migration Law (Lei da Migração artigos 3º e 4º) 
from 2017 articulates that immigrant students must have access to education, even when 
undocumented. 

Despite legal support, foreign students in the Roraima border have faced challenges. Local 
communities have not been necessarily friendly to the arriving families. In school, reported 
challenges include language barrier, cultural adaptations, and lack of preparedness among 
teachers. These students also bring with them customs and routines unfamiliar to teachers 
and principals. What can be a natural process of adaptation may be perceived as culturally 
enriching, or may be perceived as a threat. Whether adaptations have been made to ensure 
that these students are incorporated into the academic activities, their experiences can be 
considered vulnerable, and a challenge to the educators and principals.  

It is important to consider that part of the problem was that the local educational system was 
not prepared to receive such a significant number of new students, especially considering the 
already existing challenges faced by foreign students. In Pacaraima, the enrollment rate 
increased significantly after the Venezuelan immigration. The number of students enrolled in 
K-12 increased from 1,338 in 2017 to 2,030 in 2018, and among those, 530, or more than a 
quarter, were foreign students. In preschool classes, the percentage of Venezuelan students 
was estimated at 60 percent when compared to Brazilian students. In order to guarantee 
access to public school education, officials in the Pacaraima Municipal Department of 
Education adopted structural measures and enlisted the help of the national Ministry of 
Education.  

As reported by Empresa Brasileira de Comunicação (EBC 2018), Pacaraima borders the 
Venezuelan city of Santa Elena de Uairén. Therefore, in those schools, 90 percent of the 
teachers were Spanish-speakers. The school’s curriculum also included Spanish as a second 
language course. But language was the main challenge faced by school principals on the 
receiving end. The first step for these school leaders was to secure a place for the students and 
teachers in schools exceeding their capacity. Table 3 exemplifies this issue in three Pacaraima 
public schools. 

Table 3: Pacaraima Schools Enrollment, 2018  

School (name and grade levels)  Total of students’ 
enrollment 

Venezuelan 
students 

School capacity 

Casimiro de Abreu (3rd - 6 th grade) 689 211 (30.6%) 600 students 

Alcides da Conceição Lima 
(K - 2 nd grade) 566 134 (23.6%) 504 students 

Jessyca Christine Carvalho da Cruz 
(Pre K and K) 263 70 (26.6%) 120 students 

Source: Prepared by the authors, with data provided by EBC 2018 
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In Boa Vista public schools, 1,641 Venezuelan students were enrolled in March 2018. To 
accommodate the new students, some schools transformed libraries, reading room, and 
teachers’ room into classrooms, but they are operating above capacity.  

Identified Needs 

The main immigration port of entry for Venezuelans is through the state of Roraima, in the 
city of Pacaraima. The Pacaraima Municipal Secretary of Education highlighted the changes 
experienced with this unplanned increase of population in 2018: ‘Pacaraima had 15,000 
habitants, today this number is around 80,000 … – last Wednesday 862 Venezuelans entered 
Pacaraima, and that was a calm day …’ (Excerpt of Interview transcription 2019). For the 
municipal public schools, it revealed an important challenge: the student attendance doubled 
(from around 2,000 students to 4,000, as informed by the Municipal Secretary of Education). 
School principals face this challenge considering the immigrants’ rights of enrollment in a 
Brazilian public school and the political issues and limitations, as discussed below.  

In Boa Vista, 93 percent of the school leaders who answered our survey stated that the rate of 
immigrants or refugees increased in their schools (see Figure 1). All of them affirmed that the 
most part of their foreign students are Venezuelans.  

Figure 1: Principals’ Reported Increase of Venezuelan Immigrants in Their Schools 

 
Source: Prepared by the authors, with data provided by our survey 

Considering the changes in school population faced in these two contexts, we highlight next 
the perceptions and experiences reported by school leaders (principals, managers and 
coordinators) and by a Municipal Secretary of Education in relation to political issues limiting 
school improvement and school success.  
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Political Issues and Limitations 

Immigrant students have the right to public and free education in Brazil, with no 
discrimination in relation to the student’s nationality and/or immigration condition. Several 
legislations guarantee these rights, as presented in this study. Even though the rights of 
students are protected, public schools do not receive special financial or differentiated status 
in relation to the academic needs of students or teachers.  

According to principals in Pacaraima schools, despite legal support, immigrant students in 
the Roraima border have faced challenges. The most important challenge reported by 
principals related to a lack of physical resources and materials. Very crowded classrooms, 
and limited academic materials were reported. District and school principals established 
partnerships with international institutions such as UNESCO, and local business companies 
to request support. One of Pacaraima’s principals reported that his school had one new 
classroom and a playground built by a business company. The school principals and the 
Municipal Secretary of Education showed concerns about governmental demands holding 
them accountable for placing immigrant students in schools but offering no additional 
financial support. 

In Boa Vista, school leaders reported the same problem: their schools were not adapted to 
receive new students as shown in Figure 2. 
 

Figure 2. School Leaders’ Perceptions About Adaptations to Serve Immigrant Population 

 

Figure 2 shows school leaders’ perceptions about the insufficiency of both structural and 
human resources to accommodate the school population, considering the increase on 
immigrants’/refugees’ enrollment. Most of them considered that their schools did not have 
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(or did not have enough) adaptations or improvements to receive more students – sometimes 
doubling their enrollment rates.  

In an open question about the main challenges faced by the school leadership team in serving 
immigrants/refugees, some of them (5) reported their difficulty with students without 
documentation, especially academic ones (original reports, etc.). According to Brazilian laws, 
school leaders had to guarantee the students’ right to be enrolled and to start school lessons, 
even without documents. In those cases (lack of documentation confirming the students’ 
previous academic experience), they have to classify and grade these students. That was a 
common complaint among those school principals:  

The government says that we have to receive and enroll the student in our schools 
even when they don’t have school documents, but they don’t say how we can evaluate 
and define those students’ grade. Why not apply a national assessment?  

Leaders Developing Equitable School Cultures for Immigrant Students 

In Pacaraima schools, the Secretary reported challenges related to language barriers attesting 
that, although 90 percent of Pacaraima teachers speak Spanish, many of the students are 
indigenous speaking Papuxi. The curriculum and materials, however, are all in Portuguese. 
Principals reported a lack of preparedness among teachers in relation to cultural adaptation 
and pedagogy—namely, socialization, school routine, and ability to communicate with 
families.  

In Boa Vista, the majority of school leaders surveyed were not satisfied with the adaptations 
in the academic curriculum (including introduction of new subjects and/or language classes) 
to attend to the immigrant/refugee population. They reported that the expected adaptation 
was not showing successful results (53.8%) or were sufficient (23.1%) in promoting student 
success. Answering their main challenges when addressing the students’ needs, principals (6) 
flagged the challenges related with language issues. One of them indicated that the challenge 
was more academic than social, because all schoolbooks were in Portuguese, and new 
students had a hard time following the lessons until they could read/understand the 
language.  

When considering the interactions with students and families, our sample of Boa Vista’s 
school leaders demonstrated that they had to adapt their relational interactions with both 
students (60%) and families (46.7%). The adaptations related to students included conflict 
mediations and socialization. Adaptations related to the interactions with students’ families 
included more time dedicated to parental one-on-one meetings and social support.  

Principal Advocacy Towards Equity 

When reporting on findings, we considered that the school leaders’ perceptions about new 
students as possibly involving judgment and prejudice. When asked about challenges when 
supporting immigrant students, one of the school leaders considered ‘their indifference and 
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indiscipline’ as a main problem. The principal referred to the students as their, and have not 
reported on explorations of root causes for the students’ apathy or lack of discipline. Three 
principals blamed students as in need of cultural adaptation and the greatest challenge 
towards their work as school leaders. In this situation, we have to extrapolate about what 
these school leaders interpret or understand when referring to ‘cultural adaptation’. On the 
other hand, it was important to note that some school leaders (6) considered the students’ 
social vulnerability as an important challenge affecting their academic improvement. The 
principals considered student vulnerability as related to their economic status, lack of food 
and habitation, lack of school uniform, and school supplies. In such cases, one of the school’s 
principals reported that their teachers mobilized resources, ‘making an effort among the 
adults to buy uniforms and notebooks’. 

The interaction with immigrant families was reported as a severe challenge to the school’s 
leadership team in our sample. Two of them considered immigrant/refugee families as 
lacking, with the perception that parents did not support the children’s academic 
achievement. Other principals (6) pondered whether social issues challenging the newcomers 
justified their own limitations. Social issues included students who did not have a fixed 
address and were frequently missing school days: ‘They move all the time, going from one 
shelter to another, so the students miss too many school days,’ one of the principals indicated. 
In some cases, the school principal had to make health related decisions due to these related 
difficulties: ‘In some cases they [parents] do not have a fixed address or a telephone number, 
and we cannot contact them. Once we had to take a sick student to the hospital ourselves,’ 
attested the principal.  

When analyzing these principals under the transformative leadership tenets (Shields 2018), 
the principals seemed to cater to the families’ immediate basic needs, such as enhancing 
communication with parents in support of their children, addressing health emergencies, 
providing school supplies and uniforms, and providing limited adaptations to the Portuguese 
language curriculum with bilingual teachers. The principals seemed to be aware of issues 
affecting the families, such as homelessness. However, they did not address inequities related 
to power distribution. The principals perceived themselves as powerless—as opposed to 
powerful or power-driven in their leadership. Therefore, considerations related to 
emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice were not necessarily present in their responses. 
Interdependence and interconnectedness in the case of these school leaders related to their 
participation as citizens in the local political events, where welfare and homelessness 
impacted their work. Finally, we perceived a need for future studies in order to identify how 
these school leaders would develop their leadership further in support of immigrant 
communities in order to balance critique and promise, and to demonstrate evidence towards 
strategies to have and facilitate moral courage among the educators in their care.  

The findings in this study confirm the challenges faced by the immigrant students and 
demonstrated limitations among principals in relation to observing transformative leadership 
tenets. While previous studies (Paixão 2018; Scanlan & Lopez 2012; Souza & Senna 2016) 
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demonstrated the importance of school leaders in impacting the needed accommodations for 
immigrant students, the data collected confirmed the need for an inclusion mindset, 
especially in border schools as Souza and Senna (2016) reported. While the complexity of 
serving immigrant students was reported by the principals as Shields (2018) indicated, they 
positioned themselves on the receiving end of leadership, not necessarily demonstrating 
advocacy for a transformative push needed to promote the students’ and families’ success. In 
the next section, we expand on the implications for these findings. 

Final Thoughts 
This study explored the experience of school leaders in high-need contexts, addressing 
Venezuelan immigrant students seeking asylum and schooling in Brazil. We sought to 
explore their experiences using a transformative leadership lens (Shields 2018), asking: ‘In 
what ways can educational leaders in the Venezuela/Brazil border schools develop an 
equitable school culture for immigrant students?’ 

The principals in this study did not seem yet empowered to be advocates in order to 
transform schools. Their responses indicated a more reactive than proactive leadership. In 
order to generate a successful school that serves students, principals and teachers have the 
responsibility to provide immigrant language learners in their schools with empowering tools 
they can use in their future academic and societal goals. Degrees of advocacy in this study 
spanned from complacency or detachment, to helping with basic needs. Advocacy in relation 
to the needs of families caught in such a sociopolitical turmoil is desired in order to 
demonstrate strong transformative leadership. In order to prepare principals for advocacy, it 
would be important to consider whether they were empowered to advocate as principals. 
Governance at the district and city levels and expectation from supervisors may impact 
limitations to advocacy and transformative possibilities for these principals. More 
information about the training provided to principals is needed in order to further examine 
their preparation towards school transformation and change.  

As transformative school leaders, their informed knowledge of refugee/immigrant students 
and families could further impact their vulnerable and high-need context. In preparing 
teachers to serve these students, an emphasis on integrating students and families to consider 
needs beyond the academic content is of utmost importance and empowering towards these 
communities. More research on developing strategies for principals and teachers, in order to 
debunking stereotypes, stigmas, and discrimination before focusing on academic strategies 
could further inform this study.  

Considering the findings presented in this study, we argue—based in the U.S. literature 
summarized—that providing students support for both bilingual and Portuguese reading 
and writing in the local language is an important step to the Venezuelan immigrants’ 
academic adaptation. As Zambrano (2017) pointed out: 
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The school education in a bilingual or multilingual context can be found in indigenous 
communities, immigrants, deaf people or those living in country borders. All schools 
in this situation present a complex sociolinguistic scenario because in these 
communities there can be more than one language being used, or more than one 
variety of them. (p. 25)  

Zambrano (2017), who studied the same Brazilian context (Venezuelan students in Roraima), 
highlights the importance of teachers including those students in Portuguese discussions and 
lectures but also considering their cultural background and language experiences for the 
bilingual students. Similar conversations occur in the U.S., where there is a continuous debate 
regarding programs that can better support English Language Learners. Congruent to all 
studies is the fact that regardless of curricula, keeping students motivated and involved in 
the process of their academic development is of utmost importance. 

More importantly is the significance of developing relationships. As Lagares (2010) reflected, 
educators must develop a relationship where they invite students for dialogue: 

… not in the condition of a disciplined consumer, but as a conscious citizen, and 
capable of intervention in reality. Indeed, the teaching of languages at the fundamental 
and secondary levels of the Brazilian educational system should be constituted, above 
all, as a space for linguistic education, contributing to overcome many prejudices and 
stereotypes that circulate in society. (p. 103) 

Finally, providing the conditions and support for teachers embedded in these high-need 
school challenges is a task for transformative school leaders. Indeed, De Paula (2019) 
confirmed, in a similar study about Bolivian students in Brazil, that the support for immigrant 
students goes beyond educational dimensions. Thus, we understand that inclusion and 
advocacy for Venezuelan immigrant students can be achieved through transformation, where 
the school is a space where school leaders, educators, students and their families learn and 
can be successful, where they are able to imagine and enact possibilities towards the 
promotion of educational equity and social justice, in order to guarantee their individual and 
collective human rights.  
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Greek Primary Education Schools as 
Learning Organisations: An Empirical 
Study in Greek Educational Context 
Aikaterini Balasi and Georgios Iordanidis 

Abstract: Nowadays, schools need to be flexible and adaptable to changes, functioning as learning 
organisations (LO), and typically in schools through professional learning communities (PLCs). Whilst 
there is substantial research about PLCs, in the Greek context there are few studies and this study 
explored principal and teacher perceptions of the extent of PLCs in primary schools in Greece. Hord’s 
(1997a) five dimension view of PLCs was used and this was measured through a Greek adaptation of 
the Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) by Olivier, Hipp and Huffman 
(2010). A survey across all Greek primary schools resulted in 674 principals and teachers responding 
about the development of Greek elementary schools as PLCs. According to the results, principals and 
teachers do perceive that Greek primary schools function as PLCs, although this only at developing 
level. The most prevalent dimension was supportive and shared leadership, followed by shared values 
and vision, collective learning and application, supportive conditions and shared personal practice. 

Keywords: Learning organisation, professional learning communities, school organisation, 
primary schools, Greece 

Introduction 
In the era of the current conditions, like globalisation, technological changes and uncertainty, 
organisations should indicate flexibility and adaptability to changes, functioning as learning 
organisations (Hamzah, Yakop, Nordin & Rahman 2011). As far as the definition of the 
concept is concerned, learning organisation refers to an organisation ‘where people 
continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where 
people are continually learning how to learn together’ (Senge 1999: 3).  

However, it is worth mentioning that learning organisation is more widely used as 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) in the educational context (Williams, Brien & 



54 | ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  
 

LeBlanc 2012), where members seek, share, act for their learning, enhancing their professional 
effectiveness-development and student achievement (Hord 1997a).  

As regards to the educational-school context, it would be useful to mention that, even 
nowadays, many schools function according to the traditional bureaucratic approach 
(Williams et al. 2012) and the profession of the teacher is still considered as a particularly 
private act (DuFour 1991 as cited in Stegall 2011), while schools face the requirements of 
accountability and increasing student achievement (Passi 2010). So, the need for a paradigm 
shift from schools as organisations to schools as learning communities is obvious, changing 
the way schools are realised, as well as the relationships between members (Roberts & Pruitt 
2003).  

The present research attempts to investigate the developing level of Greek elementary schools 
as learning organisations – ‘PLCs’, measuring five PLC dimensions, through teachers’ views.  

Theoretical Framework 

Learning Organisation – Professional Learning Community  

The idea of the learning organisation was promulgated by Senge in 1990 when he proposed 
a new organisational structure, focusing on organisational learning orientation, rather than 
command, control and regulation. Senge proposed five fundamental elements that make a 
learning organisation successful, which are: systems thinking, personal mastery, mental 
models, shared vision, and team learning (Senge 1999). Although Senge initially  focused 
more on business organisations, he wrote the book ‘Schools That Learn’ (Senge, Cambron-
McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton & Kleiner 2000), which was a guide for school professionals to 
initiate, implement and maintain a learning organisation (Hipp & Huffman 2010). Essentially, 
the concept of Senge’s learning organisation was transferred to the educational context, where 
it was renamed as professional learning communities (PLCs) by others (e.g. Hord 2004), and 
it is this idea that is the main framework used in this study. 

There are many definitions of PLCs, however, this study adopts the definition of Hord (1997a, 
1997b), in which school leadership and teachers intentionally work together to increase their 
professional effectiveness. Hord (1997a, 1997b, 2004, 2009) identified five PLC dimensions:  

1. Shared beliefs, values and vision: all stakeholders support school values and vision. 

2. Shared and supportive leadership: leadership team and teachers share decision 
making. 

3. Collective learning and its application: continuous and collaborative engagement of 
staff in professional learning to improve teaching and learning. 

4. Supportive conditions: the capacity of staff and the physical resources (e.g. time and 
places to meet) that support PLCs to function. 

5. Shared personal practice: collegial support to improve teaching and learning. 
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It is worth noting that all the aforementioned dimensions could not be viewed as isolated, as 
‘each dimension affects the others in a variety of ways’ (Hord 2004: 7). There are many 
determinant factors of development of the school as a ‘learning community’, like leadership, 
school context (school size and location, education level, characteristics of students, school 
history, internal school structure regarding the communication, information, resources, time, 
space), external factors (parents, administrators, local community, social and psychological 
services, enterprises, industry, Universities, school networks) (Bolam et al. 2005), and 
characteristics of teachers (age, professional experience, personal status, professional 
knowledge, educational level, psychological factors, personal perceptions, opinions, beliefs, 
attitudes) (Avdelli  2012). The theoretical basis of PLCs is socio-cultural learning theory that 
defines learners as active constructors of knowledge, focusing on the importance of social 
context and interaction for the fundamental construction of their knowledge (Hord 2009; 
Morrow 2010). 

Levels of PLCs 

The development of a school as a PLC may proceed through stages of initiation, 
implementation and institutionalisation as articulated by Huffman and Hipp (2003) based on 
Fullan’s change ideas. 

In the initiation stage (level 1) the change initiative is connected with student needs, school 
values and norms (Fullan 1990 as cited in Huffman & Hipp 2003). However, the school vision 
and priorities cannot be perceived in the visible actions/practices of the school, while the 
human and physical conditions are not arranged in the way that facilitates a collective school 
culture (Leclerc, Moreau & Lépine n.d.). 

The implementation stage (level 2) is about high expectations, feedback, support, sharing of 
power, authority and responsibility, in order to lead to increased student performance (Fullan 
1990 as cited in Huffman & Hipp 2003). Schools at this stage are characterised by a common 
vision that is interlinked with school priorities and which can be perceived in school practice. 
The school environment promotes the arrangement of human and natural conditions, so as 
to give the opportunity to teachers to collaborate and share knowledge, and develop a 
collective culture. The school principal makes an effort to share part of his/her power with 
the teachers, and evaluates student progress based on the use of data (Leclerc et al. n.d.). 

The 3rd level of institutionalisation is about the change initiative embedded into the school-
organisational culture (Fullan 1990 as cited in Huffman & Hipp 2003). Schools, at this stage, 
have a clear and shared vision, reflected in their pedagogical practices. The human and 
physical conditions facilitate the collective culture improving the student learning and the 
professional development of staff, while the school principal shares power and authority 
among teachers, encouraging them to develop leadership skills and actions (Leclerc et al. 
n.d.). 
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Research Context: Necessity and Research Questions 

Many researchers have argued that PLCs play a key role in improving student learning 
(Blacklock 2009; Bolam et al. 2005; DuFour & Eaker 1998; Hipp & Huffman 2010; Hord 1997a, 
1997b, 2004, 2009; Lomos, Hofman & Bosker 2011). Moreover, it is supported that the PLC 
organisational structure contributes to the ongoing professional development of teachers 
(Morrow 2010). However, it is worth mentioning that the PLCs have been more often 
theoretically described than empirically explored (Reza, Shahram, Nasser & Soleyiman 2011), 
and the lack of empirical research in Greek schools is particularly evident. This research 
provides much-needed empirical research about PLCs in schools in Greece. The results of this 
study could be used for the design of Greek educational reforms, since ‘by assessing the 
present, we envision the future’ (DuFour & Eaker 1998: 74).  

The main purpose of this study was the investigation of the developing level of Greek 
elementary schools as learning organisations/PLCs through exploration of the prevalence of 
the five PLC dimensions described by Hord (1997a) in Greek primary schools, and the 
differences across school types and locations.  

Methodology 

Process 

Initially, a pilot survey took place in three elementary schools (sample of 15 teachers). A final 
version of the questionnaire was developed in electronic form on the free Google Docs online 
platform, and it was provided to all Greek primary schools (Pan-Hellenic study-13 Regions 
of Greece) via school e-mail, accompanied by a letter with the survey information. The 
principal of each school had to send this message to the personal e-mails of teachers for their 
participation in the study. Then, both the principals and the teachers had to complete and 
send the questionnaire back to the researchers. However, it is worth mentioning that the 
questionnaires that were received were anonymous, without the personal e-mail address of 
each teacher being visible. The collection of statistical data was carried out during 20/10/2017 
to 08/06/2018. Every week a reminder letter was sent and when the data collection process 
was completed, a ‘Thank you Letter’ was sent to all schools on behalf of the researchers. 

Sample 

The total number of questionnaires collected was 697, but only 674 were complete. Of the 674, 
there were 241 principals and 430 teachers. There were 35 percent male and 65 percent female, 
and 28 percent were under 41 years of age, 31 percent were between 41 and 50, and 42  percent 
were  over 50. Most of the participants, 321 (47.6%), had a total professional experience of 21 
and more years, 124 (18.4%) had 16-20 years, 121 (18%) had 11-15 years, and the fewest, 105 
(15.6%) had 1-10 years. Whilst 49 percent had a masters degree and 4.5 percent had a 
doctorate, 79 percent had participated in further educational training.  
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For school location, 52.5 percent, were in urban areas, 18.1 percent in semi-urban areas, 16 
percent in rural areas, and 12.3 percent were on islands. In terms of size, 9.5 percent of schools 
had 0-50 pupils, 34 percent had 51-150 pupils, 33.2 percent had 151-250 pupils, 19.3 percent 
had 251-350 pupils, and 3.7 percent had 351 pupils or more.   

Measurement Tool 

The questionnaire used in this survey was the Professional Learning Communities 
Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) (Olivier, Hipp & Huffman 2010). As the survey was only 
published in English, it was translated and adapted to the Greek language and context. The 
PLCA-R questionnaire comprises the following dimensions: 1. Shared and supportive 
leadership (1-11 items), 2. Shared values and vision (12-20 items), 3. Collective learning and 
application (21-30 items), 4. Shared personal practice (31-37 items), and 5. Supportive 
conditions (relationships and structures) (38-52 items) (Blacklock 2009; Huffman & Hipp 
2003; Olivier, Hipp & Huffman 2010), based on a 4-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 
2=Disagree, 3=Agree, 4=Strongly Agree). 

In the PLCA-R Greek version questionnaire there were questions that collected individual 
demographic data: gender, age, principal position, years of experience in principal position, 
years of service in education and in school where this research took place, professional status, 
specialty, additional studies, second Higher Education degree, Master and Doctorate degree, 
computer literacy, foreign language, Educational training, as well as questions about the 
school demographic characteristics (school location, school size based on the number of 
teachers and pupils). 

Reliability Indicators of This Study 

The reliability coefficients, Cronbach’s alpha, of the five dimensions of PLC, had very high 
values (>0.7) indicating significant internal consistency between the questions involved in 
each dimension. In more details, the dimension ‘Supportive and shared leadership’ presents 
reliability coefficients alpha Cronbach (0.941), the dimension ‘Shared values and vision’ 
(0.920), the dimension ‘Collective learning and application’ (0.913), the dimension ‘Shared 
personal practice’ (0.927), and the dimension ‘Supportive conditions’ (0.927). For the mean of 
the five dimensions, the Cronbach alpha was 0.940 (>0.7) indicating significant reliability of 
the research tool as a whole. 

Results 

Five Dimensions and Level of PLC 

According to the research findings, Greek primary schools are characterised by all five PLC 
dimensions. Based on the average of each PLC dimension (refer to Table 1), the highest 
average was ‘Shared and supportive leadership’ (mean: 3.14), followed by ‘Shared values and 
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vision’ (mean: 2.94), ‘Collective learning and application’ (mean: 2.83), ‘Supportive 
conditions’ (mean: 2.79), and ‘Shared personal practice’ (mean: 2.68). 

Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviations of PLC Dimensions 

 Supportive 
and shared 
leadership 

Shared 
values 

and 
vision 

Collective 
learning and 
application  

Shared 
personal 
practice 

Supportive 
conditions 

 

Overall 

N Valid 674 674 672 674 674 674 

Missing 0 0 2 0 0 0 

Mean 3.14 2.94 2.83 2.68 2.79 2.87 

SD 0.53 0.54 0.55 0.62 0.54 0.50 

As far as the determination of the level of development of PLCs is concerned, the scale of 
Avdelli (2012) was used: 1st Level PLC (initiation level): up to 2.5; 2nd Level PLC (developing 
level): from 2.51 to 4.00; 3rd Level PLC (mature level): from 4.01 and over. Avdelli 
investigated the PLC level of Greek Ecological schools, and through her re-codification of 
‘mean-PLC’ variable in three-valued categorical variable, the above scale emerged. In the 
present study, as the overall mean was 2.88, this locates the development stage of PLCs at the 
2nd level (developing level).  

Specific Characteristics of the Sample 

Significant differences were tested with the t-test and analysis of variance (ANOVA) F-test 
and showed there were differences by gender, age, principal position, years of total 
professional experience in education, specialty of teacher, second higher education degree, 
and school size. These findings are now presented. 

Table 2 shows the comparison of female and male ratings. Compared to female teachers, male 
teachers had significantly higher average ratings for all PLC dimensions. 
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Table 2: Mean and Standard Deviations of Gender for the PLC Dimensions 

PLC Dimension Gender N Mean SD t-test 

Supportive and 
shared leadership 

male 235 3.26 0.49 t=4.213, df=671, 
p<0.001 

female 438 3.08 0.54 

Shared values and 
vision 

male 235 3.03 0.54 t=3.087, df=671, 
p<0.005 

female 438 2.89 0.53 

Collective learning 
and application  

male 234 2.93 0.55 t=3.511, df=669, 
p<0.001 

female 437 2.77 0.55 

Shared personal 
practice  

male 235 2.81 0.64 t=4.284, df=671, 
p<0.001 

female 438 2.60 0.60 

Supportive 
conditions 

male 235 2.90 0.53 t=3.864, df=671, 
p<0.001 

female 438 2.73 0.53 

Table 3 shows the comparison of teacher ratings by age. For all PLC dimensions, teachers 51 
and over had significantly higher average ratings than younger teachers. 

Table 3: Mean and Standard Deviations of Age for the PLC Dimensions  

Age 
N Mean SD F-test 

Supportive and shared 
leadership 

 

Up to 30  51 3.03 0.61 
F3, 669=5.726, 

p<0.005 
31-40  135 3.08 0.53 

41-50  205 3.08 0.54 

51 and over  282 3.24 0.49 

Total 673 3.14 0.53 

Shared values and vision 

 

Up to 30 51 2.94 0.66 
F3, 669=7.492, 

p<0.001 
31-40  135 2.84 0.50 

41-50  205 2.85 0.55 

51 and over  282 3.05 0.51 

Total 673 2.94 0.54 

….continued 
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Age 
 N Mean SD F-test 

Collective learning and 
application  

 

Up to 30  51 2.82 0.63 F3, 667=10.343, 
p<0.001 

31-40  135 2.70 0.54 

41-50  205 2.73 0.54 

51 and over  280 2.96 0.54 

Total 671 2.83 0.55 

Shared personal practice  

 

Up to 30  51 2.69 0.60 F3, 669=8.147, 
p<0.001 

31-40  135 2.54 0.57 

41-50  205 2.58 0.61 

51 and over   282 2.81 0.64 

Total 673 2.67 0.62 

Supportive conditions 

 

Up to 30  51 2.75 0.60 F3, 669=10.907, 
p<0.001 

31-40  135 2.66 0.47 

41-50  205 2.71 0.49 

51 and over  282 2.92 0.56 

Total 673 2.79 0.54 

 

Table 4 shows the comparison of principal and teacher ratings. For all PLC dimensions, 
principals had significantly higher ratings than teachers. 
 

Table 4: Mean and Standard Deviations by Principal and Teacher Role for the PLC Dimensions 
PLC Dimension Principal  N Mean SD t-Test 

Supportive and shared 
leadership 

yes 241 3.37 0.36 t=9.823, df=655, 
p<0.001 

no 430 3.02 0.56 

Shared values and vision 

 

yes 241 3.18 0.45 t=9.236, df=669, 
p<0.001 

no 430 2.80 0.54 

Collective learning and 
application  

yes 239 3.09 0.45 t=9.587, df=667, 
p<0.001 

no 430 2.68 0.56 

Shared personal practice  

 

yes 241 2.98 0.53 t=10.071, df=669, 
p<0.001 

no 430 2.51 0.61 

Supportive conditions 

 

yes 241 3.06 0.48 t=10.454, df=669, 
p<0.001 

no 430 2.64 0.51 
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Table 5 shows the comparison based on years of professional experience. For all PLC 
dimensions, those with experience of 21 years and over had significantly higher ratings than 
those with less experience. 

Table 5: Mean and Standard Deviations by Years of Total Professional Experience in 
Education for the PLC Dimensions 

Years of experience in education  
N Mean SD F-test 

Supportive and 
shared leadership 
 

1-10  105 3.04 0.57 F3, 667=6.764, 
p<0.001 11-15  121 3.02 0.52 

16-20  124 3.10 0.57 
21 and over  321 3.23 0.48 
Total 671 3.14 0.53 

Shared values and 
vision 
 

1-10  105 2.87 0.60 F3, 667=10.136, 
p<0.001 11-15  121 2.79 0.53 

16-20  124 2.84 0.53 
21 and over  321 3.05 0.51 
Total 671 2.94 0.54 

Collective learning 
and application  
 

1-10  105 2.75 0.61 F3, 665=11.952, 
p=<0.001 11-15  121 2.66 0.55 

16-20  124 2.72 0.52 
21 and over  319 2.95 0.52 
Total 669 2.83 0.55 

Shared personal 
practice  
 

1-10  105 2.59 0.56 F3, 667=10.439, 
p<0.001 11-15  121 2.50 0.62 

16-20  124 2.56 0.63 
21 and over  321 2.81 0.61 
Total 671 2.67 0.62 

 Supportive 
conditions 

 
 

1-10  105 2.64 0,56 F3, 667=13.883, 
p<0.001 11-15  121 2.65 0.49 

16-20  124 2.71 0.46 
21 and over  321 2.92 0.54 
Total 671 2.78 0.54 

Table 6 shows the comparison based on whether the respondent was a teacher of primary 
education or a specialist teacher. For all PLC dimensions, teachers of primary education had 
significantly higher ratings than those of specialist teachers. 
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Table 6: Mean and Standard Deviations by Primary Teacher and Specialty Teacher Role for 
the PLC dimensions 

PLC Dimension Teacher Type N Mean SD t-test 

Supportive and shared 
leadership 

Primary education 522 3.21 0.52 t=6.155, df=661, 
p<0.001 

Specialty teacher  141 2.91 0.49 

Shared values and 
vision 

Primary education 522 3.00 0.53 t=5.295, df=661, 
p<0.001 

Specialty teacher 141 2.73 0.54 

Collective learning and 
application  

Primary education 520 2.89 0.54 t=5.225, df=659, 
p<0.001 

Specialty teacher 141 2.62 0.53 

Shared personal 
practice  

Primary education 522 2.75 0.61 t=5.702, df=661, 
p<0.001 

Specialty teacher 141 2.42 0.60 

Supportive conditions 

 

Primary education 522 2.85 0.54 t=5.535, df=661, 
p<0.001 

Specialty teacher 141 2.58 0.48 

 
Table 7 shows that for all PLC dimensions apart from ‘Supportive and shared leadership’ 
teachers with a second higher education degree have significantly higher average ratings than 
those teachers with no second higher education degree.  

Table 7: Mean and Standard Deviations of Second Higher Degree of Teachers for the PLC 
Dimensions 

PLC Dimension Second higher 
education 

degree 

N Mean SD t-test 

Supportive and 
shared leadership 

Yes 231 3.18 0.54 t=1.493, df=607,    
p>0.05 

No 378 3.11 0.52 

Shared values and 
vision 

Yes 231 3.00 0.58 t=2.106, df=607,    
p<0.05 

No 378 2.90 0.51 

Collective learning 
and application  

Yes 230 2.91 0.61 t=3.022, df=605,    
p<0.005 

No 377 2.77 0.51 

Shared personal 
practice  

Yes 231 2.76 0.68 t=2.937, df=607,    
p<0.005 

No 378 2.61 0.58 

Supportive 
conditions 

Yes 231 2.89 0.62 t=3.695, df=607,    
p<0.001 

No 378 2.73 0.47 
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Table 8 shows that for all PLC dimensions apart from ‘Shared personal practice’ teachers in 
schools with 0-50 pupils have significantly higher average ratings than those in larger schools. 

Table 8: Mean and Standard Deviations of School Size (Pupil Number) for the PLC Dimensions 

PLC Dimension Pupil number 
N Mean SE F-test 

Supportive and 
shared leadership 

 

0-50  64 3.30 0.48 F4, 667=2.874, 
p<0,05 

51-150  229 3.10 0.53 

151-250  224 3.12 0.50 

251-350  130 3.18 0.56 

351 and above  25 3.27 0.66 

Total 672 3.14 0.53 

Shared values and 
vision 

 

0-50  64 3.10 0.59 F4 ,667=2.517, 
p<0.05 

51-150  229 2.89 0.53 

151-250  224 2.91 0.54 

251-350  130 3.00 0.53 

351 and above  25 2.96 0.54 

Total 672 2.94 0.54 

Collective learning 
and application  

 

0-50  64 3.00 0.53 F4, 665=2.765, 
p<0.05 

51-150  228 2.75 0.55 

151-250  223 2.83 0.55 

251-350  130 2.86 0.55 

351 and above  25 2.84 0.57 

Total 670 2.82 0.55 

….continued 
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PLC Dimension Pupil number 
N Mean SE F-test 

Shared personal 
practice  

 

0-50  64 2.83 0.64 F4, 667=1.309, 
p>0.05 

51-150  229 2.65 0.59 

151-250  224 2.64 0.63 

251-350  130 2.69 0.64 

351 and above  25 2.69 0.65 

Total 672 2.67 0.62 

Supportive 
conditions 

 

0-50  64 2.90 0.53 F4, 667=2.770, 
p<0.05 

51-150  229 2.73 0.52 

151-250  224 2.76 0.52 

251-350  130 2.89 0.58 

351 and above  25 2.87 0.45 

Total 672 2.79 0.54 

Discussion 
Initially, it is worth mentioning that according to the findings of this study, it appears that 
Greek public elementary schools function as PLCs according to the five dimensions.  

In more detail, the dimension of ‘Supportive and shared leadership’ indicates that Greek 
schools are characterised by sharing on behalf of the leader, of power and of the privileges of 
decision making, initiative, responsibility, and by the leader’s encouragement of other 
members to participate in leadership (Hord 1997a).  

The second dimension of ‘Shared values and vision’ indicates that Greek primary schools are 
characterised by common vision, norms and values about student learning and achievement, 
high expectations and focus on high learning outcomes, following common direction in 
teaching and learning (Huffman & Hipp 2003). 

The ‘Collective learning and application’ dimension, which is the third dimension in Greek 
primary schools, suggests that school staff collaborate, provide information, exchange and 
apply (new) strategies that promote pupils’ learning (Huffman & Hipp 2003), while they are 
involved in reflective dialogue and research (Hord 2004).  

The dimension of ‘Supportive conditions’, which is presented as the fourth dimension, refers 
to the fact that the human relationships are characterised by caring relationships among 
organisational members, professional respect, trust, and norms of continuous critical research 
and improvement (Hord 1997a, 2004). These are, to a certain extent, developed. Similarly, 
Greek primary schools are lacking, to a degree, in time for meetings and discussions among 
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staff members, physical proximity, interdependence of teaching roles, communicational 
structures, and school autonomy (Hord 2004). 

The dimension of ‘Shared personal practice’ is the least prevalent dimension, suggesting that 
the schools are lacking somewhat in the willingness of the members to provide and receive 
feedback in order to improve their work (Louis & Kruse 1995 as cited in Hord 2004). So, for 
example, schools may not have the opportunity, through visiting classes, to create a collective 
‘cognitive and skill base’ that could contribute to more effective teaching and learning (Hord 
2004: 11). The above finding confirms Hord’s (2004) assertion that this dimension is usually 
the one that is developed the last (in comparison with the other dimensions) in a process of 
creating a PLC, due to the historical tradition of the isolation of the teacher’s profession. 

As far as the developing level of PLCs in Greek elementary schools is concerned, based on 
results of this study, it is observed that these primary schools are in the stage of 
implementation, in which principals, by sharing power and responsibility, make efforts to 
encourage staff to set high expectations and commitment to organisational goals, and teachers 
are supported in order to increase pupils’ results (Hipp & Huffman 2010). However, it is 
observed that Greek primary schools are not mature PLCs, as they have not reached the final 
stage of PLC institutionalisation, whereby schools are changing their culture (reculturing) 
and turning into learning communities (Huffman & Hipp 2003).  

In addition, this study investigated the individual and school demographic data across the 
five PLC dimensions, as individual characteristics influence the function and organisational 
life of an organisation that learns (Nazari & Pihie 2012) and the school context influences the 
learning of teachers (Bolam et al. 2005). In more detail, according to the results of this study, 
it is observed that principals perceive more the five PLCs’ dimensions in their schools than 
teachers. This finding may be explained by the perception of themselves as a significant factor 
of school improvement. Also, it is worth mentioning that the relevant Greek legislation has a 
significant contribution as it declares that school directors should be oriented towards 
participatory leadership models (Avdelli 2012; Katsaros 2008).  

Male teachers perceive more the five PLCs’ dimensions in schools than females. At this point, 
it is worth mentioning that the factor of gender was not found in the broader literature as a 
significant factor according to the five PLC dimensions. Also, statistically significant 
differences were observed referring to the older teachers and teachers with many years of 
experience in education, who both perceive more the five PLC dimensions in their schools, 
maybe due to their longer and deeper socialisation in the school context.  

Primary education teachers perceive more these dimensions in their school, compared to 
teachers of other specialties, as those, in Greek schools, usually work in different school units 
at the same time, not having the opportunity to perceive deeper the dimensions of each school 
organisation and culture, resulting in their concentration on the tasks to be performed rather 
than on the overall purpose of the organisation (Moloi 2010). In addition, statistically 
significant differences were found for the variable of ‘Second higher education degree’ of 
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teachers, showing that the teachers with additional academic qualifications perceive more the 
five PLC dimensions in their school. Their interest for further studies influences their attitude 
towards change and learning (which are characteristics of an organisation that learns) (Bolam 
et al. 2005). 

According to the school’s context, it is observed that schools with fewer pupils perceive more 
the five PLC dimensions, because in the larger school it is more difficult for the staff to 
establish strong commitment as members of a community (Bolam et al. 2005). 

Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that no statistically significant difference was found 
referring to other school demographic data. This may be because of the uniformity of the 
Greek educational-school system through the coordination and control of the Ministry (Saitis 
2007). So, concerning the Greek context, it is worth mentioning that the difficulty of schools 
to become mature PLCs lies, to a degree, in the Greek educational system, which is 
characterised by a centralised structure and organisation, since all decisions are taken by the 
higher level of administration, the Ministry of Education, limiting school autonomy to satisfy 
the expectations of the ‘clients’ (Katsaros 2008). Also, in the Greek educational system there 
are many levels and management bodies, limiting the initiatives of school members, 
increasing the bureaucratic procedures, the rigidity of decision making, supervision and the 
difficulty of communication within the organisational structure (Saitis 2007). As a result, in 
that organisational structure, individuals usually concentrate on the tasks to be performed, 
rather than on the overall purpose of the organisation, indicating a ‘learning disability’ (Moloi 
2010). Consequently, taking into account the fact that all efforts to develop cooperative 
learning and work are often impeded by factors like individualistic characteristics, 
bureaucratic rules, structures or norms (Caena 2011), the second level of development of PLCs 
seems appropriate for Greek primary schools, as they are structured by centralised principles. 
However, it is worth mentioning that the Educational Ministry of Greece, aiming to provide 
more autonomy to educational units, makes efforts to provide opportunities to principals for 
effective leadership and development of their particular educational internal policy in their 
school context (Mavrogiorgos 1999 as cited in Koutouzis 2012), developing their structure and 
culture as learning organisations. Also, by the results of this study, it could not be ignored 
that there is hope, as the Greek elementary schools attempt to function as PLCs within 
bureaucratic and hierarchical structures. 

Conclusion 
This study aimed at empirically examining the five dimensions of PLC, as far as the Greek 
primary schools are concerned, investigating their development level as PLCs through 
teacher and principal views. The significance of this study lies in the increasing contribution 
of PLCs to student achievement.  

However, there are limitations of this research such as the use of only quantitative data, the 
focus being only on the views of teachers and principals, and by the translation and 
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adaptation of the PLC questionnaire to the Greek context. So, for future research, it is 
proposed that researchers use qualitative research methods (maybe in combination with 
quantitative methods), explore the views of other members of the school unit (parents, 
students, stakeholders), and investigate other factors such as leadership, professional 
development, and achievement of students in relation to PLC. In addition, another 
recommendation for future research would be the conduct of the same research at another 
educational level, or after a long time, the same research to be conducted again at the same 
schools, so as to be examined if there is a stagnation or an evolution of the PLCs.  

The results of this research could be used for educational reforms to increase the effectiveness 
of teachers, pupils, and the school as a whole. Also, they could be useful to researchers, 
assessors of education, and providers of professional development-continuous training of 
teachers and leaders. 

References 
Avdelli, Th. (2012).  Professional Learning Communities in Greek Educational System. The paradigm of ‘ecological 
schools’. Thessaloniki, Greece: Publishing House of Kyriakidis Brothers (in Greek). 

Blacklock, P. J. (2009). The Five Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in Improving 
Exemplary Texas Elementary Schools: A descriptive study. Doctoral dissertation, University of North 
Texas. 

Bolam, R., McMahon, A., Stoll, L., Thomas, S., & Wallace, M., & Greenwood, A., Hawkey, K., Ingram, M., 
Atkinson, A., & Smith, M. (2005). Creating and Sustaining Effective Professional Learning Communities. 
Research Report. University of Bristol. ISBN 1 84478 460 6. 

Caena, F. (2011). Literature Review: Quality in teachers’ continuing professional development. Working paper 
for Education and Training 2020 Thematic Working Group ‘Professional Development of Teachers’. 
European Commission. 

DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (1998). Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best practices for enhancing 
student achievement (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Hamzah, M. I. M., Yakop, F. M., Nordin, N. M., & Rahman, S. (2011). School as learning organisation: The 
role of principal’s transformational leadership in promoting teacher engagement. World Applied Sciences 
Journal, 14(Special Issue of Innovation and Pedagogy for Diverse Learners), 58-63.  
Hipp, K. K., & Huffman, J. B. (2010). Demystifying Professional Learning Communities: School leadership at its 
best. London, UK: R&L Education, Inc. 

Hord, S. (1997a). Professional Learning Communities: Communities of continuous inquiry and improvement. 
Austin, TX: Southwest Educational Development Laboratory. 

Hord, S. M. (1997b). Professional learning communities: What are they and why are they important? 
Issues about Change, 6(1), 1-8. 

Hord, S. M. (2004). Learning Together, Leading Together: Changing schools through professional learning 
communities. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 

Hord, S. M. (2009). Professional learning communities. Journal of Staff Development, 30(1), 40-43. 

Huffman, B. J., &  Hipp, K. K. (2003). Reculturing Schools as Professional Learning Communities. Maryland, 
MA: Scarecrow Education. 

https://www.google.gr/search?hl=el&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Richard+DuFour%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=6
https://www.google.gr/search?hl=el&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Robert+Eaker%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=6
https://www.google.gr/search?hl=el&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Jane+Bumpers+Huffman%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=6
https://www.google.gr/search?hl=el&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Kristine+Kiefer+Hipp%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=6


68 | ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  
 

Katsaros, I. (2008). Management and Administration in Education. Athens, Greece: Pedagogical Institute, 
Ministry of Education and Religions (in Greek). 

Koutouzis, Μ. (2012). Management - Leadership - Efficiency: Investigating the Context of Application in 
the Greek Educational System. In P. Papadiamantaki & D. Karakatsani (Eds.), Contemporary Educational 
Policy Issues. Looking for the new school (pp. 213-227). Thessaloniki, Greece: Epikentro (in Greek). 

Leclerc,  M., Moreau, A., & Lépine, M. (n.d.). Using Professional Learning Communities to Improve 
Student Learning in Reading: Better understanding the stages of development (retrieved May 2018 from 
http://w3.uqo.ca/moreau/documents/LMLBraga09.pdf). 

Lomos, C., Hofman, R. H., & Bosker, R. J. (2011). Professional communities and student achievement – a 
meta-analysis. School Effectiveness and Improvement, 22(2), 121-148. 

Moloi, K. C. (2010). How can schools build learning organisations in difficult education contexts? South 
African Journal of Education, 30(4), 621-633.  

Morrow, J. R. (2010). Teachers’ Perceptions of Professional Learning Communities as Opportunities for 
Promoting Professional Growth. Doctoral dissertation, Appalachian State University, Boone, North 
Carolina. 

Nazari, K., &  Pihie, Z. A. L. (2012). Assessing learning organization dimensions and demographic factors 
in technical and vocational colleges in Iran. International Journal of Business and Social Science, 3(3), 210-219. 

Olivier, D. F., Hipp, K. K., & Huffman, J. J. (2010). Assessing and Analyzing Schools as Professional 
Learning Communities. In K. K. Hipp & J. B. Huffman (Eds.), Demystifying Professional Learning 
Communities (pp. 29-42). Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Education. 

Passi, G. (2010). The Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in High Schools and Students 
Achievement on the New York State English Language Arts Regents Exam. Doctoral Dissertation, 
Dowling College Brookhaven, New York. 

Reza, N., Shahram, M. D., Nasser, M., & Soleyiman, I. (2011). Presenting the model of learning 
organization based on learning organization dimensions questionnaire of Watkins-Marsick case study, 
Tractor Manufacturing Complex of Iran. Middle-East Journal of Scientific Research, 7(5), 809-819. 

Roberts, S. M., & Pruitt, E. Z. (2003). Schools as Professional Learning Communities. Collaborative Activities 
and Strategies for Professional Development. Thousand Oaks, CA: CORWIN Press, Inc. 

Saitis, Ch. (2007). School Management and Administration. Athens, Greece: Author (in Greek). 

Senge, P., Cambron-McCabe, N., Lucas, T., Smith, B., Dutton, J., & Kleiner, A. (2000). Schools That Learn. 
A Fifth Discipline Fieldbook for Educators, Parents, and Everyone Who Cares About Education. New York, NY: 
Doubleday/Currency. 

Senge, P. M. (1999). The Fifth Discpline. The Art & Practice of The Learning Organization. London, UK: 
Random House Business Books. 

Stegall, D. A. (2011). Professional Learning Communities and Teacher Efficacy: A correlation study. 
Doctoral dissertation, Appalachian State University, Boone, North Carolina. 

Williams, R. B., Brien, K., & LeBlanc, J. (2012). Transforming schools into learning organizations: Supports 
and barriers to educational reform. Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy, 134, 1-32. 
 

 

 

 



            ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  | 69  
 

Author Details: 

Aikaterini Balasi 
Department of Primary Education, University of Western Macedonia 
Email: aikaterinimpalasi@gmail.com 
 
Georgios Iordanidis  
Department of Primary Education, University of Western Macedonia 
Email: giordanidis@uowm.gr



70 | ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  
 

Building Collective Teacher Efficacy 
Through Distributed Leadership in 
Chinese Primary Schools 
Peng Liu 

Abstract: This paper examines the relationship between distributed leadership and collective teacher 
efficacy in Chinese primary schools in the education change context using quantitative methods. In this 
study, Duif, Harrison, Van Dartel and Sinyolo’s (2013) distributed leadership model and Goddard, 
Hoy and Woolfolk Hoy’s (2000) collective efficacy scale were used to collect data from 298 Chinese 
urban primary school teachers. The results of path analysis revealed that the dimensions of distributed 
leadership, including collaboration and cooperation, responsibility and accountability, and values and 
beliefs, had significant relationships with collective teacher efficacy as a single variable. Additionally, 
the dimensions of collaboration and cooperation, decision making, responsibility and accountability, 
and values and beliefs had significant relationships with group competence. Furthermore, the 
dimensions of collaboration and cooperation and decision making had relatively significant 
relationships with the dimension of task analysis. The findings indicate distributed leadership, 
particularly carefully planned collaboration from school administrators, can contribute to the 
development of collective teacher efficacy in educational practice. 

Keywords: Distributed leadership, collective teacher efficacy, primary school, China 

Introduction 
Primary school education in China has experienced an array of school-based education 
reforms and decentralisation efforts since the 1990s (Yu & Dai 2018). Effective leadership for 
educational change is no longer seen as a single-leader responsibility but rather the result of 
a multiple-leader leadership style (Harris 2013; Thien 2019). Moreover, due to the large size 
of Chinese primary schools, principals must share responsibilities with teachers; it is 
challenging for one principal to manage a school without collaboration and support from 
middle leaders and other teachers.  
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One of the Chinese government’s important reform strategies is to empower teachers in the 
change process and build their collective sense of efficacy; it is believed that successful change 
relies on change in teachers (Zhang 2016). Collective teacher efficacy can be an indicator of 
teacher empowerment because it results in a communal responsibility for student learning 
and school accomplishment (Goddard & Goddard 2001 as cited in Angelle & Teague 2014). 
Teachers with strong collective efficacy can contribute to school leadership capacity by 
sharing their knowledge with colleagues and taking on informal and formal leadership roles 
within the school organisation (Angelle & Teague 2014). Collective teacher efficacy has thus 
also been linked to informal and formal teacher leadership; such leadership is a mutual 
process involving both delegation from the school principal and leadership initiatives 
undertaken by teachers, resulting in cooperation and connection construction (Angelle & 
Teague 2014). This type of leadership is known as distributed leadership. Distributed 
leadership has been recognised as a collective leadership model aiming to empower teachers, 
but there is insufficient research on the relationship between distributed leadership and 
collective teacher efficacy in schools, particularly in the Chinese context. This study aimed to 
explore the relationship between distributed leadership and collective teacher efficacy in 
Chinese primary schools and, by extension, contribute to the transferability of leadership 
theories across cultures.  

Literature Review 
This section will explore the development of distributed leadership, collective teacher efficacy, 
and the relationship between these two concepts in the literature to date. This literature 
review provides a foundation for the theoretical framework of this study.  

Distributed Leadership 

Distributed leadership was initially defined by Gibb (1954, 1969). After initial studies, the 
literature on distributed leadership diverged into two categories featuring distinctive 
definitions of this type of leadership. The first was proposed by Gronn (2000) and emphasised 
shared leadership in many circumstances. Gronn (2002) later clarified that distributed 
leadership was a form of leadership shared by a group of colleagues within an organisation. 
This definition was also adopted by Smylie, Mayrowetz, Murphy and Louis (2007). This 
definition focuses more on the sharing of power within an organisation rather than the 
interaction of organisational members. In contrast to Gronn’s (2002) definition, Spillane’s 
(2004) stated that distributed leadership practices should come from interactions between 
school leaders, followers, and the situations in which they are included. This definition 
provided a foundation for investigating leadership formation without formal designation 
(Spillane & Healey 2010), collaboration between administrators and teacher leaders (Heck & 
Hallinger 2009) and the sharing of responsibility by actors within schools (Sheppard, Hurley 
& Dibbon 2010). This definition provided the theoretical foundation of the distributed 
leadership scale (Duif et al. 2013) used in this study, which includes dimensions of structure, 
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vision, collaboration and cooperation, decision making, responsibility and accountability, 
values and beliefs, and initiative.  

Studies have identified different models and elements of distributed leadership. Gronn’s 
(2002) shared leadership view included five elements of distributed leadership (authority, 
values, interests, personal factors, and resources), whilst, as mentioned above, Spillane (2004) 
concentrated on leader-and-follower interdependencies. Angelle (2010) and Smylie et al. 
(2007) mentioned trust; Angelle (2010) and Bush and Glover (2012) discussed group cohesion. 
The sharing of power is an important dimension of distributive leadership. Bush and Glover 
(2012) found that heads of schools retained a leading role in the functioning of their school 
when they distributed leadership roles or activities. However, Gronn (2008) suggested a more 
hybrid model of distributed leadership that contained elements of both single and distributed 
leadership. Furthermore, Sheppard et al. (2010) found that facilitating others’ leadership roles 
through a transformational and embracing approach could improve the principal’s role in 
distributed leadership. Researchers have also studied the different components or functions 
of distributed leadership. Grant (2011) studied how different distributed leadership 
components affected and foretold the leadership effectiveness of school principals. The four 
components of distributed leadership in this study were direction setting, enhancing teachers’ 
professional development, organisational redevelopment, and coordinating teaching 
programmes. These components are similar to the core components discussed by Leithwood 
et al. (2007). Leithwood et al. (2009) further analysed these dimensions of distributed 
leadership. They stated that various distributed leadership dimensions could help to analyse 
the coordination of different forms of leadership distribution, the interdependence of 
distributed leaders, the distribution of authority and power, and incentives for distributing 
leadership.  

Spillane’s (2006) distributed leadership theory provided the theoretical foundation for the 
distributed leadership scale used in this study. Spillane stated that many members of an 
organisation participate in the practice of distributive leadership. There are three key 
components to Spillane’s distributed leadership practice model: 1) leadership practice is the 
main concern, 2) leadership practice is created through the interactions between leaders, 
followers, and the situation, and 3) the situation and leadership practice define each other.  

In this study, the distributed leadership model provided by Duif al. (2013) was adopted 
because this scale depicts the components of distributed leadership more comprehensively 
compared with other ones. Duif et al. (2013) conceptualised distributed leadership as 
including seven dimensions:  

1. structure: the chance to be part of decision making, agreement on leadership roles, 
facilitation of informal leadership and professional development 

2. vision: developing common values for all 
3. collaboration and cooperation: collective activities and goals in the process of work 

and sharing knowledge 
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4. decision making: teachers having space to make their own decisions 
5. responsibility and accountability: teachers’ responsibility for their own performance 
6. values and beliefs: development of mutual respect and the promotion of learning 

opportunities 
7. initiative: expectation that teachers will take initiative based on their experience 

Collective Teacher Efficacy 

Bandura (1997) defined collective efficacy as ‘a group’s shared belief in its conjoint capabilities 
to organise and execute courses of action … [and] produce given levels of attainment’ (p. 477). 
Bandura (1997) found that there was an increasing interdependence between humans socially 
and economically, which reinforced the significance of joint action in shaping our collective 
development. For example, Zambo and Zambo (2008) found that temporary professional 
collaboration between teachers, which allowed the opportunity and time for the teachers to 
work together, raised their perceptions of the competence of other teachers (i.e. their collective 
teacher efficacy). This collaboration also helped teachers to momentarily overcome the 
negative effects of teaching at an underperforming school. Thus, the study of collective 
efficacy is very important. 

According to Goddard et al. (2000), the study of collective teacher efficacy can assist us in 
identifying the organisational-level reasons behind schools having strong student 
achievement and learning outcomes. Moreover, a high level of collective efficacy can maintain 
a system of collective belief in student achievement and strong expectations for teachers’ and 
students’ learning outcomes (Woolfolk, Hoy & Davis 2006). Additionally, Klassen, Usher and 
Bong (2010) studied teachers’ collective efficacy, job stress, and the cultural dimension of 
collectivism, which is related to job satisfaction, for 500 teachers from Canada, Korea, and the 
United States; their study underlined the importance of collective motivation as a source of 
individual job satisfaction. Finally, Stajkovic, Lee and Nyberg (2009) suggested that collective 
efficacy fully mediates the relationship between group potency and group performance. This 
study adopted the collective teacher efficacy definition of Bandura (1997), who saw collective 
teacher efficacy as ‘a group’s shared belief in its conjoint capabilities to organize and execute 
the courses of action required to produce given levels of attainments’ (p. 477). The reason to 
choose this construct is because it has been proved that collective teacher efficacy is an 
important predictor in student learning (Hattie 2009). 

According to Bandura, mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and 
affective states are key components of collective teacher efficacy (Bandura 1997). Mastery 
experience mainly refers to teachers’ past successful experiences, which will affect collective 
teacher efficacy. Social persuasion means the encouragement that teachers receive from their 
network, which, depending on the trustworthiness, reliability, and proficiency of the 
network, can also strengthen their collective teacher efficacy beliefs. Vicarious experience 
refers to the phenomenon wherein colleagues’ successful experiences strengthen teachers’ 
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efficacy belief. Finally, affective status refer to teachers’ emotional status; positive emotional 
status will contribute to the growth of collective teacher efficacy.  

Theoretical Framework 
The relationship between distributed leadership and collective teacher efficacy has not been 
extensively studied. Early research on the influence of distributed leadership focused on its 
effects on teachers’ professional development, task efficiency, and team performance 
(Heinicke & Bales 1953; Melnick 1982). More recent studies have analysed the relationship 
between distributed leadership and academic optimism (Chang 2011; Mascall, Leithwood, 
Straus & Sacks 2008) Academic optimism is a relatively new concept that includes collective 
teacher efficacy as an important component (Hoy, Tarter & Woolfolk Hoy 2006). These recent 
studies have shown that distributed leadership significantly affects teachers’ academic 
optimism, but there has been very limited research on the specific relationship between 
distributed leadership and collective teacher efficacy.  

Mascall et al. (2008) identified four distributed leadership patterns: (a) planful alignment, 
which involves a lot of planning in distributing leadership duties, (b) spontaneous alignment, 
in which leadership is distributed randomly, (c) spontaneous misalignment, in which 
leadership is distributed randomly and negative results occur, and (d) anarchic misalignment, 
in which leadership roles are distributed among individual departments that act 
independently. These four patterns were investigated by Mascall et al. (2008) who analysed 
three elements within academic optimism: (a) organisational citizenship behaviours, which 
were activities creating group belonging, (b) trust, which was the element shared between 
teachers and administrators, and (c) collective teacher efficacy, which was teachers’ 
perception of their collective capacity. In their correlation analysis, trust and teacher efficacy 
were further divided into ‘trust in leaders’, ‘trust in teachers’, ‘teacher self-efficacy’ and 
‘collective teacher efficacy’ (Mascall et al. 2008: 223). The findings showed that distributed 
leadership in the pattern of planful alignment had a moderate correlation with collective 
academic optimism. The planful alignment approach in distributed leadership also had 
significant correlations with all of the elements within academic optimism, including 
collective teacher efficacy, which had the strongest correlations.  

In addition, Chang (2011) examined the relationships between distributed leadership, 
academic optimism, and student achievement using data obtained from Taiwan elementary 
schools. Chang (2011) regarded teacher academic optimism as teachers’ perceptions of the 
school’s intellectual activities and student academic performance, collective teacher efficacy, 
and the level of trust school faculty had in students and parents. These findings aligned with 
the results from Mascall et al. (2008), and confirmed that distributed leadership can positively 
and directly influence collective teacher efficacy. These studies assumed the positive effects 
of distributed leadership on collective teacher efficacy, but studies directly exploring the 
relationship between distributed leadership and collective teacher efficacy are scarce.  
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Goddard et al. (2000) believed that collective teacher efficacy has two dimensions: task 
analysis and group competence. Considering the research of Mascall et al. (2008), Chang 
(2011), and Duif et al. (2013), it is reasonable to assume that task analysis can relate positively 
to various dimensions of distributed leadership, including a clear and shared organisational 
vision, good collaboration, participative decision making, clearly defined organisational 
responsibilities, and healthy and positive organisational values; these dimensions of 
distributed leadership can help teachers to have a positive view of the complexity of a task. 
Additionally, it can be assumed that group competence relates significantly to distributed 
leadership dimensions such as structure and vision, collaboration and cooperation, decision 
making, responsibility and accountability, values and beliefs, and initiative. A clear vision 
and structure and good collaboration, which provides the chance for teachers to interact with 
each other, strengthen the perception of group competence; participation in organisational 
decision making, which provides teachers the opportunity to understand the organisation’s 
capacity, builds group competence; and clear organisational division of labor, which helps 
teachers to understand their and each other’s roles, and effective communication of values 
and beliefs, help teachers to understand group competence. Therefore, based on the 
aforementioned descriptions, this study investigated the following hypothesis:  

Task analysis, group competence, and collective efficacy all relate positively to the seven 
dimensions of distributed leadership described by Duif et al. (2013) (structure, vision, 
collaboration and cooperation, decision making, responsibility and accountability, values and 
beliefs, and initiative). 

Methodology 

Data Source 

This study was conducted in a southern Chinese city. To ensure the representativeness of the 
sample, a random sampling method was adopted. Permission was sought from school 
principals before the author distributed survey questionnaires to teachers. The author was 
responsible for the entire data collection process. Informed consent was sought from teachers 
before they filled out the survey, and only teachers who agreed to participate in the survey 
filled it out and returned it. Names were not required, and answers were coded as a whole so 
that individual names would not be identified.  

Four hundred questionnaires were circulated, 346 questionnaires were returned, and 298 
questionnaires were valid. This resulted in a response rate of 86.5 percent and a validity rate 
of 86.1 percent, for an achieved sample of 74.5 percent. In terms of teachers’ gender, there 
were 120 male teachers (40.3%) and 178 female teachers (59.7%). In terms of the teachers’ 
professional title, 33 teachers did not have a title (11.1%), 137 had achieved the title of first-
class teacher of primary school (46.0%), 127 achieved the title of head teacher of primary 
school (42.6%) and one had achieved the title of head teacher of primary school (0.1%). In the 
Chinese education context, the professional title normally represents teachers’ working 
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experience. In terms of teachers’ age, 29 teachers were 25 years old and below (9.7%), 97 were 
26-35 years old (32.6%), 96 were 36-45 years old (32.2%), 64 were 46-55 years old (21.5%), and 
12 were 56 years old and above (4.0%). It should be specified that all schools in this study 
were urban schools.  

Instruments 

The distributed leadership scale adopted in this study included seven dimensions: structure, 
vision, collaboration and cooperation, decision making, responsibility and accountability, 
values and beliefs, and initiatives (Duif et al. 2013) as described above. This scale can be used 
to reflect the nature of distributed leadership in school practice comprehensively, and it also 
has good validity and reliability. Based on a comprehensive review of types of respondents 
across nations, Harzing, Brown, Köster and Zhao (2012) concluded that, compared with 
North American respondents, Chinese respondents were more likely to respond to the centre 
on a 5-point scale because they were inclined to want to keep harmony and avoid 
confrontation. Therefore, this scale applied a 4-point rating method, with 1 representing 
‘strongly disagree’, 2 representing ‘disagree’, 3 representing ‘agree’ and 4 representing 
‘strongly agree’. Exploratory factor analysis revealed that the percentage of total variance 
explained by the five dimensions was 75.798 percent. Confirmatory factor analysis showed 
that all of the fit indices reached an acceptable level (χ2/df=2.648, RMSEA=0.074, GFI=0.883, 
NFI=0.906, TLI=0.915, CFI=0.939, IFI=0.926). In terms of reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha 
values between the scale and five dimensions were 0.928, 0.912, 0.911, 0.836, 0.799, 0.833, 
0.898, and 0.846 respectively, indicating that the scale had relatively high reliability and 
stability. In terms of validity, the correlation coefficients among the dimensions fell within 
the range of 0.243–0.566, describing a mid to low correlation and displaying a certain degree 
of independence for each dimension. The correlation coefficients between the dimensions and 
scale fell within the range of 0.786–0.867, reaching a mid to high correlation, which showed 
that each dimension adequately reflected the content measured. This demonstrated the 
relatively high validity of the scale. 

This study adopted the collective teacher efficacy scale developed by Goddard et al. (2000), 
which included two dimensions: group competence and task analysis. Ramos, Costa e Silva, 
Pontes, Fernandez and Nina (2014) claimed that this scale has a stronger capacity to represent 
collective efficacy beliefs than other scales with only one dimension. They also believed that 
it unified the internal and external dimensions, called task analysis and group competence. A 
4-point Likert scale was used for the reasons cited above. Exploratory factor analysis revealed 
that the percentage of total variance explained by the two dimensions was 61.859 percent. 
Confirmatory factor analysis showed that all of the fit indices reached an acceptable level 
(χ2/df=2.876, RMSEA=0.089, GFI=0.916, NFI=0.895, TLI=0.932, CFI=0.932, IFI=0.922). In terms 
of reliability, the Cronbach’s alpha values of the scale and the two dimensions were 0.813, 
0.926, and 0.889 respectively, indicating that the scale had relatively high reliability and 
stability. In terms of validity, the correlation coefficient between the two dimensions was 
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0.192, describing a low correlation, which displayed a certain degree of independence for each 
dimension. The correlation coefficients between the dimensions and scale ranged between 
0.786 and 0.868, reaching a mid to high correlation, showing that each dimension adequately 
reflected the content measured. This demonstrated the relatively high validity of the 
questionnaire. 

The research findings could have been affected by common method variance (CMV). 
However, the four-point scales were used to reduce CMV. Harman’s one-factor tests were 
conducted on the two survey scales used in this study. On the distributed leadership scale, 
the test showed that the explained variance of the factor was 32.0 percent, and for the 
collective teacher efficacy scale explained variance of the factor was 33.2 percent, indicating 
that CMV did not affect the study seriously.  

Data Processing and Analysis 

The questionnaires were filled in separately by the sampled teachers, according to the 
provided instructions, and were collected onsite. The questionnaires were coded after being 
collected and statistically analysed using SPSS20.0 and Amos17.0.  

Findings 

Correlation Analysis Between Distributed Leadership and Collective Teacher 
Efficacy 

Correlation analysis was carried out between each dimension of distributed leadership and 
its mean scores and each dimension of collective teacher efficacy and its mean scores. The 
analysis results (see Table 1) showed that group competence had a particularly significant 
positive correlation with each dimension of distributed leadership and its mean scores 
(0.425≤R≤0.694, P<0.001). Task analysis had a relatively significant positive correlation with 
structure (R=0.127, P<0.05) and vision (R=0.127, P<0.05), a particularly significant positive 
correlation with collaboration and cooperation (R=0.168, P<0.01), a relatively significant 
negative correlation with decision making (R=-0.128, P<0.05), and a particularly insignificant 
positive correlation with responsibility and accountability and values and beliefs, and their 
mean scores (0.084≤R≤0.094, P>0.050). The mean scores of collective teacher efficacy had a 
particularly significant positive correlation with each dimension of distributed leadership 
and their mean scores (0.263≤R≤0.603, P<0.001). Collective teacher efficacy had particularly 
significant positive correlations with each dimension of distributed leadership and its mean 
scores as well as with group competence, yet an inconsistent correlation with task analysis. 
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Table 1: Correlation Coefficients of Distributed Leadership and Collective Teacher Efficacy 

 Group Competence Task Analysis Mean Scores 

Structure  0.473** 0.127* 0.439** 

Vision 0.468** 0.098 0.428** 

Collaboration 
and Cooperation 

0.653** 0.168** 0.603** 

Decision Making 0.425** -0.128* 0.263** 

Responsibility 
and 
Accountability 

0.564** 0.094 0.494** 

Values and 
Beliefs 

0.690** 0.088 0.588** 

Initiative  0.538** 0.139* 0.457** 

Mean Scores 0.694** 0.084 0.589** 

* means P<0.05, ** means P<0.001 

Path Analysis of Distributed Leadership and Collective Teacher Efficacy 

Path analysis was conducted to understand the relationships between different dimensions 
of distributed leadership and collective teacher efficacy.  

Based on the regression analysis results, a path model of distributed leadership and collective 
teacher efficacy was built. This involved selecting the variables of each dimension of 
distributed leadership that significantly explained each dimension of collective teacher 
efficacy and their mean scores to build a structural equation model and conduct path analysis. 

Table 2 and Figures 1 and 2 show that of the 14 paths of each dimension of distributed 
leadership and each dimension of collective teacher efficacy, group competence had 
significant relationships with structure (P=0.583), vision (P =0.437), and decision making 
(P=0.050), and task analysis had significant relationships with structure (P=0.058), vision 
(P=0.053), responsibility and accountability (P=0.904), values and beliefs (P=0.973), and 
collaboration and cooperation (P=0.012). Group competence had significant relationships 
with collaboration and cooperation (P=0.000), responsibility and accountability (P=0.000), 
structure (P=0.000), and vision (P=0.000). The relationship between task analysis and decision 
making (P=0.000) reached a significant level with a path coefficient of less than 0 (E=-0.283). 
Of the five paths of each dimension of distributed leadership, the mean scores of collective 
teacher efficacy had significant relationships with collaboration and cooperation (P=0.001), 
responsibility and accountability (P=0.000), and values and beliefs (P=0.000). All of their path 
coefficients were greater than 0 (E>0). The mean scores of collective teacher efficacy did not 
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have significant relationships with structure and vision (P=0.317) or decision making 
(P=0.090). The path analysis results were consistent with the results of the aforementioned 
stepwise multiple regression analysis. This proves that distributed leadership can, to a certain 
extent, be viewed as a predictor of collective teacher efficacy, although it contains a certain 
degree of variance as a predictor of each dimension of collective teacher efficacy and their 
mean scores.  
 
Table 2: Path Coefficients of Distributed Leadership and Collective Teacher Efficacy 
 

Dependent 
Variable 

Independent 
Variable 

Estimate S.E. C.R. P 

Group  
Competence 

Structure  -0.020 0.037 -0.549 0.583 
Vision -0.014 0.026 -0.378 0.437 
Collaboration and 
Cooperation 

0.207 0.048 4.291 0.000 

Decision Making 0.074 0.036 2.058 0.050 
Responsibility and 
Accountability 

0.227 0.046 4.873 0.000 

Values and Beliefs 0.335 0.052 6.412 0.000 
Initiative -0.035 0.045 -0.664 0.673 

Task Analysis Structure  0.129 0.065 1.977 0.058 
Vision 0.114 0.056 1.658 0.053 
Collaboration and 
Cooperation 

0.215 0.086 2.514 0.012 

Decision Making -0.283 0.063 -4.460 0.000 
Responsibility and 
Accountability 

-0.010 0.082 -0.120 0.904 

Values and Beliefs 0.003 0.093 0.034 0.973 
Initiative 0.302 0.076 3.658 0.000 

Mean Scores 
  

Structure  0.034 0.034 1.000 0.317 
Vision 0.032 0.028 0.965 0.286 
Collaboration and 
Cooperation 

0.210 0.045 4.705 0.000 

Decision Making -0.056 0.033 -1.694 0.090 
Responsibility and 
Accountability 

0.141 0.043 3.268 0.001 

Values and Beliefs 0.215 0.048 4.435 0.000 
Initiative 0.288 0.068 2.468 0.000 
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Figure 1: Path Analysis Model of Each Dimension of Distributed Leadership and Collective 
Teacher Efficacy 
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Figure 2: Path Analysis Model of Each Dimension of Distributed Leadership and the Mean Scores 
of Collective Teacher Efficacy 
 

 
Based on the results of the goodness of fit of the models (see Table 3), the path models of each 
dimension of distributed leadership and each dimension of collective teacher efficacy fit well 
(χ2/df=1.819, GFI=0.912, TLI=0.945, NFI=0.935, IFI=0.910, CFI=0.942, RMSEA=0.037). In 
addition, the path models of each dimension of distributed leadership and the mean scores 
of collective teacher efficacy fit well (χ2/df=1.437, GFI=0.909, TLI=0.931, NFI=0.928, IFI=0.906, 
CFI=0.932, RMSEA=0.041).  
 
Table 3: The Fit Indices of the Path Analysis Model of Distributed Leadership and Collective 
Teacher Efficacy 

 χ2/df GFI TLI NFI IFI CFI RMSEA 
Model 1 1.819  0.912 0.945 0.935 0.910 0.942 0.037 

Model 2 1.437 0.909 0.931 0.928 0.906 0.932 0.041 

Evaluation 
Standard 
 

<2.00 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90  <0.05 
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Discussion 

Group Competence 

The findings revealed that collaboration and cooperation, decision making, and responsibility 
and accountability had significant relationships with group competence, perhaps due to the 
knowledge and expertise built during the collaboration and interaction processes and to the 
clear understanding of the evaluation standards that contributed to the teachers’ appropriate 
comprehension of their ability. Lee, Zhang and Yin (2011) believed that confidence and trust 
grew among colleagues through the high frequency of collaboration in Chinese society, and 
that this contributed to stronger collective efficacy. This finding also corresponds to the 
finding of Goddard et al. (2000) that the growth of collective efficacy relies on good 
interactions between organisational members, during which a high level of trust is built. 
Collaboration and cooperation and active participation in decision making ensure higher 
collective teacher efficacy. However, in this study, the dimensions of structure and vision did 
not have significant effects on group competence, perhaps due to a mismatch between 
organisational and personal goals. In this case, the goal-setting process in schools should be 
better managed. This finding differs from those of studies conducted in a North American 
context, where building up a vision for a school has a significant relationship with teachers’ 
capacity beliefs.  

The identification of the variables influencing group competence is important because it 
provides detailed information about how to conduct planful alignment; Mascall, Leithwood, 
Strauss and Sacks’ (2009) study that originally posited the notion of planful alignment lacked 
detailed specifications about how this distributed leadership pattern should be enacted. The 
current study’s practical significance is that it points out the importance of school 
administrators initiating more collaborative activities, clarifying responsibilities to teachers, 
and trying to pass on values and beliefs to teachers in the school improvement process. These 
actions should contribute to teachers’ beliefs about group competence, which should in turn 
empower teachers in the change process. In the Chinese cultural context, administrators 
should be particularly aware of how vision setting in the change process can be ineffective; 
this study suggests that they should adopt more subtle modes for communicating vision to 
teachers and helping teachers to understand the organisation’s future clearly, since the 
dimension of vision had no positive effect on group competence beliefs. This finding goes 
beyond the findings in Mascall et al.’s (2008) study, which did not discuss vision setting. This 
study’s finding indicates the necessity to further explore the effects of vision setting on 
collective teacher efficacy in different cultural contexts. Additionally, the negative result of 
the initiative dimension indicates that the quality of decision making needs to be improved 
in a culturally hierarchical education system. 
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Task Analysis 

There were significant effects of collaboration and cooperation and decision making on task 
analysis. Teachers gain knowledge of a current task during collaboration with colleagues and 
gain a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the current task during 
participation in the decision-making process (Lee et al. 2011). However, miscommunication 
about organisational goals, vision, and evaluation standards may cause misunderstandings 
of strengths and weaknesses. 

The positive relationship between collaboration, cooperation and decision making in helping 
teachers to understand the features of a current task shows that teachers have a better chance 
of understanding a task holistically during collaboration and collaborative decision-making 
processes. This finding is important because it goes beyond Mascall et al.’s (2008) and Chang’s 
(2011) research. It specifies the functions of collaboration and cooperation and decision 
making in improving teacher collective efficacy in task analysis. Theoretically, this finding 
substantiates the effects of collaboration and decision making on task analysis. Practically, it 
informs administrators that is meaningful for them to initiate more collaborative activities 
and provide more opportunities for teachers to be part of school decision-making processes. 
Additionally, the ineffectiveness of vision setting on the dimension of task analysis implies 
that administrators should have more effective communication efforts, such as more personal 
contact, to facilitate teachers’ clearer understanding of task features. Also, clearly explaining 
responsibilities and accountability should contribute to a clearer understanding of the task at 
hand. This finding is especially meaningful in the Chinese and other high power distance 
cultures because high power distance may be a barrier to effective communication in 
management practices.  

Collective Efficacy 

Collaboration and cooperation, responsibility and accountability, and values and beliefs 
affected collective teacher efficacy as a whole, perhaps because the collaboration process 
increased the interactions between teachers and ultimately facilitated their trust and 
confidence. Collaborative processes typically help teachers to have higher collective teacher 
efficacy beliefs. At the same time, a hierarchical organisational structure may directly cause 
ineffective distribution of the school’s vision to teachers in the classroom and ineffective 
engagement of teachers in the policymaking process. Such ineffective distribution would be 
consistent with the finding of Viel-Ruma, Houchins, Jolivette, & Benson (2010) that the 
structure of an organisation affects collective efficacy.  

It is interesting to see that collaboration and cooperation, responsibility and accountability, 
and values and beliefs had significant relationships with collective teacher efficacy as a whole. 
This finding is important because it goes beyond the findings of Mascall et al. (2009) and 
Chang (2011). The results of this study suggest that, in the planful alignment process, well-
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organised collaboration, clearly designated responsibilities, and effective communication of 
values and beliefs can positively contribute to collective teacher efficacy. 

Conclusion 
The positive effects of collaboration and cooperation, responsibility and accountability, and 
values and beliefs are meaningful for education practice because these effects show that 
initiating effective collaborative activities, sharing responsibility information with teachers in 
a clear manner, and actively and efficiently passing organisational values on to teachers are 
operative strategies that administrators can use to enhance collective teacher efficacy. At the 
same time, administrators should consider reducing the management levels within a 
relatively hierarchical organisation. These strategies should facilitate effective vision sharing 
and help teachers recognise and accept authentic democratic decision making with an aim to 
improve the teachers’ collective efficacy beliefs.  

Another important finding of this study is the ineffectiveness of the initiative dimension of 
distributed leadership on collective teacher efficacy and its dimensions. This finding is 
important because it indicates that, in the context of this study, even if teachers had the chance 
to participate in decision-making processes, their opportunities to take on leadership roles 
were still limited, which to a certain extent affected their teacher collective efficacy beliefs, 
group competence beliefs, and sense of task composition. This finding implies that 
administrators need to provide substantial support for teachers in leading school 
improvement.  

This study has some constraints. First, its cross-sectional design limits causal inferences from 
the findings. Future longitudinal study designs on this topic should help to predict the causal 
relationship between teacher collective efficacy and distributed leadership. Second, this study 
focused on primary schools, which might limit the application of its findings to other contexts, 
including junior secondary and upper secondary schools in China. Future research, including 
multilevel designs in different Chinese school contexts, could contribute to further 
understanding of this topic.  
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Spotlight on the Special Education 
Needs Coordinator (SENCO): Why Are 
SENCOs Indispensable in Today's 
Schools and How to Support Their 
Middle Level Leadership 
Claudio Girelli, Alessia Bevilacqua and Daniela Acquaro 

Abstract: Middle level leaders play a key role within school and educational networks. Their function 
can be more effective if they are enabled to act in a distributed leadership perspective. This is particularly 
evident with the role of the Special Education Needs Coordinator (SENCO). The rise and prominence 
of SENCOs in coordinating whole school approaches to support students with special needs has resulted 
in their visibility as leaders. The evolution of the SENCO role has seen the need to recognize their 
unique position as middle level leaders in developing and overseeing special needs care. A proposition 
which remains largely foreign in many countries. What remains undeniable is that a SENCO’s 
positioning within a school can significantly impact on their legitimacy and effectiveness. This paper 
examines the results of a qualitative research project, aimed at reconstructing an interpretative 
framework of the SENCO’s middle level leadership functions. The study highlights on the one hand 
their management and leadership functions, and on the other, the elements that facilitate or hinder their 
role. The study also highlights the emergence of widespread leadership through the creation of a third 
space where SENCOs join together through the creation of networks which function as communities of 
practice.   

Keywords: Leadership, middle level leadership, distributed leadership, special educational 
needs, Special Education Needs Coordinator (SENCO), educational fragilities 

Introduction  
Numerous studies (Cerini 2002; Domenici & Moretti 2011; Drago 2007; Summa 2012) 
highlight the various attempts to articulate, specialize and differentiate the role of teachers 
with instrumental functions to face the needs and challenges emerging from school autonomy 
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(Cerma Cycja 2016). The changing educational landscape has resulted in the need to consider 
roles and responsibilities which sit outside the traditional structure of leadership to a more 
distributed approach.  Although contemporary literature on middle management includes a 
multiplicity of roles, positions, and perspectives (Irvine & Brundret 2016), as Agrati (2018: 49) 
clearly states: ‘the middle management role and professional profile are not subject of 
frequent investigation by educational research’. The research carried out on this topic takes 
into consideration the rich literature that testifies how much this topic is deeply felt both at 
the institutional level, as well as among the professionals working within educational 
institutions. The aim of this paper is, therefore, to highlight how the effectiveness of the 
SENCO can only be achieved by going beyond a mere juxtaposition of its functions, but rather 
trying to pursue a middle level leadership perspective that recognizes the SENCO role as 
educational leadership (Gurr & Drysdale 2013) necessary for school improvement.  

Middle Management in Schools: A Theoretical Framework 
At a theoretical level, middle level managers are considered high responsibility figures 
(Fitzgerald & Radford 2017); they are also recognized and supervised by the school principal 
and can, therefore, contribute significantly in conducting effective and stable school 
management (Paletta & Pisanu 2015). Middle level management figures have the power and 
the responsibility to change systems and reallocate resources to improve so-called best 
practices. Relating and collaborating in the pursuit of excellence are the core competencies of 
the middle manager (Trethowan 1991). According to Mintzberg (2009), it can be said that 
intermediate-level managers act as a liaison and facilitator for the flow of information 
downwards, through communication and control, and conversely, transmitting information 
back to senior leadership regarding activities and results.  

It can then be useful to resort to the concept of distributed leadership, which could be 
articulated both on the subjective level and on the operational level (Paletta & Pisanu 2015). 
Concerning the subjective dimension, the authors report how distributed leadership must 
include all those skills that are developed bottom-up, even informally. On the operational 
level, it is important to make a distinction between two different approaches: ‘progressive 
delegation’ and ‘widespread influence’. The first implies the use by the school leader of 
collaborators for the planning and the realization of school improvement; therefore, this 
approach presupposes the involvement of teachers in the decision-making process to 
promote changes (Birkinshaw 2013; Hargreaves & Fink 2005) albeit not formally recognised. 
The second one aims at promoting a collaborative school environment, strongly oriented 
towards improving teaching and learning, through a culture of mutual support. In this latter 
framework, the leadership of the school leader is exercised through the promotion of ‘inter-
action’ (Hallinger & Heck 2010; Harris 2004; Neumerski 2013; Spillane & Diamond 2007). 
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The SENCO as a Middle Manager 
According to Ruding (2000), who stresses the necessary presence of factors pertaining to the 
area both of leadership and management to perform effective middle management, Rosen-
Webb (2011) and Fitzgerald and Radford (2017) report in order to fulfil the role of the SENCO, 
it is essential to exercise both dimensions. The two dimensions appear to be certainly 
complementary, but there is general agreement regarding the importance of considering them 
in a distinct way. According to Day, Harris, Hadfield, Tolley and Beresford (2000), the 
leadership dimension essentially points to the process of maintaining a vision within the 
organization, while the management area regards the actions of coordination and monitoring 
of organizational activities. Similarly, Fitzgerald and Radford (2017) highlights how 
leadership is connected to the vision and the mission of an organization, together with the 
ability to inspire others to work to achieve these goals, while management functions concern 
the daily practical implementation of these aspects. 

An interesting perspective for the development of the role of the SENCOs in the direction of 
strengthening their middle level leadership functions could be, therefore, working in terms 
of distributed leadership (MacBeath 2007). This would allow them to focus on dynamic 
activities aimed at organizations and staff strategic development (Fitzgerald & Radford 2017; 
Fleming 2014). As Hallet and Hallet (2018) suggest, international literature shows that it is 
necessary to act both on the professional development level of the teaching staff (Hughes, 
Chitiyo, Itimu-Phiri & Montgomery 2016), and on the strengthening of a school mandate 
oriented towards change (Malmqvist 2015) to respond to the needs of students with special 
education needs through a clearly defined leadership role. Objectives and strategies to be 
adopted to pursue these needs must be planned adopting an open, not pre-ordered approach 
(Szwed 2007): the action of the SENCOs may be indeed as effective as they will be able to 
adopt a reflective posture, both to manage the change in their own role and to establish at the 
same time an authentic and meaningful dialogue with colleagues and students’ parents, to 
develop those skills and attitudes that make ordinary schools special places for all students 
(Cowne 2003).  

Searching for a Third Space to Cope With Educational Fragilities 

The hypothesis formulated by Fitzgerald and Radford (2017) regarding the construction of a 
third space where to relocate the action of the SENCO can be considered interesting. It is an 
emerging territory, a starting point, where the SENCOs can not only perform all their 
functions (Kearns 2005), but also reflect and share their practices, as well as face dilemmas 
and challenges. A common space characterized by fluidity, flexibility and creativity, in which 
dynamics can be exploited in a positive way and can help members to build professional 
profiles and unique and creative solutions (Whitchurch 2008).  

This could be the space where SENCOs can work together to support students with 
educational fragilities. The expression ‘educational fragilities’ is here adopted to focus 
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attention to all students whose special education needs cannot be limited to the horizon of 
physical disabilities and learning difficulties. Their difficulties can be rather traced to non-
specific disorders, threshold cognitive functions, economic, socio-affective, linguistic, 
cultural, and behavior regulation problems. In most cases, there is no clear psychological 
and/or medical diagnosis, since their dysfunctional elements do not correspond to signs or 
symptoms attributable to specific diagnostic profiles (Girelli & Bevilacqua 2018). In this 
regard, it is urgent to highlight how students with educational fragilities are considered a 
group at risk of educational failure and school dropout (OECD 2013). The international 
guidelines highlight the need to strengthen inclusive strategies in the educational paths 
(European Commission 2017). Implementing a ‘whole-school approach’ (European 
Commission 2015) is a priority as it includes not only primary, secondary and tertiary 
prevention measures, but also the creation and the strengthening of educational networks 
within those contexts where these students daily live.  

Several national and international documents attest that the SENCOs to be of central 
importance in the activation of changes with a view to greater inclusiveness (Abbot 2007; 
Lindqvist 2013; Perla & Agrati 2018). The complexity of this role, together with the significant 
administrative burden, often prevents the SENCOs from taking on more strategic and 
promotional tasks. Their functions, if not well defined, end up being confused in a 
multiplicity of tasks which are not clearly identified by the SENCO, who ends up dealing 
with activities ‘most often of a strictly operational type, more similar to routine actions, in 
order to relieve the school leader of the day-to-day management’ (Paletta & Pisanu 2015: 169). 
This role is often perceived as low level and of a purely operational nature (Cole 2005; Szwed 
2007), little time is consequently devoted to the exercise of leadership, in the direction of 
promoting experimentation and change (Hargreaves & Fink 2005) and setting the vision for 
a special education needs agenda. As Fitzgerald (2017: 464) argues: ‘SENCOs had little agency 
to effect changes to whole-school inclusive practice’. 

The positioning of the SENCO is still critical. Researchers still continue to stress the need to 
formally define this role (Cole 2005; O'Gorman & Drudy 2011; Szwed 2007), and, as evidenced 
by Fitzgerald and Radford (2017), a significant lack of coherence of the SENCO role appears 
evident in different contexts and over time (Layton 2005; MacKenzie 2007; Pearson, Mitchell 
& Rapti 2015; Wedell 2006), indicating therefore how to perform such a role appears to be 
generally difficult (Cole 2005; O’Gorman & Drudy 2011; Oldham & Radford 2011). 
Considering the evidences outlined at the theoretical level, the research questions are, 
therefore, the following: a) What are the actions that identify the functions of the SENCOs 
concerning students with educational fragilities? b) How do they promote their inclusion 
within the school? c) What are the elements that favor or hinder their actions? d) What is 
considered appropriate and useful to best perform this function? 
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The Empirical Research 
The study presented in this paper stems from a broader research project which adopted a 
mixed method research design undertaken in 2017 in the province of Trento, Italy. The 
objective of the research was to formulate an interpretative framework regarding students 
with educational fragilities in elementary and secondary schools by surveying 92 SENCOs 
across the province of Trento. The research set out to map how students with educational 
fragilities are supported in the education system and what structures are in place which 
advocate or hinder their progress. Results from this large scale project revealed that, at the 
level of the school system, the SENCO functions as a middle level leader, with a fundamental 
role in the promotion of a professional culture with respect to inclusion and in the overseeing 
of operational aspects required for ongoing support for students with educational fragilities 
(Girelli & Bevilacqua 2018).  

Emerging from this large-scale project, a subsequent project was developed which sought to 
further understand the work of the SENCOs who participated in the initial research project. 
This paper draws upon the data collected in this subsequent project. The focus questions 
driving the research are: 

1. What actions make up the role of a SENCO? 

2. How does the role of the SENCO promote inclusion in this school?  

3. What factors support your role?  

4. What factors inhibit your role?  

5. What would assist you to perform your best in this role? 

The sequential qualitative research design (Morse 2010) was conducted in two stages.  

Stage 1 consisted of a qualitative survey with open questions distributed to all 92 SENCOs 
who participated in the initial project. Of the 92 surveys distributed, 45 survey forms were 
completed by 43 SENCOs which resulted in 49 percent of the population (in two cases the 
form was filled in by two SENCOs working at the same school or institute). 

Stage 2 consisted of focus group interviews. In order to understand and deepen the results 
emerging from the surveys, the 42 SENCOs who completed the surveys were invited to 
participate in focus groups. These were carried out in the local communities, where networks 
of local SENCOs had been created and consolidated over time. All 42 SENCOs participated 
in four focus group discussions. 

The inductive content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs 2008) was carried out on the 45 surveys and on 
the transcripts of the four focus groups. 
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The Results of the Study 

Exploring the SENCO’s Management Functions  

The management function of the SENCO in educational settings is considered essential in 
meeting the needs of students with educational fragilities. Exploring the SENCO’s 
perspectives highlights the various ways they negotiate their role, in an alternation between 
setting the school’s strategic direction to support students with various special needs, and 
performing the day to day work which includes supporting staff and responding to the 
emergent needs of students: 

You are daily very exposed to the emergent needs of students; this in some cases has 
a seasonality. Stages of the school year are more complex and demanding than others. 
Dealing with human resources to negotiate the needs and complexity of the role. Then 
[prior to the start of the new school year] we start with routine meetings with the 
services, to allocate the human resources on the classes, to think about teams that have 
to be called immediately because there are urgent situations. In short, [we need two 
months] to start the support. [...] When you come back after Christmas, it's a crazy race 
to make documents, and you must have thought about it before. (FG02.02) 

In this regard, it is essential on the one hand to set priorities, and on the other to activate 
strategies in advance to avoid being unprepared for the urgencies that arise: 

What do you do as SENCO? What I can, according to what I consider a priority, to 
what I have contracted with my school leader and to what seems to be the main things. 
And I close my eyes to everything I see but can't do. (FG01.03) 

I have always been advised to make a substitution plan. If a support teacher or 
educator is missing, I predict that a particular support teacher or another educator can 
leave his office to cover another explosive situation. (FG02.01) 

From the survey forms and the focus groups, it was possible to understand how the SENCOs, 
who are called to preside over the wide sphere of educational fragilities, not only deal with 
the management of everyday life and emergent situation arising but also include a complex 
range of leadership functions. Their duties include specific attention to the creation of a vision 
and a mission aimed at promoting a culture of inclusion within and outside schools. This 
includes identifying the needs of the students, creating a strategic action plan and 
communicating and working with all stakeholders to effect change. In exploring the SENCO’s 
leadership functions, the following areas have been identified. 

Collaborating and Participating 

Collaboration was considered to be an important aspect of the SENCO role. This includes 
working together with teachers and various professionals involved in their educational 
network on activities focused on the management of specific cases of fragility or general 
planning. SENCOs identified various activities including: 



94 | ISEA • Volume 47, Number 3, 2019  
 

Taking part in team meetings or class councils for particular situations. (SC25.1.11) 

Participation in the weekly class council planning. (SC36.2.23) 

Participation in the local SENCOs network. (SC1.1.10) 

For effective action, collaboration is essential not only with the teachers but also ‘with the 
school leader. ... and with the other system figures of the institute’ (SC40.1.08) or with ‘entities 
such as the Education Department and Culture, as well as Iprase for research and 
experimentation activities’ (SC3.1.10). 

Coaching and Supporting 

It is the responsibility of the SENCOs to provide daily support to all the people involved in 
the educational network: first, the students, to make them feel included in the school 
environment and planning; to teachers, to promote a culture of inclusion and suggest 
methods and techniques to address any critical issues; all the professionals involved in the 
implementation of educational projects. It is furthermore essential to ‘encourage the 
collaboration of the class to involve the student’ (SC29.4.07), as well as ‘create a climate of 
trust and collaboration between the several figures – teachers, assistant educators, parents –
who revolve around the children’ (SC25.3.25). 

Documenting 

Among the priorities of the SENCOs, there is the need to ‘keep constantly up-to-date the 
individual files and the registry of pupils with special education needs’ (SC3.1.05), as well as 
‘to collect the requests/needs to be brought to the attention of the school leader, such as 
individualized transport, reduction of school time, integrated projects, practical laboratories 
...’ (SC8.1.02). 

To that aim, it is important firstly ‘to work in close contact with the secretariat and the school 
leader to monitor the documental part, such as personal files, requests for individualized 
transport, agreements for projects, circulars related to the special education needs area’ 
(SC8.1.16), secondly ‘to update the PEI, PEP and PDP models based on the reflections made 
annually, after an evaluation of these tools’ (SC34.1.03), realizing where necessary ‘a review 
of the procedures and forms to standardize the operating model, linking up with the other 
professors with instrumental functions’ (SC28.1.08). 

Finally, additional tasks often attributed to the SENCOs include ‘completion of various 
documents, professional assessments and interpretation of statistics’ (SC35.1.05). 

Monitoring and Evaluating  
Among the priorities of the SENCOs, it is first of all possible to find the need to monitor the 
situation of individual students, activities aimed at inclusion, as well as the management of 
the related bureaucratic aspects: 
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Monitoring and supervision of the situations of individual students and contexts 
through observation and interviews. (SC19.1.02) 

Regularly meeting students to check their ‘well-being’ within the school environment. 
(SC32.3.17) 

Control of effective compliance with the special education needs legislation and the 
adoption of the tools and strategies that those student needs. (SC3.1.09) 

Supervise the pre-established work phases: who does what, how, and for what. 
(SC40.4.24) 

Dealing with outcome monitoring that sometimes solicits discomfort and avoidance 
because it can lead to an additional workload among colleagues. (SC40.3.21) 

Monitor the routes implemented, make changes and design new ones. (SC14.1.11) 

Control of delivery of reports and minutes of meetings. (SC17.1.12) 

Managing Training and Information 

If on the one hand it is important to plan and promote training courses concerning 
educational fragilities and special education, on the other it is a SENCO’s task to supervise 
the transfer of top-down information – from senior leadership to the teaching staff and the 
educational network – and bottom-up, or from the students and the educational network to 
the school board: 

Collaborate with the school leader for the organization of teacher training on special 
education needs. (SC3.1.11) 

Taking care of the institutional library with specific texts for differentiated teaching. 
(SC24.1.13) 

Promote the use of new technologies and tools to promote learning. (SC14.1.13) 

Update the school leader on the needs/strengths of the students and the school-
services-family system. (SC34.1.02) 

Present the several situations of fragility to the class councils. (SC14.1.05) 

Promote the dissemination of national and local legislation on SEN. (SC34.1.06) 

Managing Resources 

Among the tasks entrusted to the SENCOs across elementary and secondary schools, it is also 
possible to include the management of resources, both material and temporal: 

Prepare spaces and materials for the SEN students. (SC25.1.05) 

Define the number of hours of assistance or support for each SEN student. (SC27.1.08) 

Elaborate the schedules in collaboration with the managers of the timetable. 
(SC31.1.07) 
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Leadership Functions 

From the survey forms and from the focus groups, it was possible to understand how the 
SENCOs, who are called to preside over the wide sphere of educational fragilities, do not deal 
only with the management of everyday life and emergent situation arising. Their duties also 
include specific attention to the spread of a vision and a mission aimed at promoting a culture 
of inclusion within and outside schools. 

Listening and Talking  
A common characteristic of all the SENCOs is to assume an open and welcoming posture 
towards the needs of the other, be they students, parents, teachers, but also all the members 
of the educational network: 

Listen to the needs of every single student, trying to help him/her both from a 
scholastic, emotional and relational point of view. (SC7.2.07) 

Willingness to listen and be able to listen to the requests of families to give them useful 
indications that vary from situation to situation. (SC17.2.16) 

Ability to know how to communicate effectively with teachers. (SC17.2.14) 

Bring educators closer and listen to their needs, problems and successes. (SC26.3.05) 

It is fundamental to encourage and facilitate mediation, acting as a bridge where there are 
communicative-relational difficulties: 

Researching debate to bring out critical issues and strengths of everyday classroom 
work. (SC37.2.07) 

Discussion with the school leaders and their collaborators for the effective realization 
of the projects. (SC28.3.14) 

Subscribe with the student a ‘contract’ so that what is decided can be honored by 
him/her. (SC2.4.27) 

Mediate, if necessary, contacts with the families of the special education needs 
students and the agencies involved in the integration and inclusion project. (SC39.1.03) 

Mediate between curricular teachers and support teachers and/or assistant educators, 
linking the school proposals, the needs of children and their families, and the requests 
of clinicians and social workers. (SC12.2.15) 

This aspect is particularly important because ‘facing together the difficult and problematic 
situations [...] allows to calm the spirits, dampen the tones and make the student feel 
supported and not alone’ (SC32.4.29). 

Coordinating 

The SENCOs are called to guide the professionals involved in the educational network and 
in particular the disciplinary departments, the special education needs commission 
(SC3.1.07), team meetings (SC18.1.04), network meetings (SC22.1.03), and extraordinary class 
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councils for pupils included in the special education needs area (SC24.1.09). In addition to the 
meetings, it is sometimes a SENCO’s task to coordinate specific work groups (‘Preparing 
reflections and actions in the Support Group and the INAgio – Inclusive Education Group’ – 
SC40.2.12). 

It is, as one respondent points out, ‘work that starts from thinking about the activities and 
projects that can help the students, that goes through their organization and continuous 
monitoring, and that ends with the final evaluation’ (SC12.2.13). 

Promoting Educational Networks 

Working together – with students, with teachers and with all the professionals involved in 
their care – turns out to be one of the central issues in supporting the project of life of students 
with educational fragilities: 

There is a great harmony with the work of mediation with the parents, who start out 
frosty, but then they realize that there is someone who is looking after their child. A 
dynamic alliance with the school can be developed. This is our first goal, the fact that 
they are on our side. (FG03.07) 

It is necessary to be present, to amalgamate the group [of the teachers] … Coffee at the 
machine, the planning that has to be done in a reasoned, mediated way, some small 
conflict management, knowing that all this is aimed at a better inclusion. This creates 
a team that is able to modulate and manage itself. (FG02.02) 

Maintain contact with organizations or professionals outside the school: doctors, 
psychologists, law enforcement, courts, etc. (SC2.1.07)  

Planning  
The SENCOs are usually asked to plan and manage educational paths which can involve both 
student groups, as well as individual students, with educational fragilities: 

Detecting students’ needs and coordinating educational processes, compulsory 
education, early school leaving and educational success for pupils with special 
education needs. (SC28.1.01) 

Organization and management of laboratories. (SC32.1.08) 

Creating educational paths or strategies to be implemented, in agreement with the 
teachers, the family and the student himself. (SC2.2.13) 

SENCOs are also often required to ‘promote activities and experiments’ (SC18.2.22) 
concerning both educational projects and bureaucratic-administrative requirements which 
need to be followed to meet the needs of these students: 

To be able to read new needs and promote new projects. (SC20.1.10) 

Create a library room, with furniture for group work, LIM, and trolleys with tablet 
and notebook, headphones. (SC8.4.32) 
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Try to find new experiences of school-work alternation with realities in the area, to 
allow children in difficulty to put themselves to the test. (SC21.4.10) 

Make new ideas for alternative paths to traditional teaching. (SC1.2.14) 

In this regard, it is interesting for the SENCOs to be able to create new situations, which can 
also disrupt the daily institutional school structure, but which are highly effective with 
respect to inclusiveness: 

A choice which had been made about 10 years ago is to have, within the special 
education needs resources, more time for co-teaching which is done by two competent 
educators to work with the class. This makes you more aware of curricular work and, 
if you have another colleague in the same discipline in class, I don't know if you can 
say ‘You take these special needs students and go outside’. It is true that with the half 
class you can work better on inclusion and on everything ... but it is not just a question 
of numbers. It is just that, if you are there and you are there in two, you have greater 
flexibility, greater support. In primary, it works more easily; we work in corridors. 
There they open classes and make groups of level, interest groups ... but you can only 
do this when the teachers agree with one another. (FG02.02) 

Raising Awareness 

To create a favorable climate for the inclusion of students with educational fragilities, it is 
necessary to activate specific communication-relationship strategies so that inclusion can be 
perceived as a ‘felt and pervasive theme, among those priorities within the institute’ 
(SC8.2.26). These actions concern both individual teachers and school bodies: 

It is an inner attitude of the teachers that calls into question attention to the human 
side, managerial skills, creativity and competence concerning special educational 
needs. (SC23.3.10) 

Raising awareness of class councils on the topic of inclusion. (SC6.2.07) 

The interest in educational goals and citizenship skills by the Class Councils, as well 
as the disciplinary ones. (SC31.3.17) 

These are often small gestures (‘There is always a gap between the class teacher and us, the 
culture of inclusion is slowly maturing ... but if I bring the specific book with the material for 
the SEN students, maybe they use it. If we provide things, something moves’ – FG04.08), and 
it is important to seize opportunities even when not expected: 

I took advantage of the last teachers’ board, the worst moment, but I stole 10 minutes 
to return the results of the research on the educational fragilities because the 
colleagues were still irritated by the data collection form, they didn't understand why 
... even in terminological terms we could not find an agreement. So it seemed right to 
me, also with respect to colleagues who struggled to answer the questionnaire. I 
prepared a power point summarizing the important things and communicated it to 
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them. I can't know what feedback was given because I had 5 minutes. Instead of saying 
how many meetings I did, I presented the data. (FG01) 

Determinants for this purpose are both to have the support of the school leader, and to adopt 
a proactive attitude: 

A school leader that never lets a proposal fall into the void and even supports them 
strongly if needed. (SC18.3.27) 

Testify your passion to colleagues, how important it is to train, update and practice 
good practices for inclusion daily in their teaching and educational action. (SC3.2.13) 

Elements That Favor the SENCOs’ Actions  

The actions pertaining to the sphere of leadership functions previously listed could be more 
effective, according to the SENCOs, if a posture based on availability is adopted (‘To be 
available to teachers for clarifications’ – SC3.1.01), care (‘Perform with professionalism, care 
and attention to the tasks’ – SC25.2.22) and design flexibility (SC7.3.11). In this regard, an 
example is particularly significant: 

If I have a situation to resolve, I find the solutions, without going outside the law, but 
assuming responsibility for choices that I may have to negotiate with the labor union 
or with the class council. [...] In middle school, we tried to reduce the complexity 
related to a certain number of subjects and materials that the kids have to face. All the 
teachers recognize that in December there are always kids who haven't yet figured out 
how to get organized with materials. Can we simplify it? For example, we put 
languages, art, and technology, one for every single term. This project does not include 
the third classes, because students are older, and they have built a method in the 
meantime. In the first term, we plan six hours of German, and in the second one, only 
English. Also, for teachers who have only two hours per week, it is difficult to get in 
touch with the students, with this solution everyone can be facilitated ... seeing each 
other every day and not just two hours, they can enter into a relationship. It works 
above all with the students with educational fragilities, with whom it is a good chance 
to work in terms of relationships. So, on the one hand, simplify the management of the 
materials, on the other hand, support the relationship giving them the necessary time. 
And also, the results in terms of learning! (FG02.02) 

In this sense, passion and energy, ‘curiosity and interest in these issues’ (SC30.3.10), as well 
as experience and personal baggage (SC14.3.27) play a key role. 

The stability of the SENCO role is also highlighted as essential for effective and continuous 
action over time: 

A strength is that being here for many years, I know the territory better, I know who 
to address to cope with different situations within the local community. This can also 
lead to new proposals, new consultancies ... and this has speeded up the process of 
taking charge problems over the years. (FG03) 
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If you look at the acknowledgement, you won't do it [the SENCO], but then you do it 
as well because who can tell these stories to those who come next, in the future? As 
SENCO, you know the story of the families, of the teachers, of the students and act as 
a spokesperson in times of darkness when everyone – school leaders, teachers, and 
secretaries – changes. (FG04) 

It is also essential to create a work team to support one another through the various demands 
of the role: 

We need SENCOs across the different schools who can cope with everyday life, 
deadlines, and to collaborate when dealing with emergencies, because a SENCO who 
works alone risks losing ... I meet the other SENCOs almost every day for the 
organizational dimensions of my role and to work together in any emergencies 
because otherwise you risk losing your mind. (FG02.02) 

When I worked in South Tyrol, the coordination work was divided between two or 
even three people. Because it is usually an assignment that is entrusted to the teacher 
of literacy or mathematics, but maybe there are also many other teachers who would 
have resources in terms of relational skills, but they don't feel like leading a class group 
that they see very few times. (FG02.06) 

Elements That Prevent the Effective Action of the SENCOs or That Must Be 
Further Developed 

An element that is considered indispensable by all respondents to act as effective middle level 
leaders is the recognition, by all the subjects of the educational network, of the role and 
function of SENCO. The issue of trust is transversely recognized. On the one hand, the 
SENCO is a ‘point of reference for any explanations or clarifications’ (SC15.1.02), on the other, 
it is necessary ‘to have the trust and availability of the colleagues and the school leader’ 
(SC25.3.23) to then be able to implement the strategies and actions that had been proposed. 
The school leader is ‘called to trust his own collaborators and to grant them a certain degree 
of decision-making and intervention freedom’ (SC25.3.24): 

If you invest time and resources in figures like ours, I can lighten the workload of the 
school leader. I can do more because the school leader is burdened. At least 10 leaders 
of local organizations and services have my private phone, and it is easier and faster 
for me to manage situations … It is a direct less formal relationship. Even when we 
allocate resources, I have the pulse of the situation because I deal daily with this. The 
school leader has 100 things to manage while I have one. If there is a relationship of 
trust, I also help him in this because I see the teachers in the field. (FG04) 

Concerning this topic, it is important to stress how the delegation process is not formalized: 

I am delegated to the simplest situations, in collaboration with the school leader on 
the more complex ones. (SC8.1.10) 
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Each SENCO has a different recognition and different functions because it is 
something that is carved out by a reflection inside one’s own institute. (FG01.03) 

In general, the SENCOs’ request is that of ‘a very clear and defined institutional mandate’ 
(SC20.7.21). This recognition should move on multiple levels, for example, in terms of 
temporal, material, and economic resources: 

Having more time is a fundamental step to increase our action in qualitative terms. 
(SC8.3.29) 

I physically need an office with a telephone, computer and continuous access to all 
data. (SC27.7.27) 

An economic recognition would be important to play such an important and delicate 
role. (SC17.7.32) 

Nevertheless, alongside these items, different opinions are beginning to emerge: 

We must not always want resources. We need to get involved, we have resources, we 
need to make the most of them [...] I want to be flexible at school, so I can better build 
and manage the resources I already have, and I go further in using the resources I have 
... building creatively, working on hours, on the activities ... it takes a great 
responsibility starting from the school leader first of all because they are the ones who 
have then the responsibility of the resources and of their creative use. (FG02.02) 

In any case, I would leave the SENCO with a small part of contact with teaching 
activities in the presentation of some activities, in the collaboration ... because this is 
what makes your colleagues feel close to you. Because there’s the risk that they see 
you as a distant, privileged figure. (FG04.09) 

Concerning the SENCOs’ management functions, results highlight, firstly, a general difficulty 
in collaborating among teachers of class councils, with support teachers and with the family. 
Secondly, the great commitment, in terms of time and energy, determined by the ‘huge 
amount of documentation to be managed, organized and organized’ (SC27.5.22) and, at the 
same time, by the perception of the documentation, by teachers, as a mere bureaucratic 
fulfillment and not as a meaningful action (SC38.5.24). An additional critical element 
concerning students with educational fragility deals with assessment: 

The strong and repeated question is still that of assessment. Because in our classes 
there is a lot of comparison among students: Why did you get 8 answering three fewer 
questions and I got 6? Here too, there is a lot of work to do first, but the crux of the 
matter is the assessment one. (FG04)  

Finally, there is a strong need for training on the issue of educational fragility (‘Project 
compulsory training path on SEN for all the class teachers’ – SC17.7.26; ‘Need of training on 
Special Educational Needs for Class Councils’ – SC31.7.22). 
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Concerning the SENCOs’ leadership functions, widespread criticality is determined by many 
teachers and families who assume rigid and closed behavior towards the pedagogical-
didactic strategies that have been proposed to them: 

Little collaboration from a family who feared that, within a specific project, the 
difficulty of their child was noticed by their mates and referred to the families. 
(SC5.6.13) 

Some teachers demand full assistance of special education needs students, while it 
would be enough to change their teaching approach to optimize resources. (SC26.6.08) 

Partial or passive collaboration of teachers in applying the PEP module. (SC38.6.26) 

General difficulties in promoting and managing the educational network determined by 
different times and languages are also detected: 

Different timing of school and health services. (SC40.6.29) 

Difficulties in interpreting observations formulated by health specialists may hinder 
the identification of useful actions. (C28.5.25) 

In the special education needs area, I would see a lot of contaminations with other 
figures, in particular on the word ‘project’, which may involve not only school figures, 
but also health, engineers, communication experts, to make people understand how 
vast the opportunity is to get better. (FG04.06) 

In this regard, the creation of a network between SENCOs is a hope widely expressed: 

We would like to network with each other, meet to talk about specific things, so we 
would need a place where we can meet to optimize our work. I think about the fatal 
fatigue of creating a team and the partial frustration of some meetings that remain 
formal. Then let’s see how to improve them in managing and accompanying them. 
(FG02.02) 

Concerning the figure of the SENCO, the need for more training on the specific role and 
functions was finally highlighted: 

I would consider it appropriate to train the SENCOs, in particular, to increase our 
personal well-being, to understand who we are and to work better with others. 
(FG04.01) 

Specific training for system figures dealing with SEN. (SC38.7.27) 

Specific training concerning the managerial and consulting skills required by this 
function. (SC34.7.31) 

Conclusion 
This research explores the middle management role and leadership functions of SENCOs, 
who are called upon to set the special needs strategic plans for educational institutions to 
support and meet the needs of a broad and highly varied range of students with special needs.  
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Without their role, students with educational fragilities run the risk of educational failure and 
early school leaving.  

The study led researchers to identify the central role of the SENCOs, as ‘figures that act as a 
frame and as a bridge’ (SC27. 2.14) inside and outside the school in the promotion not only of 
inclusive actions at school level but to favor the complex project of life for students with 
educational fragilities. Their action can be placed in what Whitchurch (2008) and Fitzgerald 
and Radford (2017) define as a ‘third space’, where the SENCOs can implement collaborative 
practices – exercising functions which include both management and leadership functions – 
to create a common ground from which they can evolve. 

This promoting action, centered on the role and functions of the SENCOs, would be framed 
within a distributed leadership model in which school leaders act in a progressive delegation 
(Hargreaves & Fink 2005), trying to involve the teachers with instrumental functions in 
decision making and planning activities, as well as in the promotion of change. Even if there 
is a broadening of the sphere of influence on decision-making power within schools, the 
perspective of progressive delegation mainly includes management and organizational 
approaches based on hierarchical principles of vertical coordination (Birkinshaw 2013 as cited 
in Paletta & Pisanu 2015). In the geo-political areas where it was possible to establish and 
consolidate networks between SENCOs, distributed leadership seems instead to be timidly 
looming as a widespread influence. In these contexts – which we could presumably lead back 
to the aforementioned ‘third space’ – the SENCOs, although always requiring the approval 
of the school leader to implement a specific choice or project, have the possibility of 
interacting both within and outside school for sharing requests and problems, as well as for 
formulating proposals and operational solutions. 

Now local services have involved us as SENCOs to build the social plan of the local 
community, which I do not know if it has happened previously [...] We are in the 
school, but we manage to bring the voice of the school out to know other local referents 
and therefore over time to work better in the territory. (FG04.03) 

The role of the SENCO will only strengthen through progressive delegation through the 
perspective of widespread leadership (Harris 2004; Hallinger & Heck 2010; Neumerski 2013; 
Spillane & Diamond 2007). The SENCOs’ primary need is to acquire greater formal 
recognition and consolidation of their role to design, promote, and realize more efficient and 
effective opportunities for growth for students, families and communities. 
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