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Editorial Note
After four issues devoted to educational responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, ISEA returns to
a general issue. The first paper is an important conceptualisation of middle leaders in schools.
Presented some time back as a conference paper, De Nobile never had it formally published
despite it being cited in recent middle leader reviews and being used as the basis for further
review and concept development by De Nobile. When I realised this, I contacted John and asked
him if ISEA could publish the original paper. The input/output model is a unique
conceptualisation for middle leader research. The second paper is from Finland, and explores
principal perceptions of their work in improving teaching and learning. Patojoki, Soini-Ikonen,
Pietarinen and Pyhältö surveyed 142 principals from 71 schools about their perceptions of
knowledge sharing in the curriculum process, its impact on school development, and the
principal–professional community fit. Principals who viewed curriculum development as a
participatory and reciprocal learning process believed they had a greater impact on the school
and created a more inclusive working climate. In the third paper Liu explores transformational
leadership (based on the four dimensions of Leithwood and colleagues: setting directions,
developing people, redesigning the organisation, and managing the instructional program) and
collective teacher efficacy (group competence and task analysis) in upper secondary schools in
China. Through survey responses from 759 teachers the study indicated that there was some
connection between transformational leadership and teacher efficacy, although it was not as
strong as might have been anticipated. Bouchamma and April provide the fourth paper. As part
of a larger project, through critical incidence interviews, 17 principals from Québec explored their
key competencies across four management practices (human resource, education services,
administrative and school environment) to support the ethnocultural diversity in their schools.
A conceptual model was described and there were several recommendations relating to context
sensitive practices, professional development and action research. The fifth paper is unusual in
that Edling, Francia and Shields utilised public documents and three theoretical perspectives
(systemic violence perspective, Schön’s frame reflection theory and Shields’ transformative
leadership) to explore child violence at a boarding school in Sweden. They show the clash
between the school’s response and that of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate, and the paper
highlights how school leadership responses to school violence can be inadequate by
contemporary standards. The final paper takes us away from schools to the tertiary sector. Addo,
Asamoah, Adusei and Djampim explored university risk management in Ghana. Through a
substantial policy review and small empirical study, the paper describes the diversity in risk
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management practices and makes recommendations for universities in general, and Africa
universities in particular. With considerable turbulence in the tertiary sector due the impact of
the pandemic, this is a timely paper and it suggests the need for further research in this area.
In a first for ISEA, the paper by Bouchamma and April is provided in both English and French
language versions. If you have feedback in regard to providing dual language versions of a paper,
please contact me.
David Gurr
The University of Melbourne
March 2021
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Researching Middle Leadership in
Schools: The State of the Art
John De Nobile
Abstract: This paper is the result of a review of Australian and international literature that aimed to
identify key themes emerging from middle leadership research dating from the 1990s to 2017. A search
process using multiple databases and specific selection criteria identified over 250 research articles,
institutional reports, book chapters and books which were then content-analysed. Three main theme
categories emerged from the analyses relating to middle leader roles, factors that influence the work of
middle leaders, and ways middle leaders might influence school outcomes. Theme categories and subcategories are described in terms of their prominence as units of investigation and inter-relationships
among them are explored. Synthesis of findings from the literature led to the development of a model
depicting the state of current scholarship relating to middle leadership. Implications of the model and
recommendations for future research agendas around middle leadership include the need to address
substantial knowledge gaps about the nature of middle leadership roles, as well as the potential impacts
of the work of middle leaders on teacher performance and student outcomes.
Keywords: Middle leadership, middle management, teacher leadership, research, model

Introduction
Over the last two decades middle leaders have increasingly come to be viewed as significant
elements in the success of schools in many countries, including Australia. During that period
the volume of research into middle leadership in schools has increased. Compared to senior
leaders such as principals and headmasters, however, middle leaders remain underresearched and middle leadership remains under-theorised. Given the increasing number of
responsibilities bestowed upon middle leaders in schools, there is a need to better understand
the nature of middle leadership as well as to suggest agendas for future research.
This paper reports on the review and analysis processes that led to the development of a
theoretical model of middle leadership in schools. Over 250 journal articles, reports, books
and other documents were content analysed and common themes relating to middle
leadership extrapolated for the development of the Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS)
model recently published in the journal School Leadership & Management. After introducing
current thinking about the idea of middle leadership, the review method is described, and the
results of the review discussed in terms of trends and themes. The paper concludes with
possible directions for future research to test the model.
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Middle Leadership as a Concept
In educational literature the term ‘middle leadership’ has been the result of a recent
conceptual shift from ‘middle management’. The shift in terminology stems from wide
recognition that the roles of the people once referred to as middle managers across early
childhood, school and higher education institutions have moved beyond being focused on
managerial tasks (Branson, Franken & Penney 2015; Gurr & Drysdale 2013; Ronnerman,
Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves 2017). Recent times have seen middle leaders being asked to
contribute to the strategic development of their organisations due to a number of factors
including the devolution of authority from systems to member institutions, increased
accountability from external bodies, and the rapid pace of change to name a few (Branson et
al. 2015; Bush 2016; Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves & Ronnerman 2015; Marks & McCulla
2016).
Middle leadership in the context of schools has been defined from two perspectives: firstly as
a group whose actions influence school policy, programs and staff (Brooks & Cavanagh 2009;
Dinham 2016; Gurr & Drysdale 2013), and secondly as a group of individuals who sit at a
level of authority between the principal and other senior leaders and classroom teachers
(Bush 2016; Fleming 2014; Grootenboer et al. 2015). Middle leaders in formal positions of
responsibility commonly have a substantial leadership role with regard to the functioning of
the school, which may also entail some responsibility for a small group of staff members
(Ashmore & Clay 2016; Wise & Bennett 2003), but have a significant teaching responsibility
as well (De Nobile & Boffa 2014; Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer & Ronnerman 2016).
This may seem simple enough, but the reality of practice in schools can be more complex
making the definition middle leadership more complicated. If we view deputy principals as
senior leaders as many scholars have (Brooks & Cavanagh 2009; De Nobile 2018; Gurr &
Drysdale 2013), and coordinators as middle leaders (De Nobile 2018; Dinham 2007; Fleming
2014), then the definition seems somewhat contested. Some teachers without formal positions
of responsibility may perform middle leader roles, such as the individuals that many scholars
call ‘teacher leaders’ (Crowther & Boyne 2016; Danielson 2007; Smylie & Denny 1990; Wenner
& Campbell 2016). For this reason tying the concept of middle leadership to formal positions
of responsibility is potentially problematic. And of course teacher leaders can be in formally
recognised middle leadership roles (Bush & Glover 2014; Muijs & Harris 2006).
It should be pointed out that teacher leadership and middle leadership are overlapping
concepts but certainly not the same thing (Grootenboer et al. 2015). Teacher leaders are not
always engaged in middle leadership activities (De Nobile 2018) and their work influences a
broad array of elements from curriculum development to teacher motivation (Sahlberg 2015;
Smylie & Denny 1990). Middle leadership is sometimes associated with distributed
leadership (Gurr & Drysdale 2013; Larusdottir & O’Connor 2017) but, the concept of
distributed leadership is far broader than just the work of middle leaders and encompasses a
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range of staff, teaching and non-teaching, in a variety of leadership roles (Harris 2008, 2014;
Spillane & Diamond 2007).
Getting back to the idea of middle leaders as holders of formal positions, my work in the area
has led to the view that middle leaders are the group of people between senior leadership
(such as principals and deputy principals) and teachers/non-teachers without formal
positions as well as, in some contexts, junior or emergent leadership (Bush 2015; De Nobile
2018). That last group includes those in junior positions who might assist middle leaders or
those who influence the work of peers at a local level (Ridden & De Nobile 2012). Middle
leaders in formal positions may include subject, department or faculty heads, leaders of
cohorts, such as year coordinators or heads of house, senior teachers and teachers with special
responsibility (such as HATs) and some curriculum directors depending on scope of
responsibility (Crane & De Nobile 2014; De Nobile 2018; De Nobile & Boffa 2014; De Nobile
& Ridden 2014; Dinham 2007; Fleming & Amesbury 2001; Spillane 2005).
In light of all this it might be prudent to conceptualise middle leaders as individuals who may
or may not be in formal promoted positions but nevertheless have responsibility for an aspect
of school organisation, and middle leadership as the behaviour of individuals that influences
aspects of school functioning and influences other staff members. In other words, middle
leadership is not just about positions of authority or hierarchy, but the influences people have
in the space between senior leadership at one end and teachers and other staff (including
junior or emergent leaders) at the other. Key limitations of middle leadership are that, in
relation to school based decision making, the buck does not always stop with them, they do
not usually have a hiring and firing function, and that a lot of their work stems from
interpreting the directions set by senior leadership (Bennett, Woods, Wise & Newton 2007;
De Nobile 2018).
There is also a broader conceptualisation of middle leadership to be considered. School
principals are recognised as senior leaders in schools. However, in schools that belong to a
larger system, such as a state department of education or a Catholic diocesan system, it is
possible for principals to exist in a middle leadership role, acting as interpreters of policy, for
example, between the larger system and their schools. The focus of this paper is on schoolbased middle leadership as defined previously.

MLiS: A Model for Research in Middle Leadership
Whilst an overwhelming amount of school leadership literature is focused on principals (Gurr
2019; Harris, Jones, Ismail & Nguyen 2019), there has been increased research interest in
middle leadership since the early 2000s. Despite this, the body of research into middle
leadership is still developing and the concept remains under-researched and under-theorised
(De Nobile 2018; Dinham 2016; Harris et al. 2019). A model of what is known to date would
be a useful reference point for future directions in research.
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The Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS) model was developed from an extensive review of
the literature on middle management and middle leadership. My original aim in developing
a model was to incorporate literature from early childhood and higher education sectors as
well to arrive at a Middle Leadership in Education (MLiE) model. However, those contexts
are quite different to schools and early attempts led to over-complexity and ambiguity.
Sticking to schools as a common context could be complex enough given the differences
between primary and secondary schools as well as schools that have combinations of the two.
The MLiS model served two purposes. Firstly, it was designed to show the state of the art of
research into middle leadership in schools. That is to say, the model would outline where the
research and thinking on middle leadership in schools had come to up to a certain point in
time (that time being 2017). The second purpose was for it to be a guide for further research:
my own, as well as, hopefully, that of others. The MLiS model, presented in Figure 1, was
published in a recent issue of School Leadership & Management. The model and all of its
elements are explained in detail in De Nobile (2018).
Figure 1: The Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS) Model from De Nobile (2018: 400)

Method
The review of literature covered the period from 1990 to 2017, though the majority of material
included in the final analyses was from 2003 onwards due to work by Nigel Bennett and his
associates whose work captured much of what was done between the early 1990s and the
early 2000s (Bennett, Newton, Wise, Woods & Economou 2003). ‘Middle management’ and
‘middle leadership’ were the initial search terms used to locate literature. However, a more
expansive search strategy inspired by the work of Bennett et al. (2003) including additional
search terms (teacher leader/leadership, department head, subject leader, year advisor, head
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of year, curriculum leader, team leader, coordinator and some others) yielded much
additional material.
The databases employed included ERIC, A+ Education, EBSCO, JSTOR and Informit. The
review incorporated 252 journal articles, book chapters and books, as well as reports from
institutions such as National College for School Leadership (NCSL) in the U.K. and the
Queensland Catholic Education Commission (QCEC), and policy material published by
school systems, such as ‘Leading from The Middle’ (Ministry of Education, New Zealand,
2012), ‘Leadership Framework for School Leaders’ (Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn
Catholic Education Office 2009) and the ‘Developmental Learning Framework for School
Leaders’ (Department of Education, Victoria 2007).
It is important to note that the reference list at the end of this paper (nor the 2018 paper for
that matter) does not list all 252 sources. There were many instances where two or more
sources described the same concept, situation or relationship. In such cases sources from the
1990s, for example, were not listed and more recent sources were included. There were a
number of other sources that were useful to clarify ideas as background reading only, but did
not yield material that would normally be referenced.
The literature was content analysed for definitions, descriptions, findings, recommendations
and practices relating to middle leadership. Emerging themes were coded, and related
concepts were also coded, eventually, as sub categories contributing to the main themes. As
a second-level analysis, the categories related to each theme were cross-checked with other
themes to locate any overlaps or duplications. Basic statistics were also recorded in relation
to years of publication, type of publication, origin of publication, the main foci of the papers,
contexts, and the terminologies employed. These would indicate the shape and form of the
research activity into middle leadership.
The results of the literature review are presented in two parts. The first section examines the
statistics of the review and highlights some of the trends identified from the 252 publications
that were selected for analysis. The second section presents the results of the content analyses.

Results: Middle Leadership by Numbers
Literature that was focused specifically on middle leadership (including publications
addressing middle managers, teacher leaders, heads of subject and similar) was rather limited
from 1990 to 1998. The year 1999 was significant for research in school middle management
with 13 journal articles and books located from that time, in contrast to just one in 1998 and
three in 1997. Figure 2 shows the research and other literature located from the searches in
9-year intervals from 1999 to 2016. Clearly 1999-2007 were ‘bumper years’ for research into
middle leadership. There were 77 publications found from that period as opposed to 57 in the
2008-2017 period. Figure 3 breaks this information down to 3-year intervals, reflecting a
steady rise in research activity from 2002 to 2007, with a ‘peak’ period in 2006-2008. The
review by Harris et al. (2019) made a similar observation about the state of research into
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middle leadership. One possible reason for the increased research attention is the impact of
greater devolution of decision making authority to schools (Klenowski 2009; Marks &
McCulla 2016) as well as the increased accountability and change processes that cannot be
handled by senior leadership alone (Irvine & Brundrett 2016; McCulla & Degenhardt 2016).

Number of publications

Figure 2: Published Literature in Middle Leadership (9-Year Intervals)
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Figure 3: Published Literature in Middle Leadership (3-Year Intervals)
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The literature originated from 19 countries with some research conducted in more than one
country. Publications included reviews of literature that examined studies from many
countries (more than 3) worldwide. The overwhelming source of literature was the United
Kingdom (UK), followed by Australia and the United States of America (USA). The
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abundance of UK scholarship in the field may be due, at least in part, to funded research by
the National College for School Leadership and its successor bodies (Bennett et al. 2003). The
number of sources by country is presented in Figure 4. Reviews of literature sourcing studies
from many countries were excluded from Figure 4 to ensure clarity of the data.
Table 1 provides information on the forms of publication for the 252 sources that eventually
contributed to the MLiS model. The term ‘academic journal’ refers to peer-reviewed academic
journals, while the term ‘professional journal’ refers to journals published by teaching and
other professional associations with articles that are generally editor-reviewed. Books are
listed if the whole publication was used, especially if the book was about middle leadership
(and related concepts), while book chapters were listed if only a given chapter concerned
middle leadership. With regard to types of publication, primary research reports were kept
separate from reviews of research as well as conceptual/theoretical papers that, whilst
drawing on research and review literature, did not report original research.
Figure 4: Countries of Origin of Literature Sourced for the Review (Excluding Reviews of
Literature)
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Table 1: Description of the Literature
Publication
Form

N

%

Publication
type

n

%

Academic journal

167

67

Research report

182

73

Book

25

10

Review of research

34

14

Report

20

8

Conceptual paper

23

9

Conference paper

11

4

Policy

12

4

Professional journal

10

4

Policy document

12

4

Book chapter

2

1

Thesis

2

1

Monograph

2

1

Newspaper

1

<1

n = 250
A record was kept of the contexts of focus for all literature. That data are presented in Figure
5. Some studies and institutional reports were based on research conducted in either primary
schools (n=38, 15%) or secondary schools (n=86, 34%). A large portion of the research, reviews,
conceptual papers and policy documents were focused on both primary and secondary
schools (n=90, 36%). A number of reviews of research and conceptual papers did not refer
explicitly to either primary or secondary school contexts or provide enough information
about them. These were coded ‘NA’ (n=36, 14%).
Figure 5: Contexts of Focus in the Review
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Given the varying terminology relating to middle leadership, this became the focus of closer
examination. The application of terminology used in relation to middle leadership was
analysed across the 17 years from 1999 to 2016. Those data are presented in two figures. Figure
6 shows the evolution of terminology over that time period. The columns on the left-hand
side indicate the predominance of the terms ‘middle manager’ and ‘middle management’,
reflecting the nature of these roles at the time. ‘Middle leadership’ becomes increasingly used
from around 2005-2006. References to teacher leaders, of course, exist in earlier times, but its
increased use from around 2003 is notable. By 2016 middle leadership and teacher leadership
were the predominant terms.
Figure 7 shows the data on each term organised into 6-year bands and compared. Use of the
term ‘middle management’ (MM) decreased to about a third over each period of time. ‘Middle
leadership’ (ML) became a predominant term from 2005, as did ‘Teacher leadership’ (TL).
While it is worth remembering the distinction between the two made earlier in this paper,
both graphs show that middle leadership and teacher leadership appear to be becoming
interchangeable. The definitions and descriptions reported in Wenner and Campbell’s (2016)
recent review of the field suggest this could be so.
Figure 6: Predominance of Terminologies 1999-2016
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Figure 7: Predominance of Terminologies by Comparison
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The analysis of terms was then extended to teacher leadership. Inspection of the literature
database suggested that the work done in some countries might be responsible for the
predominant appearance of this term alongside middle leadership. Referring back to the
country of origin data from Figure 4, the number of outputs focused on teacher leadership
was compared with the total publications for the top seven countries listed. Those data are
presented in Figure 8. The country with the highest percentage of literature focused on
teacher leadership was the USA (93%). Singapore was a distant second with 38 percent and
Australia a closer third with 23 percent.
Figure 8: Literature Focused on Teacher Leadership in Top 7 Countries of Origin
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Results: Middle Leadership in Words
This section briefly describes the results of the content analyses that led to the MLiS model.
A fuller description of this work is reported elsewhere (De Nobile 2018). Three broad themes
emerged from the review: roles, inputs and outputs. The theme ‘roles’ concerned the tasks
middle leaders perform. ‘Inputs’ concerned factors or experiences that contributed to the
development and success of middle leadership roles. ‘Outputs’ referred to the impacts middle
leaders had on students and teachers. The reporting of these themes and categories includes
the number of publications that contributed to the category as well as the key, or important,
research articles or other documents influencing conceptualisation of given categories.

Roles
Theme categories initially related to specific role domains, but later in the analyses it became
clear that another sub-category relating to how middle leaders perform their roles was
needed. Six role-based categories were identified: ‘student focused’, ‘administrative’,
‘organisational’, ‘supervisory’, ‘staff development’ and ‘strategic’. The ‘how’ sub-categories
are briefly overviewed after these.
SF: Student Focused Role
Number of references

15

Key references

Ashmore and Clay (2016)
Busher (2005)
Coffee, Berlach and O’Neill (2011)
Cosenza (2015)
Crane and De Nobile (2014)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007)
Lodge (2006)
Wise and Bennett (2003)

The student focused role refers to occasions when middle leaders deal directly with students
and their issues (academic as well as personal). For example, Busher (2005) and Crane and De
Nobile (2014) described middle leaders in a number of contexts who monitored student
performance and liaised with parents about students’ academic issues as well as those who
looked after the personal welfare of students across a cohort. Other studies reported how
some teacher leaders assisted students with their study choices (Danielson 2007; Struyve,
Meredith & Gielen 2014).
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AD: Administrative Role
Number of references

22

Key references

Bell and Ritchie (1999)
Busher (2005)
Danielson (2007)
Fleming (2000, 2014)
Harvey (1997)
Jarvis (2008)
Kerry (2005)
Youngs (2014)

The administrative role concerns the development of procedures and systems such as online
forms, file sharing/communication systems and databases to support the students focused,
organisational and other roles. The literature gave many instances of record keeping relating
to acquisition and storage of resources and keeping of budgets and gathering of student
records for monitoring and other purposes (Bennett et al. 2003; Flecknoe 2000; Fluckiger,
Lovett, Dempster & Brown 2015; Jarvis 2008; Tranter 2000; Youngs 2014). The administrative
role sees middle leaders dealing with ‘things’ rather than people (De Nobile 2018).
OR: Organisational Role
Number of references

26

Key references

Bell and Ritchie (1999)
Brooks and Cavanagh (2009)
Devolder, Vanderlinde, van Braak and Tonduer (2010)
Dinham (2007)
Flecknoe (2000)
Fleming and Amesbury (2001)
Glover and Miller (1999)
Mercer and Ri (2006)
Ribbins (2007)
Struyve et al. (2014)
Wise (2001)
Wise and Bush (1999)

The organisational role refers to how middle leaders deal with the organisation of people.
Key tasks include the negotiation and drawing up of rosters and timetables (Bell & Ritchie
1999; Choi 2013; Glover & Miller 1999). Other tasks may include the planning and
implementing of programs (Brooks & Cavanagh 2009; Struyve et al. 2014) and organisation
of activities (Brooks & Cavanagh 2009). Mercer and Ri (2006), for example, describe how one
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secondary school head of department organised the exams for their subject area. Flecknoe
(2000) described how primary coordinators organised team meetings and planning sessions.
SU: Supervisory Role
Number of references

24

Key references

AITSL (2012)
Bennet et al. (2003)
Brooks and Cavanagh (2009)
Busher, Hammersley-Fletcher and Turner (2007)
Flecknoe (2000)
Fleming (2014)
Fleming and Amesbury (2001)
General Teaching Council Scotland (2012)
Ghamrawi (2010)
Glover and Miller (1999)
Hammersley-Fletcher and Strain (2011)
Wise (2001)

The supervisory role sees middle leaders engaged in monitoring and evaluating the
performance of other staff. Some key activities include discussions with staff about teaching,
classroom observations and program supervision (AITSL 2012; Brooks & Cavanagh 2009;
Hammersley-Fletcher & Strain 2011; Wise 2001). Some of the literature has identified an issue
of middle leader resistance to the evaluative supervision of teachers (Bennett et al. 2003;
Ghamrawi 2010). Attempts to remediate problems or will lead to activities aligned to the staff
development role, so these two roles may be closely linked.
SD: Staff Development Role
Number of references

38

Key references

Abdul Razzak (2015)
Bennett et al. (2003)
Cheeseman and Clarke (2006)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007, 2016)
Fleming (2014)
Gurr and Drysdale (2013)
Harris (2001)
Lai and Pratt (2004)
Liljenberg (2016)
Youngs (2014)
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The staff development role is enacted in a number of ways. Middle leaders have been
reported to support teachers with coaching, mentoring or other direct assistance (Brundrett
& Duncan 2010; Danielson 2007; Flecknoe 2000; Fleming 2014). They may also influence
teacher practices through leading by example (Cheeseman & Clarke 2006; Heng & Marsh
2009; Youngs 2014). In a more recent study Liljenberg (2016) described how a pedagogical
leader provided direct advice to teachers who were experiencing difficulty. This shows both
direct assistance as well as demonstrating professionalism by example. Some writers have
reported that frequent curriculum change and the close proximity of middle leaders to staff
members provide a platform from which staff development can naturally occur (Dinham
2016; Edwards-Groves et al. 2016).
ST: Strategic Role
Number of references

28

Key references

Anderson and Nixon (2010)
Busher (2005)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007, 2016)
Gurr and Drysdale (2013)
Hammersley-Fletcher and Brundrett (2005)
Tam (2010)
Thorpe and Bennett-Powell (2014)

The strategic role points to the more recent demands on middle leaders to set goals and
develop visions for their area of responsibility (Anderson & Nixon 2010; Dinham 2016; Lai &
Pratt 2004). This role more than any other requires middle leaders to persuade and otherwise
motivate their staff to work towards the goals and cooperate to achieve the desired results
(Danielson 2007; Fleming 2014; Thorpe & Bennett-Powell 2014). Tam’s (2010) study of
department heads showed how the staff development and organisational roles were used to
empower teachers during the implementation of successful curriculum change.
How Roles Are Carried Out
Number of references

42

Key references

Abdul Razzak (2015)
Edwards-Groves et al. (2016)
Fitzgerald and Gunter (2008)
Fleming (2014)
Irvine and Brundrett (2016)
Muijs and Harris (2006, 2007)
Ng and Chan (2014)
Sinkinson (2005)
Thorpe and Bennett-Powell (2014)
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The review of the literature suggested that middle leaders carry out their roles by managing
the challenge of time commitments well (Abdul Razzak 2015; Irvine & Brundrett 2016),
managing relationships positively (Edwards-Groves et al. 2016; Jorgensen 2016; Ng & Chan
2014; Sinkinson 2005), managing their emotions and other aspects of self (Fleming 2014; Muijs
& Harris 2006), and communicating effectively (Herrington 2004; Southworth 2008). They
often achieve success in their roles by leading or working with teams well (Ashmore & Clay
2016; Department for Education 2016; Muijs & Harris 2007).

Inputs
The inputs into middle leadership include the personal qualities, organisational supports and
other factors that influence the work of middle leaders positively (encouraging success),
negatively (constraining success) or both. The five sub-categories that emerged from the
content analysis were: ‘principal support’, ‘professional development’, ‘school culture’,
‘enthusiasm/drive’ and ‘knowledge of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (C, P & A)’.
Principal Support
Number of references

16

Key references

Crowther and Boyne (2016)
Day, Gu and Sammons (2016)
Grootenboer et al. (2015)
Gurr and Drysdale (2012)
McCulla and Degenhardt (2016)

There was a clear line of argument across publications that referred to the dynamic between
middle leaders and principals: principals can make or break middle leaders (Crowther &
Boyne 2016; Gurr & Drysdale 2012). The support of principals (seemingly to the exclusion of
other senior leaders) not only enabled middle leaders to perform knowing someone ‘had their
back’, but also motivated aspiring or emergent leaders to ‘put their hand up’ for middle leader
roles (Anderson 2004; Grootenboer et al. 2015; McCulla & Degenhardt 2016).
Professional Development
Number of references

22

Key references

Harris, Busher and Wise (2003)
Jones (2006)
McCulla and Degenhardt (2016)
Odhiambo (2014)
Rhodes and Brundrett (2009)
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Professional development was recognised as a necessity and a key factor in successful middle
leadership practice (Cheeseman & Clarke 2006; Harris et al. 2003). Long-term, hands-on and
context situated professional development was preferred over one shot in-service sessions
(Odhiambo 2014; Rhodes & Brundrett 2009; Wang, Gurr & Drysdale 2016).
School Culture
Number of references

11

Key references

Fairman and Mackenzie (2015)
Heng and Marsh (2009)
Muijs and Harris (2006)
Silins and Mulford (2004)

A relatively small number of publications addressed the impacts of school culture. Cultures
that encourage participation in decision making, collaboration and risk taking can encourage
success (Muijs & Harris 2006; Silins & Mulford 2004). Cultures that encourage resentment of
leadership and resistance to change can hinder success (Fairman & Mackenzie 2015; Harris
2008; Heng & Marsh 2009).
Enthusiasm/Drive
Number of references

10

Key references

Bezzina (2012)
Day, Sammons et al. (2009)
Dinham (2007)
O’Neill, Coffey, Lavery, Oaten and Thompson (2010)
Reid, Brain and Boyes (2004)

Enthusiasm/drive provides middle leaders with the personal energy to carry out demanding
roles. The theme of enthusiasm/drive encapsulated personal qualities such as commitment to
teaching or improvement and passion for the subject area (Day, Sammons et al. 2009; O’Neill
et al. 2010). This commitment and enthusiasm may be driven by underlying moral purposes
and values (Bezzina 2012; Klenowski 2009).
Knowledge of C, P & A
Number of references

16

Key references

Abdul Razzak (2015)
Crowther (2011)
Dinham (2016)
Heng and Marsh (2009)
Mangin and Stoelinga (2009)
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References to knowledge of C, P & A often related to subject area knowledge and pedagogical
expertise and how recognition of this was associated with leadership roles in the given areas.
It was a recognised trait of most teacher leaders (Crowther 2011; Danielson 2007). There is a
limited amount of research on how individuals go about actually using their knowledge of
curriculum and so forth. However, having deep and up to date knowledge of teaching
practices has been recognised in this review as a determinant of effective middle leaders
(Abdul Razzak 2015; Lai & Pratt 2004; Mangin & Stoelinga 2009).

Outputs
The theme ‘outputs’ represented the possible impacts middle leaders have on schools. Three
distinct outputs were identified in the literature review: ‘teacher quality’, ‘teacher attitudes’
and ‘student outcomes’. Each of these, or combinations of them, in turn influence the success
of schools via the work of teachers and the achievements of their students.
Teacher Quality
Number of references

8

Key references

Dinham (2007)
Fleming (2014)
Harris et al. (2003)

This is an area that Dinham (2016) and De Nobile (2018) have asserted warrants further
empirical investigation. In his earlier study, Dinham (2007) reported on how subject heads
improved teacher practices via modelling (in line with the staff development role). Others
have written of the potential for middle leaders to impact on the practices of teachers and
other staff (Fleming 2014; Harris et al. 2003).
Teacher Attitudes
Number of references

5

Key references

Day, Sammons et al. (2009)
Dinham (2007)
Wong, Wong & Peng (2010)

This is another area that warrants substantial research attention (De Nobile 2018). A couple
of studies were found that suggested a link between the work of middle leaders and possible
impacts on staff job satisfaction, commitment, occupational stress and burnout which are
attitudes and experiences that can, in turn, significantly impact on teacher productivity and
effectiveness (Day, Sammons et al. 2009; Wong et al. 2010).
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Student Outcomes
Number of references

5

Key references

Day, Sammons et al. (2009)
Dinham (2007)
Youngs (2011)

The impacts of middle leadership on student achievement are likely to be the result of
interactions with the other two outputs. For example it is conceivable that improved teacher
quality will lead to better student outcomes as suggested by Day, Sammons et al. (2009) and
Dinham (2007). It is also possible to conceive more direct influences of middle leadership on
student outcomes, such as the influences of year or cohort heads on student results. Like the
other three, it is an area that needs more research attention. Youngs (2011) presents a
framework to guide qualitative research in this area. It follows that quantitative methods
could be used to test any relationships using student progress data.
Other
The inclusion of ‘Other’ in all three sections of the model was done to allow for any elements
not yet discovered. Remembering that the prime function of the MLiS model is to guide
research, it follows that allowances need to be made for additions to the model.

Future Directions
As a guide for further research the MLiS presents a number of implications. Starting with the
obvious, a need has been identified for substantial research into the impacts of middle
leadership roles on schools by way of staff attitudes, quality of work and, of course, student
outcomes. The study of relationships among these output variables is also required if any
understanding about the dynamics of middle leadership and outcomes is to be achieved. This
could be done qualitatively by asking questions of teachers and students about the things that
influence their perception of success or otherwise. Middle leadership roles could be measured
and relationships with student achievement and staff attitudes tested statistically based on
the qualitative work.
The possibilities for measurement of middle leadership roles have been explored by De
Nobile (2016) in his description of the Middle Leadership Roles Questionnaire. Scores
generated by such an instrument could be compared with scores of measured input variables
such as commitment, moral purpose, enthusiasm and support from the principal (to name
just some) to test hypotheses relating to associations between these variables and which
phenomenon leads to another. There are many possibilities for such empirical work such as:
the extent to which principal support influences specific middle leader roles; success in
middle leader roles and associations with quality or quantity of professional development;
and the interaction of curriculum knowledge with staff development roles and in turn effects
on student outcomes.
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Aside from estimating relationships, the exploration of each element of the MLiS as a
phenomenon or lived experience would also be worthwhile for our understanding of how
middle leadership works in various contexts. Questions such as: ‘What helps middle leaders
to succeed?’, ‘What elements sustain and what factors constrain the work of middle leaders?’,
and ‘What does the supervision role look like for middle leaders?’, could guide substantial
research efforts. The theoretical lenses that may be employed could be as numerous as the
sets of variables being explored and their contexts.
A research agenda based on the model would, therefore, not just test the model itself, but
describe its elements (and any other subsequently discovered elements) in detail that would
be useful to school system administrators wishing to develop or optimise middle leadership.
Research findings would also inform the development of theory regarding middle leadership
and, importantly, the practices of middle leaders themselves.

Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to describe the review process that led to the development of
a model to guide subsequent research into middle leadership. The Middle Leadership in
Schools model was therefore suggested as an indication of the state of the art in research about
middle leadership in schools up to the present time. Trends relating to the international
scholarship relating to middle leadership were presented and in some cases discussed.
Elements of the MLiS model were then briefly described and key sources listed. An overview
of possible future research directions based on the model was presented. Some specific
research focuses were listed.
In concluding it is important to make some acknowledgements. First of all, the MLiS model
should not be viewed as a model of middle leadership per se. Rather, it should be interpreted
as a schema indicating where research and thinking on middle leadership has arrived at up
to recent times and areas for research into the future. Second, there is no claim that the review
of the literature described here uncovered every possible journal article and policy document
on middle leadership in existence from the given time period. Indeed, several have been
found since the review was completed in 2017. What was collected represents the best
possible effort at the time. Finally, I want to again express my thanks to the group of academic
colleagues from universities in Australia and worldwide who reviewed the MLiS model in
its draft stages between May and November 2017. Their generous time and sharing of insights
made the refinement of this work possible.
NOTE: An earlier version of this material was presented at the Annual International
Conference of the Australian Association for Research in Education, Sydney, December 2 - 6,
2018.
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Principals as Leading Learners in Finnish
Curriculum Reform
Katja Patojoki, Tiina Soini-Ikonen, Janne Pietarinen and Kirsi
Pyhältö

Abstract: The aim of the study was to gain a better understanding of principals as the leading learners
in their working environment by exploring the possible variance in their perceptions of knowledge
sharing in the curriculum process, its impact on school development, and the principal–professional
community fit. The survey data included 142 principals, representing 71 schools across Finland. A
K-means cluster analysis and univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) were carried out to understand
the principals’ perceptions of knowledge sharing, school impact, and the principal–professional
community fit in the curriculum process. The results show that the principals who were less satisfied
with the knowledge-sharing process and its impact on school development also perceived a weaker sense
of recognition and a poorer working climate in the school. The principals who perceived the curriculum
process to be a participatory and reciprocal learning process noted a greater impact on the school and
more ownership in terms of the reform goals. The results suggest that both the principals’ individual
sense-making process and their experience of the principal–professional community fit should be
simultaneously shaped to support the principals’ position as the leading learner in the community.
Keywords: Principal, curriculum reform, shared sense making, school impact, principal–
professional community fit

Introduction
Reform of the national core curriculum is a central steering system in the development of
schools, and such reforms help schools adjust to changes in surrounding society and culture
(Elmore & Fuhrman 1994; Westbury 2008). Previous research has suggested that leadership
plays a key role in the success of educational change (Conner 1992, 1999; Higgs & Rowland
2011; Kotter 1996) and the leadership qualities of principals have a significant effect on the
success or failure of a school reform (Day, Leithwood & Sammons 2008; Leithwood & Duke
1999; Spillane 2004). However, leading complex change is demanding, and even when
conducted in the best way, large-scale school reforms are rarely realised in the desired
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manner or on the intended scale (e.g. Cheng & Walker 2008; Hallinger 2010; Harris 2011;
Levin 2010). Educational reforms have been criticised for failing to bring system-wide
sustained change to the everyday actions of schools (Fullan 2006; Payne 2008).
Large-scale reforms often fail to achieve their desired goals due to a lack of understanding of
the policy’s intent (Coburn 2005; Russell & Bray 2013), a lack of ownership (Breiting 2008;
Ketelaar, Beijaard, Boshuizen & Brok 2012), or an inability to create shared and meaningful
processes of learning (Boone 2014; Fullan 2002; Guhn 2009; Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan &
Hopkins 2009). The principals’ own commitment and orientation to leadership are crucial, as
are their role-modelling skills (Battistich, Schaps, Watson, Solomon & Lewis 2000), since they
hold the main responsibility at the school level for ensuring teachers’ commitment that leads
to the translation of the curriculum goals into adaptable and feasible pedagogical practices in
the everyday life of the school (Fullan 2007; Guo 2012; Kelly 2009; Li & Ni 2011; Moyer, Cai,
Wang & Nie 2011). Successful school leaders manage to build a process of decision making
that gives staff a sense of ownership of and control over the reform (Battistich et al. 2000;
Woodruff, Shannon & Eﬁmba 1998), and they succeed in fostering a supportive working
climate to foster change (Guhn 2009).
Even though school leaders are clearly positioned at the very centre of educational reforms
(Gawlik 2015; Volante 2012), research is surprisingly scarce on reform implementation
processes (Elias, Zins, Graczyk & Weissberg 2003; Spoth, Greenberg, Bierman & Redmond
2004) and the principals’ own perceptions of the reforms as learning processes in their
working environment. Earlier literature on the collaboration between principals and teachers
mainly focuses on different leadership styles and their connection to the quality of teaching
and student performance (e.g. Marks & Printy 2003). It can be assumed that there are
discrepancies among the principals’ learning process in the reform—more precisely in the
experience of the knowledge-sharing process—and thus, the individual principal’s view of
the reform’s impact on the school affects the success of the reform. A perceived fit with the
professional environment in turn regulates the principals’ learning, since social interactions
among school staff form a major site for professional learning (Spillane, Healey & Parise
2009). This raises our interest in determining more precisely not only the process by which
principals adapt the reform demands to their school environment (Brezicha, Bergmark &
Mitra 2015; Clifford, Behrstock-Sherratt & Fetters 2012), but also in increasing our
understanding of the reciprocal and dynamic nature of the individual principal’s own
experience of the reform process and working environment. In the context of a large-scale
curriculum reform in Finland, this study focuses on the differences in principals’ perceptions
of the success of the reform’s knowledge-sharing process and the impact achieved at the
school. Using survey data from 142 principals, we sought to identify the different profiles of
principals according to their learning and perceived fit with the working community.
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Double-Barrelled Leadership as a Regulator of Success in LargeScale Reforms
Earlier literature indicates that strongly performing schools function as learning communities
(Kruse 2003; Silins, Zarins & Mulford 2002) that build up a sustainable capacity for learning
(Dinham & Crowther 2011). Learning communities are built in collaboration with the
working community (Blasé & Kirby 2000), hence perceived recognition and respect from
co-workers regulates the principals’ motivation to promote a participative management style
with collaboration that relies on mutual trust and an appreciation of the expertise of others in
the professional community (Adams 2013; Chow 2013; Kondakci, Beycioglu, Sincar & Ugurlu
2015). Finnish curriculum reforms are based on an interactive and dynamic top-down,
bottom-up approach, where different parties have an active and participatory role in the
reform process (Pietarinen, Pyhältö & Soini 2017a). This balanced combination of reform
implementation strategies has been shown to enhance commitment to the change and
therefore result in sustainable development (Fullan 1994; Hargreaves & Fullan 2012; Kim,
Sting & Loch 2014; Petko, Egger, Cantieni & Wespi 2015; Ramberg 2014; Valli & Buese 2007).
In the professional community, the top-down, bottom-up approach is more efficiently used
when the principal has adopted the ‘leading learner’ or ‘learning leader’ approach in their
work. Fullan (2014: 29) describes such double-barrelled leadership thus: ‘[the learning leader]
models learning, but also shapes the conditions for all to learn on a continuous basis’.
While acting as ‘leading learners’, principals are simultaneously participating in reform work,
they are also forming their own perception of the school’s future vision and the reform’s
impact on the school while orchestrating the development work of others in the school
community. When evaluating the performance of this double-barrelled position, the
principals’ individual learning process in making sense of the reform should be taken into
account as one indicator of success in effective educational reform (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter
2017; Saltrick 2010).
Knowledge sharing and the construction of new knowledge is an essential part of the
collective sense making through which individuals and groups construct the meaning of the
reform (Coburn 2005; Evans 2007; März & Kelchtermans 2013; Pyhältö, Pietarinen & Soini
2018; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer 2002; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005). Active participation
in the construction of shared knowledge during a reform has been shown to promote a more
holistic understanding of the reform objectives, which in turn enhances the sense of
ownership over the reform (Ketelaar et al. 2012; Pyhältö et al. 2012, 2014). Ownership is a
crucial element in successful reforms (Barone 2013; Boone 2014; Pyhältö et al. 2012, 2015)
because it makes the change meaningful and understandable, and therefore useful to
implement. By acting as the leading learners of the community, principals sustain the reform
implementation by supporting teachers in their professional development and enable the
generation of pedagogical innovations at the grass-roots level of schoolwork (Stoll, Bolam,
McMahon, Wallace & Thomas 2006).
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Making sense of things involves constructing a reality by creating meanings from prior
knowledge, experiences, values, and beliefs (Coburn 2001; Spillane & Anderson 2014; Weick
1995). In effective school reform, principals succeed in creating a learning environment where
a diverse range of knowledge-sharing mechanisms are used to ﬁt new information into
existing knowledge and beliefs that are related to the improvements needed in the curriculum
(Fullan 2007) and the fostering of perceived ownership (Priestley, Edwards, Priestley & Miller
2012). Knowledge sharing consists of a combination of interaction, dialogue, and negotiation
through which individuals and groups construct the meaning of the reform (Coburn 2005;
Evans 2007; März & Kelchtermans 2013; Spillane et al. 2002; Weick et al. 2005); this then
enhances the reformers’ confidence in promoting change initiatives and taking risks to foster
the implementation of the reform (López-Yáñez & Sánchez-Moreno 2013).
The principals’ own sense-making process occurs in the school’s everyday work, and it is
therefore influenced not only by their own set of values, but also by colleagues’ values and
the norms and traditions of the school (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter 2017). On the other hand,
while fostering a collaborative work environment and a collective learning process, principals
shape the focus and direction of teachers’ sense making (Coburn 2005; Fleming & Amesbury
2012; Ganon-Shilon & Schechter 2017; Rigby 2015). They participate in reform work both as
leaders shaping the school community’s commitment to the content of the reform and as
individuals building ownership of the change by evaluating the achievement of the reform in
solving the school’s everyday problems. Earlier literature has highlighted that principals need
to shape and articulate a clear vision for the school (Blumberg & Greenfield 1986; Leithwood
& Jantzi 1997, 2000; Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach 1999; Sashkin & Walberg 1993;
Vandenberghe & Staessens 1991). Furthermore, in their reform work – especially within the
framework of shared leadership – principals must create sustained collaboration in the
working community for this purpose (Wahlstrom & Louis 2008). This raises our interest in
studying the intertwined nature of principals’ perceptions of the reform process and their
experience of the professional community fit.

Leading Large-Scale Curriculum Reforms in Finland
The Finnish educational system relies on flexible accountability structures and trust in
schools, including the autonomy of schools and teachers; this is also the case during
curriculum reforms (Aho, Pitkänen & Sahlberg 2006; Sahlberg 2015). The foundation of the
Finnish educational steering system is the national core curriculum, which applies to all the
districts and schools. The core curriculum describes the general goals, core contents, and the
principles and guidelines for basic education, but it does not offer standardised pedagogical
solutions. Finnish school development and curriculum reform relies heavily on educational
expertise at the school level (Sahlberg 2015; Vitikka, Krokfors & Hurmerinta 2012).
The national core curriculum is reformed approximately every 10 years. The reform is led by
the Finnish National Board of Education, an independent governmental agency that is
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responsible for planning, organising, and implementing the curriculum reform and inviting
stakeholders to participate in the work. Large-scale school reforms in Finland – as in many
other countries – are mainly initiated from the top down, in the sense that they are designed
at the national level of administration, introduced at the local municipal level, and then
implemented at the school level. The key points in the 2014 core curriculum are the promotion
of student participation, collaborative classroom practices, and integration across school
subjects. The core curriculum combines subject-based and competence-based learning by
focusing on developing generic competencies in addition to subject contents (Finnish
National Board of Education 2016).
The core curriculum provides the foundation for district-level curriculum development work.
The local curricula are constructed by the education providers, generally as a joint curriculum
in the municipality or district. The district-level curriculum reform work is typically
orchestrated by steering groups consisting of municipal actors and educational practitioners,
such as principals (Sahlberg 2015; Vitikka et al. 2012). Education providers, typically the
municipalities, are responsible for constructing the local curricula based on the national core
curriculum. The legislation offers only general aims for the reform while the responsibility
for the implementation of the reform rests with the individual municipalities and schools
(Aho et al. 2006; Johnson 2006; Moos & Moller 2003).
At the school level, leadership is usually distributed, meaning that in addition to the
principals, there may be assistant principals and management teams consisting of teachers in
charge of school leadership. Finnish principals are required to have a higher academic degree
and teaching qualiﬁcations as well as adequate teaching experience and a certiﬁcate of
educational administration. At the grass-roots level, leadership is based on professional
cooperation between teachers and the principal (Hargreaves, Halász & Pont 2007). The
principals’ role in the Finnish context of curriculum reform is rather seen as that of a facilitator
of teachers’ growth; this entails empowering teaching staff to take responsibility for achieving
goals (Robinson 2010) rather than adopting a controlling and monitoring role.
School principals are strongly involved at the grass-roots level in translating the ideas of the
school reform into the district’s and school’s development strategy and pedagogical practices.
Finnish principals are also challenged to adopt a leadership style that includes participatory
decision-making practices, such as appreciating and taking into account critical voices related
to the development work and facilitating transparency and perceived empowerment in the
local community. This also challenges the leadership competence of Finnish principals in
terms of constructing and leading functional collaborative communities. In order to succeed
in leading sustainable school development, the principals’ own commitment and perceived
ownership of the change, in addition to the perceived social support in the professional
community, plays an important role.
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Reform as a Learning Environment for Principals
School-level reform work is the collective responsibility of the working community, and it
requires the creation of new ways of doing things and the ability to cope in complex and
uncertain situations. Principals must balance their roles; they are managers responsible for
controlling resources, but also facilitators of shared learning (Fink 2005; Lewis & Murphy
2008). Moreover, principals are seen as leaders; they stand in front of others, guiding the
troops toward a relevant vision and reflecting the needs, interests, values and beliefs of the
school community (Pawar & Eastman 1997). At the same time, especially in the Finnish
context of high democracy and low organisational hierarchy in schools, principals are often
viewed by teachers as ‘one of us’— they are equal colleagues coping with the same learning
challenges as others. The interplay between the principal and the working community may
be viewed as the principal–working environment fit (Cable & Edwards 2004; Pervin 1989),
which the principal can monitor through the perceived work climate in the community and,
at a more personal level, their own perception of appreciation and recognition by the
community.
The perceived work climate is socially constructed, shared and maintained by the principal
and the teachers in the school community (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli & Pickeral 2009).
Accordingly, the climate in the working community affects learning in the professional
community (Collie, Shapka & Perry 2012). Future- and vision-oriented leadership behaviour
has considerable potential to affect the climate of the working community (Kuenzi &
Schminke 2009). Leaders serve as interpretive filters of relevant organisational processes and
practices for all group members, thus contributing to perceptions of the common climate
(Kozlowski & Doherty 1989). As Yukl (2010) puts it, leadership is described as a social
interaction in which everything a leader says or does – or leaves unsaid or undone –
influences their followers. Leaders who are excited, enthusiastic and energetic are more likely
to create a positive emotional environment, thus energising their followers (Barsade 2002).
Conversely, leaders who feel distressed and hostile can display bad or negative moods and
influence their followers negatively (Newcombe & Ashkanasy 2002; Sy, Côté & Saavedra
2005).
By being solid members of the working community, principals both give and receive social
support and feedback in the community. Perceived support from the professional community
helps to control feelings of uncertainty in complex and burdensome working environments
(e.g. Greenberg, Thomas, Murphy & Dandeker 2007) and supports the principal’s sense of
acceptance and coping (Albrecht & Adelman 1987; Albrecht & Goldsmith 2003), thus
providing crucial preconditions for an inspiring and supportive learning environment.
Consequently, a central part of a good fit with the professional community is the perception
of being valued and cared for by the community (Brown & Roloff 2015; Rhoades &
Eisenberger 2002) – i.e. the principal feels appreciated as a member of the professional
community.
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Based on the earlier literature about the work climate and recognition and their meaning
especially in situations where new ideas and learning are needed, it can be assumed that the
principal’s personal experience of the reform work and their perception of the working
environment fit are connected and simultaneously constructed as the reform process
proceeds. Moreover, as reform work is often complex to orchestrate and lead in professional
communities, it is relevant to study the perceived fit through the principal’s experience of the
work climate and perceived acceptance and recognition by the community.

Aim of the Study
The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of principals as leading learners in their
working environments by exploring how they perceive the knowledge-sharing process and
impact of the curriculum reform on their school. We sought to identify different principal
learner profiles and study the perceived principal–professional community fit and its relation
to these different profiles.
The following research questions were addressed:
1.

How are the principals’ perceptions of success in terms of participatory knowledge
sharing in the curriculum process and its perceived school impact intertwined?

2.

How are the different principal profiles, including the factors of knowledge sharing
and school impact, related to the perceived work climate and received recognition
by the professional community (i.e. the principal–professional community fit)?

Methods
Participants and Sample
This study is part of a larger national research project titled ‘School Matters’ (2014–18), which
is linked to the implementation of Finland’s national curriculum reform as it affects teaching
and learning in every school district and individual school (see e.g. Sullanmaa, Pyhältö, Soini
& Pietarinen 2019; Tikkanen, Pyhältö, Pietarinen & Soini 2019). The national research project
studied developmental processes in this large-scale school reform with a focus on the
preconditions and processes for improving learning, increasing well-being and supporting
staff agency at every actor level in the school system. A total of 1,556 comprehensive school
staff members in 71 schools completed a survey that researchers collected during their visits
to the case schools in the fall of 2016. The criteria for selecting the case schools were the
variation and representativeness of the sample. Primary, secondary and comprehensive
schools (grades 1–9) were included in the cases. The schools were of diverse sizes and at
different phases in their reform work, and they were from various parts of the country. At the
point of time the survey was conducted, all respondents had some experience in either
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planning or implementing the new curriculum as it was taken in use gradually in years 20162019.
The participants in this study were selected due to their position as school leaders, which they
had self-reported when filling in the questionnaire. As leadership and school development
are typically distributed in Finnish schools, the sample consists of all respondents who at the
time given acted in a school level leader role, such as principals or assistant and deputy
principals (N=142; henceforth referred to simply as principals) representing all 71 studied
schools. Schools’ leadership structure and principal roles depend mainly on the size and
classes of the school meaning that larger and more complex schools had several persons in
change of leading the reform and therefore also more principal respondents in the survey.
The majority of schools had one (n=16; 22%) or two (n=43; 61%) principals, and the remainder
had three (n=9; 13%), four (n=2; 3%) or five (n=1; 1%) principals. Respondents’ work
experience in school was reported as a background information in total years of experience,
as in Finland all principals have teacher background, leadership is distributed and can be
organised in various ways and roles may change according to prevailing need. Most of the
respondents had many years of work experience, with 19 percent (n=27) having 30 years’
experience or more, 35 percent (n=50) having 20–29 years’ experience, and 35 percent (n=50)
having 10–19 years’ experience. Ten respondents (7%) had less than 10 years of work
experience, and five participants (4%) did not state the length of their career. The participants
are of both genders; 63 percent are female (n=89), 34 percent are male (n=49), and four (3%)
participants did not reveal their gender.

Measures
The data were collected by using the Curriculum Reform Inventory questionnaire developed
and tested earlier by a Finnish research group (Pietarinen, Pyhältö, Soini & Salmela-Aro 2013;
Pietarinen et al. 2017a). The principals’ perceptions were examined using four scales. The
knowledge-sharing scale (henceforth KS) indicates how principals perceive their own
opportunities to participate in the reform development and implementation process. The
scale describes how well the participation and utilisation of different stakeholders’
competencies and opinions has succeeded, as well as how democratic, permissive and
encouraging the principals consider the overall development and decision-making
atmosphere to be in the process. The school impact scale (henceforth SCI) describes the
principals’ perception of the reform’s meaning for school-level development and its impact
on solving the school’s everyday problems. It indicates the principals’ commitment to the
content of the reform in terms of leading the school in the right direction by supporting the
development work at the school level. The scales for KS and SCI were adopted from
Pietarinen et al. (2017a).
The principals’ perception of their fit in the professional community was studied using two
scales: constructive and enabling working climate (henceforth CLI) and received professional
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recognition (henceforth REC). These scales were adopted from Pietarinen et al. (2013), and
they draw originally on Bakker, Hakanen, Demerouti and Xanthopoulou’s (2007) job
resources components, which in turn were derived from the Healthy Organisation Barometer
(Lindström 1997; Lindström, Hottinen & Bredenberg 2000). Professional community fit scales
indicate the principals’ perception of their work environment in terms of the perceived
climate and personal recognition. All scales are shown in Appendix 1.
All items were rated on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7
(completely agree). The survey was conducted at the early stage of the reform
implementation, and as the curriculum implementation was planned to proceed gradually at
different school levels, some participants had less experience of school-level implementation
work compared to their peers. However, all respondents had some experience of the reform’s
main targets (SCI) and the implementation process (KS) by the time the data were collected.
The survey took 15–30 minutes to complete. All participants received written information
about the project and gave their consent to participate according to the clearance procedures
of research ethics. Where data were missing for key variables, the respondents were excluded
from the analysis.

Data Analysis
Firstly, the descriptive statistics (i.e. the means and standard deviations) and Spearman’s rank
correlation coefﬁcients were calculated from the knowledge sharing, school impact, and
principal–professional community fit (i.e. working climate and recognition) scales. Secondly,
K-means cluster analysis with the standardised values of KS and SCI was carried out in order
to reveal the different clusters of principals in terms of their perceived success in knowledge
sharing and achieving school impact. More specifically, in the K-means cluster procedure the
number of clusters is chosen by the researcher, and cases are grouped into the cluster with
the closest centre. Cluster solutions with two, three and four clusters were estimated. The
three-cluster solution gave the most homogeneous profiles and was in line with the
theoretical presumptions, which suggested that principals might differ in terms of their views
on orchestrating the curriculum process as a leading learner. Finally, the relation between
three principal profiles and perceived professional community fit was analysed by means of
univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA). The analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS
Statistics 24.

Results
Principals’ Experiences of Knowledge Sharing, School Impact, and Fit
The results showed that the principals perceived the success of the knowledge-sharing (KS)
process (mean 4.6; SD 1.04) and the achieved school impact (SCI) of the curriculum reform
(mean 4.8; SD 0.94) rather similarly (see Table 1). Moreover, the results indicate that the

ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021 |

37

principals considered the principal–professional community fit – i.e. working climate (CLI)
in the professional community (mean 5.4; SD 0.98) and received recognition (REC) as a
principal (mean 5.7; SD 0.94) – to be at a significantly high level.
Table 1: Correlations, Cronbach’s Alphas, Means, and Standard Deviations Among the Scales
1.

2.

3.

4.

1. Knowledge sharing

-

2. School impact

.62

-

3. Principal-community fit/Climate

.26

.33

-

4. Principal-community
fit/Recognition

.27

.29

.69

-

Number of items

10

6

3

3

Α

.91

.90

.78

.89

M

4.62

4.80

5.40

5.73

SD

1.04

.94

.98

.94

Min

1.6

1.8

2.00

2.00

Max

6.8

6.7

7.00

7.00

All correlations are significant at p < 0.01.
The results also show that all bivariate correlations among the sub-scales were statistically
significant, and in the expected directions (see Table 1). More specifically, the principals’
perceived success in the process of knowledge sharing correlated positively with the
experience of the reform’s impact on the school [r=.62] and, at the moderate level, with the
perceived work climate and received recognition from the professional community [r(min-max)
=.26–.33]. Moreover, as was expected, a positive correlation was also found between the
perceived work climate and recognition received, which indicates the principals’ personal
evaluation of the monitored principal–professional community fit [r=.69]. Moreover, the
Cronbach alphas indicated high reliability for the KS (.91) and SCI (.90) scales, and good
reliability for the REC (.89) and CLI (.78) scales (Nunnally & Bernstein 1994: 264-266).

Principals’ Learner Profiles in the Reform Process
The three cluster profiles illustrate the principals’ level of satisfaction with the knowledgesharing process and the impact achieved at the school, as well as the balance between these
two dimensions in orchestrating the curriculum process as a leading learner. The largest
group of principals (n=69; 48%) belongs to the profile of ‘moderate success and a balanced
view’ in terms of the knowledge-sharing process and the impact achieved at the school. This
group of principals was equally satisfied with both their participation in the reform process
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(KS mean 4.6) and the reform’s impact on the development of the school (SCI mean 4.6). The
second group (n=45; 32%) comprised the profile of ‘high success and a balanced view’, in
which the principals had a balanced view and even higher level of satisfaction with their
involvement in the reform process (KS mean 5.6) and impact on the school (SCI mean 5.7)
when compared to the first group. The remaining 20 percent of the principals (n=28) formed
the third profile, named ‘sufficient success and an unbalanced view’. This group of principals
was, at the time of the survey, most critical both about the success of the collective sense
making in the reform process (KS mean 3.1) and the achieved impact of the reform (SCI mean
3.7). In contrast to the two other profiles, the third group’s perception of the scales was
unbalanced. This third group was clearly more satisfied with the impact achieved at the
school than with the knowledge-sharing process.
The profile groups are shown in Figure 1.
Figure 1: Perception Profile Groups

The findings show that the majority of principals considered the reform’s knowledge-sharing
process to have been successful. This indicates that they have had opportunities to participate
in the decision-making process, and they thought that the reform work was being done in a
collaborative manner. The majority of principals also indicated their satisfaction with the
impact achieved at the school, indicating a commitment to the reform’s content and an
agreement with the directed vision of the school development. However, there is a
discrepancy among the profile groups. The third profile, ‘sufficient success and an
unbalanced view’ of the knowledge sharing process and the impact achieved at the school,
represents a group of principals with an overall more critical view of success in the
knowledge-sharing process and the impact achieved. Unlike the two other profiles, this third
profile demonstrates an imbalance in the interaction of the two measured scales. The
perceived school impact is higher than the satisfaction with the knowledge-sharing process.
More specifically, principals in this group consider the curriculum reform to have a positive
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impact on the further development of the school, but they are not satisfied to the same extent
with the enabling and participatory learning processes in their school-level curriculum work.
This indicates that a perceived high or moderate level of success in the knowledge-sharing
process contributes to the level of perceived school impact.
The gender, location of the school (i.e. geographical region), and the principal’s amount of
work experience had no statistically significant relation to the identified learner profile
groups or experienced principal–professional community fit (i.e. climate and recognition).

Interrelationship Between Principal–Professional Community Fit
and Profile Groups
The results of the ANOVA in which the perceived climate and recognition by the working
community were the dependent variables and the profile group was the independent variable
showed that there were statistically significant differences between the profile groups in
regard to perceived climate (F(2, 136) = 12.13, p = .000, partial η2 = .15) and recognition (F(2,
136) = 7.00, p = .001, partial η2 = .09).
Table 2: Descriptive Data on the Perceptions of Climate and Recognition in the Profile Groups
Profile Groups’ Perception of Climate and Recognition
Principal-community
fit/Climate

Principal-community
fit/Recognition

N

Min

Max

Mean

SD

Min

Max

Mean SD

Profile 1. Moderate success
and balanced view

68

3.00

7.00

5,46 b

0.82

3.00

7.00

5.70

0.83

Profile 2. High success and
balanced view

45

3.00

7.00

5,74 a

0.87

4.33

7.00

6,06 a

0.80

Profile 3. Sufficient success
and unbalanced view

26

2.00

6.00

4,65 ab

1.14

2.00

7.00

5,23 a

1.22

Total

139 2.00

7.00

5.40

0.98

2.00

7.00

5.73

0.94

Note: One-way analysis of variance with post hoc comparisons assuming unequal variances
between groups was used for examining the mean differences between profiles. Matching
superscript letters after the statistics indicate which group means displayed statistically
significant differences at the p < .05 level.
The results show that perceived success in the participatory knowledge-sharing process
combined with a high impact in the curriculum work seems to relate to the recognition
received as a leading learner and a better working climate in the professional community.
More precisely, the principals with a satisfied and balanced view of the knowledge-sharing
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process and the impact achieved at the school also reported high levels of satisfaction with
the working climate and feelings of recognition by their professional community. Profile
group 3, namely ‘sufficient success and an unbalanced view’, reported the lowest levels of
satisfaction both in the working climate and in terms of recognition, and this profile group
differs statistically significantly from the other two groups. Members of profile group 3
perceived the working climate more critically compared to members of profile groups 1 and
2. The perception of recognition in profile group 3 differs statistically significantly from
profile group 2 (‘high success and a balanced view’). This implies that perceptions of
professional community fit are constructed simultaneously within the reform process, and
they differ especially in the extremes of the profiles.

Discussion
This study aimed to provide a deeper understanding of the principals’ own perceptions of
school reform as a learning process by exploring the perceived success in the knowledgesharing process and the reform’s assumed impact on the school. The results suggest that
Finnish principals were reasonably satisfied with both the knowledge-sharing process and
the anticipated impact on the school. This implies that overall, the opportunities for principals
to experience the reform as a learning process in terms of the reform goals are good. This
result is in line with the aims of the Finnish top-down, bottom-up curriculum reform
implementation strategy, which appreciates the expertise of the participants from different
interest groups in the shared sense-making process and drives for the strong engagement,
involvement, and ownership of those who are affected by the reform, which targets successful
development at the school level (Pietarinen et al. 2017a; Vitikka et al. 2012).
The three learner profiles identified in the study showed overall very good experiences of the
reform process in terms of principal learning; most of the principals considered the process
of knowledge creation to be successful and perceived the reform’s goals to be at least
moderately meaningful. Moreover, it seems that the principals’ experience of participation in
knowledge sharing was related to how meaningful the principals considered the reform goals
at the school level. However, there were some differences in the profiles. One group of
principals (20%, n=28) expressed less satisfaction with both the collective sense making and
the influence of the reform on the school. Unlike the other two groups, this group noted an
imbalance between the process and impact, meaning that they did have some trust in the
reform to develop the schools in the right direction, but they were dissatisfied with the
development process. Previous research has suggested that ownership in terms of reform
goals usually requires success in the sense-making process (Pietarinen et al. 2017b; Priestley
et al. 2012), and, as found also in this study, the experiences during the process are related to
the anticipated impact. Accordingly, this finding suggests that the success in the knowledgesharing process seems to determine the perceived impact of the curriculum process on the
school, even though the principals as leading learners have critically reflected on the success
of the participatory learning process in their professional community during the curriculum
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work. However, when the principals perceived a low level of success in terms of knowledge
sharing in their professional community, they nevertheless tended to value the impact of the
curriculum process a little higher. This may imply that principals can agree with the intent of
the reform but still have difficulty in participating in or contributing to the sense-making
process.
The principals in this study reported a relatively high level of satisfaction in the principal–
professional community fit. This is noteworthy, because positive work relationships seem to
predict the principals’ satisfaction with and commitment to their position (Farley-Ripple,
Raffel & Welch 2012). The results may suggest that the Finnish system – in which schools
have high levels of autonomy, the principals are teachers themselves, and leadership is
distributed – facilitates mutual recognition and good relationships between the principal and
the school’s working community.
According to our results, the process of engaging oneself in the reform and the perception of
one’s own fit in the environment seem to be connected. This finding indicates that the
perceived principal–professional community fit is constructed by the shared objective of the
activity, such as school-level curriculum work, which is highly significant and meaningful for
the professional community. Shared sense making on the goals of the reform and the
development work at the school level are orchestrated by the individual leadership practices
adopted by the principals in the school’s day-to-day life. Hence, the leading learner approach
adopted by the principal may work as a crucial determinant in making large-scale educational
reforms work at the school level.
The perceived recognition and working climate are distinct, especially with the two most
opposed profile groups, meaning that those principals with less recognition and support in
their professional communities were also less satisfied with the reform process and its impact
on the school, and vice versa. This may imply that school communities with negative and
tense atmospheres influence the principals’ learning – i.e. they are not ideal environments for
principals to construct new knowledge and test ideas. Moreover, principals reporting high
levels of success in terms of their learning also considered themselves to be highly appreciated
by the professional community, and the difference here with the lowest learner profile was
especially distinctive. The result implies that experiences of personal recognition in the
immediate working environment are key for teachers and principals when ensuring
successful learning in complex processes such as curriculum reforms.
In terms of the school as a learning environment for the principal, the results suggest that it
would be fruitful to study further the reciprocal interaction between principals and
co-workers in educational reforms, and, further, to explore the methods of fostering and
developing local school cultures to support sustainable and collaborative school
development. Accordingly, the principals’ own sense-making and learning process should be
studied in more detail. Indeed, the leading learner approach adopted by the principal may
work as a crucial determinant for making large-scale educational reforms succeed at the
school level. This, in turn, demands that the complexity and causality between the perceived
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success in knowledge sharing, the experienced school impact, and the principal–professional
community fit (i.e. the development of the perceived recognition and working climate) be
studied with longitudinal approaches.

Methodological Reflection
This study reflects the Finnish educational system and leadership culture. Consequently,
these findings cannot be directly generalised to other educational contexts. However, the size
and representativeness of the sample was good, and even though a self-reported survey was
used, the school leadership positions were clearly stated in the data by the respondents. Due
to this, the results reflect well the reality and dynamics of the distributed leadership structure,
where development initiatives can be shared informally and with a low hierarchy, especially
in large-scale development processes. Thus, the main findings may have broader
transferability, especially when sustainable school development is studied by combining
learning in the professional community with the approaches and strategies of educational
leadership.
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Appendix 1: Scales (Translated from Finnish)
Knowledge Sharing (KS)
KS01 I have been able to influence definitions and contents.
KS02 My competence has been utilised broadly.
KS03 Decisions are based on joint negotiations.
KS04 The feedback received has influenced the content of the curriculum.
KS07 Even radical ideas are welcome, and they are discussed jointly.
KS08 Work on the reform has been carried out jointly, not as a process dictated from above.
KS09 The competence of various actors has been utilised in an optimal manner.
KS10 The construction of an interactive atmosphere has been successful.
KS12 Working together is assessed on a regular basis.
KS13 The perspectives of the various teacher groups have been taken into account in an
equal manner.

School Impact (SCI)
Curriculum reform...
SCI01 Maintains active development work in the school.
SCI04 Commits teachers to working on developing the school.
SCI05 Helps the school community identify the core tasks.
SCI06 Directs development work to resolve problems observed in the everyday life of the
school.
SCI07 Helps people develop solutions that work at the local level to organise teaching.
SCI10 Promotes the resolution of many problems related to basic education at the local
level.

Principal Professional Community Fit/Recognition (REC)
FIT11 My colleagues are interested in my opinions.
FIT12 My colleagues provide me with encouragement and support.
FIT13 I feel my colleagues appreciate the work I do.

Principal Professional Community Fit/Working Climate (CLI)
FIT21 My workplace has a good atmosphere.
FIT22 My working community deals with problems constructively.
FIT23 The work assignments are divided fairly among the teachers.
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Principals’ Transformational School
Leadership and Collective Teacher
Efficacy in Chinese Urban Upper
Secondary Schools
Peng Liu

Abstract: The purpose of this study was to understand the relationship between transformational
leadership and collective teacher efficacy in the Chinese urban upper secondary school context.
Specifically, this study explored the relationships between four dimensions of transformational
leadership (Setting Directions, Developing People, Redesigning the Organization, and Managing the
Instructional Program) and two dimensions of collective teacher efficacy (Group Competence and Task
Analysis). Also, the aim of this study was to understand the relationships between these variables when
transformational leadership and collective teacher efficacy were treated as single variables. Based on
responses from 759 teachers in the upper secondary schools of a northern Chinese city, this study
revealed that only the dimensions of Setting Directions and Managing the Instructional Program had
positive effects on the dimension of Group Competence, whereas only the dimension of Developing
People had a positive effect on the dimension of Task Analysis. Finally, only the dimensions of
Developing People and Managing the Instructional Program had positive effects on collective efficacy
when it was treated as a single variable. This study contributes to the understanding of the
transferability of transformational leadership theory across cultures.
Keywords: Transformational school leadership, collective teacher efficacy, China, upper
secondary schools

Introduction
China has experienced eight waves of change in its K-12 curriculum since 1949. Currently in
China 200 million students, 11 million teachers and 350,000 schools are involved in the basic
education curriculum reform that was launched in 2001 in an attempt to implement quality
education in all schools across 22 provinces, five autonomous regions and four major cities
(Wang 2016). Until this reform in 2001, only education experts were involved in curriculum
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development. Teachers were thought to be less capable and to have little knowledge or skills
that could help them to participate in curriculum design. In contrast, within the new
curriculum reform context, teachers have been expected to take more responsibility for
transforming their classroom practices from traditional teacher-centered teaching to studentcentered learning, and to participate in school curriculum development. The educational
philosophy underlying this reform differs from traditional Chinese cultural values, which
hold that teachers are at the center of the education process. However, since the turn of the
millennium, Chinese teachers have been required to adapt to new system goals and learn new
methods of teaching that accord with the current series of curriculum reforms (Dello-Iacovo
2009). This shift in approach has required school leadership to inspire teachers and elevate
their motivation to change to a higher level in order to realize the goals of the educational
reform. Therefore, the relationships between school administrators and teachers have been
reshaped by these policy-led efforts to reform education in China (Qian & Walker 2013). The
role of school principals in supporting the learning of both teachers and students during the
curriculum reform has attracted increasing interest from China’s policymakers, scholars and
practitioners (Qian & Walker 2013).
The new education reform has required a new vision and new teaching methods, which in
turn have required powerful and inspiring leadership that can motivate and engage all
teachers in the change process. Collective teacher efficacy, which refers to teachers’ collective
belief in their capacity to influence student learning, is an important factor that can motivate
teachers to be part of the school improvement process (Bandura 1997). The transformational
leadership model was suitable for this study because improving teaching capacity is the
starting point of transformational leadership (Liu, Li & Wang 2019). Collective teacher
efficacy levels may be influenced by school administrators’ transformational leadership
(Kurt, Duyar & Calik 2012). Transformational leadership contributes to teachers’ positive
beliefs about themselves, and such beliefs are the foundation of collective teacher efficacy
(Goddard, Goddard, Kim & Miller 2015). Moreover, collective teacher efficacy plays a
mediating role in the connection between transformational leadership and teachers’
commitment to school (Ross & Gray 2006). Transformational leadership is also effective in
motivating and engaging teachers in change processes (Leithwood & Sun 2012; Liu et al. 2019;
Ross & Gray 2006). Therefore, it has been assumed that transformational leadership could
emerge in the context of Chinese curriculum reform and strengthen teachers’ collective
capacity beliefs. However, there has been a lack of sufficient research on the relationship
between transformational leadership and collective efficacy beliefs in the Chinese upper
secondary school context, where the highly competitive national college entrance
examination lies at the core of education practice and teachers are more inclined to work
independently compared with teachers in the Chinese primary school context. In particular,
the process through which transformational leadership influences collective teacher efficacy
has not received sufficient attention. This study was intended to explore the relationship
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between these two constructs in order to enrich the understanding of transformational
leadership’s functions across cultures.

Literature Review
Leadership is second only to classroom teaching in terms of school-controlled effects on
student learning (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom 2004). Therefore,
school leadership plays an important role in the school change process. Transformational
leadership has been proved to be effective in the organizational change process, particularly
in motivating and engaging teachers in the process of organizational improvement (Liu 2015).
Studies in Western contexts have proved that transformational leadership can effectively
motivate teachers and build their collective efficacy beliefs (Sun & Leithwood 2012). Sun and
Leithwood (2012) described an educational view of transformational leadership that includes
the following dimensions: Setting Directions, Developing People, Redesigning the
Organization, and Managing the Instructional Program. Studies such as theirs have also
shown that it is meaningful to explore the effects of these leadership dimensions on school
factors and teacher factors, including teacher emotions, during school change. However, the
relationship between the different dimensions of transformational leadership and collective
teacher efficacy is unclear in the Chinese upper secondary school context. Therefore, the
purpose of this study was to understand the extent to which the different dimensions of
transformational leadership can influence the different dimensions of collective teacher
efficacy in the Chinese urban upper school context.

Transformational Leadership
Beginning in the 1940s and 1950s, leadership researchers began to explore various research
focuses including traits, situations, behaviors, and contingent leadership. Transformational
leadership emerged as a response to problems in previous leadership research (Liu 2015).
According to Burns (1978), transformational leadership is a sort of leadership in which
administrators and their employees elevate their motivation to a relatively higher level in the
process of interaction. Many leaders play their transformational leadership role through
inspiring their employees to make connections between individual goals and organizational
goals, and through motivating their employees to achieve high-level goals (Bass 1985;
Nemanich & Keller 2007). The origin of transformational leadership may date back to the
1970s when Burns (1978) first used transformational leadership in the political context. Bass
(1985) further developed several types of leadership behaviors related to transformational
leadership. Bass and Avolio (1990a) extended the theory of transformational leadership so as
to describe leaders in the business field. In a great number of business companies,
transformational leadership has been positively connected with employees’ attitudes towards
their jobs (Anderson 2017). A growing number of scholars started to center their research on
transformational leadership (Lowe, Kroeck & Sivasubramaniam 1996), and the theory of
transformational leadership was rapidly adopted by a wide range of researchers in
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educational administration (Hallinger 1992; Leithwood 1994). In educational contexts,
transformational leadership, distributed leadership and instructional leadership have been
regarded as the three major leadership models, and transformational leadership has been
seen as a very important component of school leadership and management (Berkovich 2016;
Hallinger 2003). Transformational leadership theory has continued to be widely used to
explore issues in leadership in recent years (Dinh et al. 2014).
The main aims of a transformational leader are to increase the level of a group’s motivation
and morality, to support followers in achieving a common objective, and to develop major
social changes (Gkolia, Koustelios & Belias 2015). In this process, transformational leaders
and followers may be able to learn from each other (Burns 1978). According to Bass and Riggio
(2010), four elements play a significant role in transformational leadership, including
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration. Leaders play their transformational role through recognizing followers’ needs,
motivating their followers, and challenging the followers’ work (Bass & Riggio 2010).
Transformational leaders may be considered as mentors and role models by others (Bass &
Riggio 2006). In the education field, Leithwood and his colleagues developed a widelyadopted model of transformational leadership in schools (Leithwood & Jantzi 2006;
Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach 1999; Leithwood & Sun 2012) based on the previous studies of
Burns (1978), Bass (1985), and Bass and Avolio (1990b). Modified through several versions
over the past two decades (Ninković & Florić 2016), this model currently contains four
categories of core leadership practices, namely, Setting Directions, Developing People,
Redesigning the Organization, and Improving the Instructional Program (Leithwood & Sun
2012). Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) believed that six factors, including creating vision and
objectives, offering intellectual stimulation, providing support for individuals, strengthening
professional values, setting expectations, and enhancing participation in making decisions,
are of vital importance in transformational leadership.
Transformational leadership has different effects on organizational factors and teachers. It is
of vital importance for leaders who wish to build personal and social connections with their
employees; such connections may in turn be beneficial for realizing the ultimate goals of
schools (Bass, Avolio, Jung & Berson 2003; Burns 1978; Moolenaar, Daly & Sleegers 2010).
Employees’ involvement in and commitment to the organization may be improved when
there is a connection between administrators and followers (Avolio & Bass 2002; Bass et al.
2003; Nguyen, Mia, Winata & Chong 2017). Furthermore, transformational leadership works
very effectively in educational settings (Leithwood & Jantzi 2008). It may impact students’
performance and school structures (Allen, Grigsby & Peters 2015; Anderson 2017). In
addition, transformational leadership may have an effect on creating a trustful and innovate
school climate (McCarley, Peters & Decman 2016; Moolenaar et al. 2010; Nguni, Sleegers &
Denessen 2006; Zeinabadi 2013). This indicates that an excellent school culture may be shaped
when school administrators play a transformational leadership role (Simsek 2013). Moreover,
teachers’ job satisfaction is also influenced by school administrators’ transformational
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leadership – as well as by instructional leadership (Menon 2014) – and teachers who believe
that the transformational leaders at their school are reliable may be more satisfied with their
jobs (Dutta & Sahney 2015; Menon 2014). Furthermore, transformational leaders, by
encouraging their followers to make efforts to achieve goals and to deal with problems from
different angles, are helpful to people’s creativity, and employees may work beyond the
leaders’ expectations (Bass 1985; Bass & Avolio 1990a). A number of researchers have
maintained that the current trends in school reforms demand leaders’ transformational
abilities and capabilities (Leithwood & Jantzi 2006; Moolenaar et al. 2010). In other words,
transformational leadership is related to the promotion of change and improvement in
schools (Leithwood 2007; Leithwood & Jantzi 2006, 2008). Transformational leadership has
significant effects on such school achievements as increasing students’ test pass rates and
promoting the moral basis for individual growth within schools (Bell & Smith 2017;
Leithwood & Jantzi 2005; Sun & Leithwood 2012). Transformational leadership has been
identified as the most successful method of leading followers to meet the requirements of
challenging situations (Bass 1985; Bass & Riggio 2006; Bell & Smith 2017; Eagly, JohannesenSchmidt & van Engen 2003). Thus, transformational leadership has been recognized as a way
of stimulating others, encouraging them to believe in an alternative future, and empowering
them to make contributions towards this change (Bass & Riggio 2006).

Collective Teacher Efficacy
Bandura (1997) theoretically defined collective teacher efficacy as teachers’ viewpoints on the
educational efforts of a school faculty as a whole that positively influence students’
performance. Collective teacher efficacy is related to teachers’ self-efficacy, motivation,
emotions, and teaching capability, and to student achievement (Lee, Zhang & Yin 2011; Lim
& Eo 2014). To better comprehend collective teacher efficacy, it is important to comprehend
teachers’ shared beliefs that shape the normative environment of schools (Goddard, Hoy &
Hoy 2000). Bandura (1997) asserted that collective teacher efficacy is a powerful construct that
greatly changes among schools and is systematically associated with student achievement
and performance. Social organization researchers have revealed collective teacher efficacy to
be the product of the dynamic interaction between educators (Bandura 1993, 1997; Ramos,
Costa, Pontes, Fernandez & Nina 2014). It is an important property of a school and has a
positive relationship with academic achievement. Thus, collective teacher efficacy has been
regarded as a significant antecedent of differences in teacher self-efficacy and teaching
behavior (Chiang, Hsu & Chuang 2016). Moreover, collective teacher efficacy has been a
prominent topic in the field of educational effectiveness (Chiang et al. 2016).
In many schools, teachers are required to communicate continually and to work collectively
as a team to improve students’ performance (Wang, Li, Tan & Lee 2017). Thus teachers often
form a collaborative community (Keast & Mandell 2009). Collective teacher efficacy
influences teacher self-efficacy; teachers work together effectively to enhance student
performance, which is, to a great extent, influenced by external evaluation in the educational
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system and societal factors (Wang et al. 2017). Nevertheless, collective teacher efficacy is
different from teacher self-efficacy because collective teacher efficacy involves teachers’
perceptions of the effectiveness of teaching staff as a whole, rather than teachers’ judgments
about an individual teacher’s effectiveness (Chiang et al. 2016; Demir 2008; Goddard et al.
2000, 2004; Moolenaar et al. 2010). Collective teacher efficacy is the significant mediating
variable between leadership, teachers’ work, and students’ outcomes (Mulford 2003).
Mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and emotional arousal have been
regarded as the foundation of collective teacher efficacy (Goddard et al. 2004). Mastery
experiences, which strengthen collective efficacy beliefs, are successful experiences that
teachers have undergone in the past. The successful experiences of teachers as a group will
strengthen their collective teacher efficacy beliefs and vice versa. Vicarious experiences,
which are the experiences of others in the group, also build strong collective efficacy beliefs.
Therefore, modeling is an effective way to create strong collective efficacy beliefs. Social
persuasion, including modeling, verbal persuasion, and successful direct experience, is also
conducive to the growth of collective efficacy beliefs. Therefore, talks, workshops, and
feedback about group performance can create better collective efficacy beliefs. Finally,
emotional arousal affects collective teacher efficacy.

The Relationship Between Transformational Leadership and Collective
Teacher Efficacy
Previous studies carried out in school and non-school contexts have shown that
transformational leadership is positively related to collective teacher efficacy (Demir 2008;
Horn-Turpin 2009; Ross & Gray 2006; Walumbwa, Wang, Lawler & Shi 2004). It has also been
found that transformational school leaders unite followers’ and subordinates’ self-concepts
through a common vision, common values, and group goals; these commonalities are
conducive to building collective teacher efficacy (Ninković & Florić 2016).
Group-focused transformational leadership improves the collective vision of followers and
subordinates, which is conducive to a sense of collective efficacy (Ninković & Florić 2016). In
contrast, differentiated, individual-focused transformational leadership results in variance
between the self-efficacy levels of the organization’s members (Wu, Tsui & Kinicki 2010). The
outcomes of group-focused and individual-focused leadership suggest that leaders who
attempt to meet individual and group demands simultaneously can unintentionally strike a
balance between group processes and individual outcomes (Ninković & Florić 2016).
In this study, it was assumed that transformational leadership would have positive effects on
collective teacher efficacy in the Chinese school context because similar effects had been
shown in studies in other countries. In addition, we had conducted a similar study in a
Chinese primary school context that had shown such a link between transformational
leadership and teacher collective efficacy (Liu et al. 2019).
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Research Methodology
In this section, the research instruments used in this study are introduced, including a
transformational school leadership questionnaire and a collective teacher efficacy
questionnaire. Then, the sampling process is explained.

Research Instruments
The transformational leadership scale used in this study had four dimensions including
Setting Directions, Developing People, Redesigning the Organization, and Managing the
Instructional Program. This scale was created by Liu (2013) for the Chinese school context. A
four-point scale was designed to measure the participants’ responses, from 1 (strongly
disagree), to 2 (disagree), 3 (agree) and 4 (strongly agree). The dimension of Setting Directions
described whether the school leader pointed out the vision for the school and motivated
teachers through showing high expectations. Developing People referred to professional
development activities and individual support provided by school leaders. Redesigning the
Organization was mainly about how school leaders built school structures for engaging
teachers in school decision-making processes. Finally, Managing the Instructional Program
referred to instructional management activities organised by school leaders, such as
monitoring teaching activities and staffing. As for the scale’s reliability, the coefficients of
internal consistency for the overall rating and the four dimensions were 0.976, 0.906, 0.927,
0.919 and 0.892 respectively. This indicated a relatively high reliability and stability for the
rating scale. In terms of validity, the correlation coefficients among the dimensions ranged
from 0.416 to 0.519, showing a medium- or slightly lower-level correlation. This also indicated
a certain independence among the dimensions. The correlation coefficients between each
dimension and the overall rating scale ranged from 0.947 to 0.978, reaching a medium- or
slightly higher-level correlation, which meant that each dimension reflected well the content
to be rated. In summary, the rating scale had relatively good reliability and stability.
The collective teacher efficacy rating scale used in this study, which was developed by
Goddard et al. (2000), had two dimensions: Group Competence and Task Analysis. A fourpoint scale was designed for their measurement ranging from 1 (strongly disagree), to 2
(disagree), 3 (agree), and 4 (strongly agree). As shown by analysis of the exploratory factors, the
four dimensions explained 65.766 percent of the population variance. The confirmatory factor
analysis indicated that the fit indexes were at acceptable levels（χ2/df=2.124, RMSEA=0.061,
GFI=0.927, NFI=0.910, CFI=0.950, IFI=0.950). In the reliability analysis, the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients of the four dimensions were 0.884, 0.841, 0.859, 0.735 and 0.774 respectively,
which showed the relatively high reliability and stability of the scale. As for the results of the
validity analysis, the correlation coefficients among the dimensions ranged from 0.372 to
0.486, showing a medium- or slightly lower-level correlation, which indicated close
relationships among all dimensions. The correlation coefficients between each dimension and
the overall rating scale ranged between 0.747 and 0.866, reaching a medium- or slightly
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higher-level correlation. This indicated that each dimension could reflect well the content to
be rated. In summary, the rating scale had relatively good construct validity.

Sample
Convenience sampling was used in this study. A total of 950 questionnaires were distributed
in upper secondary schools in one northern Chinese city. There were 840 copies returned and
759 copies were valid, for a return rate of 88.4 percent and a validity rate of 90.4 percent.
Specifically, among the valid questionnaires, for teacher’s gender, 339 participants answered
‘male’ (44.6%) and 420 ‘female’ (55.4%); for academic title, 20 participants responded that they
had no title (2.6%), 386 that they had upper secondary school level II (50.8%), 298 that they
had upper secondary school level I (39.4%) and 55 that they had upper secondary school
senior level (7.2%).

Data Processing and Analysis
Respondents were given sufficient time and opportunity to understand the purpose of the
survey and complete the survey privately. Then, the survey questionnaires were collected
onsite with the permission of the respondents. The data were coded based on an existing
coding scheme and finally processed using SPSS 20.0 and Amos 17.0.

Findings
Correlation Analysis of Transformational Leadership and Collective Teacher
Efficacy
For the purpose of conducting path analysis, the correlation of each dimension of
transformational leadership and the total average of transformational leadership with each
dimension of collective teacher efficacy and the total average of collective teacher efficacy was
analysed (see Table 1). The results showed that there was a significant positive correlation
(R>0, p<0.001) for each dimension of transformational leadership and for the total average of
transformational leadership with the dimensions of collective teacher efficacy. To some
extent, these results of the correlation analysis indicated that transformational leadership in
schools has a positive relationship with collective teacher efficacy.
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Table 1: Coefficient of Correlation Between Transformational Leadership and Collective
Teacher Efficacy
Group competence

Task analysis

Total average

Setting directions

0.647**

0.218**

0.613**

Developing people

0.632**

0.162**

0.580**

Redesigning
organisation

0.652**

0.206**

0.610**

Managing
instructional
program

0.674**

0.203**

0.614**

Total average

0.686**

0.212**

0.631**

Note. ** means p<0.001

Regression Analysis of Transformational Leadership and
Collective Teacher Efficacy
To further analyse the effects of transformational leadership on collective teacher efficacy, a
hierarchical stepwise regressive analysis was conducted by using each dimension of
transformational leadership as a predictive variable (independent variable) and each
dimension, as well as the total average, of collective teacher efficacy as an outcome variable
(dependent variable) respectively (see Table 2).
By controlling the non-critical variables, including schools and teachers, the following results
were obtained from the regression analysis (see Table 3): When Managing the Instructional
Program was the only variable I entered into the regression equation, this led to a significantly
positive predictive effect on Group Competence (β=0.681, p=0.000). The explainable variance
was 48.0 percent（∆R2=0.480). Once I entered the variable of Setting Directions into the
regression equation, the predictive effect on Group Competence was positive (β=0.226,
p=0.009). The explainable variance was 3.6 percent（∆R2=0.036). Furthermore, when I put
Setting Directions and Managing the Instructional Program into the regression equation
successively, the effect on the total average of collective teacher efficacy was positive (β>0,
p<0.01). The explainable variance was 39.1 percent (∆R2=0.391). Therefore, I concluded that
transformational leadership can be regarded as a positive predictor of each dimension and
the total average of collective teacher efficacy.
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Table 2: Multi-Factor Hierarchical Stepwise Regressive Analysis of Transformational
Leadership on Collective Teacher Efficacy
Group competence（β）

Task analysis（β）

First step

First step

Second step

Total average（β）

Second step First step

School location
(dummy）

0.007

Gender（dummy)

0.091

-0.051

0.033

Age（dummy）

-0.012

-0.008

-0.022

Academic
qualification
(dummy）

-0.010

Title（dummy）

0.010

Second step

-0.001

-0.009

-0.059
-0.069
0.061

0.041

Setting directions

——

0.226 a

0.384∗∗∗a

Developing people

——

——

——

Redesigning
organisation

——

——

——

Managing
instructional
program

0.681∗∗∗a

——

0.269∗∗b

F VALUE

44.458∗∗∗

2.917∗∗

29.075∗∗∗

R2

0.492

0.055

0.405

∆R2

0.480

0.036

0.391

∗∗∗

Note. ‘a、b、c’ are predictive variables entered successively into stepwise regression equation,
‘——’ are predictive variables not entered into stepwise regression equation; **means P<0.01,
***means p<0.001.

Path Analysis of School Transformational Leadership and
Collective Teacher Efficacy
A path model of transformational leadership and collective teacher efficacy was constructed
based on the results of the regression analysis. Variables of each dimension of
transformational leadership were selected that had significant explanatory effects on the
dimensions and total average of collective teacher efficacy to build the structural equation
model and conduct path analysis.
As indicated in Table 3, Figure 1 and Figure 2, among the eight paths between each dimension
of transformational leadership and those of collective teacher efficacy, the two paths of Group
Competence <−− Managing the Instructional Program（p=0.011）and Group Competence
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<−−Setting Directions（p=0.017）reached a significant level（p<0.05）with a coefficient of
path above 0 (E>0). The remaining six paths did not reach a significant level. The results of
the path analysis were consistent with those of multi-factor hierarchical stepwise regressive
analysis, proving again the positive predictive effect of transformational leadership on
collective teacher efficacy. However, the predictive effect of each dimension of
transformational leadership on each dimension of collective teacher efficacy and the total
average of collective teacher efficacy varied.
Table 3: Table of Path Coefficients of Transformational Leadership and Collective Teacher
Efficacy
Dependent
variables

Group
competence

Task analysis

Total average

Independent variables

Estimate

SE

CR

P

Setting directions

0.187

0.109

1.627

0.042

Developing people

0.017

0.072

0.031

0.832

Redesigning
organisation

0.196

0.118

1.523

0.236

Managing instructional
program

0.212

0.073

2.317

0.021

Setting directions

-0.068

0.187

-0.443

0.579

Developing people

0.249

0.172

1.513

0.034

Redesigning
organisation

0.069

0.208

0.410

0.698

Managing instructional
program

-0.031

0.168

-0.152

0.836

Setting directions

0.187

0.082

0.231

0.687

Developing people

-0.037

0.115

1.998

0.35

Redesigning
organisation

0.236

0.138

1.138

0.206

Managing instructional
program

0.235

0.078

1.873

0.041
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Figure 1: Path Model of Transformational Leadership and Each Dimension of Collective
Teacher Efficacy

Figure 2: Path Model of Each Dimension of Transformational Leadership and Total Average
of Collective Teacher Efficacy
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As shown by the outcomes of the model (Table 4), the dimensions of transformational
leadership matched well with the dimensions of collective teacher efficacy （ χ2/df=1.624,
GFI=0.936, NFI=0.924, TLI=0.939, IFI=0.933, CFI=0.929, RMSEA=0.061), and the dimensions of
transformational leadership matched well with the total average of collective teacher efficacy
(χ2/df=1.524, GFI=0.927, NFI=0.920, TLI=0.925, IFI=0.928, CFI=0.919, RMSEA=0.079).
Table 4: Fit Coefficients of Path Model Between Transformational Leadership and Collective
Teacher Efficacy
χ2/df

GFI

NFI

TLI

IFI

CFI

RMSEA

Model 1

1.624

0.936

0.924

0.939

0.933

0.929

0.061

Model 2

1.524

0.927

0.920

0.925

0.928

0.919

0.079

Assessment
criteria

<2.00

>0.90

>0.90

>0.90

>0.90

>0.90

<0.05

Discussion and Implications
The findings of this study were different from those of Ross and Gray (2006) and Hon and
Blascovich (2003). In Ross and Gray’s (2006) and Hon and Blascovich’s (2003) studies, only
Setting Directions, Managing the Instructional Program, and Developing People had a
positive influence on Group Competence, Task Analysis, and collective teacher efficacy as a
single variable, respectively.
This study identified that the dimension of Setting Directions had positive effects on Group
Competence. Good strategic planning is routine in the Chinese school context, which has been
evidenced in the daily practices in Chinese schools (Liu & Dai 2008). This process is very
important in Chinese education; school development is seen to rely on good strategic
planning, which normally points out a roadmap for a school for the next three or five years
(Yan, Xia & Bao 2015). In this process, specific goals are established for the school with the
participation of teachers through a teacher assembly. This process helps the teachers to feel
clear about how their school can achieve an ideal future through a reasonable process and
about the strengths and weaknesses of their school and colleagues. This clarity, in turn, helps
teachers feel empowered in the change process because the specific goals can feel achievable.
Moreover, participation in the strategic planning process gives teachers the chance to gain
competencies such as teaching skills, methods, training, and expertise. Furthermore, the
supervision that teachers experience in the process of leaders managing the instructional
program provides the teachers with timely feedback on their teaching activities, which allows
them to get to know their group competence. This ensures the positive relationship between
Managing the Instructional Program and Group Competence. These two findings are similar
to the findings of other studies about the effects of transformational leadership on collective
teacher efficacy in the Chinese school context. This indicates that the same patterns exist
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across school levels in this context. Importantly, an effective strategic planning process, timely
feedback, and sufficient teaching resource support will contribute to the positive relationship
between transformational leadership and collective teacher efficacy.
The ineffectiveness of the transformational leadership dimension of Developing People on
group competence might be due to a mismatch between the support, inspiration and high
expectations provided by the school principal and the teachers’ understanding of their group
competence. This finding is similar to that of previous research (Liu 2015) in a Chinese school
context, which identified the ineffectiveness of the dimension of Developing People on
teachers’ commitment. This result suggests that Chinese school principals should further
improve their skills in developing teacher professionalism. Specifically, principals could
benefit from closer contact with teachers in order to understand their needs. This would help
principals to institute more appropriate teacher professional development.
The ineffectiveness of the dimension of Redesigning the Organization on Group Competence
might be due to the fact that the collaborative work encouraged by the new Chinese
educational reforms does not really reflect students’ needs. In particular, in Chinese upper
secondary schools, teachers are, in a certain sense, competitors in terms of their students’
marks on the national college entrance exam. Therefore, collaborative work cannot have a
positive influence on teachers’ beliefs about group competence. In addition, in a high-power
distance culture like China, although the decentralization of school management has been
encouraged, teachers have fewer authentic chances to participate in school decision-making
processes in practice, which means that they might not have an authentic influence on school
policy making. This, in turn, may affect their beliefs about group competence.
This study found that the Developing People dimension of transformational leadership had
positive effects on teachers’ group Task Analysis. Task Analysis, at the school level, mainly
focuses on the factors that influence school achievement, which include students’ aptitudes
and motivation, the accessibility of instructional materials, the existence of community
resources and limitations, and the appropriateness of school services (Hoy & DiPaola
2007). This finding may indicate that professional development opportunities provide
teachers with the chance to understand their working conditions such as the available
instructional materials, their students’ motivations, community conditions and school
services.
The study also identified that the dimension of Setting Directions had no positive effect on
the dimension of Task Analysis. This might be due to a lack of teachers’ authentic
participation in goal setting during the school management process. The gap between
teachers’ goals and principal expectations may be so high that there can be no positive effect
from the dimension of Setting Directions. The ineffectiveness of the dimension of Redesigning
the Organization on Task Analysis might be due to insufficiently good relationships between
teachers and parents, poor teaching conditions, and low-quality collaborative work. The
ineffectiveness of the dimension of Managing the Instructional Program on Task Analysis
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might be due to the fact that the activities leaders institute to improve teaching may not really
match the challenges teachers face in their teaching practices.
The positive effect of the dimension of Developing People on teachers’ group Task Analysis
might be due to leaders’ efforts to provide individual supports for teachers when
implementing policy, to inspire teachers to think about the positive effects and constraints of
their external environment on their teaching activities and to effectively demonstrate high
expectations for how to deal with opportunities and challenges in the teaching process (Kurt
et al. 2012).
When collective teacher efficacy was treated as a single variable, this study identified that the
dimensions of Developing People and Managing the Instructional Program had positive
effects on collective teacher efficacy. In Chinese education practice, the diversity of
professional development activities can improve teachers’ confidence in their teaching
capacity (Qian & Walker 2020). Currently, many Chinese principals are former teachers who
are experienced in different subjects, which makes them able to offer new teaching ideas,
provide individual support, and act as role models for teaching practice. This can make
teachers feel they are capable in their teaching activities.
However, the ineffectiveness of the dimension of Setting Directions showed that it did not
contribute to collective teacher efficacy. The reason for this may be that school goals and goalsetting processes may not really reflect teachers’ needs. In addition, the low quality of
collaborative work, the comparatively low quality of school conditions, and the low-quality
relationships with parents that are common in the Chinese educational context cannot
contribute to teachers’ collective efficacy beliefs. These findings imply that goal-setting
processes should be improved. For instance, better clarity throughout the goal-setting process
and more engagement of teachers in the process could contribute to the growth of collective
teacher efficacy.
In sum, this study indicates that the different dimensions of transformational leadership have
different effects on the collective teacher efficacy dimensions of Group Competence and Task
Analysis. The findings give guidance for practitioners to adopt appropriate strategies to
improve collective teacher efficacy in the specific management context of Chinese upper
secondary schools.
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School Principals’ Competency
Standards for the Effective Management
of Ethnocultural Diversity1
Yamina Bouchamma and Daniel April
Abstract: This paper profiles the main competencies required of school leaders to effectively manage
ethnocultural diversity. Elementary and secondary school principals (N=17) were interviewed using
the critical incident technique to gather their observations regarding their management practices in
dealing with ethnocultural diversity in their school. The data were mixed coded according to four orders
of professional competency established by the Québec Ministry of Education (MELS): educational
services management, school environment management, human and material resource management,
and administrative management. Results highlight the importance of collaboration and shared
responsibility between the school-team, the students, the parents, and the community, as well as the
need to consider the school’s priorities.
Keywords: Ethnocultural diversity, competency standards, school principals, management,
educational services, school environment, human resources, administration

Context and Research Problem
Since the early 21st century, massive forced or voluntary migrations worldwide have resulted
in a significant increase in ethnocultural diversity in schools, thus creating many challenges
in terms of how these establishments are managed. In their study on how school principals
led and managed ethnocultural schools, Billot, Goddard and Cranston (2007) demonstrated
the complexity of this context in which principals are called upon to meet the needs of
immigrant students (Merchant 1999) and resolve any cultural conflicts and
misunderstandings (Escobar-Ortloff & Ortloff 2003). These specific management practices,
often criticised for being disparate and isolated initiatives, should ideally be documented and
standardised (Bouchamma & Tardif 2011). We thus sought to profile principals’ desired
practices and roles in the daily management of immigrant-origin students (IOS) to ultimately
constitute a competency guide for the effective management of ethnocultural diversity.
1

See p. 93 for the French translation of this paper.
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Québec is greatly concerned by this issue, with immigration in this province going from 9
percent in 2001 to 12.6 percent in 2011 (Gouvernement du Québec 2017), therefore increasing
the number of immigrated students in its schools. Consequently, school leaders must adapt
their professional actions to the specific needs of this population. Schools must also constantly
adjust to respond to these societal needs and contexts. It is thus expected that principals know
how to adapt to this ethnocultural reality, promote equitable education, implement
pedagogical practices that support this diversity (Gardiner & Enomoto 2006), and mobilise
their different school-teams to address and overcome the related challenges in their school
(Kiemele 2009; MELS 2008).
In 2011, noting the absence of prescribed universal measures for the province’s schools,
Québec’s human rights and youth protection commission, the CDPDJ, exhorted education
stakeholders to innovate and adapt the various practices used in this regard. The Commission
also stressed that this lack of structured actions actually increased the already numerous
failings observed in the services provided for IOS and their families (CDPDJ 2011).
Despite this official position and the increased number of immigrants (Statistique Canada
2014), progress has nevertheless been slow. In fact, until 2014 Québec had no formal legal
structure dictating that schools ensure the welcoming and integration of IOS, despite the
formal obligation of school districts and their schools to provide francization services through
the Programme d’accueil et de soutien à l'apprentissage du français (PASAF welcome classes and
interpreters) (MELS 2014).
It wasn’t until 2014 that the Direction des services aux communautés culturelles (DSCC) of
Québec’s Education Ministry (MELS 2014) developed guidelines for professionals working
with IOS, under the heading Cadre de référence sur l’accueil et l’intégration des élèves issus de
l’immigration (a series of four handbooks covering the student profile, educational support
services, organised services, welcoming protocols, and partnerships between school, family,
and community), as well as other tools to implement IOS integration protocols (initial
interview and evaluation measures to determine French-language proficiency). It is the duty
of the school principal to provide support to the users of these guidelines. Consequently, the
welcoming, evaluation, and integration of the student, the school-family-community
collaborations, and the mobilisation of all of the necessary resources (human, material,
pedagogical and didactical) are both critical and relevant concerns (Bouchamma & Tardif
2011).
Principals have often been criticised for using exclusion rather than inclusion practices
(Doudin, Lafortune, Pons & Moreau 2009), assimilation rather than the celebration of
diversity, and equality over fairness (Magno & Schiff 2010). Some authors have referred to
the lack of understanding of ‘race’-related issues and situations in European and American
schools as being a ‘colour-blind’ approach (Lewis 2001), while others point to a definite lack
of professional training in terms of acquiring the necessary skills to compose with these issues
(Bouchamma 2016; Bouchamma & Lambert 2018; Bouchamma & Tardif 2011; Lambert &
Bouchamma 2019; Larochelle-Audet, Magnan, Potvin & Doré 2018; Toussaint & Fortier 2010).
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Despite the fact that professional development for principals on the reality of diversity is
regarded as the first step to better integrating IOS, this specific training remains in its infancy,
which prompted us to investigate how principals manage ethnocultural diversity on a daily
basis.
Due to the complexification of the pedagogical and administrative duties of today’s principals
with the addition of diversity management, this study profiles the main competencies
required of principals to effectively manage ethnocultural diversity. The objective of this
research is therefore both relevant and timely in a context marked by the lack of probing
scientific data on principals’ management practices with regard to diversity and the pressing
need for practice reforms and policies dictating these practices (Bouchamma 2016;
Bouchamma & Tardif 2011). The tacit knowledge and expertise of these educators, developed
during their daily practice, should thus be identified, shared and reinvested by other
practitioners (Bouchamma & Tardif 2011).

Review of the Literature
Meeting the Needs of Immigrant-Origin Students (IOS)
Each IOS goes through an acculturation qualified as an evolutionary process and a
psychological and sociocultural adaptation period, when they are confronted by one or more
cultures other than their own (Kanouté, Vatz Laaroussi, Rachédi & Tchimou Doffouchi 2008).
This transitional process can cause a form of acculturative stress (Bouteyre 2004) as the
student adjusts to new values, norms, lifestyles and general culture that separate them from
their origins (Kanouté 2002). They must therefore invest enormous efforts to build a new and
positive cultural identity (Van Ngo & Schleifer 2005). A study of IOS (13-18 years old) from
13 countries (including Canada) showed that when there was discrimination, these youth
tended to distance themselves from the host community (Berry, Phinney, Sam & Vedder
2006).
Principals of multi-ethnic schools must be knowledgeable, aware and accepting of these
differences (DeJaeghere & Zhang 2008; Frawley & Fasoli 2012). Being open to cultural
diversity and the other’s reality requires that principals have the ability to question and to
change personal ideals and prejudices they may have toward cultures that differ from their
own (McGlynn 2009).
In addition to the material needs of newly arrived students, principals must also address their
psychological needs. Indeed, IOS experience constant precarity (Robineau 2010) and have
difficulty meeting their basic needs (Van Ngo & Schleifer 2005), which negatively impacts
their integration (Kanouté & Llevot Calvet 2008) and often forces them to live in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods, where school dropout rates are high (Beiser 2005).
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To meet the needs and interests of these students, the principal must implement standards
and rules that embrace diversity, exercise fairness with the different ethnic groups,
differentiate pedagogy and curriculum (DeJaeghere & Zhang 2008; Frawley & Fasoli 2012),
encourage events that enable students to discover other cultures (Magno & Schiff 2010), and
welcome change through new teaching methods that ensure equal opportunities for all of the
students and are exempt of discrimination, prejudice and racism (Gardiner & Enomoto 2006).
For IOS, learning is not possible without considering the school’s culture and climate. A
principal who is properly trained to deal with cultural diversity can more easily defend the
beliefs and values that encourage academic achievement for all students and sustain a school
climate that has a positive impact on student learning and achievement (Glanz 2006).
Billot et al. (2007) identified four principles governing achievement in these schools: (1) a
strong commitment to social justice principles that are embedded in school practices and
culture; (2) an acceptance of difference and the ability to work across various cultures by
accommodating differences and using these as strengths; (3) the setting of high learning
expectations for all students and avoiding an ‘excuse culture’; and (4) the celebration of the
diverse ethnocultural nature of schools, with cultural and sporting activities that both respect
and highlight individual/group differences.

Human and Material Resource Management
Principals are often obliged to lead their multi-ethnic school without the necessary material
resources to make any real difference. Indeed, the needs are many, including a serious lack of
didactic material and adequate resources (Kanouté et al. 2008), and when this material is
available, it must be adapted to cultural diversity (Magno & Schiff 2010). To effectively
address their students’ needs and interests, principals must make these adapted resources
available to them (Leeman 2007). Teacher supervision in the context of ethnocultural diversity
should also be a priority, as currently teacher training on the subject is far from stellar.
The principal is responsible for the supervision of each professional team to ensure the
education, socialisation, and francization of IOS (Bouchamma 2009). In this manner, they
contribute to developing the expertise of their staff who often lack the necessary skills and
training regarding the roles they must play in a context of ethnocultural diversity (Kanouté
et al. 2008; Keat, Strickland & Marinak 2009; Vatz-Laaroussi 2010).
While the research by Billot et al. (2007) showed that principals confidently use individualised
strategies and approaches to lead their multi-ethnic schools, such is not the case in many
institutions, as is evidenced by the lack of proper training of many school-teams to teach IOS
in a spirit of mutual respect, their lack of practical know-how to facilitate the integration of
IOS in the classroom (Moldoveanu & Mujawamariya 2007), and their lack of awareness
regarding the lifestyles, customs and values of their new arrivals. These gaps ultimately
hinder the integration of these students (Asanova 2005) and significantly limit the
effectiveness of pedagogical interventions (Kanouté et al. 2008). Indeed, many authors have
denounced the absence of targeted programmes to prepare teachers to practice in multi-ethnic
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schools and several teachers have declared not having studied the issue of discrimination
during their initial and continuing education, which ultimately forced them to ‘wing it’ when
teaching IOS (Brown & Medway 2007; Cline, De Abreu & Fihosy 2002).
That said, principals can contribute to developing the inter-relational skills of their staff by
encouraging, listening and sharing when members meet to discuss their respective
pedagogical practices in the context of diversity. This exchange makes it possible for the teams
to use the strengths of each member to attain common objectives (Andersen & Ottesen 2011).
Formally, this supervision can take place in the form of a professional learning community
(PLC), led by the principal. PLCs that examine the challenges of diversity help to monitor
student progress in the attainment of established educational priorities, stimulate
collaboration and dialogue, and enable teachers to self-evaluate their teaching practices
(Andersen & Ottesen 2011). Such PLCs may involve only the members of one team or those
of other area schools also interested or invested in enhancing how they address and manage
diversity-related concerns. By enabling teachers and their peers to discuss their winning
practices with regard to the integration of IOS, PLCs contribute to the educational success
and IOS (Hajisoteriou 2012).
Principals must also undertake other actions to participate in the professional development
of their teachers, such as allocating time and providing support services. Successful school
leaders use inclusive pedagogy that gets the students’ parents involved, which optimises both
their expertise and the available resources (Rousseau & Bélanger 2004). In this same
perspective, principals may provide their teachers with a liaison expert to examine and
establish connections between the needs of the students and their community and those of
the teachers. The qualities evidenced in an inclusive leadership are definitely encouraged in
this context where the role of the principal is to celebrate diversity in the spirit of improving
the organisational culture of the school, the students’ integration (Magno & Schiff 2010), and
the acceptance of linguistic and cultural differences.

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study regarded two main concepts, namely, competency
and ethnocultural diversity, and how these concepts interrelate.

Competency
Competency is defined as a set of complex capabilities used in a concrete professional context
(MELS 2008). It is the ability to mobilise an interdependent group of different forms of
intelligence (knowledge), know-how (abilities), know-how-to-be (attitudes), and know-howto-become (professional development) to ensure competent action (Bouchamma, Giguère &
April 2017). The latter dimension, knowing-how-to-be, implies a temporal and evolutive
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dynamic. While little is known regarding this particular component, Bouchamma et al. (2017)
suggested that it relates to the principals’ commitment to their own professional development
and to that of others in their midst; there is both individual and collective investment in the
continuous and permanent process of self-fulfillment and mobility. Understandably,
knowledge, know-how, and know-how-to-be constitute an ensemble of interdependent
elements, all integrated within the notion of competency. Of interest regarding this
conceptualisation of competency, despite criticism, is its comprehensible, practical and
didactic aspect (Loufrani-Fedida & Saint-Germes 2013).
To be competent, a professional individual must combine and activate these different
elements within their work; they must know how to make choices and to deploy relevant and
effective professional actions and practices (Le Boterf 2006). Competency thus emanates from
the intent to train (wanting to act) and relies on available resources as well as the context
(being able to act) (Le Boterf 2002).
Lonner and Hayes (2004) stated:
Implicit in the notion of competence is the ability to intelligently select one’s behavior
or course of action in response to the various opportunities and challenges of daily
living, including managing social and workfocused relationships as well as
conceptualizing and executing solutions to an array of human problems. (p. 91)
Developing the competencies of school leaders in all matters pertaining to ethnocultural
diversity is thus imperative. An intelligently referenced selection of behaviours for culturally
competent principals would ensure that human and material resource management actions
consider the principles of fairness.

Ethnocultural Diversity
Ethnicity refers to groups of individuals who share a similar cultural heritage and knowledge.
Its inherent domains include language, socioeconomic status, ethnic origin, culture, heritage,
gender and sexual orientation. The term ‘ethnocultural’ represents these domains (Billot et al.
2007). Principals must possess a knowledge skill set in ethnocultural diversity and must know
how to carry out actions to successfully socialise, educate and integrate IOS. We analysed the
role of school leaders in the context of ethnocultural diversity so as to constitute a principal’s
competency profile specifically for this reality.

Competencies for the Management of Ethnocultural Diversity
The MELS (2008) identified four levels of general competencies for school principals. We thus
examined how these competencies could be developed in a context of diversity management.
We know that in successful schools, educational services are centred on the students’
educational needs, with teaching practices developed and adapted to meet these needs. In the
presence of diversity, the effective principal therefore adopts practices and services that meet
the educational, social and language needs of IOS.
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To effectively manage the school’s educational environment, the principal must assist the
school’s Governing Board in their legal obligations, head the elaboration of the school’s
strategic mission and implementation of the educational success plan for student
achievement and support the development of collaborations and partnerships dedicated to
student achievement. In their management of diversity, the principal is ideally called upon to
integrate IOS within the school’s social and cultural environment, celebrate the school’s
ethnocultural diversity, and support the development of collaborations.
Effective management of human and material resources by the principal implies competency
in their practices as well as in those of each staff member and school-team, not to mention the
continued development of this competency. When managing diversity, a properly trained
principal will supervise the pedagogical practices of the school-team members and guide
perceptions toward a greater acceptance of diversity.
As regards administrative management, the principal must effectively and efficiently manage
the financial and material resources, which also applies when managing diversity.
Figure 1 outlines the principal’s competencies for the effective management of ethnocultural
diversity to ensure the educational advancement, socialisation and integration of IOS. The
diamonds refer to the knowledge, skills, attitudes and ability of the principal to mobilise
professional development based on the four orders of competencies (MELS 2008) for the
management of human resources, educational services, school environment and
administration. The arrow indicates the evolutive and dynamic aspect of competency, which
is evidenced in knowing-how-to-become.
Figure 1: Principals’ Key Competencies to Manage Ethnocultural Diversity
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Methodology
Participants
Seventeen school leaders (N=17) from Québec participated in this study. The schools were
located outside of Montréal where the conditions to welcome and integrate IOS were
relatively smooth. The participants included five men and 12 women. Eleven participants
were elementary school principals and six were secondary school principals. Six participants
possessed a degree in school management, 10 held a Master’s degree, one had a teaching
certificate, and five participants had received training relative to ethnocultural diversity.
These leaders had an average of eight years of experience as principal. All 17 participants
were principals of schools listed in the MELS (2011) project entitled Vivre ensemble et
citoyenneté (Projets novateurs)/Living together and citizenship (Innovative projects). The principals
had on average 12 percent IOS in their school. Among these school leaders, six (35%) worked
in schools with a deprivation level between 1 and 5, while 11 (75%) worked in schools with a
deprivation level between 6 and 10. In this study, deprivation level was measured on a scale
from 1 (highly favourable) to 10 (highly deprived).

Interviews
This study was part of a larger research project in which teachers, principals and education
consultants – all involved in the integration of IOS − completed a questionnaire and agreed
to share their observations in an interview. The principals participated in semi-structured
interviews (60 to 75 minutes in length) using the critical incident technique, whereby the
participant reviews an event which may initially appear to be trivial but which is actually
significant for the subject and for the people with whom they interact and work. Generally
occurring in a very specific context, the event is perceived as being able to change the course
of things (Leclerc, Bourassa & Filteau 2010). The intent was not to gather facts on the critical
incident itself but rather to bring the participants to share their observations on the attitudes
and practices associated with the incident. The interview question was as follows: ‘Tell me
about an incident which you had to manage related to immigrant students. What did you do
to resolve the issue? What lesson or lessons did you learn to become more effective in
managing ethnocultural diversity in the future?’

Analysis
Mixed coding was used to analyse the data (Van der Maren 2004). The coding list consisted
of the competency domains of school principals (MELS 2008) which are presented in the
following sections.

Results
The critical incident practices of the principals in the context of diversity were grouped
together under the main themes corresponding to the four orders of professional competency

ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021 |

77

of school principals (MELS 2008) in managing the (1) educational services; (2) school
environment; (3) human resources; and (4) administrative aspects. Each of these themes was
divided into sub-themes or key actions related to the concept of diversity management.

Educational Services
To effectively manage their school’s educational services, the principals in our study adopted
practices that directly responded to the educational, social and language needs of their IOS.
Figure 2 illustrates the skill associated with this first order of competency and key actions.
Figure 2: Competency and Key Actions Related to Educational Services Management

Adopt Services and Practices That Meet the Educational, Social and
Language Needs of IOS
Consider Both Age and Level in the Students’ Placement (Method and Approach)
Because our participants considered that preschool and elementary-level students adapted
and learned faster and more easily than did secondary-level students, they were adamant in
arguing the non-relevance of IOS placement based solely on age. In their view, this system
was destined to fail. They believed that an approach focusing rather on learning level was
more appropriate and that ideally, it would also take into account the student’s age.
In schools where immigration is a rare occurrence, using a pre-established method to
determine placement may not apply. The principals must therefore rely on specialists and
fully examine each case.
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Provide Relevant Information Regarding the Host Society (Communication)
Principals must remind their teachers to provide new arrivals with all of the information they
need on how daily life is in the host society. Other crucial information should pertain to
punctuality, the respect of others and public property, gender equality and learning the
school’s rules and regulations, among others.
It’s a question of awareness . . . You have to be on time . . . You come in through this
door . . . Gym class, you need sneakers and shorts . . . You can’t do gym class barefoot.
At noon, you need a lunch . . . (P1)
Organise Welcome Classes and Francization Support Services (Method and Approach)
The welcome and francization class plays a crucial role both in language learning and in the
integration and achievement of these students. Its implementation by the principal not only
makes it possible to organise educational services to meet the students’ needs but also creates
a cohesive structure that supports the school’s educative mission:
The francization class in elementary school, where the student learns to speak French
[. . .] is very helpful for their integration into the [regular] class. (P5)
Furthermore, in cases where the student has been denied their basic rights or has experienced
difficult or traumatising situations, the francization class represents a smoother, more
reassuring transition: ‘In that context, I think that the closed francization class is a plus’ (P2).
When it was not possible to open a welcome or francization class, the principals in our study
established other support measures for language teaching and learning: ‘Instead, in the
classroom next door, we provide language proficiency upgrading for certain students’ (P2).
Devise Intervention Plans (Method and Approach)
The participants spoke of situations with new arrivals who had learning or behaviour
difficulties that were not necessarily related to knowing the language. These principals
therefore developed intervention plans to help them identify the student’s specific needs,
target the available resources, set learning goals, and determine the measures and actions to
be taken by the various professionals to help the student succeed academically. One principal
explained how they devised such a plan in collaboration with the family and community
workers when the school was unable to provide certain specific services:
We sit down with the parents [and the student] and together we look at how we can
adapt what the student is experiencing at school to help. We [also] encourage the
parents to seek out other support, such as a doctor, a speech therapist, an occupational
therapist [when] these services are [not] present in our school. Basically, each plan is
individualised. (P4)
Determine Ambitious and Measurable Goals (Evaluation and Regulation)
The participants spoke of the notion of vulnerability in keeping IOS motivated in light of
numerous challenges and the crucial role the teachers and non-teaching personnel play in
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helping these students from getting discouraged. One participant encouraged their entire
staff on the importance of motivating each student to a dream and to work on this vision
through various goals:
School is not necessarily the best method of motivation, given their situation. What I
and the guidance counsellor have observed is that [you have to] work more on the
dream: ‘Choose what you want to accomplish, hold on to this dream, and look at
[everything] you can possibly do to reach this goal and how much time it will take you
to get there’. (P2)

School Environment
To manage the school environment, our participants proposed the following: (1) Integrate
immigrant students within the school’s social and cultural environment; (2) Celebrate the
school’s ethnocultural diversity; and (3) Support the development of collaborations. Figure 3
presents the three core skills associated with this second order of competency and their key
actions.
Figure 3: Competencies and Key Actions Related to School Environment Management

Integrate IOS Within the School’s Social and Cultural Environment
This sub-theme generated two sub-themes: (1) Encourage new arrivals to attend the school’s
daycare facilities (leadership and political awareness) and (2) Encourage IOS to get involved
in extracurricular activities (leadership and political awareness).
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Encourage IOS to Attend the School’s Daycare Facilities (Leadership and Political
Awareness).
According to our participants, these services were underutilised by children whose parents
had not yet secured employment. This action encourages the use of this service in the school
to ensure and help develop the students’ socialisation skills:
Immigrant parents don’t often begin working upon arrival and tend to not use the
school’s daycare. We strongly encourage them to do so to help them develop
relationships with other students because these are good opportunities. (P1)
The participants added that established social media also helped IOS to rapidly integrate into
other groups outside the classroom.
Encourage IOS to Participate in Extracurricular Activities (Leadership and Political
Awareness)
When questioned, the principals listed several activities that favoured socialisation, such as
sports and cultural activities (small entertainment events and dance recitals), and stated
encouraging several extracurricular and fun activities to help get these students involved.
They notably observed the latter’s participation in various sports and that culture-themed
activities also contributed to their socialisation:
We put on a lot of little shows left and right. [Some of our students] are really good
dancers and always show us their talents in these types of activities. So that’s very
interesting. (P3)

Celebrate the School’s Ethnocultural Diversity
Raise Awareness and Support for the Different Cultures Present in the School (Leadership
and Political Awareness)
Our participants undertook various actions to celebrate the ethnocultural diversity in their
school by organising intellectually stimulating activities (poster contests, distribution of texts
and videos, quizzes) as well as art-themed events (exhibitions, cultural galas, and
dance/music recitals):
Each month, during student assembly in the gym, one country was spotlighted and
each immigrant student did a presentation on the customs of the country. (P2)
[During] our intercultural week, each day we honoured one country, where we
learned about their national anthem, the flag, their dances, food, etc. (P10)
By using this mobilisation strategy, the principals were able to establish a positive school
climate while promoting a better understanding of self and of others.
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Support the Development of Collaborations
On this aspect, the principals related the following effective actions: (1) Use an interpreter or
a common language when communicating with the families of IOS (communication) and (2)
Introduce, develop, and sustain school-family-community collaboration networks dedicated
to the educational success of IOS (interaction and cooperation).
Use an Interpreter or a Common Language When Communicating With the Families of IOS
(Communication)
In order to build a common goal and a shared vision between the newly arrived student and
their family and the school-team, principals can start by using interpreters provided by their
school district, involving a family member, or using a common language (often English).
Introduce, Develop, and Sustain School-Family-Community Collaboration Networks
Dedicated to the Educational Success of IOS (Interaction and Cooperation)
According to these principals, collaboration was vital between every person involved: from
the teaching staff (principals, teachers, specialists), the students and their parents, to the
community (local community service centres, sports facilities, organisations, and so on), as
their input contributes massively to the francization process, the socialisation of these new
arrivals, and their academic success.
Collaboration supports francization. Our participating principals emphasised the importance of
inviting parents to collaborate with the school’s staff to learn more about the French-learning
support services and programmes. Pairing up with a peer helper from the same class also
contributes to easing this process. A peer helper who is doing well, who has empathy, and
who knows how to listen represents an excellent contributor to facilitate the adaptation and
language learning experiences of the new arrival.
Pairing the welcome class with a regular class is another way to boost the francization process.
During structured activities, IOS learning French collaborate with francophone classmates
who become veritable teachers themselves: ‘The group in the welcome class is matched with
a regular Secondary [2] class to help with their reading’ (P12).
Collaboration also supports the socialisation process. For example, principals must have a good
knowledge of available community services to effectively guide the IOS and their families in
this regard. The following principal had drawn a list of their available collaborators:
Across the street from the school are a community street worker and a social worker
with whom we collaborate. There is also the Youth Centre that welcomes our students
and hosts activities. Then there is XYZ, a community centre that houses a grocery store
and organises integration activities, mostly for the parents. Then there are
organisations that host summer camps, day camps, neighbourhood parties, as well as
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provide clothes and furniture. In this neighbourhood, we welcome a lot of immigrants
and all of the community groups work with them. (P4)
This awareness of the various services must however be operationalised. This principal,
referring to the vital collaboration between the school, the families and the community,
stressed the importance of uniting the forces of these three groups of stakeholders and
providing support for the families:
We have to unite our forces. We have to take care of their education, but the families
have to be helped on the social level [by us and other people]. (P2)
The principals in fact communicated with the families to collaborate with them on developing
an intervention plan for their child:
We told them ‘We need you. We need to communicate with each other and work
together . . .’ I set the table in terms of types of relationships we wanted to see happen
between the school and the community. (P2)
Another effective action was the buddy system, pairing new IOS with other students to help
their socialisation process:
We will [pair] a [newly arrived] student with a peer helper until the [new arrival] is
able to function well enough on their own . . . So, the peer helper is basically a student
from the same class who [. . .] says to them things like ‘Ok, it’s time for recess, you
have to get dressed’. (P1)
The buddy system also helps new arrivals to learn. In the following statement, the immigrant
student was paired with another student who had already completed a full year of school:
We always try to introduce them to other immigrants who are well established and
also to pair them with someone . . . In fact, it’s [just as much] for social reasons, making
friends, as it is for their education. . . . having a student who can welcome them and
help them. (P3)

Human Resources
Regarding the management of human resources, the participants proposed the following:
(1) Supervise the pedagogical practices of the school-team members and (2) Guide their
perceptions toward a greater acceptance of diversity. School leaders must continuously work
on their human resource management skills. Figure 4 illustrates the competency associated
with this third order of competency and its main actions.
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Figure 4: Competency and Key Actions Related to Human Resources Management

Supervise the Pedagogical Practices of The School-Team Members
Make Time in the School-Team’s Schedule for Planning and Collaboration to Meet the
Needs of New Arrivals (Method and Approach)
Many of our participants allocated time during regular work hours to enable their teachers to
prepare didactic material for the new arrivals and discuss their respective teaching strategies,
which translates to a more effective coordination of these practices.
In addition to francization, I allow my teachers a few periods during each 10-day cycle
to enable them to prepare and adapt material. When this planning is done as a group,
everything runs smoother. (P1)
Encourage the School-Team Members to Adjust Their Professional Practice and Assessment
Methods (Evaluation and Regulation)
Our participants encouraged their teachers to make changes to their teaching practices and
evaluation mechanisms to better meet the needs of the new arrivals. To do so more effectively,
they saw to it that the professional practices were adapted accordingly:
Sometimes, all it takes are small changes to make life easier. I believe that having this
openness can really make a difference and helps us get things done, one step at a time.
(P2)

Guide the Perceptions of the School-Team Members Toward a Greater
Acceptance of Diversity
Assess the Staff’s Perceptions and Counter Preconceived Notions (Ethics)
Indeed, our effective principals nurtured the openness of the school-team members by
guiding them to reflect on their initial perceptions of IOS and their customs and by preventing
stereotypes and preconceptions:
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I ask them ‘It makes you react, but you, what do YOU think? What are your
convictions?’ From then on, you have to give this person space to let them discover
that they are also free to choose their convictions [. . .] It’s getting them to look beyond
their first impressions. (P2)

Administration
To be effective in addressing the many issues, principals have no choice but to hone their
administrative management skills. For this competency, we identified one key action and one
sub-theme. Figure 5 presents the core ability associated with the fourth order of competency
and proposed action.
Figure 5: Competency and Key Actions Related to Administrative Management

Effectively and Efficiently Manage the Financial and Material Resources
Ensure Funding for Specific Pedagogical Projects, Infrastructure Acquisition, and the Hiring
of Specialists (Method and Approach)
The successful integration of new arrivals goes hand in hand with securing the necessary
financial resources for specific educational projects, material and equipment purchases, and
expert services.
In the opinion of our respondents, the integration of new arrivals must be a priority in the
school’s educational success plan and strategic mission. This calls for serious financial
planning and investments to meet the needs of this student population: ‘For the school, [there
has to be a] desire to invest money [for the new arrivals], [even] when there are 1300 other
students in the school’ (P2).
Furthermore, material resources management can be optimised when the principals allocate
time during regular work hours for teachers interested in developing new didactic material
to help the new arrivals: ‘I free my teachers several periods during each cycle so that they can
work on adapting material’ (P1).
Figure 6 presents a summary of the principals’ competencies under the different orders of
competency laid out in the MELS reference guide (MELS 2008).
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Discussion
This study is based on the fact that in a world of ethnocultural diversity, today’s schools face
many significant challenges (Billot et al. 2007) with which many institutions are not always
adequately prepared to deal. Indeed, school leaders have been called out for using exclusive
rather than inclusive practices with IOS (Doudin et al. 2009), assimilation over the celebration
of diversity, and equality instead of fairness (Magno & Schiff 2010), and manage ethnic issues
using a ‘colour-blind’ approach (Lewis 2001).
In the context of Québec, our findings are consistent with those in the literature showing that
schools today face numerous issues related to the welcoming, evaluation and integration of
IOS, the collaboration between school-family-community, and the mobilisation of all of the
resources involved (human, material, pedagogical and didactic) (Bouchamma & Tardif 2011).
Our school management field data reveal several urgent needs in schools outside of the
metropolitan Montréal area and that a total absence of essential support structures has placed
yet another stressful burden on the shoulders of educators in these areas (Bouchamma 2009
2015). Indeed, our findings show that officially prescribed measures for Québec’s entire
education system are seriously deficient. We observed that each school had their own specific
issues and concerns. The majority of the schools of the principals participating in this study
were located outside Montréal and although each reality was different (depending on the
number of IOS present), they all suffered from a serious lack of resources and funding.
Finally, our results concur with those of Bouchamma and Tardif (2011) who, 10 years prior,
reported that most of the practices currently used in Québec schools were isolated initiatives
that should not only be shared but also undergo reforms for better effectiveness.
To this effect, Québec education stakeholders should most definitely adopt the reference
guide for the successful integration of immigrant students. This systematic framework is
composed of four handbooks covering such aspects as the student profile and related
educational support services, organised services, welcome protocols, and partnerships
between the school, the family and the community (MELS 2014). Also of interest are the recent
works of the Observatoire sur la formation à la diversité et l’équité proposing a specific toolkit for
school principals (Larochelle-Audet, Magnan, Doré et al. 2020).
We also point out the absence of competencies in diversity management in the existing
competency profile for school leaders, which will require review to include this competency
(Bouchamma & Lambert 2018; Lambert & Bouchamma 2019; Larochelle-Audet, Magnan,
Potvin et al. 2019; MELS 2008).

Managing the School’s Educational Services and Environment
The interviews conducted in this study enabled us to identify several effective educational
practices that meet the learning, social and language needs of IOS. These successful
leadership practices not only help IOS to fully integrate into the social and cultural life in their
school but also promote the celebration of ethnocultural diversity and support the
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development and sustainment of fruitful collaborations. In fact, these winning practices
directly hone into the material and psychological needs of many IOS who experience stress
during this important stage of their new life (Bouteyre 2004).
Adapting practices to address these needs and issues comes in many forms and involves
diversity-related rules and regulations as much as they do the fair treatment of ethnic
minorities, pedagogical and curricular differentiation (Billot et al. 2007; Dejaeghere & Zhang
2008; Frawley & Fasoli 2012; Gardiner & Enomoto 2006), and the development of activities
that encourage students to discover the culture of those around them (Magno & Schiff 2010).

Human Resources Management
Through effective management of their school’s human resources, our participating
principals were better able to supervise the teaching practices of their teachers and guide their
members’ perceptions toward a greater acceptance and awareness of diversity. Teacher
supervision and pedagogical leadership is also critically important in schools where
ethnocultural diversity is present, although teacher training on the specifics of diversity
remains practically non-existent (Asanova 2005; Bouchamma 2009; Brown & Medway 2007;
Cline et al. 2002; Kanouté et al. 2008; Keat et al. 2009; Moldoveanu & Mujawamariya 2007;
Vatz-Laaroussi 2010).

Administrative Management
The participants demonstrated that they were both effective and efficient in managing the
financial and material resources of their respective schools and in securing adequate funding
for specific pedagogical projects, new infrastructure and the hiring of highly qualified
personnel.

Conclusion
This study involved schools who participated in the programme entitled Projets novateurs:
Vivre ensemble et citoyenneté, supported by the MELS of Québec. Among the principals who
responded to our questionnaire were volunteers who accepted to give an interview for the
purpose of establishing a profile of competencies for the successful management of
ethnocultural diversity.
We observed that how principals address the ethnocultural diversity in their school is in
constant evolution. Developing competency requires enormous commitment, which is why
initial training and continuing education are so important. A variety of measures to support
this development are highlighted in this paper, such as professional communities of practice
and action-research training initiatives. This professional development also calls for strong
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accountability on the part of principals, who must establish effective annual or pluriannual
action plans to manage diversity while considering their school’s characteristics and
priorities. And because managing diversity requires a systemic approach, universities, school
districts, as well as principals and their teacher-teams must all contribute.
We used the four orders of professional competency established by the Québec Ministry of
Education (MELS 2008), namely, educational services management, school environment
management, human and material resource management, and administrative management,
as the framework for our research. The key knowledge emanating from this study is the
importance of collaboration and shared responsibility between the school-team, the students,
the parents and the community, as well as the need to consider the school’s priorities.
This study made it possible to formalise competencies that are often tacit. This important
contribution thus provides new knowledge to support principals, guide their practices, and
ensure better structured and coherent interventions. Our findings will likely help generate
the emergence of competency training approaches. For school leaders, these training
programmes and initiatives will hopefully become the norm for managing ethnocultural
diversity.
Future studies should examine how frequently principals use the competencies demonstrated
in this paper and to investigate their impact on their supervised teachers and IOS. It would
also be of interest to develop a complete competency profile for teachers regarding
ethnocultural diversity and to study how they and their principals deal with the
responsibilities involved in terms of management and supervision.
Action-research training experiments on the subject would not only serve to remedy the lack
of scientific knowledge on certain weaker aspects but also enable principals and their teachers
to actively share their knowledge, practices and experience toward more effective actions and
interventions. Furthermore, the knowledge generated from such activities will feed muchneeded discussions on the skill sets required in contexts of ethnocultural diversity and how
to apply them on a daily basis.
While the present study does not cover all of the principals’ competencies in matters of
diversity management, it does propose relevant points of reference that have been proven
effective as part of their leadership practices. These competencies and key actions must also
be interrelated and viewed as an ensemble rather than a linear list of elements.
School leaders must consider all of the contextual variables involved as well as the needs of
their students and their families, not to mention the pedagogical supervision of their teachers.
That said, the competencies demonstrated by our participants are influenced by their initial
training and continuing education, their experience and institutional considerations.
Consequently, the competencies profiled in this study must also be contextualised. In this
perspective, several variables must be considered in the practices and training of principals,
and what works in certain contexts may not be applicable in others (Gurr 2014). In a context
where reforms are necessary, additional research will thus be welcomed, as the results of the
International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) conducted in more than 25
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countries around the world clearly show that even if school leaders have access to a repertoire
of preferred practices, these practices alone do not guarantee success (Drysdale 2011; Gurr
2014, 2015).
All things considered, it is evident that principals who succeed are those who adopt practices
based on their contextual demands, such as geographical location, school size, the values and
beliefs, the practices, and human diversity, among others. Moreover, in more ways than one,
culture plays an important part in how a school’s contextual environment is formed, as
demonstrated in this study (Noman & Gurr 2020).
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Profil de compétences des directions
d’école pour une gestion efficace de la
diversité ethnoculturelle
Yamina Bouchamma et Daniel April

Résumé: Cet article présente les principales compétences requises des membres de la direction
d'établissement scolaire pour gérer efficacement la diversité ethnoculturelle. Des membres de la
direction d'écoles primaires et secondaires (N=17) ont été interviewés en utilisant la technique de
l'incident critique pour recueillir leurs observations concernant leurs pratiques de gestion de la
diversité ethnoculturelle dans leur école. Les données ont fait l'objet d'un codage mixte selon quatre
ordres de compétences professionnelles établis par le ministère de l'Éducation du Québec (MELS 2008):
gestion des services éducatifs, gestion de l'environnement éducatif, gestion des ressources humaines et
matérielles et gestion administrative. Les résultats soulignent l'importance de la collaboration et du
partage des responsabilités entre l'équipe-école, les élèves, les parents et la communauté, ainsi que la
nécessité de tenir compte des priorités de l'école.
Mots-clés : Diversité ethnoculturelle, profil de compétences, direction d’école, gestion,
services éducatifs, environnement scolaire, ressources humaines, administration.

Contexte et problématique
Depuis le début du XXIe siècle, les migrations massives forcées ou volontaires dans le monde
entier ont entraîné une augmentation significative de la diversité ethnoculturelle dans les
écoles, créant ainsi de nombreux défis en termes de gestion de ces établissements. Dans leur
étude sur la façon dont les directions d'école dirigent et gèrent les écoles ethnoculturelles,
Billot, Goddard et Cranston (2007) ont montré la complexité du contexte actuel dans lequel
ces directions d’école sont appelées à répondre aux besoins des élèves immigrants (Merchant
1999) et à résoudre les conflits et les malentendus culturels (Escobar-Ortloff et Ortloff 2003).
Ces pratiques de gestion spécifiques, souvent critiquées pour être des initiatives disparates et
isolées, devraient idéalement être documentées et standardisées (Bouchamma et Tardif 2011).
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Nous avons donc cherché à dresser le profil des pratiques et des rôles des membres de la
direction d’établissement dans la gestion quotidienne des élèves issus de l’immigration (ÉII)
afin de constituer un profil de compétences pour la gestion efficace de la diversité
ethnoculturelle.
Le Québec n’échappe pas à cette réalité où l’effectif de l’immigration est passé de 9,0 % en
2001 à 12,6 % en 2011 (Gouvernement du Québec 2017), ce qui a fait augmenter le nombre des
ÉII. Ainsi, les directions doivent adapter leur agir professionnel afin de répondre aux
différents besoins spécifiques de ces apprenants. Les établissements scolaires doivent ainsi
continuellement s’ajuster afin de tenir compte des besoins de la société et du contexte. Ce
faisant, la société s’attend à ce que les directions d’établissement puissent s’adapter à la
diversité ethnoculturelle de leur établissement, de promouvoir une éducation équitable, de
faire adopter des pratiques pédagogiques qui soutiennent la diversité ethnoculturelle
(Gardiner et Enomoto 2006) et de mobiliser les équipes-écoles pour surmonter les défis
connexes en milieu scolaire (Kiemele 2009; MELS 2008).
En 2011, devant le constat d’absence d’imposition de mesures universelles pour l’ensemble
des institutions québécoises, la Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la
jeunesse a exhorté les acteurs scolaires à faire preuve d’innovation et d’adaptation dans les
approches qu’ils adoptent à cet égard. Cette Commission a aussi montré que cette liberté
d’action laissée aux acteurs scolaires a eu pour effet d’accroître les inégalités dans les services
offerts aux ÉII et à leurs familles (CDPDJ 2011).
Malgré cette position officielle et l’augmentation de l’effectif d’immigrants (Statistique
Canada (2014), force est de constater les faibles progrès en matière de gestion de la diversité.
En fait, le Québec est resté, jusqu’en 2014, sans aucune structure qui exige formellement des
établissements scolaires d’assurer l’accueil et l’intégration des ÉII, et ce, en dépit de
l’obligation des commissions scolaires et des écoles à offrir des services en francisation par le
biais du Programme d’accueil et de soutien à l’apprentissage du français (PASAF – classes
d’accueil, et interprètes) (MELS 2004).
Ce n’est qu’en 2014 que la Direction des services aux communautés culturelles (DSCC) du
ministère de l'Éducation du Québec (MELS 2014) a élaboré des lignes directrices à l’intention
des professionnels travaillant avec les élèves issus de l’immigration, sous le titre Cadre de
référence sur l'accueil et l'intégration des élèves issus de l'immigration (une série de quatre
fascicules qui portent sur le profil de l’élève, les services de soutien en milieu scolaire,
l’organisation des services, les protocoles d’accueil et les partenariats entre l’école, la famille
et la communauté), ainsi que d'autres outils pour mettre en œuvre les protocoles d'intégration
d’ÉII (entrevue initiale et mesures d’évaluation pour déterminer la maîtrise de la langue
française). Il est du devoir de la direction d’école d’apporter son soutien aux utilisateurs de
ces directives. Par conséquent, l’accueil, l’évaluation et l'intégration de l’élève, les
collaborations école-famille-communauté et la mobilisation de toutes les ressources
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nécessaires (humaines, matérielles, pédagogiques et didactiques) sont des préoccupations à
la fois critiques et pertinentes (Bouchamma et Tardif 2011).
Dans plusieurs contextes, on reproche aux directions d’école d’opter pour des pratiques
d’exclusion plutôt que des pratiques d’inclusion (Doudin, Lafortune, Pons et Moreau 2009;
Steinbach 2010), d’assimilation plutôt que de « célébration de la diversité » et d’égalité plutôt
que d’équité (Magno et Schiff 2010). En outre, pour exprimer la méconnaissance des situations
à connotation raciale dans les écoles des gestionnaires européens et américains, certains
auteurs ont qualifié leur façon de gérer d’approche daltonienne (Lewis 2001), tandis que
d’autres ont souligné le manque de formation professionnelle en termes d’acquisition des
compétences nécessaires pour composer avec les questions liées à l’ethnicité (Bouchamma
2016; Bouchamma et Lambert 2018; Bouchamma et Tardif 2011; Lambert et Bouchamma 2019;
Larochelle-Audet, Magnan, Potvin et Doré 2018; Toussaint et Fortier 2010).
Malgré le fait que la formation des directions d’école à la réalité de la diversité apparaisse
comme la première étape d’une meilleure intégration des ÉII, cette formation spécifique en
est à ses premiers balbutiements, d’où notre questionnement quant à la façon dont les
directions gèrent cette diversité ethnoculturelle au quotidien.
L’objectif de cette recherche est donc à la fois pertinent et opportun dans ce contexte marqué
par le manque de données scientifiques probantes sur les pratiques de gestion des directions
d’école en contexte de diversité et le besoin pressant de réformes des pratiques et des
politiques dictant les règles de gestion de la diversité (Bouchamma 2016; Bouchamma et
Tardif 2011). Les connaissances tacites et l’expertise de ces éducateurs, développées au cours
de leur pratique quotidienne, doivent ainsi être identifiées, partagées et réinvesties par
d’autres praticiens (Bouchamma et Tardif 2011).

Recension des écrits
Répondre aux besoins des élèves issus de l’immigration (ÉII)
Chaque ÉII traverse un processus d’acculturation, qui constitue un processus évolutif et une
période d’adaptation psychologique et socioculturelle, lorsqu’il est confronté à une ou à
plusieurs cultures autres que la sienne (Kanouté, Vatz Laaroussi, Rachédi et Tchimou
Doffouchi 2008). Ce processus de transition peut causer une forme de stress d’acculturation
(Bouteyre 2004) à mesure que l’élève s’adapte aux nouvelles valeurs, normes, modes de vie
et culture générale qui le séparent de sesorigines (Kanouté 2002). Chaque ÉII doit donc
déployer d’énormes efforts pour se construire une identité culturelle nouvelle et positive (Van
Ngo et Schleifer 2005). Une étude portant sur les ÉII (13-18 ans) de 13 pays (y compris le
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Canada) a montré que, lorsqu’il y avait discrimination, ces jeunes avaient tendance à prendre
leurs distances avec la communauté d’accueil (Berry, Phinney, Sam et Vedder 2006).
Une direction d’école qui travaille dans un contexte pluriethnique doit être ouverte et
accepter la différence (Dejaeghere et Zhang 2008; Frawley et Fasoli 2012). Cette ouverture à
la diversité culturelle et à la réalité de l’autre nécessite de la part de la direction d’école une
aptitude à remettre en question les idéaux et les préjugés personnels qu’elle peut avoir envers
des cultures différentes de la sienne (Mc Glynn 2009).
En plus de répondre aux besoins matériels des élèves nouvellement arrivés, les directions
d’école doivent également répondre aux besoins psychologiques de ces derniers. En effet, les
ÉII vivent dans la précarité constante (Robineau 2010) et ont de la difficulté à satisfaire leurs
besoins fondamentaux (Van Ngo et Schleifer 2005), ce qui a un impact négatif sur leur
intégration (Kanouté et Llevot Calvet 2008) et les oblige souvent à vivre dans des quartiers
défavorisés, où le taux de décrochage scolaire est élevé (Beiser 2005).
Pour répondre aux besoins et aux intérêts des élèves, la direction doit également proposer et
faire adopter des normes et règlements qui reflètent la diversité, traiter équitablement les
groupes ethniques, différencier la pédagogie et le curriculum (Dejaeghere et Zhang 2008;
Frawley et Fasoli 2012), favoriser la création d’événements qui encouragent les élèves à
découvrir la culture de l’autre (Magno et Schiff 2010) et promouvoir de nouvelles méthodes
pédagogiques pour assurer l’égalité des chances pour tous les élèves de l’école et pour enrayer
les discriminations, les préjugés et le racisme dans l’école (Gardiner et Enomoto 2006).
Pour les ÉII, l’apprentissage n’est possible que lorsqu’on tient compte de la culture et du
climat de l’école. Un directeur d’école correctement formé à la diversité culturelle peut plus
facilement défendre les croyances et les valeurs qui encouragent la réussite scolaire de tous
les élèves et maintenir un climat scolaire qui a un impact positif sur l’apprentissage et la
réussite des élèves (Glanz 2006).
Billot et collab. (2007) ont identifié quatre principes qui orientent la réussite dans ces écoles :
(1) un engagement ferme envers les principes de justice sociale qui sont intégrés dans les
pratiques et la culture de l’école; (2) l’acceptation de la différence et la capacité de travailler
avec diverses cultures en tenant compte des différences et en les utilisant comme points forts;
(3) la fixation d’attentes élevées en matière d’apprentissage pour tous les élèves et le fait
d’éviter une « culture de l’excuse »; et (4) la célébration de la diversité ethnoculturelle des
écoles, avec des activités culturelles et sportives qui respectent et qui soulignent les
différences entre les individus et les groupes.

Gestion des ressources humaines et matérielles
Les directions d’école sont souvent obligées de gérer des écoles multiethniques, et ce, sans
disposer des ressources matérielles nécessaires. En effet, dans les écoles, les besoins sont
nombreux; ils concernent entre autres le manque de matériel didactique et de ressources
adéquates (Kanouté et collab. 2008). Toutefois, ce matériel peut être présent, mais nécessite
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une adaptation à la diversité culturelle (Magno et Schiff 2010). Toujours en fonction des
besoins et des intérêts des élèves, la direction doit enfin rendre disponibles les ressources
didactiques (Leeman 2007). La supervision des enseignants dans le contexte de la diversité
ethnoculturelle devrait également être une priorité, car actuellement la formation des
enseignants sur le sujet fait défaut.
La direction d’école est tenue d’être responsable de l’accompagnement de son équipe-école
afin d’assurer la scolarisation, la socialisation et la francisation des ÉII (Bouchamma 2009).
Ainsi, elle doit contribuer au développement des compétences du personnel qui se trouve
souvent sans les compétences requises et sans formation quant aux rôles qu’il est appelé à
assumer en contexte de diversité ethnoculturelle (Kanouté et collab. 2008; Keat, Strickland et
Marinak 2009; Vatz-Laaroussi 2010).
Si l’étude de Billot et collab. (2007) a montré que les directions d’école utilisent avec confiance
des stratégies et des approches individualisées dans la gestion de leur école en milieu
pluriethnique, ce n’est toutefois pas le cas dans de nombreux établissements, comme en
témoigne le manque de formation adéquate des équipes-écoles pour faciliter l’intégration des
ÉII en salle de classe (Moldoveanu et Mujawamariya 2007) et leur méconnaissance des
habitudes de vie, des coutumes et des valeurs des ÉII. Ultimement, ces lacunes viennent
compliquer l’intégration de ces élèves (Asanova 2005) et limiter l’efficacité des interventions
pédagogiques (Kanouté et collab. 2008). En effet, de nombreux auteurs ont dénoncé l’absence
de programmes ciblés pour préparer les enseignants à exercer dans des écoles multiethniques.
De plus, plusieurs enseignants disent n’avoir jamais abordé la question de la discrimination
lors de leur formation initiale ou continue, ce qui les a finalement contraints à « apprendre
sans préparation préalable » à enseigner aux EII (Brown et Medway 2007; Cline, De Abreu et
Fihosy 2002).
Cela dit, les directions d’école peuvent contribuer au développement des compétences
interrelationnelles de l’équipe-école en encourageant le partage de pratiques efficaces lors de
rencontres d’équipe. Cet échange permet aux équipes d’utiliser les forces de chaque membre
pour atteindre des objectifs communs (Andersen et Ottesen 2011). De façon plus formelle,
cette supervisionpeut prendre la forme d’une communauté d’apprentissage professionnelle
(CAP) animée par la direction. Ces CAP qui portent sur la diversité aident à suivre les progrès
des élèves en vue de l’atteinte des priorités éducatives établies, stimulent la collaboration et
le dialogue et permettent aux enseignants d’autoévaluer leurs pratiques pédagogiques
(Andersen et Ottesen 2011). = Ces CAP peuvent impliquer uniquement les membres d'une
équipe ou ceux d’autres écoles de la région également intéressées ou investies dans
l’amélioration de la façon dont elles abordent et gèrent les préoccupations liées à la diversité.
En permettant aux enseignants et à leurs pairs d’échanger sur leurs pratiques gagnantes liées
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à l’inclusion des ÉII, les CAP contribuent à la réussite scolaire et à l’intégration des ÉII
(Hajisoteriou 2012).
Les directions d’école doivent enfin entreprendre d’autres actions pour contribuer au
développement professionnel de leurs enseignants, comme allouer du temps et fournir des
services de soutien. Les directions qui réussissent utilisent une pédagogie inclusive qui
implique les parents d’élèves, ce qui optimise à la fois leur expertise et les ressources
disponibles (Rousseau et Bélanger 2004). Dans cette même visée, les directions d'école
peuvent mettre à la disposition de leurs enseignants un agent de liaison pour examiner et
établir des liens entre les besoins des élèves et de leur communauté et ceux des enseignants.
À cet égard, les qualités d’un leadership inclusif sont assurément encouragées dans ce
contexte où le rôle de la direction est de célébrer la diversité dans l’esprit d’améliorer la
culture organisationnelle de l’école, l’intégration des élèves (Magno et Schiff 2010), et la
valorisation des langues et des cultures.

Cadre conceptuel
Le cadre conceptuel de cette étude est constitué de deux concepts principaux, à savoir la
compétence et la diversité ethnoculturelle, et la façon dont ces concepts interagissent.

Compétence
La compétence est définie comme un savoir-agir complexe actualisé dans le contexte d’une
situation professionnelle concrète (MELS 2008). C’est la capacité à mobiliser un ensemble
interdépendant de savoirs (connaissances), de savoir-faire (habiletés), de savoir-être
(attitudes) et de savoir-devenir (développement professionnel) afin d’assurer un agir
compétent (Bouchamma, Giguère et April 2017). Cette dernière dimension, le savoir-devenir,
sous-tend une perspective temporelle, évolutive et dynamique. Bien que cette composante
soit très peu décrite ou conceptualisée, Bouchamma et collab. (2017) conçoivent cette
composante comme l’engagement des directions par rapport à leur propre développement
professionnel et à celui des autres. Ainsi, les professionnels sont amenés à s’engager
individuellement et collectivement dans un processus continu et permanent de
développement de soi et de mobilité. Notons que les savoirs, les savoir-faire et les savoir-être
constituent un ensemble d’éléments interdépendants et intégrés à la notion de compétence.
L’intérêt de cette conceptualisation de la compétence, malgré les critiques, demeure son
caractère didactique, simple, compréhensible, pratique et facile à retenir (Loufrani-Fedida et
Saint-Germes 2013).
À cet effet, pour être compétent, le professionnel doit combiner et activer ces différents
éléments en situation de travail; le professionnel concerné doit savoir choisir et mettre en
œuvre des pratiques professionnelles pertinentes et efficaces (Le Boterf 2006). La compétence
découle d’une intention de formation (vouloir-agir) et dépend des ressources qui sont à
disposition et du contexte (pouvoir-agir) (LeBoterf 2002).
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Lonner et Hayes (2004) ont montré que :
la notion de compétence implique la capacité de choisir intelligemment son
comportement ou sa ligne d’action en réponse aux diverses opportunités et défis de la
vie quotidienne, y compris la gestion de relations sociales et professionnelles ainsi que
la conceptualisation et l’exécution de solutions à un éventail de problèmes humains.
(traduction libre, p. 91)
Il est donc impératif de développer les compétences des directions d’établissement dans tous
les domaines liés à la diversité ethnoculturelle. Une sélection réfléchie des comportements
des leaders scolaires culturellement compétents permettrait de s’assurer que les actions de
gestion des ressources humaines et matérielles tiennent compte des principes d’équité.

Diversité ethnoculturelle
L’ethnicité désigne des groupes d’individus qui partagent un patrimoine culturel et des
connaissances similaires. Ses domaines inhérents comprennent la langue, le statut socioéconomique, l’origine ethnique, la culture, le patrimoine, le genre et l’orientation sexuelle. Le
terme « ethnoculturel » représente ces domaines (Billot et collab. 2007).
Les directions d’école doivent posséder un ensemble de connaissances en matière de diversité
ethnoculturelle ainsi qu’un savoir agir qu’elle doit contextualiser pour viser la socialisation, la
scolarisation et l’intégration des ÉII. Cette étude analyse le rôle de la direction en contexte de
diversité ethnoculturelle afin de dresser un profil de compétence de la direction d’école
propre à cette réalité.

Compétences pour la gestion de la diversité ethnoculturelle
Le MELS (2008) a identifié quatre niveaux de compétences générales pour les directions
d’école. Nous avons donc examiné comment ces compétences pouvaient être développées
dans un contexte de gestion de la diversité. Nous savons que dans les écoles performantes,
les services éducatifs sont centrés sur les besoins éducatifs des élèves et que les pratiques
pédagogiques sont développées et adaptées pour répondre à ces besoins. En contexte de
diversité, une direction efficace adopte donc des pratiques et des services qui répondent aux
besoins éducatifs, sociaux et linguistiques des ÉII.
Pour gérer efficacement l’environnement éducatif de l’école, la direction doit assister le
conseil d’établissement de l’école dans ses obligations légales, diriger l’élaboration de la
mission stratégique de l’école et la mise en œuvre du plan de réussite éducative pour la
réussite des élèves et soutenir le développement de collaborations et de partenariats dédiés à
la réussite des élèves. Dans sa gestion de la diversité, la direction est idéalement appelée à
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intégrer les ÉII dans l’environnement social et culturel de l’école, à célébrer la diversité
ethnoculturelle de l’école et à soutenir le développement de collaborations.
Une gestion efficace des ressources humaines et matérielles par la direction implique une
compétence dans ses pratiques ainsi que dans celles de chaque membre du personnel et de
l’équipe-école, sans oublier le développement continu de ces compétences. En contexte de
diversité, une direction d’école bien formée supervisera les pratiques pédagogiques des
membres de l’équipe-école et orientera les perceptions vers une plus grande valorisation de
la diversité. Enfin, en ce qui a trait à la gestion administrative de l’établissement, la direction
doit gérer de manière efficace et efficiente les ressources financières et matérielles, ce qui
s’applique également dans un contexte de gestion de la diversité.
La figure 1 présente les compétences de la direction d’école pour une gestion efficace de la
diversité ethnoculturelle afin d’assurer la scolarisation, la socialisation et l’intégration scolaire
des ÉII. Les losanges font référence aux savoirs, aux habiletés, aux attitudes et à la capacité de
la direction à mobiliser le développement professionnel en fonction des quatre ordres de
compétences (MELS 2008) pour la gestion des ressources humaines, des services éducatifs, de
l’environnement de l’école et de l’administration. La flèche indique le caractère évolutif et
dynamique de la compétence, qui se traduit par le savoir-devenir.
La figure 1 : Compétences de la direction d’établissement en gestion de la diversité
ethnoculturelle
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Méthodologie
Participants
Les participants sont des membres de la direction d’établissements d’enseignement du
Québec (N=17). Leurs écoles se situent à l’extérieur de Montréal où les conditions d’accueil et
l’intégration des ÉII restent relativement bien maitrisées. Les participants comprennent cinq
hommes et 12 femmes. Onze étaient des membres de la direction d’écoles primaires et six
étaient d’écoles secondaires. Six participants possèdent un diplôme en gestion scolaire, dix
sont titulaires d’une maîtrise, un possède un brevet d’enseignement et cinq participants ont
reçu une formation relative à la diversité ethnoculturelle. Ces leaders ont en moyenne huit
ans d’expérience à la direction d’établissement. Les participants de cette étude sont ceux dont
le nom de leur école figure parmi les écoles concernées par le Programme Vivre ensemble et
citoyenneté (Projets novateurs – MELS). Ces membres de la direction ont en moyenne 12% d’ÉII
dans leur école. Six parmi eux (35 %) travaillent dans les écoles dont le niveau de
défavorisation est compris entre 1 et 5 et 11 (75 %) travaillent dans écoles dont le niveau de
défavorisation est compris entre 6 et 10. Dans cette étude, le niveau de défavorisation des
écoles est mesuré sur une échelle de 1 (très favorisé) à 10 (très défavorisé).

Entrevues
Cette étude s’inscrit dans une recherche plus vaste dans laquelle des enseignants, des
directions d’établissements et de conseillers en orientation - tous impliqués dans l’intégration
des ÉII - ont répondu à un questionnaire et ont accepté de partager leurs pratiques lors d’un
entretien.Les membres de la direction ont participé à des entrevues individuelles semidirigées d’une durée de 60 à 75 minutes, et ce, selon la technique de l’incident critique, par
laquelle le participant passe en revue :
un événement qui peut sembler anodin de prime abord, mais qui s’avère marquant
pour le sujet et pour les personnes avec lesquelles ce sujet interagit dans son espace
professionnel; cet événement, généralement inscrit dans une situation délicate, est
perçu comme pouvant changer le cours des choses. (Leclerc, Bourassa et Filteau 2010
: 17)
Notre intention ne visait pas de recueillir des faits sur l’incident critique lui-même, mais
plutôt d’amener les directions à partager leurs observations sur les attitudes et les pratiques
reliées à cet incident. La question de l’entretien était la suivante : « Parlez-moi d’un incident
que vous avez eu à gérer impliquant des ÉII. Qu’avez fait pour régler la situation? Quelle(s)
leçon(s) avez-vous apprise(s) pour gérer plus efficacement la diversité ethnoculturelle à
l’avenir? »

102 | ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021

Analyse
Le corpus a été analysé selon un codage mixte (Van der Maren 2004). La liste de codage était
constituée des domaines de compétences du gestionnaire d’établissement d’enseignement
(MELS 2008) qui sont présentés dans la section suivante.

Résultats
Les incidents critiques en contexte de diversité, relatés par les directions d’école, ont été
regroupés selon les grands thèmes correspondant aux ordres de compétences
professionnelles du gestionnaire d’établissement d’enseignement (MELS 2008) soit : (1)
gestion des services éducatifs de l’établissement; (2) gestion de l’environnement éducatif de
l’établissement; (3) gestion des ressources humaines de l’établissement; (4) gestion
administrative de l’établissement. Chacun de ces thèmes se décline en sous-thèmes, ou
actions-clés, liés au concept de gestion de la diversité.

Services éducatifs
Pour assurer la Gestion des services éducatifs, les directions disent adopter des pratiques qui
répondent aux besoins éducatifs, sociaux et linguistiques des ÉII. La figure 2 présente la
compétence liée à ce premier ordre de compétence et ses actions-clés.

Gestion des services
éducatifs

La figure 2 : Compétence et actions clés reliées à la gestion des services éducatifs

Adopter des pratiques
éducatives qui répondent
aux besoins scolaires,
sociaux et linguistiques
des ÉII

- Concilier l’âge et le niveau dans le placement des élèves
- Transmettre les informations relatives à la société
d’accueil
- Instaurer des classes d’accueil et des structures
d’enseignement-apprentissage de la langue
- Établir des plans d’intervention
- Formuler des objectifs ambitieux et mesurables

Adopter des pratiques éducatives qui répondent aux besoins scolaires,
sociaux et linguistiques des ÉII
Concilier l’âge et le niveau dans le placement des élèves (méthode et démarche)
Les membres de la direction mentionnent que les élèves du niveau préscolaire et primaire
s’adaptent et apprennent plus rapidement et facilement que leurs pairs du secondaire et

ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021 |

103

précisent la non-pertinence d’un placement des ÉII basé uniquement sur l’âge. À leur avis, un
tel système serait voué à l’échec. Ils estiment plutôt qu’une approche axée plutôt sur le niveau
d’apprentissage est plus appropriée et que, idéalement, cette approche devrait également
tenir compte de l’âge de l’enfant.
Dans les écoles où l’immigration est rare, l’utilisation d’une méthode préétablie pour
déterminer le placement peut ne pas être applicable. Les directions doivent donc s’en remettre
à des spécialistes et examiner chaque cas de manière approfondie.
Transmettre les informations relatives à la société d’accueil (communication)
Les directions doivent rappeler aux enseignants de transmettre aux nouveaux arrivants toute
l’information nécessaire sur la vie quotidienne de la société d’accueil. D’autres informations
essentielles doivent porter sur la ponctualité, le respect des autres et des biens publics,
l’égalité entre les hommes et les femmes, la prise en compte des règlements scolaires et des
lois, etc. :
Il faut sensibiliser… Il faut que tu arrives à l’heure… Tu rentres par cette porte…
L’éducation physique, ça prend des souliers et un costume… Tu ne peux pas faire de
l’éducation physique nu-pieds. Sur l’heure du midi, ça prend un lunch… (D1)
Instaurer des classes d’accueil et des structures d’enseignement-apprentissage de la langue
(méthode et démarche)
La classe d’accueil et de francisation joue un rôle prépondérant tant dans l’apprentissage de
la langue que dans l’intégration et la réussite de ces élèves. Leur instauration par les directions
permet non seulement de structurer une organisation scolaire qui répond aux besoins des
élèves, mais aussi de créer une structure cohérente qui soutient la mission éducative de
l’école :
La classe de francisation à l’école primaire où l’élève travaille à apprendre le français
à l’oral […] est très aidant[e] pour son intégration dans la classe [régulière]. (D5)
Aussi, dans les cas où l’élève a été privé de ses droits fondamentaux ou a vécu des situations
difficiles ou traumatisantes, la classe de francisation apparaît comme une étape de transition
plus rassurante :
Je pense que ça serait vraiment trop difficile pour eux. Dans ce contexte-là, la classe de
francisation fermée, je crois que c’est un plus. (D2)
Toutefois, lorsqu’il est impossible d’ouvrir une classe d’accueil ou de francisation, les
directions mettent de l’avant d’autres structures d’enseignement-apprentissage de la langue
:
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À la place, on va offrir, à côté, des cours de mise à niveau (axés sur la langue) pour
certains élèves, particulièrement’ (D2).

Établir des plans d’intervention (méthode et démarche)
Les directions relatent de situations avec de nouveaux arrivants aux prises avec des difficultés
d’apprentissage ou de comportement, qui ne sont pas nécessairement liées à la non-maîtrise
de la langue. Ils disent avoir établi des plans d’intervention qui leur ont permis d’identifier
les besoins spécifiques de l’élève, de cibler les ressources disponibles, de fixer des objectifs
d’apprentissage et d’identifier les mesures et les actions à entreprendre par les différents
facilitateurs pour aider l’élève à réussir sur le plan scolaire. Un directeur explique comment
il a élaboré un tel plan en collaboration avec la famille et des acteurs de la communauté
lorsque l’école n’était pas en mesure de fournir certains services spécifiques :
On va s’asseoir avec les parents [et l’élève] et on va regarder comment on peut adapter
ce que l’élève vit à l’école pour l’aider. On va [aussi] inviter les parents à faire des
démarches pour avoir du soutien, soit d’un médecin, d’un orthophoniste, d’un
ergothérapeute [lorsque ce sont] des services que nous [n’avons] pas à notre école. En
fait, chaque plan est individualisé. (D4)
Formuler des objectifs ambitieux et mesurables (évaluation et régulation)
Les directions font état de leur vulnérabilité quant au maintien de la motivation des ÉII face
aux nombreux défis, d’où le rôle important du personnel enseignant et non enseignant pour
aider ces élèves à ne pas se décourager. Ce directeur dit qu’il encourage le personnel
enseignant et non enseignant sur l’importance de motiver chaque élève à réaliser un rêve en
travaillant sur cette vision à travers différents objectifs :
L’école n’est pas nécessairement le meilleur outil de motivation dans leur situation. Ce
[dont] je me rends compte avec la conseillère d’orientation, c’est [qu’il faut] travailler
davantage sur le rêve. « Choisir ce que tu veux accomplir, garder ce rêve et regarder
tous les [moyens] qui sont possibles pour atteindre ce but. Il faut vérifier dans combien
de temps tu veux le faire. » (D2)

Environnement éducatif
Pour gérer l’environnement scolaire, les directions disent : 1) intégrer les élèves issus de
l’immigration à la vie sociale et culturelle de l’établissement; 2) célébrer la diversité
ethnoculturelle de l’établissement; 3) et soutenir le développement de collaborations. La
figure suivante présente les trois compétences liées à ce second ordre de compétence et leurs
actions-clés.
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La figure 3 : Compétences et actions clés reliées à la gestion de l’environnement éducatif de
l’établissement

Intégrer les ÉII à la vie sociale et culturelle de l’établissement
Ce sous-thème a généré deux sous-thèmes : (1) Inciter les nouveaux arrivants à fréquenter le
service de garde; (2) Inciter les nouveaux arrivants à s’impliquer dans les activités
parascolaires

Inciter les nouveaux arrivants à fréquenter le service de garde (leadership et
sens politique)
Les directions font état de la sous-utilisation de ces services par les enfants dont les parents
n’avaient pas encore d’emploi. Ils disent encourager la fréquentation des garderies de l’école
pour assurer et aider à développer les compétences de socialisation des élèves :
Souvent, les parents immigrants ne travaillent pas en arrivant et auraient tendance à
ne pas utiliser le service de garde. Nous, on les incite à l’utiliser pour qu’ils
développent davantage de relations avec les autres élèves, parce que ce sont des
moments plus propices. (D1)
Ils disent que les réseaux sociaux déjà établis aident ainsi les ÉII à s’intégrer rapidement dans
d’autres groupes en dehors de la classe.
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Inciter les nouveaux arrivants à s’impliquer dans les activités parascolaires
(leadership et sens politique)
Interrogées, les directions ont énuméré plusieurs activités favorisant la socialisation, telles
que le sport et les activités culturelles (petits spectacles et récitals de danse), et disent
encourager plusieurs activités parascolaires et ludiques pour favoriser l’implication de ces
élèves. Ils ont notamment observé que ces derniers pratiquaient différents sports et que les
activités à caractère culturel contribuaient également à leur socialisation.
On a beaucoup de petits spectacles à gauche et à droite. Je pense à [certaines de nos
élèves] qui sont très bonnes en danse et qui font toujours valoir leurs talents dans ce
contexte-là. Ça, c’est intéressant. (D3)

Célébrer la diversité ethnoculturelle de l’établissement
Faire connaître et valoriser les différentes cultures présentes au sein de
l’établissement (leadership et sens politique)
Les directions d’école entreprennent diverses actions pour célébrer la diversité
ethnoculturelle de leur école en organisant entre autres des activités stimulantes sur le plan
intellectuel (concours d’affiches, diffusion de textes et de vidéos, jeux-questionnaires) ainsi
que des événements à caractère artistique (expositions d’art, galas culturels et récitals de
danse et de musique) :
Chaque mois, lors d’un rassemblement des élèves au gymnase, un pays était
représenté et chaque élève immigrant nous présentait les coutumes de ce pays. (D2)
[Lors de] la semaine interculturelle, chaque jour, un pays est à l’honneur et on fait
découvrir aux autres l’hymne, le drapeau, des danses, des mets, etc. (D10)
En utilisant cette stratégie de mobilisation, les directions ont pu établir un climat scolaire
positif tout en favorisant une meilleure compréhension de soi et des autres.

Soutenir le développement de collaborations
Sur cet aspect, les directions d’école ont relaté les actions efficaces suivantes (1) Recourir aux
services d’interprètes ou à une langue commune dans les communications avec les familles
des ÉII et (2) instaurer, développer et mettre à profit les réseaux de collaboration école-famillecommunauté axés sur la réussite des nouveaux arrivants.

Recourir aux services d’interprètes ou à une langue commune dans les
communications avec les familles des élèves issus de l’immigration
(communication)
Afin d’établir un objectif commun et une vision partagée entre l’élève nouvellement arrivé,
sa famille et l’équipe de l’école, les directions d’école peuvent commencer par utiliser des
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interprètes fournis par leur district scolaire, faire participer un membre de la famille ou
utiliser une langue commune (souvent l’anglais).

Instaurer, développer et mettre à profit les réseaux de collaboration écolefamille-communauté axés sur la réussite des nouveaux arrivants (interaction
et coopération)
Les directions font état de l’importante de la collaboration entre les membres du personnel
(direction, enseignants, spécialistes), les élèves et leurs parents, la communauté (centres
locaux de services communautaires, centres de loisirs, organismes, etc.), car leur apport
contribue massivement au processus de francisation, à la socialisation des nouveaux arrivants
et à leur réussite scolaire.
La collaboration soutient la francisation. Les directions d’école participants ont souligné
l’importance d’inviter les parents à collaborer avec le personnel de l’école pour en savoir plus
sur les services et programmes de soutien à l’apprentissage du français. Le jumelage avec un
pair aidant de la même classe contribue également à faciliter ce processus. Ce pair aidant qui
réussit bien, qui fait preuve d’empathie et d’écoute facilitera l’adaptation et l’apprentissage
du français de l’élève nouvellement arrivé. Enfin, le jumelage de la classe d’accueil avec une
classe de l’enseignement régulier est une autre façon de stimuler le processus de francisation.
Lors d’activités structurées, les ÉII apprenant le français collaborent avec des camarades
francophones qui deviennent eux-mêmes de véritables enseignants : « Le groupe de la classe
d’accueil est jumelé avec un groupe régulier de [deuxième] secondaire pour favoriser la
lecture » (D12).
La collaboration soutient également le processus de socialisation. À titre d’exemple, les directions
doivent avoir une bonne connaissance des services communautaires disponibles pour guider
efficacement les ÉII et leurs familles à cet égard. Cette direction fait la recension des
partenaires disponibles avec qui elle travaille :
En face de l’école, il y a un travailleur de rue et un travailleur social qui sont là. On a
des liens avec eux. Il y a la Maison des Jeunes qui accueille nos élèves et qui fait des
activités. Il y a XYZ, qui est un centre communautaire où il y a une épicerie et des
activités d’intégration, surtout pour les parents. Il y a des organismes qui s’assurent
que les jeunes aient des camps d’été, des camps de jour, qui organisent des fêtes de
quartier, qui trouvent des meubles ou des vêtements. Dans le quartier, on accueille
beaucoup d’immigrants, et tous les organismes communautaires travaillent avec ces
gens-là. (D4)
Cette connaissance des différents services doit cependant être opérationnalisée. Ce directeur,
évoquant la collaboration vitale entre l’école, les familles et la communauté, souligne
l’importance d’unir les forces de ces trois groupes d’acteurs et de soutenir les familles :
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Il faut qu’on allie nos forces. Il faut s’occuper du côté scolaire, mais on a besoin que les
familles soient accompagnées sur le plan social [par nous et différents intervenants].
(D2)
Les membres de la direction communiquent également avec les familles afin de s’assurer de
leur collaboration dans un plan d’intervention :
« Nous leur disons ‘’On a besoin de vous. On a besoin de se parler et de travailler en
collaboration… [J’ai] [mis] la table [quant] au type de relations qu’on voulait établir
entre l’école et le milieu ». (D2)
Une autre action efficace est l’instauration d’un système de jumelage, qui consiste à jumeler
les nouveaux ÉII avec d’autres élèves pour faciliter leur processus de socialisation :
On va [jumeler] un [élève nouvellement arrivé] un pair aidant jusqu’à ce que [l’élève
nouvellement arrivé] puisse fonctionner plus par lui-même… Donc, le pair aidant est
un élève de la même classe qui va […] lui dire : « C’est le temps de la récréation, il faut
que tu t’habilles. » (D1)
Le système de jumelage aide également les nouveaux arrivants à apprendre. Dans l’énoncé
suivant, l’élève immigrant a été jumelé avec un autre élève qui a déjà effectué une année
scolaire complète :
On essaie toujours de les mettre en lien avec d’autres immigrants qui ont ici un port
d’attache et aussi de les jumeler avec quelqu’un… En fait, c’est [autant] pour le plan
social, se faire des amis [que pour la scolarisation]. Avoir un élève qui peut l’aider et
l’accueillir. (D3)

Ressources humaines
En ce qui concerne la gestion des ressources humaines, les participants ont proposé les actions
suivantes : (1) Encadrer les pratiques pédagogiques des membres de l’équipe-école; (2)
orienter les perceptions des membres de l’équipe-école vers une plus grande ouverture à la
diversité. La figure 4 illustre la compétence associée à ce troisième ordre de compétence et ses
principales actions.
La figure 4 : Compétence et actions clés reliées à la gestion des ressources humaines de
l’établissement
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Encadrer les pratiques pédagogiques des membres de l’équipeécole
Prévoir un temps de planification et de collaboration dédié aux besoins des
nouveaux arrivants dans l’horaire des membres de l’équipe-école (méthode et
démarche)
Plusieurs directions prévoient du temps à l’intérieur des heures de travail régulières afin que
les enseignants puissent préparer du matériel didactique adapté aux nouveaux arrivants et
discuter de leurs pratiques pédagogiques, ce qui amènera de meilleures pratiques plus
coordonnées :
Je libère les enseignants quelques périodes par cycle de 10 jours, en plus de la
francisation, pour que l’enseignant puisse préparer du matériel adapté. Lorsque cette
planification est collective, ça permet un meilleur arrimage de ce qui est fait. (D1)

Encourager les membres de l’équipe-école à ajuster leur pratique
professionnelle et leurs mécanismes d’évaluation (évaluation et régulation)
Les directions encouragent leurs enseignants à ajuster leur pratique professionnelle et leurs
mécanismes d’évaluation afin de répondre aux besoins des nouveaux arrivants. Pour ce faire,
ils veillent à ce que les pratiques professionnelles soient adaptées en conséquence :
Parfois, il suffit juste d’une petite adaptation pour permettre que les choses se vivent
plus facilement. Je pense qu’avoir cette ouverture-là peut permettre de faire avancer
les choses, petit pas par petit pas. (D2)

Orienter les perceptions des membres de l’équipe-école vers une plus grande
ouverture à la diversité.
Vérifier les perceptions du personnel et contrer les idées préconçues (éthique)
Des directions s’assurent de l’ouverture d’esprit des membres de l’équipe-école en amenant
ces derniers à revoir leurs premières perceptions à l’égard des nouveaux arrivants et de leurs
coutumes et en contrant les stéréotypes et idées préconçues :
“Ça te fait réagir, ‘mais toi, est-ce que tu sais ce que tu crois ou quelles sont tes
convictions?’” À partir de ce moment, il faut que tu laisses l’espace pour que cette
personne puisse découvrir qu’elle peut choisir ses convictions aussi. […] Susciter chez
les gens le goût de dépasser le premier regard. (D2)

Administration
Pour être efficaces dans la résolution des nombreux problèmes, les directions d’école n’ont
d’autre choix que d’affiner leurs compétences en gestion administrative. Pour cette
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compétence, nous avons identifié une action clé et un sous-thème. La figure 5 présente la
compétence liée à ce quatrième ordre de compétence et l’action-clé proposée.
La figure 5 : Compétence et actions clés reliées à la gestion administrative de l’établissement

Administrer avec efficacité et efficience les ressources financières et
matérielles
Assurer le financement des projets pédagogiques particuliers, l’achat de matériel et
d’équipements et l’embauche de spécialistes (méthode et démarche)
L’intégration des nouveaux arrivants devrait aller de pair avec un meilleur financement des
projets pédagogiques particuliers, l’achat de matériel et d’équipements et l’embauche de
spécialistes.
Ce faisant, les directions estiment que l’accompagnement des nouveaux arrivants doit être
une priorité dans le plan de réussite et le projet d’établissement, ce qui implique une
planification des sommes à investir afin de répondre aux besoins de ces apprenants.
Pour le milieu scolaire, [il faut ce] désir d’investir des sommes [pour les nouveaux
arrivants] [même] quand il y a 1300 autres élèves dans l’école. (D2)
Par ailleurs, la gestion des ressources matérielles peut également être optimisée lorsque les
directions allouent du temps pendant les heures de travail régulières, aux enseignants qui
souhaitent concevoir du nouveau matériel didactique adapté la réalité des nouveaux
arrivants : « Je libère les enseignants quelques périodes par cycle […] pour [qu’ils] puissent
préparer du matériel adapté » (D1).
La figure 6 présente une synthèse des compétences des directions sous les différents ordres
de compétences du référentiel du MELS (2008).
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Discussion
Dans cette étude, nous sommes partis du constat selon lequel la gestion des établissements
en contexte de diversité ethnoculturelle doit faire face à de grands défis (Billot et collab. 2007)
devant lesquels ils ne sont pas toujours prêts. En effet, on reproche aux directions d’école
d’opter pour des pratiques d’exclusion plutôt que de pratiques d’inclusion (Doudin et collab.
2009), d’assimilation plutôt que de « célébration de la diversité » et d’égalité plutôt que
d’équité (Magno et Schiff 2010) et de gérer les enjeux ethniques selon une approche daltonienne
(Lewis 2001).
Dans le cas précis du Québec, nos résultats sont en adéquation avec ceux de la recherche qui
montre que les écoles font aujourd’hui face à de nombreux enjeux reliés à l’accueil, à
l’évaluation et à l’intégration des ÉII, à la collaboration école-famille-communauté et à la
mobilisation de l’ensemble des ressources impliquées (humaines, matérielles, pédagogiques
et didactiques) (Bouchamma et Tardif 2011). Nos résultats sur le terrain sur la gestion scolaire
révèlent plusieurs besoins urgents dans les écoles situées en dehors de la région
métropolitaine de Montréal. En contrepartie, nos résultats rendent compte de l’absence totale
de structures de soutien essentielles qui engendre une forte pression sur les acteurs du milieu
(Bouchamma 2009, 2015). En effet, nos résultats montrent que les mesures officiellement
prescrites pour l’ensemble du système éducatif québécois sont gravement déficientes. Nous
avons observé que chaque école avait ses propres problèmes et préoccupations. La majorité
des écoles nos participants étaient situées à l’extérieur de Montréal et bien que chaque réalité
soit différente (selon le nombre d’ÉII présents), elles souffraient toutes d’un sérieux manque
de ressources et de financement.
Finalement, nos résultats rejoignent ceux de Bouchamma et Tardif (2011) qui, 10 ans
auparavant, rapportaient que la plupart des pratiques actuellement utilisées dans les écoles
québécoises étaient des initiatives isolées qui devraient non seulement être partagées, mais
aussi subir des réformes pour une meilleure efficacité. À cet égard, il apparaît important au
Québec que les acteurs du milieu adoptent le cadre de référence concernant l’accueil et
l’intégration des élèves issus de l’immigration. Celui-ci est composé de quatre manuels
couvrant des aspects tels que le profil de l’élève et les services de soutien pédagogique, les
services organisés, les protocoles d’accueil et les partenariats entre l’école, la famille et la
communauté (MELS 2014). Mentionnons également les récents travaux de l’Observatoire sur
la formation à la diversité et l’équité, qui a rendu disponible une boite à outils destinée aux
directions d’école (Larochelle-Audet et collab. 2020).
Rappelons enfin l’absence de compétences sur la gestion de la diversité dans le profil de
compétence des directions d’établissement du Québec, qui devra être revu pour inclure cette
compétence (MELS 2008; Bouchamma et Lambert 2018; Lambert et Bouchamma 2019;
Larochelle-Audet et collab. 2019).
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Gestion des services et de l’environnement éducatifs de l’établissement
Les entrevues menées dans le cadre de cette étude nous ont permis d’identifier plusieurs
pratiques pédagogiques efficaces qui répondent aux besoins d’apprentissage, sociaux et
linguistiques des ÉII. Ces pratiques pédagogiques gagnantes aident non seulement les ÉII à
s’intégrer pleinement à la vie sociale et culturelle de leur école, mais elles favorisent également
la célébration de la diversité ethnoculturelle et soutiennent le développement et le maintien
de collaborations fructueuses. En fait, ces pratiques gagnantes touchent directement les
besoins matériels et psychologiques de nombreux ÉII qui vivent du stress durant cette étape
importante de leur nouvelle vie (Bouteyre 2004).
L’adaptation des pratiques pour répondre à ces besoins et enjeux se présente sous plusieurs
formes et implique autant les règles et règlements relatifs à la diversité que le traitement
équitable des minorités ethniques, la différenciation pédagogique et curriculaire (Billot et
collab. 2007; Dejaeghere et Zhang 2008; Frawley et Fasoli 2012; Gardiner et Enomoto 2006) et
le développement d’activités qui encouragent les élèves à découvrir la culture de ceux qui les
entourent (Magno et Schiff 2010).

Gestion des ressources humaines
Grâce à une gestion efficace des ressources humaines de leur école, les participants ont pu
mieux superviser les pratiques pédagogiques de leurs enseignants et orienter les perceptions
de leurs membres vers une plus grande acceptation et sensibilisation à la diversité. La
supervision des enseignants et le leadership pédagogique sont également d’une importance
capitale dans les écoles où la diversité ethnoculturelle est présente, bien que la formation des
enseignants sur les spécificités de la diversité reste pratiquement inexistante (Asanova 2005;
Bouchamma 2009; Brown et Medway 2007; Cline et collab. 2002; Kanouté et collab. 2008; Keat
et collab. 2009; Moldoveanu et Mujawamariya 2007; Vatz-Laaroussi 2010).

Gestion administrative
Les directions ont montré qu’elles sont à la fois efficaces et efficientes dans la gestion des
ressources financières et matérielles de leurs écoles respectives et dans la gestion du
financement pour des projets pédagogiques spécifiques, les nouvelles infrastructures et
l’embauche de personnel hautement qualifié.

Conclusion
Cette étude a été menée auprès des écoles qui ont participé au programme intitulé Projets
novateurs : Vivre ensemble et citoyenneté, soutenu par le MELS du Québec. Parmi les membres
de la direction d’école qui ont répondu à notre questionnaire, des volontaires ont accepté de
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donner une entrevue dans le but d’établir un profil de compétences pour une gestion réussie
de la diversité ethnoculturelle.
Nous avons observé que la façon dont les directions d’école abordent la diversité
ethnoculturelle dans leur établissement est en constante évolution. Le développement des
compétences exige un engagement considérable, d’où l’importance de la formation initiale et
continue. Diverses mesures visant à soutenir ce développement sont mises en évidence dans
cet article, comme les communautés de pratique professionnelle (CAP) et les initiatives de
formation par la recherche-action. Ce développement professionnel passe également par une
forte responsabilisation des directions d’établissement, qui doivent établir des plans d’action
annuels ou pluriannuels efficaces pour gérer la diversité tout en tenant compte des
caractéristiques et des priorités de leur établissement. Et parce que la gestion de la diversité
nécessite une approche systémique, les universités, les centres de service scolaires, ainsi que
les directions et leurs équipes d’enseignants doivent tous y contribuer.
Les quatre ordres de compétences professionnelles établis par le ministère de l’Éducation du
Québec (MELS 2008), soit la gestion des services éducatifs, la gestion de l’environnement
scolaire, la gestion des ressources humaines et matérielles et la gestion administrative, ont
servi de cadre à notre recherche. Les connaissances clés émanant de cette étude sont
l’importance de la collaboration et du partage des responsabilités entre l’équipe-école, les
élèves, les parents et la communauté, ainsi que la nécessité de considérer les priorités de
l’école. Cette étude a permis de formaliser des compétences qui sont souvent tacites.
Cette importante contribution apporte donc de nouvelles connaissances pour soutenir les
membres de la direction d’école, guider leurs pratiques et assurer des interventions mieux
structurées et cohérentes. Nos résultats contribueront probablement à l’émergence
d’approches de formation par compétences. Pour les chefs d’établissement, ces programmes
et initiatives de formation deviendront, nous l’espérons, la norme en matière de gestion de la
diversité ethnoculturelle.
Des études futures devraient examiner à quelle fréquence les directions d’école utilisent les
compétences montrées dans cet article et étudier leur impact sur les enseignants qu’ils
supervisent et sur l’ÉII. Il serait également intéressant de développer un profil de
compétences complet pour les enseignants en matière de diversité ethnoculturelle et d’étudier
la façon dont eux et leurs directions font face aux responsabilités impliquées en termes de
gestion et de supervision.
Des expériences de formation-action sur le sujet permettraient non seulement de pallier le
manque de connaissances scientifiques sur certains aspects plus faibles, mais aussi de
permettre aux directions d’école et à leurs enseignants de partager activement leurs
connaissances, leurs pratiques et leurs expériences vers des actions et des interventions plus
efficaces. De plus, les connaissances générées par ces activités alimenteront des discussions
indispensables sur les compétences requises dans des contextes de diversité ethnoculturelle
et sur la manière de les appliquer au quotidien.
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Bien que la présente étude ne couvre pas toutes les compétences des directions en matière de
gestion de la diversité, elle propose des points de référence pertinents qui se sont avérés
efficaces dans le cadre de leurs pratiques de leadership. Ces compétences et actions clés
doivent également être interreliées et considérées comme un ensemble plutôt que comme une
liste linéaire d’éléments.
Les leaders scolaires doivent tenir compte de toutes les variables contextuelles impliquées
ainsi que des besoins de leurs élèves et de leurs familles, sans oublier la supervision
pédagogique de leurs enseignants. Cela dit, les compétences montrées par nos participants
sont influencées par leur formation initiale et continue, leur expérience et des considérations
institutionnelles. Par conséquent, les compétences dans cette étude doivent également être
contextualisées. Dans cette perspective, plusieurs variables doivent être considérées dans les
pratiques et la formation des directions d’école, et ce qui fonctionne dans certains contextes
pourrait ne pas être applicable dans d’autres (Gurr 2014). Dans un contexte où des réformes
sont nécessaires, des recherches supplémentaires seront donc les bienvenues, car les résultats
de l’International Successful School Principalship Project (ISSPP) mené dans plus de 25 pays
à travers le monde montrent clairement que même si les directions d’établissement ont accès
à un répertoire de pratiques privilégiées, ces pratiques ne garantissent pas à elles seules le
succès (Drysdale 2011; Gurr 2014, 2015).
Tout bien considéré, il est évident que les membres de la direction d’établissement qui
réussissent sont ceux qui adoptent des pratiques basées sur les exigences de leur contexte,
comme la situation géographique, la taille de l’école, les valeurs et les croyances, les pratiques
et la diversité, entre autres. De plus, à plus d’un titre, la culture joue un rôle important dans
la façon dont se forme l’environnement contextuel d’une école, comme le montre cette étude
(Noman et Gurr 2020).
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Naming/Framing Educational
Leadership Perceptions in Relation to
Child Violence at a Swedish Boarding
School
Silvia Edling, Guadalupe Francia and Carolyn M. Shields

Abstract: This paper explores the crossroads between state interference, social justice and leadership
at a Swedish elite boarding school. The data consist of interviews published in newspapers and tabloids,
reports, and court texts written in response to four serious cases of violence reported at one Swedish
boarding school in 2011, 2013 and 2017. The analysis uses a systemic violence perspective, Schöns’
frame reflection theory and Shields’ transformative leadership conception as theoretical starting points.
Accordingly, there is a clash between the naming/framing of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate and that
of the leaders at the boarding school. The majority of the leaders maintain that the collective is always
right, that violence is always the act of one or a few individual actor(s), and that it only matters if there
was an intention to cause harm. On the other hand, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate stresses that
violent acts need to be dealt with holistically.
Keywords: Systemic violence, boarding schools, transformative leadership, frame reflection
theory

Introduction
When the term boarding school is mentioned, multiple images come to mind. In North
America and in Australia, the first image is likely schools that intend to eliminate indigenous
cultures and socialise indigenous populations into ‘Western European’ ways (Gebhard 2017;
Mander 2015). More recently, some studies have focused on religious boarding schools, often
with the assumption that they are instruments of indoctrination or radicalisation (Setiobudi
2017). But there is yet another boarding school phenomenon. This is the elite boarding school
that is often attended by children with wealthy parents who are searching for an educational
preparation that will support future leadership roles in society. For English speaking readers,
the names Eton or King’s School Canterbury in the UK may spring immediately to mind. Yet,
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Gaztambide-Fernandez (2009) states that ‘[d]espite their reputation for excellence, elite
boarding schools remain largely outside the public gaze, and debates about schools rarely
consider these highly selective, privileged institutions’ (p. 1090).
Some elite boarding schools actively strive to promote democratic and non-violent
environments (see Sandgren 2017). At the same time, a substantial amount of research has
shown that for various reasons elite boarding schools tend to nurture violence as a way of
fostering future leaders (see for instance Francia & Edling 2016; Pfeiffer & Pinquart 2014;
Poynting & Donaldson 2005; Sandgren 2015, 2017; Standish 2011). Against this background,
in order to nuance the seemingly dominant image of elite boarding schools as violent settings,
this paper explores the crossroads between educational leadership, Swedish elite boarding
schools, and the aspiration to oppose all kinds of violent acts in accordance with the United
Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (UN 2001). Although the context for
this particular case study is Sweden, it is apparent that the ramifications of violence in elite
boarding schools are much broader than one individual and national context.
The notion of violence that is used in this paper is broad and covers the numerous occasions
in which people are in danger of being psychologically and physically damaged (Hamby &
Grych 2013), for example through bullying, discrimination, harassment or violation (Parkes
2007). Although like their international counterparts, elite Swedish boarding schools aim to
foster future leaders, very little research has been conducted on these Swedish schools
(Sandgren 2017) and, subsequently, also on the kind of leadership that could promote nonviolent environments in such schools.
Sweden is the largest country in northern Europe with approximately 10 million inhabitants.
It has a long history of stressing social justice issues in boarding schools, which, like all other
schools in the country, are expected to heed the prevailing regulations. The CRC was adopted
by the UN General Assembly on 20th November 1989 and Sweden was one of the first
countries to ratify it. On 1st January 2020 the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) was
incorporated into Swedish law (https://www.government.se/government-policy/childrensrights/). Article 19 of the CRC clearly stipulates that children need to be protected from both
physical and psychological violence at all costs (Prop. 2009/10:232; Socialstyrelsen 2012).
Although violence can be found more or less anywhere, the particular nature of elite boarding
schools makes them interesting study objects. Moreover, as the patterns in boarding schools
are relatively similar worldwide (Sandgren 2017), this study has the potential to contribute to
helping elite boarding school leaders, both nationally and internationally, to promote nonviolent environments in their schools, as well as in a wider context, and to emphasise the
importance of leadership and social justice for all. With a view to developing knowledge in
this field, this paper highlights and analyses the different conceptions of professional
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leadership in relation to school violence at one particular elite boarding school that was avidly
discussed in the Swedish media from 2011-2017. The educational leaders at the boarding
school were accused by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate (SSI) of supporting systematic
violence, and these accusations became a focal point in the media. Hence, a study of the
leaders’ responses in the media helps to highlight how they named and framed their
responsibilities in relation to these accusations and in a country that strongly supports nonviolent environments for children.
This paper highlights and analyses the different conceptions of educational leadership found
in mediated texts, such as interviews published in newspapers and tabloids, reports, and
court texts written as a response to four serious cases of violence reported at a Swedish
boarding school in 2011, 2013 and 2017. Public debates about boarding schools are important
to take into account because they are part of a social ecology and are therefore not isolated
(Lopez 2012) and are also influenced by public opinion. Following Fairclough (1995), the
language used by the media enables the dialectical relationships between action and thought
to be interpreted.
In this paper we analyse and discuss the public discourses of different educational leaders at
one elite boarding school and SSI, a government agency, in relation to specific incidents of
violent cases reported between 2011 and 2017. More precisely, we analyse the mediated voices
of formal educational leaders at the boarding school and how they, in media interviews,
reports, and court documents, name/frame their responsibilities to deal with violent cases in
relation to the accusations directed at them by SSI. This study therefore begins with the
following research questions:
•
How do the educational leaders at the boarding school and SSI describe the
responsibilities of the educational leaders with regard to the violent cases that appear in
the analysed media, court documents, and reports?
•
What kind of similarities and differences can be found between the various actors in
terms of the perceptions of leadership responsibilities that appear in the analysed media,
court documents, and reports?
•
How can the similarities or/and differences be explained through research on leadership,
social justice and violence?
In the first section of the paper, we present an overview of the policy documents, theory,
previous research, and methodology relevant to the study in question. This is followed by an
analysis of the various texts and the leaders’ descriptions of how they view the violent acts
that occurred at the boarding school in question. Finally, the paper ends with a discussion of
how the findings can be understood in relation to the responsibilities of educational leaders
at different levels to protect the rights of children to not be exposed to various forms of
violence.
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Background
In this section we look at the theoretical lenses used to analyse the empirical material. We
begin by describing previous research on violence at boarding schools. In order to understand
the existence of various forms of leadership, the notion of task perception is introduced, along
with an overview of research highlighting task perceptions pertaining to different leadership
positions in relation to social justice.

Research on Violence and Leadership at Boarding Schools
Much of the international research on elite boarding schools focuses on a psychological
perspective that originates in behavioural difficulties due to a long-term exposure to violence
(Pfeiffer & Pinquart 2014). The phenomenon has been referred to as the boarding school
syndrome, i.e. the traumatic consequences that result when small children are placed in
schools with violent environments far from their non-violent home environments (Partridge
2007, 2012; Schaverien 2011; Standish 2011). Research on elite boarding schools indicates that
the education that is provided aims to prepare students to be leaders who can reproduce the
status of their social class and protect their class interests, even if this reproduction clashes
with social norms like honesty and social justice (Anyon 1981; Finn 2012). Therefore, the staff
at elite schools tend to accept rule breaking if this is done with style. Furthermore, students
are educated to be leaders by participating
. . . in student government and on committees that mete out discipline, students learn
that the exercise of power requires the sacrifice of innocence: right should prevail, but
sometimes it does not. At the same time, they learn to cloak power relations in moral
authority. (Finn 2012: 58)
Research has also been conducted on the notion of leadership in boarding schools, and in
particular the development of US and British leadership ideals. This research mainly stresses
how the boarding school syndrome, due to the harsh atmosphere at many boarding schools,
risks harming individuals and creating ‘wounded leaders’ (see for instance Duffel 2014;
McCulloch 1991; Wilkinson 1964).
From a Swedish perspective, research on boarding schools is scarce. However, a historical
dissertation was recently produced on the subject by Petter Sandgren (2017). Central to
Sandgren’s dissertation is his hypothesis that the violence that takes place at boarding schools
in Sweden aims to foster future elite leaders and is both globally intertwined with and
influenced by the harsh character building that developed at Eton College during the
Victorian era. Another recent study (Francia & Edling 2016) shows how different
interpretations of violent acts of a public or private nature at a Swedish boarding school have
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implications for the implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in the
Swedish education system.
The violent cases at elite boarding schools are not isolated phenomena, but can be seen as
recurring and, hence, systemic. Systemic violence can be understood as an institutionalised
practice that can have negative consequences for groups and individuals (Epp & Watkinson
1996, 1997; Finley 2006). Negative consequences imply that students are at risk of being hurt
culturally, spiritually, economically, psychologically, or/and physically. The expression of
violence that takes shape due to these structures does not have to reflect ill-will, i.e. someone
who deliberately wants to do harm. Rather, the acts are often regarded as normal by actors
within the institution, even though the person exposed to the practice suffers (Epp &
Watkinson 1997: 6). From this, it follows that systemic violence is intimately entwined with
an institution’s culture and is created and re-created by people’s everyday actions, such as
talk, gestures, endorsed ideals, rule-making, choice of subject content and so forth (cf.
Gillander, Ahlgren & Weiner 2013).
The systemic violence that appears in boarding schools nationally and internationally follows
a similar pattern (Sandgren 2017). The ideals that govern boarding schools generally stem
from the military and the dichotomy between male and female values, where preferred
leaders are stereotypically portrayed as strong men who never complain if they are exposed
to harsh environments. The central conclusion in Poynting & Donaldson’s (2005) study of a
boarding school for boys in Australia is that ruling-class masculine ideals are premiered.
Accordingly, boys should learn manly traditions and how to exist in a hierarchy and
constantly strive to reach for the top and accept that groups can punish the weak for their
sensitivity. Important for this paper is also the way in which the boarding school’s leaders
tend to indirectly support violent practices by denying their existence and consequently
promoting brutal violence as a form of hidden curricula (Poynting & Donaldson 2005).
The apparent connections to upper-class traditions (which often stem from military positions)
and the clear cut division of masculine and feminine values, where the strong are supposed
to learn to conquer weak (and sensitive) individuals (Bowker 1998; Eduards 2012; Kronsell &
Svedberg 2012; Larsson 2005; Sandgren 2017; Toch 1998), can be found globally (Sandgren
2017). Yet, there are also differences between boarding schools. Although the violence at a
boarding school in Sweden is systemic in that it is woven into the everyday life of the
institution and sanctioned by the leaders, the US counterpart of hazing, the French custom of
bizutage, the Australian custom of bastardisation and the Italian use of nonnismo are all
generally limited to the first two initial weeks of term. However, it should be noted that there
are exceptions to boarding school violence. For example, throughout the world, Round
Square schools have striven to create boarding schools that carefully attend to the six pillars
of democracy, environmentalism, adventure, leadership, internationalisation and service,
and have thereby made an effort to stimulate new forms of leadership (Sandgren 2017). For
these reasons, we maintain that the notion of systemic violence can also be used in this study,
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in that Sweden is a focal point. Moreover, it is possible to approach the notion of violence
without overlooking the responsibility of the private or public sphere.
In a previous empirical investigation, various actors’ perceptions of two violent cases at a
boarding school were studied from a critical discourse perspective. That study indicated that
leaders at different levels (members of the student council, principals, board members etc.)
approached the violent cases as private incidents that needed to be distinguished from state
(public) interference (Francia & Edling 2016). In this paper, though, the focus is more on
understanding how leaders at a boarding school who are accused of systemic violence name
and frame their responsibilities in relation to these accusations, in a country that promotes
non-violent environments for children.

Task Perceptions of Educational Leaders
In order to understand how formal leaders at the boarding school approach the accusations
made by SSI, it becomes important to understand how professional leaders’ judgement is
influenced by both their knowledge and their beliefs (Kahne & Westheimer 2000). Whereas the
field of professional leadership often tends to distinguish between professional leadership
(setting a mission, creating a process for achieving goals, aligning processes and
procedures) and private leadership (stimulating caring relations and engaging in moral
and justice issues) (Mastrangelo, Eddy & Lorenzet 2004), this paper maintains that
professional leadership requires an intermixture of both (Edling & Frelin 2016; Frelin
2010).
Central in professionalism is the capacity of judging. In order to develop leaders’ quality of
judging, Schön’s (1986, 1987) notion of task perception can be helpful. Following Schön,
everyday education is a complex endeavour with no clear-cut direction about how to act.
Every professional actor who is forced to make well-grounded judgements has to first make
situations meaningful and as such select what they find to be the most relevant features of
these situations. Schön introduces the concepts naming and framing to describe this process
and later develops the frame reflection theory that can be used as a method to interpret
perceptions expressed through language (Schön & Rein 1995). When the professional actor
uses words to describe a situation, a naming (story-weaving) takes form. As soon as the
process of naming begins, a frame (context) is automatically created that says something
fundamental about what is excluded/included in that specific way of framing the world.
Naming and framing are consequently always normative in that they involve a direction for
certain set of solutions. The constant process of naming and framing the content of
educational practice is dependent upon leaders’ task perception.
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Various Task Perceptions of Leadership and of Social Justice
The most dominant tradition of leadership is based on ‘one size fits all’ hierarchy and
structural duties rather than engaging in questions concerning democracy and social justice
(Bogotch & Shields 2014; Karpinski 2006). It is since the beginning of 2000 that there has been
an increased focus upon the importance of paying attention to social justice in relation to
leadership (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy 2005; Gurr 2015; Jean-Marie, Normore & Brooks
2009; Shields 2013), not the least motivated by an understanding that the creation of wellfunctioning schools is dependent upon equal possibilities (Jean-Marie et al. 2009). Recently,
the image of ‘one size fits all’ has been questioned in research and instead shows that a leader
needs to pay close attention to an educational environment and, hence, the uniqueness of
contexts (see for instance Blair 2016; Brezicha, Bergmark & Mitra 2015; Bush 2017). Leadership
here is both grasped in a formal manner related to the work of principals and other
administrative leaders and/or an informal manner that involves the work of various kinds of
educators (Shields 2013) as well as a question of individual beliefs and/or relational
professionality (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy 2005). Although issues of social justice have
been on the agenda, the notion of justice within leadership is still highly debated (Jean-Marie
et al. 2009) and in need of further exploration (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy 2005).
Social justice has a long history and its meaning is difficult to pin-point in research about
social justice/leadership since it refers to so many different things and has been a core subject
in numerous disciplines. Even though the term has been well elaborated over the years, it is
a relatively new issue to address explicitly amongst formal leaders (Shoho, Merchant & Lugg
2005). There has, since the beginning of 2000, been an increased pressure on formal
educational leaders to attend to both explicit and implicit forms of violence in order to alter
patterns that might risk harming marginalised groups of people. The content of leadership
preparation programmes now often stresses the importance of paying attention to equity,
diversity, social justice and democracy (Hafner 2006; Herr & Anderson 2003; Jean-Marie et al.
2009). In addition, research (Tenuto & Gardiner 2017) stresses that school leaders’ ethical
reflection work claims that school leaders pay attention to their own cultural assumptions to
promote social justice. However, following Shields (2013) the field of educational leadership
in relation to social justice has for long lacked tools by which it becomes possible to navigate
in the field. For this reason, she has distinguished among three models that might be helpful
in interpreting the actions of leaders, all of which come from Burns’ (1978) distinctions
between transactional and transforming leadership. The three different leadership models
are: transactional, transformational and transformative. They should not be regarded as opposite
to one another, but rather be seen as points of orientation to discover how people in general
frame their leadership and hence influence the institutionalised environment.
Transactional leadership has been explored by Burns (1978) and by Bass and Avolio (1993).
The focus within transactional leadership is to reach different aims as smoothly as possible
through a mechanism of mutual benefit and exchange. When this task perception of
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leadership dominates, children and pupils are perceived with instrumental values, that is to
say they are regarded as means to, for instance, make the school famous or become labelled
as excellent.
Whereas transactional leadership is based on an atomistic worldview, transformational
leadership takes an interest in the organisation as a holistic entity. There have been several
conceptions of transformational leadership (including those by Bennis & Nanus 1985; Burns
1978; Kowalski & Oates 1993), but ‘the most fully developed model of transformational
leadership in schools has been provided by Leithwood and his colleagues’ (Leithwood &
Duke 1998: 36). The ambition is still to reach certain aims, but here is an increased awareness
that the organisational goals of efficiency and excellence depend on four specific leadership
dimensions: setting direction, developing people, redesigning the organisation and managing
the instructional programme.
Like the transformational leader, the transformative leader begins by analysing the
institution, but in addition to a holistic examination, pays particular attention to the equity
needs of often marginalised or neglected subgroups. The transformative leader does not only
follow given and external aims but constantly balances how external demands can be
interpreted, how internal needs can be grasped, their knowledge about democracy, social
justice, violence, prejudices and ideals at a work place, and their consequences for personnel,
leaders, children and pupils. Contrary to a transactional leader, the transformative leader
emphasises the need to create democratic spaces for dialogue, people’s intrinsic value, and
their right not to be exposed to violence, and in so doing, pays less attention to efficiency than
to inclusion, equity and justice. Being a leader involves a questioning of norms, the leader’s
own thoughts and choices of action, as well as acknowledging dilemmas that might arise at
the work place in a sensitive manner (Bogotch & Shields 2014; Shields 2013).

Methodology
In this part of the paper, the formal educational leaders’ task perceptions of the reported
violent cases are analysed in relation to accusations and demands made by SSI. The
methodology is structured as follows: a) a brief background to elite boarding schools in
Sweden, b) the data relating to four reported cases of violent acts and c) research analysis and
discussion.

Brief Background to Elite Boarding Schools in Sweden
There are currently three elite boarding schools in Sweden. These schools are unique in that
they have the right to demand financial backing from the students’ parents. The focus in this
paper is on the boarding school, which has a high level of reported recurring violence
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amongst students. Some of the first students to attend the school have continued to send their
offspring there and, in some cases, up to five generations have been educated at the school.
The students, generally from wealthy families, come from all over Sweden and other parts of
the world. At present the number of students attending the school is approximately 200.
The boarding school, with some 80 employees, offers secondary school and upper secondary
school education (with science, social science and economics programmes), which means that
the school educates young people from 13-19 years of age. The school is both run and owned
by the school’s Trust and there are nine members of the board of directors, most of whom
have ties with the school as parents or former pupils. Based on the regulations adopted in
2002, the board meets four times a year, although extra meetings can be scheduled if
necessary. The educational leaders at the school are organised hierarchically: the chairperson
of the board, the vice chairperson of the board, board members (previous students), the
principal and the school’s operations manager. Considering the hierarchical features of the
organisation suggests that the chairperson is in a vulnerable position in relation to the board
members and chief of board, i.e. being a chairperson involves mirroring the sentiments of the
board (members). At the same time, it should be emphasised that the hierarchical features of
leaders in a boarding school are not unique. A similar structure can be found in schools
governed by the municipality in Sweden, but instead of a board and a chief of board, the
principal answers to the municipality.

Data on Four Reported Cases of Violence
The paper focuses on four reported cases of violence that took place in 2010, 2013 and 2017.
The cases, especially those in 2010 and 2013, were discussed in detail in the school’s reports,
the media and the court orders. In 2010, a boy in Year 9 submitted a complaint to the Child
and School Student Representative (BEO) that he had been subjected to violent acts by fellow
pupils at the school. According to this boy, the entire group of school leaders sanctioned these
violent acts and, after an unannounced visit to the school, SSI found that the school did not
live up to educational policies relating to non-violent environments. SSI required that the
school review its safety procedures and noted that the boarding school had made good
progress in this respect in 2013, while at the same time claiming that more work needed to be
done before the safety regulations were fully adhered to. The second case of violence was
reported in August 2013. A 13-year-old boy was punished by older boys holding a hot iron
against his skin for saying something demeaning about the student house in which the boys
lived.
The hospital staff filed a police complaint that triggered SSI to set up a new investigation,
which led to the closure of the school and a legal process challenging the long tradition of
separating the public and private in education. The third case involved a rape situation that
the leaders at the school reported to the police in 2014. 2 Finally, in January 2017, the school
2

http://nwt.se/storfors/2014/11/18/anmalan-om-valdtakt-pa-lundsberg [18/11/2014]
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leaders reported sexual violations to the police involving a recorded film of two students
having sex at the boarding school and an event in which girls were sexually molested. In this
process it was also acknowledged that a boy was beaten with a belt by another student,
although this event was not reported to the police. 3 However, for some reason (that remains
unclear), these cases of violence were not described in any detail by SSI or discussed in the
media.
In this study, approximately 500 different kinds of documents, including TV interviews,
websites, official letters, official reports and newspapers were analysed and compared. With
the aid of Archive Retriever, media articles about the school between 2010 and 2017 were
searched using various key words in various constellations such as: the name of the school
and violence [våld], bullying [mobbning], perennialism, violent cases [våldsfall], files of
reports [anmälningar], leaders [ledare], principals [rektor], and School Inspection
[skolinspektionen]. We have also searched for material on Google regarding court orders
relevant for the case, TV interviews with the leaders, and the home page for SSI. The richest
material comes from the violent cases in 2010 and 2013. The ambition has been to include as
many different voices as possible. At the same time, it is important to stress that most of the
data is based on the same interviews with the same people, which means that the substance
of what they convey does not greatly vary. Several of the smaller newspapers in Sweden
carried similar articles about the reporting of violence at the school. We also analysed the
leaders’ standpoints as reported in the court documents and TV interviews. In other words,
even though our data draw on a broad set of material, we reached data saturation relatively
quickly.
The data have been categorised into three steps using the structure and logic of a content
analysis (Weber 1990; Downe-Wamboldt 1992) and based on Schön and Rein’s (1995) frame
reflection theory. The frame reflection theory stresses that professionals’ use of language
(word content and semiotics) names and frames educational action. We have read the data
several times with the intention of locating the major themes relating to the leaders at the
boarding school and SSI’s way of naming the violent cases. In our reading we found that the
descriptions of the leaders of the boarding school and state organisation differed radically

3 http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/a/anaz2/misstankt-sexbrott-pa-lundsberg [18/1/17]
http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/a/4k0GR/uppgifter-elev-slagen-med-livrem-pa-lundsberg--polisanm
aldes-inte [19/1/17]
http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/krim/a/GV0W9/elev-atalas-for-att-ha-smygfilmat-pa-lundsberg [30/6
/17]
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from each other. Accordingly, during this process two distinct sets of descriptions were
identified.
In the next step, two major themes were identified that led to sub-themes based on the actors’
words and semiotics. Finally, in the third stage, the themes and sub-themes were compared
to previous research as a form of abductive reasoning (Psillos 2011). It was only at this stage
that we began to discuss which theoretical concepts best described the phenomenon. We
turned to Carolyn Shields’ (2013) three leadership styles: transactional, transformational and
transformative leadership’s models because they help to identify the leaders’ various standpoints
in relation to the social justice issues that resonate with our findings (see Table 1).
Table 1: A Design for Coding, Interpreting, and Structuring the Data Inspired by Frame
Reflection Theory (Schön & Reins1995) and Theories About Leadership and Social Justice,
Particularly the Terms Transactional, Transformational and Transformative (Shields 2013)
(1) Coding the data
Frame reflection theory is used as a starting point to highlight the naming/framing of leaders’
responsibilities to oppose violence expressed through mediated language. The use of words is
depicted as central to the purpose of the study.

(2) Interpreting and structuring the data
The data (use of words) is thereafter interpreted and structured with the help of research on
leadership and social justice. The various task perceptions of the leadership’s responsibilities to
deal with violence, expressed through naming, provide frames for action.

Transactional
(atomistic)

Transformational
(holistic-process
oriented)

Transformative
(holistic-equity oriented)

Responsibilities

Responsibilities

Responsibilities

• to create proper
principles to oppose
violence based on
external demands or to
delegate to others to
create them
• to inform pupils and
staff members about
these principles
• to punish rule
breakers

• to create proper
principles based on
external demands to
oppose violence or to
delegate to others to
create them
• to offer staff courses
highlighting
strategies against
violence
• to review the various
organisational units
to make sure they
follow the principles
against violence, and

• to create a respectful,
equitable, and sustainable
environment where
people’s needs are taken
into account and balanced
in relation to external
demands
• to make sure that values
such as democracy,
respect, equity and the
right to not be exposed to
violence not only become
organisational issues, but
lived practice
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if needed restructure
them
• to make sure the
organisation runs
smoothly
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• to question and at times
change expressed values
and norms that risk
creating a violent
environment
• to take part in and offer
staff courses highlighting
strategies against violence
and tools for interpreting
the risk of violence in
lived practice
• to make sure that
everyone takes
responsibility for
promoting an equitable,
inclusive, sustainable and
consequently also nonviolent environment and
react if this does not
happen

Key words

Key words

Key words

Contract

Organisational

Relational/cultural/systemic

Upholding agreements

Change

Equity/Transformation

Honour

Efficiency

Sustainability

One size fits all

Adjust organisation

Transform environment

Public

Public

Public/private

Explicit

Explicit

Explicit/implicit

Collective homogeneity

Collective homogeneity

Collective heterogeneity

Individual

Individual

Individual/collective

Formal

Formal

Formal/informal

Intended

Intended

Intended/unintended

Principles

Principles

Principles/everyday practice

What is especially taken into consideration is how the relationship between norm-norm
abbreviation, private-public, individual-collective, homogeneity-heterogeneity, and formal-informal
are named/framed by the actors. The selection of this focus for our reading of documents is
based on earlier research studies on violence that related these relationships as relevant to the
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analysis of school violence (see Epp & Watkinson 1996, 1997; Finley 2006; Francia & Edling
2016).

Ethical Considerations
The data are based on material that is easily accessible to the public. 4 However, for ethical
reasons and to protect their identity, in this paper we have not reproduced the name of the
school or the people involved (Markham & Buchanan 2012; see also Poynting & Donaldson
2005).
It is important to emphasise from an ethical point of view that mediated voices interpreted in
the material are not to be regarded as manifestations of who they really are as human beings,
but should rather be handled as vignettes of a specific time and context. Indeed, the results
should not be understood in terms of scapegoating, but in terms of carefully discussing and
comparing how the different ways of framing leadership address the multi-layered and
structural features of violence with the intention of learning from it. All of the data used in
this study have been publicly available, which means that we did not have to seek consent
from individuals according to the Swedish law. The sole reason for using digital data, despite
the possible risk of identification, is due to the fact that they were the only data that were
available for the study of violence at this particular boarding school. We maintain that it is of
utmost importance as a researcher to balance ethical needs with the need to gather relevant
data to illuminate certain research objectives.

Results
In this section the results of the study are presented in two steps: first the naming/framing of
violent cases by the leaders at the school and by SSI. The terms transactional, transformational
and transformative leadership are applied as tools in order to understand whether and how
anti-violence strategies are included in the various actors’ task perceptions expressed in the
media. The results are summarised in Table 2, indicating a clear division in what the actors
find as being the challenges with the violent cases as well as their own responsibilities. The
SSI platform for interpreting the violence at the school is based on a transformative leadership
model, whereas the leaders at the boarding school tend to adhere to a transactional leadership
model.

4

http://www.codex.vr.se/forskningmanniska.shtml [18-10-20];
https://medarbetare.ki.se/media/26885/download [18-10-20]
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Table 2: An Overview of How SSI and the Leaders at the Boarding School Name the Violent
Cases Taking Place at the School From 2010-2017 in Mediated Data, and Consequently How
They Frame the Responsibilities of Leaders to Handle These Violent Cases
Leadership
models

Present in the
conceptions of
following actors

Naming the violent cases

Framing responsibilities

Transactional

Leaders

Violence is wrong and
should be prohibited

Informing students
about the school safety
plans, school regulations
and ethical guidelines

At the boarding
school

One-size-fits-all approach
Individual(s) who commit
violence break contracts

Punishing individuals
who break formal rules

Individuals who commit
violence dishonours the
school
The collective is
considered as homogenous
and innocent to promoting
violence
It is only intended and
explicit violence that
counts
Implicit and unintended
violence is considered a
private matter
Transformative

SSI

Violence is wrong and
should be prohibited
Violence is undertaken by
individuals in a social
environment…
…rendering systemic
social patterns equally

Promoting equitable,
respectful & inclusive
school environments,
featured by a sense of
safety and non-violence
Securing that actors in
school are provided
with knowledge about

134 | ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021

important to acknowledge
as individuals’ behaviour
The collective is
considered as being
formed by heterogeneous
individuals who are coresponsible for promoting
safe and non-violent
environments
Formal and informal,
intended and unintended,
private and public, explicit
and implicit actions that
harm or risk harming
people need to be taken
into account

how to prevent various
forms of violence that
takes into account
relational and cultural
factors
Actively preventing
violations from taking
place
Creating a plan against
violating treatment that
fulfils the requirements
of SSI
Taking responsibility to
investigate violent acts
and situations and to
openly discuss values
and incidents
Discussing with the staff
the responsibilities of all
the school and student
house staff to pay
attention to possible
violent acts and violence
culture/rituals/tradition
at the school and in the
student houses

School Violence from a Transactional Leadership Perspective
In accordance with previous research on social justice and leadership, the most dominant
perception is ‘one size fits all’ (Bogotch & Shields 2014; Karpinski 2006). The analysis of the
documents indicates that the leaders at the boarding school align with this dominant
discourse by primarily naming the violent cases in universal terms. In addition to naming
their own perceptions and cultural assumptions (Tenuto & Gardiner 2017), relational
conditions for securing social justice and explicit and implicit forms of violence are equally
important to acknowledge (Epp & Watkinson 1996; Finley 2006; Hafner 2006; Herr &
Anderson 2003; Jean-Marie et al. 2009). In the processes of defining the problem (naming),
their focus lies exclusively on the rights of the collective, formal systems, homogeneity, the
importance of punishing rule breakers and their assertion that violence is a private matter
whether or not the violence was intended (see Table 3).
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To begin with, just like SSI, the leaders who name/frame the violent cases at the boarding
school stress that these events are utterly wrong, not allowed at the school and need to be
eradicated. Since 2010 the leaders on the Trust Board have a) dismissed personnel, including
the headmaster, and made their positions available 5, b) created a plan against discrimination
and violation which is renewed every year, and c) are participants in the ‘non-violence’
educational project. These choices of action can be understood as an attempt to move towards
a transformational leadership and the smooth, efficient running of the organisation, in that the leaders
also focus on organisational aspects (cf. Shields 2013), such as creating discrimination plans
that incorporate the relevant dimensions in the organisation and taking part in an educational
project against violence.
However, most of the naming/framing in the public debate corresponds with the notion of
transactional leadership, where the focus is on maintaining the honour and reputation of the
school and seeing students as a means to this end, rather than taking an interest in their
unique experiences. If a person is considered as an obstacle to preserving this higher aim,
they are dismissed or expelled. Moreover, there is also a tendency to only focus on
establishing rules and principles, informing about the rules and principles and punishing the
individuals who break them (cf. Shields 2013).
In the analysed material, the leaders refer to the students as a homogenous collective on several
occasions. The majority are seen as ‘totally innocent’, while there is one individual who breaks
the rules and behaves badly. The individual and the collective are named as two separate
entities that do not influence each other. From this worldview, it is logical to punish the
wrong-doing individual(s) and regard the collective as being above suspicion. One example
follows:
Can you collectively punish students like this? / . . . / We may have 199 students who
are totally innocent and who are incredibly compassionate and who love their school /
. . . / Is it a violation of a group of students? (School leader, in SvD, Thursday, 29/8/2013:
8, our translation, our italics)
The former chairperson at the boarding school expressed in an interview printed in Dagens
Industri that ‘[t]he problem is that certain pupils break the rules’. The statement isolates the
violence to these particular students, rather than regarding it as a school culture phenomenon.
By stressing the following: ‘we need to take away the privileges for some pupils at the school’,
‘[t]he problem is that some pupils break the rules’ and ‘that is what we need to deal with’, the
former chairperson implies that the school’s responsibility is regarded to inform more about

5

https://www.sydsvenskan.se/2013-08-28/lundsbergs-rektor-far-sparken
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the rules and thereby change isolated individuals’ privileges and behaviour (previous
chairperson in the Board at LS] Dagens industri, 30/8/2013: 8).
Members of the Trust Board often named/framed the violent acts as a question of creating
rules, informing about rules and punishing rule breakers, but did not say anything about
informal dimensions, such as power relations, norms, body language or school culture in their
struggle to oppose violence. 6 In an appeal to the Administrative Court, the Trust Board of the
School (Stiftelsen X Skola, Överklagan till Administrative Court, 44-2013: 4485) indicated, that
is, named/framed that the school had made important changes to secure safety at the school
and that they had done everything in their power to prevent such things happening again.
They had created rules of conduct that stated that violent initiation procedures were
prohibited, they had informed the pupils about the rules of conduct and stipulated that the
older pupils who invited younger pupils to a disco were to be listed by the housefather. Thus,
by focusing on explicit behavioural norms, violence was reduced to a problem caused by
isolated dysfunctional individuals that did not follow the school’s regulations.
Moreover, in this process of naming/framing the violent cases, the trustworthiness of the
people making the accusations was at times highlighted by leaders in the documents:
The pupil had certain difficulties with social interactions/. . ./He was difficult to communicate
with and a lot of things happened around him/. . ./The person who filed the complaint is a
person with a long history and in need of support (Trust Board member 2011, in Barn och
Elevombudsmannen, 4 (12) Dnr 46-2011:3477, our translation, our italics).
At the same time, violent acts were often downplayed, ‘Yes, so, there we have a grey zone you
could say. If the youth come to blows and it is not reported to the police’ (member of the Trust Board
20/1/17). 7 However, the principal and CEO of the school confirmed that the sexual assault
was reported to the police: ‘It’s correct that we’ve reported it to the police . . .’ (18/1/17] 8 and stated
that the school had actively worked with security and increased the number of staff (18/1/17]. 9
However, how the school had worked with values was not made clear.
Another example is when a member of the Trust Board described the violent incident as an
act performed by certain young individuals who made innocent jokes, as boys usually do. In
this process of naming/framing he described these violent acts in term of: ‘it is fun and jokes’,
‘youth who have lost their judgement’, and ‘it’s more like a boy scam’, ‘because the boys were ‘deeply
devastated’ (member of the Trust Board in Aftonbladet, 30/8/2013). 10 This statement focuses on

6

see for instance: https://www.svd.se/rektor-det-har-varit-pafoljder [15/8/17]
https://aktuelltfokus.se/misshandel-och-knark-i-skolan-en-grazon-enligt-lundsberg/ [20/1/17] See
also: http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/a/4k0GR/uppgifter-elev-slagen-med-livrem-pa-lundsberg-polisanmaldes-inte [19/1/17]
8
https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/varmland/elever-vid-lundsberg-polisanmalda [18/2/17]
9 https://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/varmland/elever-vid-lundsberg-polisanmalda [18/2/17]
10 http://www.aftonbladet.se/nyheter/article17356977.ab
7

ISEA • Volume 49, Number 2, 2021 |

137

the actors’ intentions and characters and does not acknowledge plausible interplays between
formal and informal practices, for instance awareness about power relations between the
victim and the perpetrators, or entrenched and implicit socio-cultural perspectives on socially
acceptable behaviour. Drawing on research, the strategy was not very efficient when it came
to counteract the violence that was evident in the everyday relations (cf. Brook 2008; Hafner
2005; Herr & Anderson 2003). The naming/framing of intended and unintended action as two
separate entities renders implicitly unintended action as unimportant in violent cases. A
further example is: ‘What I've heard is that it's not a conscious act that aims to harm someone
particular /…/ I have perceived that even the one who was exposed said that everything was just a big
mistake’ (member of the Trust Board, in Aftonbladet, 30/8/2013, our translation, our italics).
A division is also created between the public and the private where the leaders underline that
the majority of the fights taking place at the boarding school should be regarded as a fight
between siblings and therefore do not require the interference of public authorities. In the
report by BEO in 2011, words connected to family life are apparent when a board member is
asked to describe the happenings: ‘House parents’, ‘fight amongst siblings’, ‘family member’ and
‘bed time’. Violence is named/framed as something that takes place between the pupils
without needing the interference of adults. In these portraits, the pupils are described as
siblings who can ‘sort out the fights themselves’ in the private sphere and the school family
(member of the Trust Board, in Barn och Elevombudsmannen, 4 (12) Dnr 46-2011: 3477).

School Violence from a Transformative Leadership Perspective
The SSI responses highlight the agency’s task perception of how educational leaders should
deal with violent cases. The naming/framing of the violent cases by SSI is featured by an
interconnection between entities such as individual-collective, the private-public, formal
system-informal systems and norm-norm. SSI stresses that there is a link between the staff’s
attitudes and their possibilities to prevent violence at the school, thereby intersecting the
private-public and formal-informal systems: ‘/. . ./the actions previously taken by the school
did not have the effect stated either on staff attitudes towards violations or skills on how to
prevent these. The measures taken have therefore not been sufficient (p. 4 SSI, 2013-08-28, Dnr
44-2013: 4485, our translation and italics). SSI returns to words such as ‘environment’,
‘systemic’ ‘informal regulatory system’, ‘jargon’, ‘normalisation’, ‘perceive’, ‘not possible to
separate school and student homes’ and ‘learning how to adapt’ (with the implicit expectation
that the adaptation is one way on the part of the student, and certainly not mutual). For
example:
The school principal and staff have not been able to stop the violations underway in
the informal regulatory system. Staff at [this school] do not always perceive phenomena
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at school as offensive. There has been a normalisation of phenomena which in society are
otherwise considered unacceptable. As a result, violations are not reported to the
principal. The chief executive therefore does not investigate the incidents that occur,
and measures are not taken to prevent and prevent further violations. A system that
normalises offensive treatment in Swedish schools is not acceptable. The school as a
national school has a special situation, where it is not possible to separate school and
student homes, but these must be treated as a whole. (2011-11-29 Dnr 49-2011: 5192: 2, our
translation, our italics)
The Court of Appeal of Western Sweden stated (ruling on 6 July 2011 in Case T 372410) that the duty of the school to prevent and investigate violations between pupils is
an obligation for staff to pay attention to the jargon and behavioural patterns between pupils
and ensure that the environment at the school does not invite misunderstandings.
Furthermore, it also stated that it is not reasonable for school staff to avoid knowing
what is going on between students in a school by avoiding interpreting signals. (BEO, 201203-24, 1 (12), Dnr 46-2011: 3477: 11, our translation, our italics)
Of the notifications received from SSI and the interviews made during the visit, SSI
found that there was an informal regulatory system at the school. ‘The informal rule
system means that older students systemically violated younger students. [. . .] School is
educated in a system where the student as a beginner at school will get used to being
exposed to abuse, such as abuse and violence. After a number of years at school there
are students who have learned how to adapt to this system by adapting to the system of
hacking and thus gaining a position at the school /. . ./ For a pupil at a national centre
direct contact with the parents is limited because the student is more exposed than at other
schools.’ (2011-11-29 Dnr 49-2011: 5192: 2, our translation, our italics)
In the various documents, SSI strongly underlined that no violating treatment of students is
allowed in Swedish education and also clearly stated that the boarding school lacks a
sufficient plan to prevent systemic violence and demands that it makes drastic changes if it is
to be allowed to continue. Yet, this is a clear public interference in a school environment that
has a private dimension of also being a home. When comparing SSI’s different naming/
framing of the violent acts, it is clear that the agency expects a holistic task perception of
leaders based on a transformative leadership model. This is evident in the way the documents
constantly return to the importance of balancing the political demands of leaders and
interpreting the informal flow of everyday actions that are often referred to as a school
environment or school climate (cf. Shields 2013). This standpoint is also supported in research
on leadership for social justice, where it is stressed that leaders need to address the conditions
that promote violence in ways that extend the focus on principles to also consider the material
lived realities of the students. Examples mentioned in research that can be interpreted in the
material from SSI are the need to pay attention to power relations, the implicit and explicit
expressions of violence (Hafner 2006; Herr & Anderson 2003; Jean-Marie et al. 2009) and
understanding cultural assumptions/perceptions (Tenuto & Gardiner 2017).
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According to SSI, the violence that takes place at the boarding school is systemic and due to
the existing norms that indirectly accept violence and that are expressed in recurring
behavioural patterns and values, together with adults not acknowledging the problem due to
a lack of knowledge about violence. Central in the leadership model emphasised by SSI is that
leaders should actively question their own norms and those of the majority and, when
needed, actively work to change patterns that risk promoting violence.
Again, this focus on challenging acceptable behaviour is central to transformative leadership
(cf. Shields 2013). From this transformative leadership perspective, school violence must be
seen as both a public and a private matter. Therefore the responsibility to stop it is both
individual and collective. This work requires being conscious of how formal and informal
norm systems work in these schools and the kinds of norms and norm deviations that are
acceptable.

Discussion
The idea that ‘one size fits all’ has strongly dominated the field of educational leadership over
the years (Bogotch & Shields 2014), but has recently been regarded as insufficient for
addressing the context, people’s well-being and differences. Thus, current research
emphasises to a greater extent than before that leadership styles need to address the purposes
and prerequisites of a particular school context that includes unique human beings (Brezicha
et al. 2014; Bush 2017; Gurr 2015). This shift implies a broadening of professional leaders’
responsibilities from simply using efficient methods to interpret the environment they are
accountable for navigating in to enhancing professionals’ qualitative competencies (cf.
Shields 2013; Edling 2020). The qualitative competences of professionals in education are very
much dependent on the use of language and the ways in which it names and frames how
events are interpreted and, which actions need to be taken (Schön & Rein 1995). Moreover, as
leaders in Sweden are expected to be context sensitive, a division between private and
professional leadership is not feasible. Rather what is required is a mixture of sensitivity and
knowledge (cf. Edling & Frelin 2016; Mastrangelo et al. 2004).
The study has the potential to provide insights into how formal leaders work to promote
and/or prevent violent environments in order to stimulate a professional (qualitative)
judgement. The choice of using an elite boarding school in Sweden for this analysis is due to
the fact that these schools are rarely studied and yet are known for their violent environments
(Poynting & Donaldson 2005; Sandgren 2017), even when located in a country that strongly
advocates an education based on democracy and social justice.
Formal educational leaders are accountable to the state and its regulations and need to juggle
different and sometimes contradictory requirements in their daily work, which is not always
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easy. The intention with this study has been to open-mindedly approach the responses of
formal leaders at a Swedish elite boarding school and place their responses in relation to one
of their obligations, namely, to actively oppose violence in all its various forms. This
requirement is clearly stipulated in Swedish Acts and regulations. Here, SSI functions as a
state representation that aims to ensure that formal leaders follow the relevant policy
documents in a correct and expected way. SSI is thus a political organ and should not be
regarded as a representative for research on systemic violence. It is therefore interesting to
explore how SSI’s task perceptions correspond to research on systemic violence.
To conclude, we maintain that the study contributes four important insights: a) the intricate
negotiations between the public and private norms of opposing violence, b) that leaders’ task
perceptions affect how they take responsibility for violent cases and how these task
perceptions are linked to what is deemed desirable, c) that at times competing purposes vie
for attention – in this case to foster future elite leaders based on harsh character building and
national Acts relating to CRC, and finally d) that an equitable, holistic or transformative
approach to opposing violence requires a great deal of work and competence from leaders.
To begin with, SSI is a government agency and represents the public good. A question that
was raised by the leaders in the study was why the public needs to interfere in what are
conceived as private matters, namely the relations between students outside the classroom.
SSI functions as a state control mechanism that pressures leaders to take responsibility for
matters they might not regard as important. It raises the question of where the boundaries of
the state’s (public) interference and responsibilities to oppose violence in educational settings
are to be drawn and negotiated in order to secure children’s rights (see also Francia & Edling
2016). The challenge is enhanced here due to the specific nature of the boarding school being
both a ‘home’ and a ‘school’, where violent acts are at times described as quarrels between
siblings in the student ‘homes’.
Second, although SSI and the leaders at the boarding school firmly state that they are against
violence, the study clearly shows that various task perceptions affect how their
responsibilities to oppose violence are framed. Although research on violence stresses that
the possibility to oppose violence lies in adopting a holistic approach, the leaders at the
boarding school mainly adopt an atomistic strategy. The task perception of the leaders at the
boarding school is based on a transactional view, where interpreting how various entities,
such as the public and private, are linked together is of little interest, but where the focus is
on honouring contracts, establishing rules, following rules and punishing rule breakers. In
this task perception, the collective is always right, that violence is always the act of one or a
few individual error(s) and it only matters if there was an intention to cause harm. Contrary
to this, the task perception of the government agency (SSI) is the need to approach these
violent acts in a holistic and transformative manner. In terms of the school leaders’ tendencies
to systematically overlook the holistic and dialectic features of violence, the results of the
study correspond with those of international research (cf. Eduards 2012; Garcia & Monteoliva
2000; Poynting & Donaldson 2005; Sandgren 2017).
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Thirdly, even if elite boarding schools are obliged to follow the nation’s Acts encompassing
CRC, they also have a desire to foster future (elite) leaders based on ideas of masculinity,
where soft values are excluded due to their feminine character, but where harsh character
building, such as that developed and practised at Eton College in the UK during the Victorian
era, is the norm (e.g. Sandgren 2017). These two purposes or desires are fundamentally
different from each other and are therefore likely to clash. In concurrence with earlier research
(Anyon 1981; Bowker 1998; Eduards 2012; Finn 2012; Kronsell & Svedberg 2012; Larsson 2005;
Sandgren 2017; Toch 1998), this study points to the risk of socialising elite students in a school
climate that reproduces injustices and legitimises violence against individuals who are
considered to be ‘too weak’ or ‘too different’. This socialisation of future leaders is based on
ideas of masculinity and toughness that risk reproducing antidemocratic leadership models
by the acceptance of violence and contempt for vulnerable groups, also in the future (e.g.
Sandgren 2017). Furthermore, this kind of masculinity socialisation conflicts with Swedish
legislation against violence, international legislation like CRC and other steering documents
that all schools are obliged to follow in Sweden.
Fourth, the holistic approach advocated by SSI places huge demands on leaders to expand
their focus from contracts and organisational monitoring to also take everyday practice into
account, including power relation patterns, gestures, body language, feelings, the
consequences of unintended actions and the perceptions and realities of minorities/those who
differ from the collective norm. In order to actively contest violence, leaders have to make
changes and hence intervene in realms regarded as private, such as people’s values,
expressions and worldviews. This requires a great deal of knowledge, sensitivity and moral
courage. Like earlier research (cf. Hafner 2006; Herr & Anderson 2003), this study has shown
that regarding violent acts as childlike fun and games is not an acceptable leader strategy for
counteracting the violence that is evident in everyday relations.
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Risk Management in Higher Education:
The Role of Educational Leaders in
Translating Policy into Practice in the
Ghanaian Context
Paul Kwadwo Addo, Rosina Addo Asamoah, Abraham Adusei and
Josephine K. Djampim

Abstract: African universities, with dwindling resources but increasing student enrolment, need
strategies to reduce waste and risks. In planning for education, educational leaders often fail to have
the right policies to deal with these risks. Translating policies into practice as regards managing risk is
a challenge, but the need to have strong quality assurance systems in place to ensure effectiveness,
efficiency and value for money in an educational eco-system and enterprise is important. In Ghana,
many audit reports have recommended that higher education institutions must have risk register/policy
and appropriate mechanisms to manage risks. Using policy reviews and a qualitative approach, this
paper examines how 10 public universities in Ghana view the various risks that affect them and how
they manage these risks. The paper presents a review of risk management and a small study exploring
the extent of risk management in universities in Ghana. It makes recommendations for universities in
general, and Africa in particular, to appreciate risk management as an effective tool to achieve their
strategic objectives and as a mandate to transform Africa as stated in the Africa Union’s Agenda 2063
and the United Nations (UN) SDG 4.
Keywords: Risk management, higher education institutions (HEIs), quality assurance,
leadership, strategic planning

Introduction
Universities are mandated to produce the human capital needed to propel societal
development. This mandate comes with risks and educational leaders must appreciate risk
management and implement appropriate policies. The recent COVID-19 outbreak is affecting
higher educational institutions (HEIs) around the world. However, risk management in
higher education in Ghana, and by extension Africa, has not attracted the attention it needs.
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In view of the dynamic nature of the technological, political, economic and social
environments in which HEIs find themselves, they face a myriad of uncertainties that tend to
create a highly complex array of potential risks. These potential risks, if not properly
anticipated and managed, can lead to serious challenges for HEIs.
The world is full of real and potential risks. Organisations, therefore, encounter many risks
that can affect their survival and growth. As a result, it is important to understand the basic
principles of risk management and how they can be used to help mitigate the effects of risks
on business entities. According to Beasley, Branson and Hancock (2017), the coronavirus
pandemic has exponentially increased the volume and complexity of risks for virtually all
organisations (including HEIs) worldwide. The evolving uncertainty is triggering a complex
array of risks, and this is only but one of the unforeseen circumstances that have the potential
to alter the course of action of any organisation including HEIs.
According to Beasley et al. (2017), stakeholders are realising that there is an urgent need to
appropriately invest in systems and mechanisms that help to trigger a proactive approach in
managing potentially emergent risks by strengthening systems to be able to quickly scan,
identify, assess, manage and continuously monitor risks that are most likely to impact (both
positively and negatively) the organisation’s strategic interest. It follows that organisations
(including HEIs) are appreciating the increasing and dynamic complexities and real-time
challenges of managing potential or emergent risks as they seek to achieve their set objectives.
From the foregoing, it is evident that HEIs also have risks that affect their operations in one
way or another. HEIs in Ghana particularly have a great challenge of dwindling resources
but with increasing student enrolment levels. Consequently, managers of HEIs in Ghana need
sustainable strategies to identify and reduce to the barest minimum all forms of risks that
have the potential to cause waste or inefficiency in their operations as going concern entities.
Many audit reports have recommended the need for Ghanaian HEIs to have a Risk Register
or Policy with appropriate mechanisms to implement same. What has, however, been the
practice so far?
This paper, therefore, examines risks in the Ghanaian university context and how these risks
are managed with the review of some relevant literature. The paper in summary presents
findings from a survey of 10 public universities in Ghana regarding the availability of risk
management policies and assesses the level of implementation of these policies in an attempt
to manage risks. Based on the findings of the survey, appropriate recommendations are
proffered on how Ghanaian universities and those in the Commonwealth could utilise risk
management tools to avoid or reduce the negative effects of risks.
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Review of Related Literature
Akin with other sectors, HEIs are also experiencing changes and in the wake of these changes
come risks in different forms. This is because risks affect every aspect of human life (Merna
& Al-Thani 2008). We live with it every day and learn to manage its influence on our lives. In
most cases, this is done as an unstructured activity based on our instincts, common sense or
from previous experiences. However, according to Malik, Zaman and Buckby (2020), in an
environment of constant change and disruptions that tend to generate opportunities for
institutions to differentiate themselves in a congested arena, the same environment also
creates a growing array of risks that can quickly derail their strategy. For Brewer and Walker
(2011), there is now a greater focus on managing risks in HEIs reflected in the effective
management of risk as an important constituent of the strategic planning and implementation
processes of HEIs. In addition, they contend that the space of an HEI is faced with a complex
network of educational providers in a competitive global environment which gives rise to
risks that are manifested in different forms.

Definition of Risk
Risk is defined briefly as the effect of uncertainty on objectives and refers to the concept of
objectives (long-term goals) and how any event can affect their achievement (ISO 2018; South
African Bureau of Standards (SABS) 2009; Standards Australia 2009). Risk is the possibility
that an event will occur and adversely affect the achievement of objectives (COSO 2017). This
definition does not only refer to the occurring of an event but also the possibility of the said
event occurring and having a negative effect on the achievement of objectives. The Committee
of Sponsoring Organisations of the Treadway Commission (COSO) in 2004 defined risk as a:
… process, effected
personnel, applied in
potential events that
appetite, to provide
objective. (p. 28)

by an entity’s board of directors, management and other
strategy setting and across the enterprise, designed to identify
may affect the entity, and manage risk to be within its risk
reasonable assurance regarding the achievement of entity

The National Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO) on its part
refers to risk as any issue that impacts an organisation’s ability to meet its objectives (Cassidy,
Goldstein, Johnson, Mattie & Morley 2001). The Higher Education Funding Council for
England (HEFCE) (2001) defines risk as an adverse effect that an action or event will have on
an organisation’s ability to achieve its objectives. The above definitions of risk sum up the
impact of a risk on an organisation’s ability to achieve its set objectives.
The Society for Risk Analysis (2018: 4) glossary also offers the following qualitative
definitions of risk:
•

Risk is the possibility of an unfortunate occurrence.

•

Risk is the potential for realisation of unwanted, negative consequences of an event.
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•

Risk is exposure to a proposition (e.g. the occurrence of a loss) of which one is
uncertain.

•

Risk is the consequences of the activity and associated uncertainties.

•

Risk is uncertainty about and severity of the consequences of an activity with respect
to something that humans value.

•

Risk is the occurrences of some specified consequences of the activity and associated
uncertainties.

•

Risk is the deviation from a reference value and associated uncertainties.

Society in general also conceives of risk as involving uncertainty about the
effects/implications of an activity with respect to something of value (such as health, wellbeing, wealth, property or the environment), with the focus often on negative or undesirable
consequences.
Drawing from the foregoing, risk can mean different things in different sectors but it would
normally denote the negative ramification of an occurrence which will negatively impact on
the achievement of organisational objectives. Risk will, therefore, imply any derailment or
curtailment in the objective achievement drive of an organisation.

Types of Risk
Risks, in view of their multiplicity, have been categorised under different types. For instance,
the AON in their 2011 Global Risk Management Survey came up with the top three risks
facing HEIs as regulatory and legislative changes, economic slowdown and damage to brand or
reputation (AON 2013). On the part of Cassidy et al. (2001: 5), they presented five types of risks
namely: strategic, financial, operational, compliance and reputational. Klinksiek (2016) also agrees
with the above five types of risks espoused by Cassidy et al. (2001) and added some additional
explanation vis: strategic (goals of the organisation), operational (processes that achieve
goals), financial (safeguarding assets), compliance (laws and regulations) and reputational
risks (public image).
Brewer and Walker (2011) posit that risks are classified into Strategic Risks (associated with
the elements of a university’s Strategic Plan and apply across universities and are usually
identified by a SWOT analysis) and Operational Risks (usually linked with specific activities of
one or more units of a university). Under the COSO ERM Framework as cited by Anderson
(2017), risks are also summed into four types: Strategic (high level and are associated with an
organisation’s overall mission), Operations (the effective and efficient use of resources),
Reporting (deals with an organisation’s need for consistent reports) and Compliance (the need
for an organisation to comply with relevant rules or laws).
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For the purpose of this study, risks facing HEIs in the Ghanaian context are classified as
strategic and operational (financial, legal, reputational and reporting). Specific examples of
risks that can affect HEIs in Ghana include legal risks (compliance with necessary national
laws, non-compliance with procurement laws/contracts, etc.), health risks (outbreak of
diseases of epidemic or pandemic nature such as the recent COVID-19), financial risks
(misappropriation of funds), reputational risks (student/staff demonstrations or agitations,
collapse of buildings/structures, hacking of website, etc.) and reporting risks (the churning
out of plagiarised reports or publications by staff, the running of unaccredited programmes
of study, questionable staff qualifications, etc.).

The State of Risk Management in HEIs
Notwithstanding the seriousness of risks on the management of HEIs, the subject of risk
management has not attracted much attention among scholars or administrators. This
reinforces the point submitted by Coetzee and Lubbe (2013). Most of the literature on this
subject concerns corporate governance (Moloi 2016). Bubka and Coderre (2010) highlight
some of the reasons for this state of affairs including the fact that HEIs need to protect
students, faculty, administration, support workers, contracted workers, the public and their
school’s reputation. However, there is an increased complexity in the management of HEIs
such as increasing regulatory regimes, increasing stakeholder demands (student agitations)
and scrutiny as well as technological advancements.
Others include limited or declining resource support from funding agencies such as the
government, competition within the HEI landscape (especially from the private sector), and
the changing nature of HEIs in the use of business models to cut down costs such as total
quality management or quality assurance mechanisms. Other factors that account for this
state of affairs are compliance with relevant regulations (state or federal laws on the conduct
of higher education), quest to improve upon rankings and visibility of the institution. These
have resulted in the need for HEIs to critically evaluate and implement a myriad of risk
management systems in response to these ever-changing complexities (PwC 2017).

Benefits of Risk Management in HEIs
There are benefits HEIs stand to gain when they manage risks (in all its forms and
ramifications). For instance, Sum and Saad (2017) posit that risk management helps HEIs to
sustain their competitive urge, consolidate their integrity and public image, effectively
respond to important environmental factors, avoid financial surprises and effectively manage
resources (financial and non-financial). Brewer and Walker (2011) observed that the financial
benefits of risk management for a university are numerous and include better management
of scarce resources, better efficiency in the use of limited resources and the maintenance of
competitive advantages. The rest of the financial benefits include reduced operational losses
through loss preventions, reduced legal expenses resulting from the payment of fines for noncompliance to rules and enhanced communication across the organisation. Abraham (2013)
pointed out that many HEIs recognise the fact that an effective risk management system helps
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them achieve their plans, increases the level of transparency and allows an efficient allocation
of limited resources of the institution.
According to Ford and Braunsdorf (2019), HEIs do not need to have all the answers to all the
risks they face; but they can be more aware of the increasingly wide spectrum of threats
affecting them and, thus, be more proactive in taking action to avoid what they can avoid.
They should, however, also prepare for worse case scenarios to lessen the damage of events
that can go out of their control. This is because, in the opinion of Brewer and Walker (2011),
there is a greater emphasis on the management of risk as an essential component of HEIs’
strategic planning process and in the management of their implementation programmes.

Risk Management Processes
According to Dorfman (1998), the risk management process entails the following critical
steps: identification and measurement of potential loss exposures, choosing the most efficient
methods to control and finance loss exposures and implement them, as well as monitor the
outcome. Bessis (2011) espoused the process to include the setting of tools and models for
measuring and controlling risks. Moreover, it involves the process of identifying, analysing,
evaluating, and responding to and monitoring risks and opportunities (The University of
Vermont 2018). On the part of Sum (2015), risk management involves business analysis, risk
identification, risk assessment, risk response and risk monitoring. What it means is that the
process entails all activities aimed at identifying relevant risks and putting in place strategies
or plans of action to ameliorate their negative effects.
There are several versions of what constitutes the risk management process; what is common
is to anticipate risks and put in place measures to avoid or reduce their negative effects. In
the opinion of Rowe (2018), there are five steps in the process which include the identification
of potential risks, measurement of the frequency and severity of the risk, an examination of
all alternative solutions, taking a decision on which of the alternative solutions to use,
implementing it and monitoring the results of the entire process.
Kloosterman (2019) enumerates the processes or steps as identifying the risk, analysing the
risk, evaluating or ranking the risk, treating the risk and monitoring or reviewing the risk.
From the foregoing, we infer that the steps in the risk management process may differ from
one organisation to another, but in all circumstances, there is always the need to identify the
type of risk, put in place measures to ameliorate its effect and monitor the entire process for
any lapses. This process seems cyclical as many of the steps would have to be periodically
repeated to keep abreast with time.

Risk Identification Methods
As mentioned earlier, organisations adopt several strategies to help them identify and
manage risks that affect them. According to the Institute of Management Accountants (IMA)
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(2007), some techniques for identifying risks are brainstorming, event inventories and loss
event data, interviews and self-assessment, facilitated workshops, SWOT analysis, risk
questionnaires and risk surveys, scenario analysis, the use of technology and other
techniques. Another technique involves brainstorming sessions, collection of event
inventories and loss event data, relevant staff interviews, facilitated workshops and SWOT
analysis (Udemy 2020).
Other opinions as regards identifying risks include checklists, peer reviews, brainstorming,
cause and effect diagrams, assumption analysis, influence diagrams, the Delphi Technique
and decision tree analysis (WordPress 2011). The identifying process can also be done through
document reviews and information gathering through brainstorming, the Delphi Technique,
interviewing, root cause analysis, SWOT analysis, checklist analysis, assumption analysis,
and through the use of a Risk Register (GreyCampus n.d.). Whatever the process one has to
go through in an attempt to identify risks, the process must help identify risks that are related
to one’s industry so as to put in place measures that will be able to deal with the specific risk.

The Ghanaian Context
A myriad of risks face HEIs in Ghana today. These may include the dwindling budgetary
support, lack of adequate teaching and learning facilities, poor infrastructural facilities,
relatively poor salaries and conditions of service for staff, the inadequacy of proper guidance
and counselling services, unfavourable student/teacher ratios (massification), inadequate use
of ICT, and so on (Adu-Agyem & Osei-Poku 2012). On the part of Alabi, Alabi and Ibrahim
(2012), some of the key issues facing HEIs in Ghana include massification, recognition of
qualifications across borders, establishing equivalences and other international dimensions
of higher education. These issues, according to them, have made it imperative for some form
of standards and quality practices to be deployed, necessitating the need to put in place
quality assurance and risk management interventions.
However, as posited by Alftan et al. (2008), organisations define their own risk management
strategies. Among the dominant strategies are risk acceptance, risk avoidance, risk reduction,
risk transfer and risk sharing. Other opinions on the strategies are risk avoidance, risk
reduction, risk sharing and risk acceptance (COSO 2017). Under each of the above strategies
in managing risks that affect organisations are specific activities undertaken to reduce the
negative effect of risks on the fortunes of an organisation. However, Tufano (2011) opines that
risk management in HEIs should begin with determining what the mission of the institution
is, what strategies have been put in place to achieve the mission as well as a determination of
what risks have the potential to derail the attainment of the mission. This means that in
attempting to manage risks, HEIs should first focus on risks that are most likely to negatively
affect the mission achievement drive of the institution.

Some Risk Management Strategies in the Ghanaian Context
Risk management strategies, according to Hubbard (2020), come in many forms but the
ultimate aim of all is to help minimise risks to the barest minimum in relation to opportunities
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within the resource constraints of an organisation. Many terminologies have thus emerged to
refer to this process such as Enterprise Risk Management (ERM), Project Risk Management
(PRM), Project Portfolio Management (PPM), etc. Within the Ghanaian HEIs context, prior to
2020, there were three institutions that had the mandate to regulate the quality of HEIs in the
country. These were the National Accreditation Board (NAB), the National Council for
Tertiary Education (NCTE) and the National Board for Professional and Technical
Examinations (NABPTEX). Since 2012, NAB has been ensuring that all HEIs in Ghana set up
and operate quality assurance outfits. However, from 2020 till now, NAB and NCTE have
been merged into Ghana Tertiary Education Commission (GTEC) while NABPTEX has also
been integrated into the Council for Technical and Vocational Education (COTVET).
Consequently, several projects, policies and programmes have been introduced to enhance
quality in higher education in the country such as accreditation and reaccreditation
(programmes and institutions), affiliation/mentorship of newly established institutions,
periodic academic audits and reviews, and institutional charter (Alabi et al. 2018). However,
in HEIs, quality assurance processes as a means of managing risk can be categorised into
Internal and External (Okae-Adjei 2016). The internal part is usually carried through the
institutional quality assurance office which acts as ‘watchman’ to flag any infractions on
quality standards. This tends to help pre-empt any breaches or risks that are likely to occur
in the operations of the institution. The external part is a form of review by an agency outside
of the institution that is called in to evaluate the operations of the institution to ensure
compliance with set standards. Examples of this external review would include the periodic
visits by the NAB, NCTE or the African Quality Rating Mechanism (AQRM) Team.
Within the external framework, accreditation and audit are some of the major tools employed
in the Ghanaian context to ensure quality in an attempt to manage risks. According to OkaeAdjei (2016), accreditation is a process of self-study and external quality review used in higher
education to scrutinise an institution and/or its programmes for quality standards and the
need for quality improvement. The process is designed to determine whether or not an
institution has met or exceeded the published standards (set by an external body such as a
government, national quality assurance agency, or a professional association) for
accreditation and is achieving its mission and stated purpose. The process usually includes a
self-evaluation, peer reviews and site visits.
On the other hand, Okae-Adjei (2016) further posits that audit is a process of review of an
institution or programme to determine if its curriculum, staff and infrastructure meet its
stated aims and objectives. It is, therefore, a continuous internal evaluation of the institution
and its activities to conform to set regulations or standards. It usually focuses on
accountability in the use of resources vis-à-vis national norms such as the Government of
Ghana Internal Audit Agency Act (2003: 7), Act 658 which stipulates under Section 16 (1) and
(3) that:
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(1) there shall be established in each MDA and MMDA, an internal audit unit which
shall constitute a part of the MDA or MMDA.
(3) An internal audit unit established under subsection (1) shall in accordance with
this Act and standards and procedures provided by the Agency, carry out an
internal audit of its MDA or MMDA and shall submit reports on the internal audit
it carries out to the Director-General of the Agency.
HEIs in Ghana have, thus, set up Internal Audit units and Audit Implementation Committees
that conduct pre-audit and post-audit of all transactions including procurement, financial
management and so on. This helps to pre-empt any risk behaviours for the needed
intervention to be engendered. HEIs also have external audit bodies who visit annually to
conduct comprehensive audits of their activities. The key differences between an audit and
accreditation is that the latter focuses on standards external to the institution, usually
national, and an assessment of the institution in terms of those standards. Audits, however,
focus on an institution’s own standards and goals and its success in attaining them (OkaeAdjei 2016).
In conclusion, organisations that can understand and manage their risks effectively are better
placed to grow, as they are equipped and ready to absorb any risk that they encounter (PwC
2017). In an increasingly interconnected, volatile and uncertain world, it is clear that the risk
landscape is also changing for all sectors of the global economy including HEIs. To navigate
through these volatilities, HEIs need to develop a capacity to withstand the impact of any
eventuality or risk with the ability to appropriately adapt to the constantly changing
conditions. HEIs that can understand and manage their risks effectively are better placed to
grow, confident they can withstand known and unexpected risks that may come up. In the
Ghanaian HEI context, one of the major tools used to manage risks seems to be the risk
register/policy.

Overview of Risk Management in Universities in Ghana
The review of literature has revealed the changing trends of HEIs adopting innovative risk
management strategies. A questionnaire was designed to obtain basic information about
availability of a risk policy/register or a risk policy drafting committee, risk implementation
committee, risk manager and availability of the risk policy on the institution’s website. This
was necessary to understand what was being done to implement risk in Ghanaian
universities. The questionnaire was administered to senior university administrators from all
10 public universities who were attending a meeting of the Ghana Association of University
Administrators (GAUA). All the representatives of the universities were present and
participated in the exercise. In addition to the questionnaire, risk policies and register from
four universities were studied. Two respondents from two different institutions who were
involved in the direct implementation of their risk policy were interviewed to understand
and appreciate prospects and challenges with the implementation. The interview was
conducted between March 7 and 12, 2020. Table 1 provides a summary of the key findings.
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Table 1: Assessment of Implementation of Risk Policy in Ghanaian Universities

University
University of
Ghana
Kwame
Nkrumah
University of
Science and
Technology,
Kumasi

Availability of
Risk
Policy/Register

Risk
Implementation
Committee

Risk
Manager

Availability
of Risk
Policy on
University
Website

Yes

Yes

No

No

Risk
Drafting
Committee
N/A
N/A

Yes

Yes

No

No

UCC University
of Cape Coast

Yes

Yes

No

No

N/A

University of
Education,
Winneba

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

n/a

University of
Energy and
Natural
Resources

No

No

No

No

Yes

University of
Health and
Allied Sciences

No

No

No

No

Yes

Ghana Institute
of Journalism

No

No

No

No

Yes

University for
Development
Studies
University of
Mines and
Technology
University of
Professional
Studies, Accra
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From Table 1, it could be observed that 40 percent (4/10) of Ghanaian public universities have
a risk policy and a register as well as a risk implementation committee in place. However,
none of the 10 universities have a risk manager nor their risk policy available on their
websites. Again, 60 percent (6/10) of universities without a risk policy have established
drafting committees to prepare one and subsequent approval by their respective academic
boards.
The interviews revealed that although a risk policy and a register were available, that
information is yet to be communicated effectively to all stakeholders. There has also not been
any sensitisation for major stakeholders to appreciate and use as a working document. The
implementers basically postulated that the major function as of now is to satisfy the
requirements of the Audit Service.

Discussions and Conclusion
From the literature, it is observed that Ghana has a strong regulatory system for quality
assurance. The regulatory system has assisted in preventing academic fraud. This
corroborates Okae-Adjei (2016) who indicated that academic audits have assisted Ghanaian
institutions in developing their own standards and goals which have contributed to the
recognition of Ghanaian credentials around the world.
From the interviews, it has emerged that the concept of risk management as a distinct
discipline is yet to be accorded recognition in Ghanaian HEIs. This is evidenced by the fact
that only 40 percent of HEIs have a risk register/policy. It must be stated that although the
policy may not be available, HEIs have been implementing measures akin to such policies. In
an interview with one of the institutions with risk policy in place, the following was observed:
We may not have a fully functioning unit for implementing our risk policy but our
Internal Audit department have the responsibility to ensure that we analyse our risk
level and advise management on what to do. This has been working well for us.
It is also observed that all the HEIs sampled without a risk policy/register (60%) have
established committees to draft one for approval by the appropriate bodies. It can be seen that
HEIs appreciate the role of risk management in the attainment of their vision and mission for
which they were established. This aligns with the submission of Tufano (2011) that risk
management in HEIs should begin with determining what the mission of the institution is,
what strategies have been put in place to achieve the stated mission as well as a determination
of what risks have the potential to derail the attainment of the mission. Hubbard (2020)
postulates the need for risk management through identification of the risk, its analysis and
prioritisation followed by co-ordinated and economical application of resources to reduce,
monitor and control the probability and/or impact of unfortunate events. This means that
most HEIs in Ghana are yet to fully implement any risk management to the point where
impact assessment will be conducted beyond the awareness.
Moreover, it was observed from the review of the risk registers that there are sections that
deal with each aspect of a university’s operations. This ensures that HEIs are able to identify
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which risks are peculiar to them and design their own structures to address them. This
conclusion is supported by Alftan et al. (2008) who state that organisations define their own
risk management strategies which may include dominant strategies such as risk acceptance,
risk avoidance, risk reduction, risk transfer and risk sharing.
For effective implantation of any risk management systems, stakeholders must see them as a
tool for the improvement of their systems as observed by Sum and Saad (2017) who posit that
risk management helps HEIs to sustain their competitive urge, consolidate their integrity and
public image, effectively respond to important environmental factors, avoid financial
surprises and effectively manage resources (financial and non-financial). However, all the
HEIs surveyed do not have their risk policy displayed on their websites. This makes it
difficult, if not impossible, for internal stakeholders to relate to it and use it for the growth of
their institutions.
Commitment by top management in policy implementation is imperative. From an interview
with one of the HEIs who is a member of the drafting committee, their university was able to
get their risk register/policy in place because of the support they got from their ViceChancellor. She says:
My Vice-Chancellor after the recommendation by the Audit Team personally took
interest and set up the Risk Register Committee to come out with the Register and
Policy. He wanted to ensure that we submit it as part of our responses to the audit
queries.
Although there is an attempt to support the institution to have the required policy, it could
also be deduced that the process might not have followed the required processes as stipulated
by experts. For example, according to the IMA (2007), some techniques for identifying risk
are brainstorming, event inventories and loss event data, interviews and self-assessment,
facilitated workshops, SWOT analysis, risk questionnaires and risk surveys, scenario analysis,
the use of technology and other techniques. It could be debated whether all the above
processes are being used to gather the required data or it is just an attempt to answer an audit
query.
It could further be seen from the interview that risk management was not fully integrated into
the strategic planning of the HEIs sampled. The setting up of committees to draft risk
policy/register seems to be an afterthought. It was not captured as part of the Key
Performance Indicators (KPI) in their Strategic Plans. However, Brewer and Walker (2011) are
of the opinion that there is now a greater focus on managing risks in HEIs, reflected in the
effective management of risk as an important constituent of the strategic planning and
implementation processes of HEIs.
From the discussion of the findings of the paper, we draw the following conclusions:
•

Ghana has a strong regulatory system for quality assurance in HEIs;
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•

The concept of risk management as a distinct discipline is yet to be accorded recognition
in Ghanaian HEIs;

•

HEIs sampled without the risk policy/register (60%) have established committees to draft
one for approval by the appropriate bodies;

•

There are sections in the risk registers that deal with each aspect of the university’s
operations;

•

All the HEIs surveyed do not have their risk policy on their website, making it difficult for
internal stakeholders to relate to it;

•

Commitment by top management in policy implementation is imperative in risk
management;

•

Although there is an attempt to support institutions to have the required policy, it could
also be deduced that the process might not have followed the required processes as
stipulated by experts; and

•

Risk management was not fully integrated into the strategic planning of the HEIs sampled.

Implication for Educational Administration and Management
In view of the fact that only 40 percent of Ghanaian public universities have a risk policy and
a register implementation committee in place, it implies that the majority of said universities
are not proactively identifying, assessing and managing risks. This anomaly places the
institutions at risk of sanctions from state regulatory bodies. In addition, leadership in these
institutions will tend to neglect the function of recognising exigencies and taking proactive
actions to circumvent them.
HEIs’ management will be unable to recognise perils and unfavourable circumstances in
achieving strategic objectives. This can bring about lost opportunities, adverse and flawed
organisational reputation and financial loss. For these reasons, it is imperative for leadership
in Ghanaian public universities to proactively identify, assess and manage risks in their
institutions.
We recommend that management of HEIs who have risk management registers and policies
take steps to place the policies on their websites for the information of both internal and
external stakeholders. Those that do not have the said facilities should endeavour to
incorporate them into their strategic plans.
In addition, one key role of any educational leader is strategic planning. It is recommended
that educational leaders must factor risk management in their planning and make adequate
human resources available for effective implementation. This will ensure that there is an
alignment of the vision of the HEIs and their strategic plans for the attainment of the overall
objectives they were set out to achieve.
Furthermore, effective communication strategies must be employed by educational leaders
to ensure that the risk policy is well communicated to all stakeholders. This will lead to
ownership. Once the stakeholders own a policy, it becomes easier for them to implement it.
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Effective risk management in HEIs is an essential tool to achieve their strategic objectives and
the UN’s (n.d.) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Finally, we recommend that HEIs appoint Risk Managers whose responsibility would be to
communicate policies regarding threats and procedures for the institutions. Risk Managers
must have excellent quantitative and analytical skills with an eye for detail. They must also
have planning, organisational, communication and presentation skills. Lower level managers
must be trained to identify and initiate steps to avert hazards.
In order to advance this study, we recommend that further research be conducted to ascertain
the effect of the HEIs’ culture on HEIs management’s interest in proactively identifying,
assessing and managing risks.
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