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1

Editorial Note

In this issue of International Studies in Educational Administration we include articles from lead 
authors based in Canada, Hong Kong, Jamaica, New Zealand, South Africa, the UK and the USA. 
The articles included portray a variety of transformations and transitions. Whether changing 
identity from practitioner to educational researcher, making the transition to the role of principal 
or seeking to enable principal preparation and development, transitions can be addressed to 
good effect or otherwise. Studying such transition is of clear importance, as the success of such 
endeavours can have marked implications for a broad spectrum of stakeholders as well as for the 
individuals concerned.  
The seven articles offered in this issue begin with a work undertaken by Christopher Rhodes, which 
addresses the transformational journey made by educational practitioners based in the UK as they 
become educational researchers via doctoral study. Transformation is probed using a four-part 
lens pertaining to identity change, self-concept, learning and development. The work raises new 
questions and points to possible interventions by those seeking to foster transformation. The second 
article by Paul Miller examines practitioner progression in a different sense. Here, the importance 
of feedback in fostering teacher progression is highlighted as primary teachers in Jamaica seek 
to make the transition to school principal. The work concludes that addressing shortcomings in 
teachers’ professional development has an important role to play in such transition. In the third 
article of this issue, Michele Morrison presents a study concerned with the appointment of school 
principals in New Zealand. The study highlights the work of New Zealand boards of trustees in 
principal appointment and reveals that intervening contextual factors can be influential in arriving 
at the appointment of a principal able to exercise highly effective leadership. The article calls for 
a review of governance to address any inequity that may occur in the principal appointment 
processes. 
In the fourth article, Soundaram Ramaswami explores the perceptions of school principals in 
New Jersey, in the USA, regarding the most important skills and dispositions as delineated by the 
ISLLC 2008 Standards. The work focuses specifically on the skills and dispositions that a principal 
should have to impact upon student learning. The article concludes that leadership development 
programmes could beneficially seek to enable future leaders to better understand how to put these 
standards into practice in their schools and thereby obtain maximum benefit for learners in their 
care. Eileen Piggot-Irvine, Josephine Howse and Vanita Richard provide the fifth article which 
deals with the principal’s role and development needs in South Africa. The outcome of this study 
usefully helps to confirm commonalities with other studies undertaken in New Zealand, Australia, 
Tonga, Fiji and Vanuatu. However, the development of instructional leadership was judged to 
be more established with respect to the sample taken and warrants further study to explore the 
confidence espoused. The search for transition to effective leadership via professional development 
is central to this article.  In the sixth article, Peng Liu explores transformational school leadership 
practices in urban upper secondary schools in a northern city of China. With a clear mission to 
foster leadership development and improvement, the work identifies leadership practices that may 
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be considered to relate to both Eastern and Western cultures, as well as some practices that may be 
considered unique to the Chinese context. In the final article, Vuyisile Msila considers leadership, 
teacher commitment and the struggle for effective schools in a South African context. The article 
utilises a range of relevant research literature to highlight the importance of the interface between 
leadership effort and teacher commitment. Key areas of political background, culture dynamics, 
and power and servant leadership are explored and point to the centrality of establishing teacher 
passion for teaching and learning in being successful. Again, a theme of individual transition and 
transformation is apparent in the work as school improvement in this context is sought. 
Overall, this issue of International Studies in Educational Administration focuses our attention on 
transition and transformation as important processes in our field and, equally importantly, highlights 
the necessity of understanding the background and context in which transition and transformation 
occur. Change in this sense is a key to future improvement and success for individuals, learners and 
educational systems as a whole. 

Tom Bisschoff and Christopher Rhodes
Joint Editors, International Studies in Educational Administration
University of Birmingham, UK.
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The Transformation of Educational 
Practitioners into Educational 
Researchers: A View Through a Different 
Lens

Christopher Rhodes

Abstract: This article begins to explore the complex journey practitioners make to become educational 
researchers via doctoral study. It seeks to achieve a better understanding of the nature and extent of their 
transformation to educational researchers. Literature pertaining to identity change, self-conception, 
transformational learning theory and constructive-developmental theory is used to create a four-part lens 
through which transformation may be viewed. A small exploratory study involving 26 practitioners engaged 
in doctoral study (an EdD degree in Leaders and Leadership in Education in the UK) is undertaken to allow 
application of and reflection upon the proposed lens. A glimpse of a complex transformational journey reveals 
elements of participants’ underlying thinking with respect to identity change, self-concept, learning and 
transformation, and points to a future research agenda. Although much further work is needed, the outcomes 
indicate opportunities for intervention by those seeking to foster such transformational journeys. Allowing 
participants to experience who they might become as a result of research training appears to constitute an 
essential element in their personal and professional development. 

Introduction
The international literature abounds with studies exploring the development and preparation of 
educational leaders and their transition to leadership roles. Such transformation studies deal with 
early formative experiences (Gronn 1999), formative practical experiences (Zhang 2013), experiences 
of formal leadership training (Brundrett & Crawford 2008; Rhodes, Brundrett & Nevill 2009) and 
the transition to middle and senior leadership incumbency (Browne-Ferrigno 2003; Busher 2005; 
Cowie & Crawford 2009; Crawford & Cowie 2012; Rhodes 2012a,b; Torrance 2013). This focus on 
transformation is appropriate, given the importance of well prepared leaders in raising educational 
standards (Rhodes & Bisschoff 2012). However, surprisingly less attention has been given in the 
international literature to the development and preparation of the educational researchers who 
will be engaged in the important task of developing the leadership knowledge base and to offering 
new insights and conceptualisations upon which practitioners, leaders, policy-makers, trainers 
and other researchers may draw. This shortfall in understanding the transformation to educational 
researcher is significant, as the work of an educational researcher demands the development and 
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consolidation of an appropriate identity, personal capacities and a world view that enables the 
researcher to engage in research that is rigorous, credible and revelatory. The work of an educational 
researcher in these terms is generally seen as an elite and demanding activity, which therefore 
requires formal and exacting research training.
Formal research training in the UK, as well as in many other countries, can be accessed via specific 
master’s degree programmes that include content pertaining to educational research and the 
linkage of theory and practice (Bird, Ding, Hanson, Leontovitsch & McCartney 2005). Formal 
training may also be accessed through doctoral degree study in the form of a PhD (Wisker, Morris, 
Cheng, Masika, Warnes, Trafford, Robinson & Lilly 2010) or through a Professional Doctorate 
programme such as an EdD (Doctor of Education), which involves skill development, theorising, a 
desire to transform practice and empirical research offering a contribution to knowledge (Bowden, 
Bourner & Laing 2002; Scott, Brown, Lunt & Thorne 2004). Clear generic skills needed for doctoral 
education have been set out by the Quality Assurance Agency (2001). The first EdD was introduced 
in England in 1992 and now many universities in the UK and around the world offer Professional 
Doctorates. Scott & Morrison (2010) suggest that:

[t]he form of identity developed by the professional doctorate student undertaking 
a prolonged period of study is dependent on the experiences they have, the work they 
undertake, the sites at which the work takes place and their life trajectories, as they 
understand them (p. 21). 

Although the structure of doctoral programmes varies across countries and universities (Martinsuo 
& Turkulainen 2011), those embarking upon such programmes of formal research training to become 
educational researchers are often serving practitioners who study on a part-time basis whilst still 
employed within an educational context such as a school, college or university. Examination of the 
literature reveals much work pointing to the likelihood of clear differences between the mindset 
and world view of researchers and those of practitioners. This has been expressed as a possible 
theory-practice divide (Hoyle 1980; Carr & Kemmis 1986; De Landsheere 1993). The importance 
of understanding the kind of support that teachers may need to become researchers has been 
emphasised by Wyatt (2011) who indicates that preparation for engagement with research has 
some unique and demanding challenges for practitioners. Participating in doctoral and, to some 
extent, master’s research is likely to require practitioners to reconcile ‘cultural’ differences between 
the world of their practice and the world of the educational researcher. In a study undertaken in 
the USA, Labaree (2003) began to identify potential difficulties in the transformation of educational 
practitioners into educational researchers that related to the need for them to effect a cultural 
re-orientation from normative to analytic, personal to intellectual, particular to universal and 
experiential to theoretical.
Scott & Morrison (2010) highlight the potential difficulties that practitioners may face in the identity 
change to that of educational researcher at doctoral level:

During the various rites of passage from competent professional, to novice doctoral initiate, 
through to finally achieving doctoral status at the convocation ceremony, ‘schizophrenic’ 
tendencies are averted for some students by the compartmentalisation of identities 
whilst at university and in professional employment – one being academic and the other 
professional (p. 25).

Whilst they are likely to be well established as successful practitioners in their daily employment, 
novice educational researchers start their doctoral learning journey as deficit learners. The 
requirement to adopt new ways of thinking appropriate to an educational researcher may be 
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perceived and acted upon differently by different individuals. Although some may publicly 
indicate their desire to transform, this does not necessarily mean they will change; they may simply 
be adept at complying with new expectations placed upon them whilst remaining secure in their 
established identity as a practitioner. Is this problematic to their work as developing educational 
researchers? At what stage and to what extent do they experience, assimilate and accommodate 
any new self-realisation based on the transformational learning experiences provided in research 
training? In their mindset, do they belong to the practitioner community, to the academic research 
community or to both? Although the details of pedagogy, supervision and the influence of the 
research culture of the host university will vary from programme to programme, if we truly wish to 
transform educational practitioners into educational researchers with a changed identity and a new 
world view, we need to better understand the willingness and ability of participants to transform, 
what conditions may foster or hinder such transformation, and how transformation efforts may be 
influential for different individuals and across time.
It would be straightforward to envisage and test a simple linear three-stage process of participant 
acculturation, assimilation and actualisation as they address the intended transformation from 
practitioner to researcher. Through a process of acculturation, transformation could be assisted by 
the participants becoming integrated into the host university research culture and that of the wider 
educational research community. Through a process of assimilation, their transformation could be 
assisted by a deeper socialisation in the educational research community and, finally, actualisation 
could be realised as participants show evidence of their transformation by demonstrating a 
changed mindset and world view and successfully undertaking educational research of a high 
standard. Without wishing to undermine what may be some of the key elements contributing to 
transformation identified above, in reality the extent of individual transformation, should it occur 
at all, is likely to be far more complex. The actualisation of facets of the mindset and capacities of 
an educational researcher may occur at a variety of stages, not just at the end of the process. For 
example, a trainee researcher at a relatively early stage of learning may become highly skilled in 
critical literature review or an aspect of research design, whilst more profound transformation may 
only emerge on their undertaking a full research project for which they alone are responsible.
In this article, I seek to begin to explore the details and complexity of the journey practitioners 
undergo to become educational researchers via doctoral study and seek to achieve a better 
understanding of the nature and extent of the transformation of educational practitioners into 
educational researchers. In order to address this, I use existing literature pertaining to identity 
change, self-concept, transformational learning theory and constructive-developmental theory to 
create a four-part lens through which to view this transformation. I also report a small exploratory 
study with practitioners engaged in doctoral study that allows the application of and critical 
reflection upon the proposed lens and also enables a future direction for a future research agenda. 
The exploratory study is based upon 26 respondents pursuing an EdD degree in Leaders and 
Leadership in Education in the UK. Respondents are drawn from those who are at the beginning, 
middle and end of their doctoral research learning journey. Whilst this is a professional doctorate 
and one might therefore imagine that participant connection with a practitioner identity will 
remain strong, the emerging details of their transformation journey, as they address the challenges 
of their transformation and undertake the important work of an educational researcher, will enable 
the work to act as a stimulus to others who wish to research the transformation of individuals in 
different contexts. The article commences with an analysis of the existing literature to create a four-
part lens. 
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1. Changing Professional Identity
Adopting a changed role with new professional repertoires, changed thinking and behaviour is 
often described as a change of professional identity. Professional identity constitutes an important 
part of an individual’s overall identity and is thought to be formed via interactions with others 
and with context, via their perceptions of their place in society and via an ongoing reflective 
interpretation and reinterpretation of their experiences (Gee 2000; Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop 
2004; Hooge, Honingh & Langelaan 2011). It has become accepted that the emergence of multiple 
or sub-identities may occur as individuals attempt to deal with the ever-changing contexts and 
relationships they encounter (Moller 2003: Beijaard et al. 2004; Hooge et al. 2011). Much attention 
has been paid to the creation and adoption of new professional identities by beginning teachers 
as they move from pre-service into teaching (Sutherland, Howard & Markauskaite 2010; Pillen, 
Den Brok & Beijaard 2013). The latter authors explore tensions in professional identity creation 
and the possibility of associated negative emotions such as feelings of frustration, anxiety and 
helplessness. In the case of the transformation to educational researcher, tensions may persist or 
diminish with time as solutions or compromises are established. Tensions may act as ‘spurs’ to new 
identity development or alternatively help to confirm the rooted identity of practitioner by blocking 
thinking and development. How practitioner participants come to see themselves differently as 
they adopt the identity of researcher and how they come to see the world differently, if indeed they 
do, has received far less attention. As research trainers, those in higher education need to be aware 
of the kinds of tensions that participants may experience and what the impact of these might be. 
Any transformation experienced may well be influenced by the learning environment encountered, 
personal and professional factors, and mode of study. Purposeful transformation into the identity 
of an educational researcher needs to be carefully considered. Here the academic literature gives 
many clues to help foster identity change. Herzig (2002) and Gardner (2007, 2009), for example, 
report on the need to effect the academic and research integration and socialisation of doctoral 
researchers. Many authors have considered the likely influence of research supervision and 
pedagogy on learning and hence the potential for identity change (Johnson, Lee & Green 2000; 
Gatfield 2005; Hockey & Allen-Collinson 2005; Petersen 2007; Zhao, Golde & McCormick 2007; Lee 
2008; Mainhard, van der Rijst & Wubbels 2009; Hopwood, 2010; Martinsuo & Turkulainen 2011). 
Interestingly, Meyer (2007) looked at postgraduate students’ conceptions of research and came 
up with eight differing views describing research, including: information gathering, discovering 
truth, insightful exploration and discovery, analytical and systematic enquiry, incompleteness, 
the re-examination of existing knowledge, indentifying and solving problems, and a set of 
misconceptions. It is likely that their tutors’ and supervisors’ own conceptions of research will be 
have an impact on the understandings of the students and how they may accept, subvert or reject 
the conceptualisation of what their aim and purpose as a researcher should be. It is well established 
that time is likely to be a limited resource for practitioners who are part-time students (Leitch & 
Day 2001) and this begs the question: does time needed for work and family influence the degree 
to which identity change and transformation may take place?
Practitioners are extremely unlikely to be ready to be independent doctoral learners from the 
day they arrive. Well-constructed attempts on the part of tutors and supervisors to steer part-
time participant practitioners towards a new identity as a researcher may encounter limitations, 
especially in the early stages of transformation, given that participants may still be deeply rooted 
in their practitioner identity. Indeed, this is still their main occupation and is reconfirmed on 
a daily basis as they undertake their work duties. If a measure of at least partial or temporary 
identity change and transformation is given by the successful production of a good quality research 
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thesis, then perhaps we can conclude that they have at least begun to develop the mindset, world 
view and behaviours of an academic educational researcher. After submitting their thesis, many 
individuals will not go on to join the professional community of academic researchers as their main 
occupation, and any further development of a researcher identity may cease. Anecdotally, many 
practitioner participants associated with the EdD programme featured in this article speak of how 
they and others view they have changed following their research training. They speak of the benefit 
of having new ways of thinking as they return to their work as practitioners. Other participants 
will, however, seek and achieve employment as academic educational researchers and go on to 
join the community of researchers who inhabit their field of study and perhaps go on to experience 
further identity change.
In an exploration of doctoral learning journeys, Wisker et al. (2010) report the occurrence of ‘learning 
leaps’ as new conceptual levels of understanding are reached. The authors report on the role of 
challenges to the security of the participants’ ‘self’ which results in conceptual paradigm shifts with 
respect to their research and the participants themselves as knowledge is deepened. What causes or 
inhibits the crossing of such conceptual thresholds may hold the key to transformation, or the lack 
of it, for participants in research training. I shall now consider changing self-concept as a possible 
means to further explore transformation.

2. Developing Self-Concept and Self-Efficacy
An influential analysis of teachers’ career stories undertaken by Kelchtermans (1993) identified five 
components of the professional self:
a. Self-image (Who am I as a teacher?)
b. Self-esteem (How well am I doing my job as a teacher?)
c. Job motivation (What motivates me to become, to be and to remain as a teacher?)
d. Task perception (What is my task as a teacher and what should I do to be a proper teacher?)
e. Future perspective (How do I look at the years to come and how do I feel about it?)
These five components may be equally applicable to an analysis of the educational researcher’s 
professional ‘self’ and be influential in their commitment, development, transformation and 
persistence in adopting the identity of an educational researcher. There is more to being an 
educational researcher than having sufficient knowledge to carry out a series of technical activities. 
This would be equivalent to creating the potential to manufacture a new car or other vehicle but 
not connecting all the parts together. Failure to grow security of self-image and self-esteem as 
an educational researcher could be a precursor to remaining fixed within, or cause a rapid flight 
to, the safer established ground of a successful practitioner identity. It can be argued that there 
is a self-evident need to raise participants’ self-confidence, enable them to achieve mastery and 
provide recognition so that they may perceive themselves as being viewed as a ‘proper educational 
researcher’ by significant others. The term ‘self-esteem’ has been related to the ‘positive or negative 
attitude’ an individual holds towards themselves (Rosenberg 1965). It has often been reported to 
beneficially increase should an individual experience the success of mastery and attendant feelings 
of achievement. Griffiths (1993) has suggested that self-esteem should not be understood only in 
terms of mastery and achievement, but also in terms of ‘belonging’. In the case of the transition to 
educational researcher, the term ‘belonging’ holds some intriguing possibilities for deconstruction 
and analysis. A multilayered conceptualisation is possible including belonging in terms of 
achieving personal commitment, ‘belonging’ to the programme of training and development, the 
host university and its research culture, the pedagogy provided, the supervision experienced, the 
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chosen research project, the influences of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and tangible integration 
and acceptance by the wider research community. Does belonging as a factor in the transition to 
researcher imply belonging less to any other identity, such as that of practitioner, and does not 
belonging limit the extent to which any transformation can or will take place? 
Of potential significance in transformation is ‘self-efficacy’. Self-efficacy has been described as 
‘beliefs in one’s capabilities to organise and execute the courses of action required to produce given 
attainments’ (Bandura 2003: 3). Self-efficacy has also been reported as the belief an individual has 
in their ability to do the job (Abu-Tineh, Khasawneh & Khalaileh 2011). Bandura (1977) suggests 
that self-efficacy is thought to effect the initiation of behaviour, the amount of effort expended and 
the persistence of behaviour in the face of challenges. In these terms, increases in self-efficacy as 
a researcher argue for the greater likelihood of transformation in the same way as increases in 
self-efficacy are thought to foster the transition to leadership (Rhodes 2012b). Helms-Lorenz, Slof, 
Vermue & Canrinus (2012) tentatively suggest that, for beginning teachers at least, increases in 
self-efficacy can be related to a reduction in stress and an increase in coping activities. Fostering 
and managing self-efficacy may act as an important precursor, and an on-going contributor, to 
transformation. In a study related to school age students, Margolis (2005) explores sources of 
self-efficacy and suggests that mastery experiences, positive feedback and reducing anxiety are 
potentially influential in increasing feelings of self-efficacy. This is an under-developed area in the 
study of transformation to researcher. It is as if a psychological contract (Rousseau 1990) between 
those intended to experience transformation and those seeking to effect it should be formed so 
as to offer an increased possibility of change to the existing professional self to be experienced. 
With change in mind, Mezirow (1997) has suggested that the facilitation of transformative learning 
entails help for learners to become more aware and more critical of their own assumptions and 
the assumptions of others. Indeed, the author suggests that learners need to be able to take part in 
effective discourse and critical reflection so that they may consider their beliefs more deeply and 
transform their established frames of reference to achieve new and alternative understandings. 
The work of Mezirow (see below) in exploring transformative learning and the work of Kegan 
(see below) in elaborating constructive-developmental theory as a vehicle for transformation could 
further advance the agenda for a better understanding of change when applied to the case of the 
transformation of practitioners to educational researchers. 

3. Transformation, Learning and Development
Transformative learning (Mezirow 1991, 1996, 1997, 2000) offers a change process that can impact 
upon an individual’s frames of reference created by their ‘habits of mind’ and ‘points of view’. 
Mezirow (1997) suggests that critical reflection plays a key role in transforming frames of reference 
by changing the assumptions upon which we base our interpretations, beliefs, habits of mind and 
points of view. He offers the following definition: 

Habits of mind are broad, abstract, orienting habitual ways of thinking, feeling and acting 
influenced by assumptions that constitute a set of codes. These codes may be cultural, 
social, educational, economic, political or psychological. Habits of mind become articulated 
in a specific point of view – the constellation of belief, value judgement, attitude and feeling 
that shapes a particular interpretation (p. 5). 

He suggests four processes of learning:
a. Seek evidence to confirm, intensify or widen the range of our existing point of view.
b. Seek to establish new points of view.
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c. Transform our point of view through critical reflection which may in turn lead to a stepwise 
transformation of our governing habit of mind.

d. Directly transform our governing habit of mind through critical reflection.
The stimulus to critically reflect and transform frames of reference may emerge from the sudden 
immersion in research training with a new agenda of demands and unfamiliar challenges, or via 
sequential acts of critical reflection leading to small transitions over time prompted by the ongoing 
experience of the training and by the execution of research. It may, of course, be a combination 
of both of these prompts. Given that changes to points of view and habits of mind may occur 
gradually and in a stepwise fashion, or in a larger more instantaneous and revelatory way, it may be 
that we can relate such change to the ‘learning leaps’ reported by Wisker et al. (2010) as new levels 
of conceptual understanding are achieved. Changes to points of view and habits of mind hold 
much promise as a key locus of transformation. However, a twofold problem arises. First, there is 
growing evidence in the literature that not all individuals are able to critically reflect. For example, 
in a Norwegian context, Sundli (2007) reports that mentored student teachers find it difficult to 
engage in reflection as part of their learning. Second, any emotional content as a driver or inhibitor 
of critical reflection and transformation remains elusive and unexplained. It seems likely that 
reducing feelings of frustration, anxiety, vulnerability and lowered self-esteem would benefit from 
reducing the emotional distance between those who are to be transformed and those who seek to 
bring about the transformation so that they may collaborate better and learn from one another. 
Notwithstanding unanswered questions about the place of critical reflection in the transformation 
of practitioners to educational researchers, it seems reasonable that transformation may be aided 
by enabling participants in training to become critically aware of their own assumptions and the 
assumptions of others so that they may accommodate new perspectives. Drawing on other available 
learning theory, the transformation from practitioner to educational researcher may rely on initial 
co-constructivism followed by the opportunity to experience meta-learning, in other words, to 
become truly aware of one’s real learning needs and take control (Biggs 1985; Meyer & Shanahan 
2004). On a positive note, participants engaged in research training have chosen to follow this path 
and so may be better disposed to seeing a need to transform and be more willing to set aside any 
self-defensive mechanisms. The question arises as to whether such self-defensive mechanisms exist 
in this context and, if so, what is their nature and what can be done to help overcome them so that 
self-reflective awareness and a changed world view may flourish?

4. Constructive-Developmental Theory
There is a need to move practitioners beyond the short-term objectives of assimilating the details of 
particular research methods to the longer-term goal of transformation of one’s ‘self’ and mindset to 
that of an educational researcher. If a set of conditions to facilitate transformation does exist, then the 
notion of ‘self’ is likely to determine how these conditions may vary from one individual to another. 
Constructive-developmental theory is a theory of adult development which is concerned with 
the growth of an individual’s ways of making sense of themselves and of the surrounding world 
(Kohlberg 1969; Loevinger & Blasi 1976; Kegan 1980, 1982, 2000; Torbert 1987; McCauley, Drath, 
Palus, O’Connor & Baker 2006). McCauley et al. (2006) point out that constructive-developmental 
theory concerns the principles individuals use to ‘construct’ their understanding of ‘self’ rather 
than referring to the ‘content’ of a self-concept such as self-efficacy. It is believed that sense-making 
patterns develop through stages (orders), becoming more complex over time, and that a concurrent 
transformation of consciousness to enable the use of more complex meaning-making also occurs. 
Valcea, Hamdani, Buckley & Novicevic (2011) report three stages (orders) of sense-making: the 



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 201310

dependent order, the independent order and the inter-independent order. The authors point to the 
work of McCauley et al. (2006), who elaborate upon these three orders of development:
a. The Dependent Order (interpersonal relationships):

Individuals operating from the first adult order of development have a sense of self derived 
from their connections to others. They can reflect on their own needs and desires and have 
the capacity to override these needs and coordinate them with the needs of others. Other 
people and socialised expectations are the source of internal conformation and orientation. 
Approval, mutual respect, and affiliation are central concerns. They may feel torn in 
situations of conflicting expectations from different valued  others. (p. 637)

b. The Independent Order (the autonomous self):
No longer do others constitute the self; the self comes to be understood as an independent 
self-possessed identity. We call this the independent order. Individuals operating from this 
order rely on their own internally generated values and standards. These self-generated 
values and standards equip individuals with a perspective to examine the various opinions 
and ideologies of others and mediate among them. Competence and performance are 
central concerns of individuals in this order. Conflict is experienced as potentially useful if 
it leads to clarification and better solutions. (p. 638)

c. The Inter-independent Order (the transforming self):
Individuals operating from this order experience multiple possibilities of the self as a 
product of both interaction with others and self-assertion; instead of being a unique pre-
existing and pre-determined entity, the self is now understood as an ongoing revisable 
design capable of taking any number of forms in response to life’s contingencies. We 
will therefore call this the inter-independent order for the way it makes the self at once 
independent (capable of being created by the person) and dependent for its form on 
life’s contingencies. Thus the self is experienced as a work in progress. Self-exploration 
and ongoing development of self and others is a central concern. Conflict is experienced 
as inevitable and an opportunity to engage in mutual transformation with others. The 
world is viewed less in terms of dichotomies or polarities and more in terms of dynamic, 
mutually transforming systems. Few people are assessed to have reached this rare order 
of development. (p. 638)

In addition, Valcea et al. (2011) report that if individuals absorb new information into their existing 
developmental order, then this is a process known as ‘assimilation’. However, should this new 
information not assimilate well, they may adjust the existing developmental order to fit the new 
information, a process known as ‘accommodation’. In the case of the challenge to practitioners 
undergoing research training, it may be this adjustment to a new development order that is indicative 
of authentic transformation. A ‘learning leap’ may occur when accommodation is engaged in at 
the expense of assimilation. Again, the factors at play in determining the balance between routine 
assimilation and new accommodation offer an underdeveloped route to examine transformation 
in this context. A starting point may come from the work of Loevinger & Blasi (1976), who suggest 
that new information may be ‘resisted’ if it comes too soon or if it creates insecurity. Leaving 
aside any changes in development order that might occur due to increasing life experience, what 
interventions can be made to promote more immediate changes in balance between assimilation 
and accommodation and thus potentially effect a transformation in frames of reference, allowing 
changed ways in sense-making as educational researchers follow their development path? The 
use of constructive-development theory can potentially provide an underpinning framework 
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for such study. Any apparent resistance to transformation may be a function of location within a 
development order that governs firm adherence to current ways of thinking. This is what must be 
challenged. Perhaps efforts to locate participants within at least an independent order will enable 
them to examine and make sense of the ideologies of others so as to encourage accommodation. 
Researchers who go on to join the community of academic researchers in their field may also then 
become increasingly self-efficacious and adopt the full identity of an educational researcher through 
continued reflection, interaction with others, interaction with context and their perceptions of their 
own place in society. The possible new perspectives explored in this article point to a renewed 
research agenda as we seek the successful and lasting transformation of educational practitioners 
into educational researchers. In order to probe some of these possibilities, a small exploratory 
investigation was undertaken and is reported below.

Methodology
The EdD in Leaders and Leadership in Education is located in the School of Education of a leading 
Russell Group university located in the Midlands, England. When accessed on a part-time basis, 
the programme consists of two years of tutor-led teaching input followed by a period of supervised 
thesis research and writing. The taught section comprises of a study of leadership and research 
training to prepare participants to become an educational researcher. Thesis research and writing 
typically takes two to three years, depending on the progress made by the participant. Participants 
are all senior practitioners with leadership and management experience who are mainly drawn 
from the schools sector, but also from the further education college and higher education sectors. 
The overall cohort number is around 60. The sample engaged for the present exploratory study 
included 10 respondents from the teaching phase (years 1-2), 9 respondents from the thesis research 
and writing stage (years 3-5) and 7 respondents who had already successfully graduated from the 
programme (years 6-9). The sample consisted of 16 women and 10 men. All were from the schools 
sector, apart from 3 from the further education college sector and 2 from the higher education sector. 
This was not a gendered study. As this is a professional doctorate programme, it is likely that a 
strong existing bond to the identity of practitioner will be a keynote of the sample. With due regard 
to all ethical considerations, respondents were all asked to provide written answers to 12 questions 
pertaining to their perception of their identity, changes to their behaviour and thinking in the light 
of challenges to their notion of ‘self’, how learning had occurred, what tensions and emotions had 
been experienced, whether any new information had been ‘resisted’, their transformational journey 
and what might lead them to believe that others view them as ‘real’ educational researchers. All 
questions were derived from the four-part lens created to explore transformation and responses 
were analysed for emergent themes in relation to this lens. The outcomes of this exploratory study 
do not represent the UK or international doctoral population. The study draws on one programme 
in a single institution; however, it does promote new thinking in relation to the four-part lens 
created and may therefore serve to further inform the future research agenda with regard to this 
important transformation within education. 

Findings and Discussion

Years 1-2 (teaching programme)
Respondents from the teaching programme indicated that identity change to educational researcher 
was not a feature at this stage, with all ten reporting their identity as a practitioner. On a scale of 1 
(low) to 10 (high) with respect to where they saw themselves on the journey towards the identity of 
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an educational researcher, the mean score was 4.4. Whilst changes in their professional behaviour 
were not reported, all respondents identified the beginnings of change in their thinking in terms of 
using new knowledge, becoming more reflective, more questioning, more open-minded and seeing 
alternative viewpoints. This may be interpreted as the start of transformative learning (Mezirow 
1997) and a herald of change in habits of mind and points of view. Seven of the respondents stated 
that their sense of ‘self’ had been challenged in terms of their level of self-confidence coupled to an 
awareness of their present limitations as potential educational researchers. Such challenges to self-
esteem may have further entrenched their identity as successful practitioners and impeded change 
to the identity of an educational researcher. Whilst six reported that changes in their thinking had 
been gradual and stepwise, four reported learning leaps (Wisker et al. 2010) as new concepts and 
challenges such as theorising were assimilated. Although deeper investigation would be beneficial, 
at this stage there was no clear evidence of accommodation (Valcea et al. 2011) of new ideas acting 
as a possible precursor to a change in the existing developmental order. 
All respondents reported tensions in their journey to becoming an educational researcher, with 
seven citing time constraints from work and family commitments and the remaining three 
reporting self-confidence and self-belief issues based on their changed status from successful 
practitioner to novice research learner. Leitch & Day (2001) similarly report the tension of time 
constraints experienced by part-time students. Such constraints may be influential in limiting 
opportunities for identity change by hindering the necessary ongoing reflective interpretation and 
re-interpretation of experiences. All reported a variety of emotions, such as enjoyment and interest, 
coupled with more negative emotions such as frustration, fear of failure, lack of self-confidence 
and guilt at spending less time with their families. Such negative emotions and the emotional cost 
involved may impede transformation and need to be addressed if perseverance with the journey is 
to be best maintained. Nine of the respondents cited meetings with fellow participants and tutors 
as important in their journey as they enabled questions to be answered, research demystified and 
motivation renewed. As self-concept is challenged during identity change, efforts to grow self-
esteem through opportunities to achieve ‘belonging’ and mastery as elaborated by Griffiths (1993) 
may be assisted by participant interaction with peers and tutors as they connect with the effort 
to become an educational researcher. This in turn may help foster transformation. Additionally, 
interaction may be connected to a changing sense of ‘self’ derived from connections with others 
as in a dependent order of development as elaborated by McCauley et al. (2006). Interaction 
and its impact on changing development order would benefit from much further investigation 
in this transformation context. To be viewed by others in their personal and professional lives as 
‘real’ educational researchers, all respondents cited graduation, publication, or both as definitive 
markers. Whilst such achievement would clearly demonstrate a level of mastery, it perhaps also 
indicates a perception that this is what established researchers do and therefore following their role 
models path will enable the identity of and attendant self-efficacy as an educational researcher to 
be achieved. Analysis showed that there was no evidence of ‘resistance’ to new information on the 
part of any respondent. 

Years 3-5 (thesis research and writing)
Respondents from the thesis research and writing stage were more likely to indicate a perception of 
holding the identity of educational researcher as well as that of an educational practitioner, with only 
two of the nine respondents still reporting complete entrenchment in their identity as a practitioner. 
Those who did report recognition of both identities still saw the practitioner identity as dominant, 
although they now felt more like a researcher, had the research tools to hand, or were being seen 
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as a developing researcher by colleagues at work. The overall mean score indicating their position 
on the journey towards the identity of an educational researcher was now 6.0. There was some 
indication of small professional behavioural change from one respondent who now ‘saw their own 
leadership more clearly’ and one respondent who ‘was now more questioning of leadership in 
practice’, with the remaining seven respondents strongly stating changes to their thinking. These 
changes were reported in terms of becoming far more reflective, more critical and more able to see 
different viewpoints far more than they were at the start of the programme, with five respondents 
stating that they now had improved confidence as a researcher. One respondent felt ‘accepted’ 
when a successful conference paper was presented, one reported feelings of accountability to their 
research audience and one reported a changing mindset, passion for the subject and a growing 
feeling that their own research view was now equally valid when compared to the views of other, 
more established researchers. 
Despite the progress made towards transformation, some limitations were now becoming more 
apparent with respondents reporting the persistence of self-doubt (Kelchtermans 1993), difficulty 
in discussing research with work colleagues, limited time availability, the imposition of work 
demands and personal responsibilities, all of which conspired to confine their transformation. Two 
respondents felt that they had successfully married the practitioner and researcher identity, with 
one respondent reporting feelings of distinct conflict between the two identities. Again, for the 
majority of respondents, changes in their thinking were reported as being gradual and stepwise, 
with only two respondents hinting at an impact upon their frames of reference (Mezirow 1997) and 
the possible accommodation of new ideas (Valcea et al. 2011) via transformation from ‘an obedient 
practitioner with an opinion to an independent researcher wanting to delve deeper’ and from 
‘immersion in new thinking during thesis research and conference presentation’, respectively. There 
was no direct evidence of ‘resistance’ to new information on the part of any respondent. Again, both 
positive and negative emotions were expressed at this stage of the journey. This was often related 
to periods of success or difficulty with the thesis research itself. Eight respondents firmly identified 
interactions with peer participants and tutors as being important in sustaining their journey to the 
identity of an educational researcher. To be viewed by others in their personal and professional 
lives as ‘real’ educational researchers, all respondents continued to cite graduation, publication, or 
both as definitive indicators. One respondent was keen that their family and colleagues in school 
accept the value of what had been achieved, but expressed concern that ‘they don’t know what I 
do’. 

Years 6-9 (post-graduation)
At this stage, two respondents had ‘reverted’ to a wholly practitioner identity while four still 
considered they held both identities, with one indicating that they felt increasingly isolated from 
their senior leadership team colleagues as they became more critical of educational policy. Only 
one respondent, who worked in a higher education context, felt that their predominant identity 
was now that of an educational researcher. The overall mean score to indicate their position on 
the journey towards the identity of an educational researcher was now 6.8. There was evidence 
of the direct incorporation of thesis outcomes into practice on the part of four respondents and all 
seven reported their outlook was more critical. Transformation of thinking was most clearly and 
confidently stated at this stage. A change in habit of mind (Mezirow 1997) as a result of the doctoral 
training experience was indicated. Indeed, challenges to the self had resulted in changes expressed 
by three respondents as ‘ the destabilisation of held constructs’, a ‘changed sense of self as I became 
more critical of my own practice’ and ‘heightened reflection as I examined my own journey and 
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self-doubt’. This may also have impinged upon change in the respondents’ development order 
(Valcea et al. 2011) via the implied impact of new information and its subsequent accommodation. 
Along with feelings of pride and joy that graduation had been achieved, all respondents indicated 
the emotional cost of completion in terms of frustration, despair that the thesis would never 
be completed and the struggle to maintain motivation. All seven respondents referred to the 
importance of good supervision in their success, with four stating the importance of the support 
they had received from family and friends. Graduation and the possibility for publication were 
presented as evidence that they could now be viewed by others in their personal and professional 
lives as ‘real’ educational researchers. One respondent from a higher education background 
reported the ‘responsibility of expectation’ as they were now expected to publish. 

Conclusion
The creation of a four-part lens to examine transformation has yielded some new questions as part 
of a future research agenda in this important area of education. The application of the proposed lens 
has enabled a glimpse of a complex transformational journey in which participants’ underlying 
and often ‘masked’ thinking adds potentially important detail to a simpler overarching view that 
participants need to be ‘acculturated, assimilated and actualised’. In her work on transition to 
senior leadership, Browne-Ferrigno (2003) reports that those who successfully assimilated ‘role-
identity transformation’ commented upon it as if they had a ‘new pair of glasses’ or a ‘new pair of 
shoes’ (p. 489). She notes that such participants viewed themselves differently. Similarly, if a given 
programme is seeking the transformation of practitioners to educational researchers, it implies a 
change in the individual’s sense of ‘self’, personal capacities, mindset and world view. Despite the 
need for much further work, the application of the proposed four-part lens to the small sample in 
this exploratory study appears to show some causal links between the programme experienced 
and indicators of transformation. A ‘composite’ journey may be represented by the following key 
points:
• practitioner immersion in research training
• the challenge of new demands
• emotional cost expressed as lowered self-confidence, self-esteem, fear of failure and awareness 

of limitations as a potential educational researcher
• emotional cost can be diminished over time through mastery and belonging 
• the limiting influence of time constraints which tend not to diminish over time
• a general stepwise assimilation of new concepts over time
• a general stepwise but strengthening change in thinking over time to become more reflective, 

questioning, open-minded, aware of alternative viewpoints and of what it means to be an 
educational researcher

• the beginnings of accommodation and a mindset shift with increasing self-efficacy
• a growing self-concept and awareness of the identity of an educational researcher for some 

participants
• desired confirmation of being a ‘real’ educational researcher via graduation and publication. 
Although only a snapshot of elements of transformation has been revealed, a tenet to emerge is 
that transformation for these part-time participants tends to be gradual and it can potentially be 
fostered, whether participants are expecting to change or not. It is clear that individual stories of 
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change and transformation are themselves in a state of flux; however, the ‘composite’ journey 
suggested above indicates opportunities for intervention by tutors and supervisors seeking to 
bring about transformation of their participants. Above all, this appears to be an emotional journey. 
Whilst the extent of transformation may not be concomitant with notions of success or effectiveness 
of a particular programme as this depends on the aims and objectives of the programme, allowing 
participants to experience who they might become as a result of research training constitutes an 
essential element in their personal and professional development. 
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Feedback Equals Feedforward: Issues in 
Teacher Progression and Development 
among Primary Teachers in Jamaica

Paul Miller

Abstract: Perceptions about teacher progression among Jamaica’s primary school teachers point to several 
factors, most notably political affiliation, religious affiliation and social connections (Miller 2013). However, 
there is a hidden factor than can help or hinder development and progression if received by teachers and if 
used properly. Feedback is a vital factor in professional development that can help individuals see their ‘blind 
spots’ (Largent & Associates 2010). The findings reported in this paper come from a larger study on ‘Perceived 
Barriers to Primary teacher progression in Jamaica’. In addition to the main findings, the ‘hidden’ factor of 
not receiving feedback on applications submitted or on performance after interviews can be considered equally 
problematic for teacher development and progression. This paper summarises and presents the application and 
interview experiences of 11 Jamaican teachers and calls for urgent action by school and ministry level officials 
to address their professional development needs.

Introduction
Gaining a principalship is never going to be ‘that easy’. From legal requirements, to school factors, 
to personality ‘fit’ and other factors, the appointment to the rank of principal is not an easy process. 
And nor should it be.  There are approximately 25,000 teachers in Jamaica’s public education system, 
and in addition approximately 1,000 principals at the secondary and primary levels.  Given the 
difference between the number of teachers and the number of posts available for principals, there 
is a huge gap between what is aspirational and what is practical in terms of gaining a principalship.  
In 2010, the Jamaican government launched Vision 2030: National Development Plan Jamaica, an 
ambitious multifaceted programme of activities aimed at underpinning Jamaica’s goals of gaining 
‘developed’ country status by the year 2030. The Education Sector Plan of Vision 2030 puts forward 
that an excellent cadre of teachers and principals is crucial to securing many of the overall objectives 
of the National Plan (PIOJ 2010).  
Building this excellent cadre of teachers and principals the Jamaican government envisions requires 
investments in time, finance and human resources. Teachers need more and better teaching 
resources. Teachers need smaller classes sizes. Teachers need better work facilities. But teachers also 
need more and better opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD) that includes 
feedback on job applications on their performance after interviews. Teachers need to know how 
well they have done and what they can do to improve, and if possible how to go about it. It is 
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commonly known that ‘feedback equals feedforward’, and where only limited or no feedback is 
provided, staff performance may be well below their capabilities.  
In a recent edited volume on School Leadership in the Caribbean, Miller (2013) reported that there are 
more female than male teachers in Jamaica at every level. That is, there are more female teachers, 
senior teachers, vice principals and principals at the primary and secondary levels in Jamaica. 
Miller challenges Jamaican society, through the education system, to promote inclusion and social 
justice, but also to debate and overhaul current practices that could be construed as discriminatory 
and anti-democratic.  McCallum (2013), in the same volume, highlighted the fact that schools can 
improve staff performance and outcomes for all students where opportunities are provided for 
more experienced teachers to mentor and coach younger, more inexperienced ones. Hutton (2013), 
also in the same volume, articulates that high-performing principals are crucial to improving the 
Jamaican education system in general and to raising the attainment of students in particular.  
This paper presents the findings from a small-scale qualitative exploratory study on primary 
teachers’ perceptions of gaining a principalship in Jamaica. The issues of application feedback and 
post-interview feedback are spotlighted. The main question behind the study was: What are the 
perceived barriers to gaining a principalship among primary school teachers in Jamaica? From 
interview data, the hidden barrier of feedback was noticeable among all teacher participants. 

Literature Review
Teacher professional development can take many forms. Nevertheless, at the heart of teacher 
professional development activities lie notions such as ‘growth’, ‘personal learning needs’ and 
‘continuing to develop’ (Earley & Porritt, 2009). Professional development of teachers, or ‘teacher 
development’, is a contested term with varying meanings. The Academy of Medical Royal Colleges 
and the General Medical Council (2010) define continuing professional development as:  

A continuous process, outside formal undergraduate and post-graduate training, that 
enables individuals to maintain and improve standards of practice through the development 
of knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviour and changes in specific practice. 

Similarly, the OECD describes professional development as ‘activities that develop an individual’s 
skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher’ (OECD 2009: 49). These may 
range from activities such as seminars, workshops, mentoring, coaching and in-service training 
to formal observations and feedback. Professional development, as used in this paper, is any 
systematic activity that supports teacher development. This includes being given feedback after a 
failed job application or after failing an interview, which is underpinned by two key assumptions 
of improving practice and gaining knowledge. 
Whilst there is a plethora of literature on teacher professional development, there remains a paucity 
of literature on the use of feedback in teacher development and the role it can play in teacher 
progression. In recent research on Jamaican teachers, McCallum (2013) recommended mentoring 
and coaching as potential approaches to teacher development.  She contends that this type of 
capacity-building could provide sound learning opportunities for younger, more inexperienced 
teachers, underpinned by the sharing of skills in a collegial non-threatening way.  
Similarly, recent studies coming out of the UK have not specifically addressed feedback as a 
means of teacher development (Earley & Porritt, 2009). Nevertheless, a few industry studies allow 
us a glimpse into the importance of using feedback to develop staff. Largent & Associates (2010) 
identified post-interview feedback as particularly valuable. They described the customised nature 
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of the feedback as vital in helping individuals uncover some of their ‘blind spots’. They further 
suggest:

Feedback provided at the conclusion of an interview can be especially helpful. Not 
only is it a barometer of your performance, but it allows you to glean some insights into 
the interviewer’s thoughts; the firm’s decision criteria and it might even give you an 
opportunity to recast objectives... (Largent & Associates 2010: 1). 

Speaking in terms of job applications, Alison Doyle (2013), a talent manager, cautions that a mistake 
on a job application can cost an applicant the chance of an interview (Doyle 2013). She warns 
applicants of common mistakes to avoid but also recognises how feedback on applications can 
benefit candidates. She argues that ‘[f]eedback on applications can steer applicants along the right 
path and help them to work on weaker areas for the next time’.
Similarly, the BBC quoted a job applicant as saying: 

[L]ack of feedback becomes frustrating, particularly if all that comes back is an automated 
e-mail. You’ve no idea where you went wrong. (BBC 2010) 

A common objective of feedback and professional development activities is moving teachers 
forward, with the underlying assumption of greater effectiveness. In other words, feedback as a 
form of teacher professional development is an enabling activity. The OECD’s model of teacher 
effectiveness posits that teacher effectiveness leads to teaching effectiveness, which in turn impacts 
teachers professional learning and ultimately helps to build the national education system (OECD 
& EU 2010: 22).  
Institutions – whether large or small, private or public – can be highly politicised. As a result, 
their structures, subscribed concepts and practices can significantly impact an individual’s career 
aspirations and progression (Shah & Shaikh 2010: 19). In other words, what an institution does 
and how it treats its stakeholders – internal or external – is part of how it views itself.  Teacher 
progression issues are highly subjective and each stakeholder – teachers, school boards and 
policy-makers – often have differing views of the ‘reality’ of why someone may (or may not) have 
been selected for an interview and appointed (or not) to a post. Differing views aside, providing 
candidates with feedback is an important professional development activity, since feedback equals 
feedforward.   

Design and Methodology
This qualitative exploratory study was conducted over a period of nine months between September 
2012 and May 2013. The overall sample included 13 participants (11 female and 2 male). Eleven 
teachers (9 female and 2 male) with appointments at various levels of the Jamaican education system 
were interviewed. Teachers were drawn from 7 of Jamaica’s 14 parishes, based on their willingness 
to participate in the study. Five teachers were interviewed via telephone, 3 were interviewed face-
to-face, and 3 completed and returned the interview questionnaire by email.  Additionally, one 
education officer from Region 6 was interviewed via telephone and the Chief Executive Officer 
of the Jamaica Teaching Council (JTC) granted a face-to-face interview.  All participants were 
interviewed using the semi-structured interview approach. 
Various sampling approaches were used: deterministic sampling was used to include the Chief 
Executive Officer of the JTC, snowball sampling was used to include five teachers and the single 
education officer, convenience sampling was used to include three teachers who were easily 
accessible by the researcher, and purposive sampling was used to include the remaining three 
teacher participants.   
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Findings 
The findings in this paper come from a larger study on the perceived barriers to gaining a 
principalship among primary school teachers in Jamaica. The questions asked in the part of the 
study relevant to this paper were:  If you were not selected for interview, did you receive feedback 
on your application/s? Having been interviewed but having not got the job, did you receive 
feedback post interview? 

Phase One Findings
Teacher Demographics 
Participants in phase one of the study included 7 teachers (6 females and 1 male) aged between 30 
and 55 ( Table 1). 

Table 1: Age and gender profile of teachers   

Age 34 30 34 33 35 45 55

Gender F F F F F M F

Professional Experience and Qualifications of Teachers
The teachers possessed a range of qualifications and professional experiences.  There were 3 
classroom teachers, 3 teachers with a post of responsibility and 1 vice-principal. Their work profile 
differed considerably; one teacher had 2 years at one school, whereas the vice-principal had been at 
her school for 28 years and had been vice-principal for 4 years. Teachers tended to have worked in 
one or two schools only, with the exception of one teacher who had taken temporary appointments 
in seven schools within two years. All teachers had completed their bachelor’s degree, with 3 
currently pursuing a master’s qualification and 3 who had already obtained their masters degree 
(Table 2). 

Table 2: Professional experience and qualification of teachers
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Years in current post 2 9 3 12 3 4 2

Years at school 12 9 9 11 3 28 2

Schools taught in 1 1 1 2 1 2 7

Highest 
qualification

Bachelors 
(M-pending)

Masters
Bachelors 

(M- pending)
Bachelors Masters Bachelors

Bachelors 
(M- pending)

Applications Made, Interviews and Feedback
The number of applications made by the teachers ranged from 1 to 15 (Table 3). The only male 
teacher in this group had made 3 applications for a vice-principal post, and 12 for the post of 
principal. Another teacher had submitted 7 applications for the post of principal. 
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Table 3: Applications made, interviews and feedback

Post applied for Principal Vice-Principal

# of applications submitted 21 6

Interviews 9 4

Received feedback on application if not interviewed 0 0

Received feedback on performance post interview 0 0

Among the teachers, 5 were not invited for interviews for the respective post to which they applied 
and were not provided with any feedback on their applications. Additionally, none of the 4 teachers 
who had been interviewed for both the posts of vice-principal and principal received feedback 
on their performance following the interviews.  One teacher, for example, made 7 applications 
for a principal post and was interviewed twice, but received no post-interview feedback and no 
feedback on her applications in the cases where she was not invited for interview. 

Phase Two Findings
Teacher Demographics 
During Phase two data collection, 4 teachers (3 female and 1 male) were interviewed, with ages 
ranging from 36 to 59 ( Table 4). 

Table 4: Age and gender profile of teachers

Age 36 54 59 63

Gender F F F F

Professional Experience and Qualifications of Teachers 
Again, the teachers possessed a range of qualifications and professional experiences.  There were 
4 teachers with a specific area of responsibility, including 2 vice-principals and 2 senior teachers. 
The work profiles showed that 3 of the 4 teachers had been at their current school for more than 20 
years, and 2 had been in their current post for more than 10 years. All had completed a master’s 
degrees, had in excess of 13 years teaching experience, and had teaching experience in either one 
or two schools (Table 5). 

Table 5: Professional experience and qualifications of teachers
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Applications Made, Interviews and Feedback

Table 6: Applications made, Interviews and Feedback

Post applied for Principal Vice-Principal

# of applications submitted 5 2

Interviews 4 1

Received feedback on application if not interviewed 1 1

Received feedback on performance post interview 0 0

The teacher participants submitted 5 applications for the post of principal and 2 applications for the 
post of vice-principal in phase two. There were 4 interviews for the post of principal and 1 for the 
post of vice-principal (Table 6). Two persons received feedback on their applications despite not be 
invited to interview. Both teachers described this feedback as ‘useful’, although in both cases it was 
not automatic and they had to ask for it. 

Overall Teacher Demographics (Phases One and Two)
There were 11 teacher participants in the overall study, 9 females and 2 males. The youngest teacher 
was a female aged 30, and the eldest was a male aged 59.  

Table 7: Age and gender profile of teachers 

Age 34 30 34 33 35 45 55 36 54 59 53

Gender F F F F F M F F F M F

Professional Experience and Qualifications of Teachers
Of the 11 teachers interviewed, 3 were vice-principals, 5 had areas of special responsibility such as 
head of department, grade supervisor or senior teacher, and 3 were classroom teachers without any 
designated area of special responsibility. Of the 11 teachers, 6 had taught in two schools, 4 in two 
schools and 1 in seven schools. 
Time in their current post ranged from 2 to 14 years, and time at their current school ranged from 2 
to 36 years. Of the 11 teachers, 6 currently hold a master’s degree and 3 of those holding a bachelor’s 
degrees are currently pursuing a master’s qualification. 

Table 8: Professional experience and qualification of teachers
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Applications Made, Interviews and Feedback
A total of 34 applications were made for the posts of principal or vice-principal by the 11 teachers - 26 
for the post of principal and 8 for the post of vice-principal (Table 9). The teachers had 9 interviews 
for the post of principal and 5 for that of vice-principal. Following the 34 applications submitted, 
only two teachers received feedback. Neither of the 2 teachers who had been interviewed received 
feedback following their interviews.

Table 9: Applications made, interviews and feedback

Post applied for Principal Vice-Principal

# of applications submitted 26 8

Interviews 9 5

Received feedback on application if not interviewed 1 1

Received feedback on performance post interview 0 0

Discussion 
Of the 11 teachers interviewed in the study, only 2 received feedback on their applications, and 
at their own request. Additionally, none of those interviewed received feedback following their 
interviews. It is common human resources (HR) management practice to provide feedback to 
unsuccessful candidates after a job interview. Similarly, it is common practice to provide feedback 
to unsuccessful applicants following a shortlisting. Such practices are well established in developed 
countries, including Australia and the UK, and are underpinned by the basic assumption that 
‘feedback equals feedforward’. 
That no teacher interviewed received post-interview feedback is problematic in several ways. 
First, this is simply not good HR practice. Second, this sends a message to interviewees that the 
interviewing organisation ‘cannot be bothered’. Third, the opportunity to help candidates develop 
and see their ‘blind spots’ is missed. The fact that 9 teachers also received no feedback on their 
application having not been shortlisted is equally, if not more, problematic. These teachers did 
not to get past the first hurdle of the shortlisting and are therefore in greater need of guidance. 
Feedback, as we have come to understand from the literature, helps candidates to clarify ‘what 
went wrong’ and/or what their perceived weaknesses are in respect of employers’ needs (BBC 
2010; Largent & Associates 2010). 
Providing feedback is critical to moving teachers forward and can help increase their effectiveness 
(OECD 2010). The regulatory body for licensing teachers in Jamaica, the JTC, believes teachers 
should receive feedback following shortlisting (if unsuccessful) and interview (if unsuccessful), as 
appropriate:

It is the responsibility of the School Board to inform unsuccessful candidates for the posts. 
It is also the responsibility of the School Board to provide applicants and candidates with 
feedback accordingly (CEO, JTC). 

Though not mandated to do so, school boards have a responsibility to provide applicants and 
candidates with systematic feedback on applications submitted or on interview performance. But 
it is clear that providing feedback to unsuccessful applicants and/or candidates at whatever stage 
of the recruitment process is not commonly done thing in Jamaica. 
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The fact that the JTC regard it as important for school boards to provide unsuccessful applicants 
with feedback is important for two clear reasons. First, the JTC is underscoring the fact that the 
provision of feedback to applicants and candidates by a school board is about good governance 
at the highest level of a school’s hierarchy. Second, the JTC is acknowledging that feedback could 
enhance the quality of applications received and of candidates interviewed. Such positions 
underpin the OECD’s philosophy that ‘teachers matter’ (OECD 2005).  
Teachers must be exposed to a range of professional development activities aimed at fulfilling 
certain needs or making them more effective. From training in knowledge components, to skills 
components, to behavioural components, teachers need a full range of professional engagement 
aimed at enabling them to be better at what they do.  For example, professional development for 
teachers must include a range of activities on a continuum from simple (e.g. using Power Point 
and crafting a good personal statement) to the more complex (e.g. understanding and applying 
educational policies).  However, teacher professional development activities should also be geared 
towards ‘moving them forward’, towards improving what they know and how they practise what 
they know (OECD 2009). And the best way to do this is through providing teachers with feedback 
on what they know and on what they do. In other words, the professional development of teachers 
is simultaneously an enabling and capacity building activity aimed at making teachers more 
effective at their jobs.  
Not providing teachers with feedback on applications and interviews does not augur well for a 
system that is aiming to provide a world-class education (as per Vision 2030: National Development 
Plan Jamaica). Professional development sessions, whether internally or externally organised, can 
help address this issue. Many teachers are already paying to improve their knowledge through 
formal study. Perhaps, then, the arena in which they perform (e.g. regional offices of the education 
ministry) can offer professional development sessions on, for example, interviewing techniques for 
those planning to put themselves forward for greater service to the system. 

Conclusion 
Gaining a principalship is never going to be easy, and very few recruitment, promotion and 
appointments efforts are faultless. That religious organisations, especially the Baptist, Anglican and 
Roman Catholic Churches, should look upon their members more favourably as regards promotion 
and/or appointment than other applicants/candidates is problematic; especially in a modern 
democratic society built on the ideals of ‘out of many one people’. Further research is needed in this 
area to examine the outcomes of students and the effectiveness of faith schools headed by principals 
of that faith community compared with faith schools headed by principals who are not members 
of said faith community. Additionally, research could be undertaken to ascertain the outcomes of 
students in faith schools versus those at the same grade level who are not in faith schools. 
Teachers are not Catholics, Baptist, Anglicans, and so on first and Jamaicans afterwards. Rather, 
they are teachers first. This implies a sense of ‘oneness’, of equity both in terms of access and 
outcomes. Equal opportunities as regards appointments and promotion of teachers must therefore 
be more than a symbolic or token gesture, and the Church, the institution that should lead society in 
being inclusive, can ill afford to do otherwise. Decades of a practice do not make that practice right.   
Teachers teach because of their ethic of care (Smith 2011) towards students; they should be rewarded 
for their dedication, commitment, skills, experience and expertise based on clear criteria. That 
teachers feel social connections take precedence over their skills and competences is problematic. 
The tendencies in promoting and/or appointing must give way to inclusive practices based around 
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merit, equal opportunities and ‘fitness for purpose’. It can no longer be acceptable that persons 
are promoted or appointed because of who they know or who knows them, and school boards, 
education officers and policy-makers at the regional and national levels should no longer ignore 
current practices. To acknowledge current practices is not to be complicit with them; rather, to 
ignore their existence and do nothing to remedy them spells complicity.  
Whether the teachers are correct in their perceptions of the barriers to their promotion and 
appointment is a matter that will not end with this paper. To fix a system, however, one needs 
to acknowledge the shortcomings therein.  The participants in this small-scale exploratory study 
have provided much to ‘chew’ on, and the relevant actors and/or agencies would do well to listen 
and to act without delay.  Suspicion is rife among teachers and this needs to give way to trust, 
underpinned by transparent and criteria-based selection procedures that are communicated to all. 
In addition, creative ways should be found to appropriately reward well-qualified and experienced 
teachers.
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Parents Appointing the Principal: The 
Experiences of Four New Zealand Primary 
School Boards of Trustees

Michele Morrison

Abstract: Universally motivated by altruism and the desire to serve their children’s schools well, locally 
elected parent representatives of New Zealand boards of trustees (BOTs) are charged with the responsibility 
of appointing the principal. This paper draws on semi-structured interviews with the chairpersons of four 
primary schools in two cities – two in affluent high decile areas and two in relatively disadvantaged low decile 
ones – in order to examine the perspectives and understandings that informed the board recruitment and 
selection process. Findings suggest that the appointment of a principal with the capacity to exercise highly 
effective, contextually specific educational leadership is more likely to occur in higher decile schools and is 
most needed in lower decile ones. The paper concludes that targeted support and a review of governance 
arrangements will be necessary for inequity in principal appointment processes to be addressed.

Introduction
For most New Zealand schools, 2013 marks the election of their ninth board of trustees (BOT) 
following the devolution, in 1989, of school governance from central government to over 2,700 
locally elected state primary, intermediate, secondary and composite school BOTs. Tomorrow’s 
Schools (Minister of Education 1988) legislation enacted a raft of structural changes designed 
to abolish ‘layers of administration in order to locate decision-making as close to the point of 
implementation’ and to alter the ‘balance of power between the providers and clients of education’ 
(Education Review Office 1994: 5). The 1989 Education Act (New Zealand Government 1989) 
established BOTs as the Crown entities responsible for ensuring the provision for all students of a 
quality education in a safe learning environment, establishing strategic direction, and overseeing 
personnel, curriculum, property, financial and administration management. 
The BOT became the legal employer of all staff in schools, including the principal. This represented 
minimal change for secondary schools whose board of governors had previously appointed the 
principal, but a major change for primary schools whose principals had been appointed by regional 
education boards acting on advice from the Department of Education’s inspectors of schools.
The primary focus of this article is the experiences of primary school BOT chairpersons in 
appointing the principal. In establishing context for international readers, it is important to define 
the terminology used and to position this paper with respect to the research on New Zealand 
school governance. 
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Terminology

Primary Schools
In New Zealand, state (government owned and funded) primary schools provide New Zealand 
citizens and permanent residents with free elementary education for children in Years 1-8. In 2012, 
there were 1,878 full (Year 1-8) and contributing (Year 1-6) primary schools (Ministry of Education 
2013b). Primary schooling commences when students turn five years old, although attendance is 
not compulsory until the age of six. Intake dates are not restricted and children are free to attend 
school from their fifth birthday onwards, an option which the majority exercise. 

Board Trustees
Members of the BOT are elected for a three-year period, either triennially or on an 18-month split-
term basis. The 1989 Education Act (New Zealand Government 1989) stipulates that primary 
school BOTs shall comprise no more than seven and no fewer than three parent representatives, 
the principal, and a staff representative. Parent representatives are elected by parents of children 
enrolled at the school, the principal is an automatic member of the Board, and the staff representative 
is elected by employees on the school staff. 
While Section 99(1) of the Education Act states that BOTs should reflect their unique ethnic and 
socio-economic diversity, gender, special and community character and ‘so far as is reasonably 
practicable … have available from within its membership expertise and experience in management’ 
(p. 187), there are no prerequisite qualifications. Restrictions to eligibility are minimal. Section 
103 of the Education Act excludes non-New Zealand citizens, undischarged bankrupts, those 
in breach of companies, securities and takeover Acts, and people who have ‘been convicted of 
an offence punishable by imprisonment for a term of 2 years or more’ (p. 195). Nominees to the 
position of trustee are required to attest their eligibility and while it is common for those standing 
(particularly in keenly contested school elections) to provide voters with personal statements that 
include education and career biographies, formal qualifications are not required. In addition to 
elected parent representatives, boards are able to co-opt people who offer specific expertise, with 
the proviso that co-opted trustees must not outnumber elected parent representatives.

Deciles
Introduced in 1995, decile rankings are a statistical measure reflecting the socioeconomic 
backgrounds of students attending each school. They are derived from census information for 
households with school-aged children, which is aligned with the student addresses that schools 
provide. Student addresses are assigned to mesh blocks containing approximately 50 households, 
which are then examined against five socioeconomic indicators: household income (the percentage 
of households with income in the lowest 20 per cent nationally), occupation (the percentage of 
employed parents/caregivers in the lowest skilled occupational groups), educational qualifications 
(the percentage of parents/caregivers with no tertiary or school qualifications), household crowding 
(the number of people in the household divided by the number of bedrooms) and income support 
(the percentage of parents/caregivers who received a benefit in the previous year). 
The resulting decile ranking positions the school in one of ten equally sized school groups. Decile 
one schools comprise the 10 per cent of schools with the highest proportion of students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds, while decile ten schools have the lowest proportion of these 
students. It is important to note that the school’s decile averages the socioeconomic backgrounds 
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of students enrolled, rather than reflecting the overall mix. Population concentration and the 
existence of school zones in large urban areas mean that student socioeconomic composition in 
urban primary schools tends to be more homogeneous than it does in non-zoned and rural areas. It 
is also important to note that while 10 per cent of schools are assigned the same decile ranking, this 
does not automatically reflect 10 per cent of the student population. In the period 2000-11, students 
in decile 1-3 schools declined by 12 per cent nationally, while the numbers in decile 8 to 10 schools 
grew by 23 per cent, a demographic which invites Cathy Wylie’s conclusion that ‘many low-decile 
schools are smaller than they were and less able to attract their community’s higher-performing 
students’ (Collins 2013).
Deciles are primarily used as a funding mechanism to distribute equity funding pools and mitigate 
the barriers to learning that intensified following the enactment of Tomorrow’s Schools legislation. 
There is widespread recognition that a school’s academic performance and the socioeconomic 
status of its community are inextricably linked and that ‘socio-economic disadvantage is the 
source of the largest and most difficult barriers to learning’ (New Zealand Parliament Education 
and Science Committee 2003: 5). Calculated and funded on a per pupil, decile-related basis, 
the Ministry of Education currently describes the largest equity fund, Targeted Funding for 
Educational Achievement (TFEA), as an instrument that enables ‘Boards of decile 1–9 schools to 
lower the barriers to learning faced by students from low socioeconomic communities’ (Ministry 
of Education 2013a). 

Research on New Zealand School Governance
Given the essential nature of their role, research on BOT governance in New Zealand schools, 
in general, is surprisingly thin and research on the principal appointment process even more so. 
The most recent and comprehensive evaluation of self-managing schools can be found in Cathy 
Wylie’s (2012) Vital Connections. In her book, Wylie traces the development of and challenges for 
BOT governance since the inception of Tomorrow’s Schools. Reflecting on governance trends drawn 
from the New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER) national surveys of primary 
schools in 2003, 2007 and 2010 and secondary surveys in 2003, 2006 and 2009, Wylie concludes that 
governance has become ‘more focused but no simpler’ (Wylie 2012: 171). 
The capacity of individual boards and trustees to fulfil complex governance tasks is an issue of 
ongoing concern, but one officials and researchers know relatively little about (Robinson, Ward & 
Timperley 2003). In 2007, the Education Review Office (ERO) conducted a summary of governance 
findings in 673 school reviews (545 primary and 128 secondary) completed between January 2005 
and March 2007. Acknowledging that ‘the extent to which ERO reports on aspects of governance 
as part of each school’s education review varies’ (ERO 2007: 5), ERO nonetheless concluded that 
approximately 60 per cent of boards sampled were governing their schools well, 33 per cent needed 
to address identified areas for improvement, and 7 per cent required ‘targeted interventions’ to 
bring about significant ‘improvements to the quality of governance practice’ (ERO 2007: 1). In the 
schools requiring targeted interventions, ERO attributed poor governance to a lack of trustees’ 
‘understanding of their roles and responsibilities’ including ‘poor personnel management practices; 
a lack of good quality, analysed student achievement information for Board decision making; a 
breakdown in Board, staff and community relationships; risks to staff and student safety; and non-
compliance with specific legislative requirements’ (ERO 2007: 2).
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In schools requiring targeted interventions to improve governance practice, ERO commonly 
increases the frequency of the review cycle and conducts Arotake Paetawhiti1 reviews over the 
course of one to two years, instead of the usual three-year cycle. If ERO considers further external 
intervention necessary, it can recommend to the minister of education, under Part 7A of the Education 
Act (New Zealand Government 1989), that the BOT be required to engage specialist help (Section 
78K), that a limited statutory manager (LSM) be appointed to oversee specified governance matters 
(Section 78M) or, in extreme cases, that the BOT be dismissed and a commissioner appointed in 
their place (Section 78N). 
Information released under the 1982 Official Information Act2 reveals that 43 (a little over 2 per cent) 
of full and contributing primary schools currently have an LSM or commissioner in place. Figure 1 
shows that the majority of these external statutory interventions occur in low decile schools. 

Figure 1: External intervention in school governance: Limited statutory managers and 
commissioners in full and contributing New Zealand primary schools, by decile, July 2013
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This suggests that BOTs in poorer socioeconomic areas are more likely to struggle with governance 
tasks than they are in more affluent ones, a conclusion borne out in the governance stocktake 
undertaken in 2008 by the New Zealand School Trustees’ Association (NZSTA), which provides 
member boards with advisory and professional development services. The stocktake found that 
‘schools in rural and isolated areas, and those serving students in low socioeconomic areas, are 
more likely than other schools to have difficulty in a number of areas, including recruiting the right 
mix of people onto their Boards’ (NZSTA 2008: 18). 
Robinson & Ward shed some light on governance activity in two economically disadvantaged 
urban multicultural communities. Twelve participating board chairs, 11 principals, and 9 Ministry 

1  The name of this ERO review draws on the Māori proverb, ‘Kumēa te paetawhiti kia tata’ [‘Draw closer the 
distant horizon’], http://www.ero.govt.nz/Review-Process/Criteria-for-Timing-Decisions.

2  K. Casey, Ministry of Education, personal communication, 15 July 2013.

http://www.ero.govt.nz/Review-Process/Criteria-for-Timing-Decisions
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of Education officials were presented with four hypothetical governance scenarios, three focusing 
on educational ‘rather than financial or property dimensions of a Board’s role’ (Robinson & Ward 
2005: 172) and the fourth on appraising the principal. The educational scenarios related to the 
reporting of student achievement levels, implementation of homework policy, and reporting to 
parents. The authors found that Ministry of Education officials were more able than principals, 
who were in turn more able than board trustees, to ‘discriminate different levels of governance 
quality. They were both more complimentary and more critical, suggesting they had a richer set of 
benchmarks … about what counted as good and poor practice’ (2005: 173-74). Practice benchmarks 
were primarily managerial in nature, however, and the authors found little evidence that espoused 
democratic and educational values shaped governance activity: 

our results indicate that governance discourse is not primarily educational, even if the 
governance activities have profoundly educational implications….If good governance in 
policy development involves only adequate community consultation, appropriate role 
demarcation and effective task completion, there is no assurance that the resulting policy 
will be educationally sound. (2005: 182) 

Elsewhere, Macpherson & McKillop (2002) have evaluated the process and outcomes of an in-
depth training programme for BOTs of schools in the Northern Region with ‘high’ and ‘medium’ 
governance needs, and Piggot-Irvine (2008) has conducted success case studies of the governance 
strategies utilised by three primary Boards identified by training and development coaches as 
being effective.  

Appointing the Principal 
Of the potential scenarios facing a board, the appointment of the principal is arguably the most 
critical task they will undertake. Charged with the knowledge that ‘the success of a school in 
providing its educational services depends, to a considerable extent, on the success of the Board 
in attracting and appointing an effective principal’ (ERO 2001: 1) parent representatives with 
wide-ranging abilities and life experiences must endeavour to recruit and select a principal who 
possesses the capability to create, maintain, review and renew a learning and achievement culture, 
satisfy demands for external accountability, and guide the ongoing, evolutionary development of 
the school. Interestingly, demands for external accountability do not extend to the appointment 
of the principal. While they are required to abide by Equal Employment Opportunities (EEO) 
legislation, boards have absolute power over the recruitment and selection process, and there are 
no mandatory reporting requirements.  
More recently, NZCER has compiled a database on principal vacancies and appointments and 
surveyed the boards involved (Wylie 2010; Robertson 2011). This data includes the total number 
of principal vacancies, the type of advice sought by boards in the appointment process, and the 
perceived usefulness of this advice (see Table 1). Although varying response rates reflect the 
voluntary nature of the survey and provide a partial picture at best, it is evident that the vast 
majority of boards engaged some form of external advice prior to, and during the appointment 
process.
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Table 1: Principal vacancies and appointments, 2008-2010

National surveys
2008

(Wylie 2010; 
Robertson 2011)

2009
(Robertson 2011)

2010
(Robertson 2011)

No. of principal vacancies in full and contributing 
primary schools 

235 139 164

Survey response rate 66% 60% 41%
% of BOTs enlisting external advice 95% 97% 98%
Type of external advice used
  Private consultants (including former principals) 48% 45% 46%
  Another (current) principal 34% 41% 42%
  School’s current principal 11% 16% 22%
  School Support Service Advisers 13% 15% 11%
  Limited Statutory Manager (LSM) 3% 5% 7%
  BOT training and support provider n/a n/a 10%
  Ministry of Education n/a n/a 6%
  Recruitment agency n/a n/a 2%
  Other sources 21% 11% 16%
Ministry of Education assistance in appointment process*: 
      i. Advice on professional experts
  BOTs wanting advice n/a 39% 21%
  BOTs receiving advice n/a 20% 13%
  BOTs not wanting advice n/a 23% 31%
    ii. Advice on making appointment decision
  BOTs wanting advice n/a 28% 26%
  BOTs receiving advice n/a 18% 13%
  BOTs not wanting advice n/a 35% 31%
 iii. Support in making appointment 
  BOTs wanting support n/a 36% 27%
  BOTs receiving support n/a 18% 18%
  BOTs not wanting support n/a 28% 22%

* 2008 data derived from NZCER secondary national survey; 2010 data from NZCER primary national survey.
n/a – not available, due to the changing nature of survey questions.  

The extent to which they follow this advice and adhere to relevant legislation varies considerably. 
Keren Brooking’s focus group research into the appointment practices of 36 board chairs, 30 
principals and 14 advisors to the board, provides important insights into the ways in which Boards 
execute their employer responsibility in appointing the principal (Brooking 2003, 2004, 2007, 2008). 
She found that boards do not always apply the ‘merit principle’ consistently and ‘frequently resort 
to “gut instinct” or “local logics” in their decision making about principals’ (Brooking 2004: 28). 
This led her to conclude that Tomorrow’s Schools has had ‘conservative consequences in relation 
to the gender and quality of principalship ever since’ (Brooking 2008: 42).  While Brooking states 
that ‘size, location, decile rankings and ethnic populations of schools were considered important 
variables for selection’ (Brooking 2003, p. 3), she does not differentiate findings according to decile. 
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This raises questions around the possible differences in understanding and approach taken by 
board chairs in high and low decile schools and provides the rationale for this paper.

Research Approach
The data for this paper comes from re-examination of a small-scale research project which sought to 
establish the extent to which BOTs were familiar with the theory underpinning concepts of highly 
effective principals and utilised this in the appointment process (Morrison 2006). The initial research 
took the form of a qualitative study in which chairpersons of BOTs who had appointed a principal 
within the preceding 12 months participated in semi-structured interviews. While the study 
revealed considerable diversity in understanding and approach, the deliberate exclusion of specific 
context factors precluded analysis from a socioeconomic or decile perspective. Subsequently, a 
concern for social justice (Bush & Heystek 2010; Connolly & James 2011; Gordon & Nocon 2008; 
Hatcher 2012; Hazeldine 1998; Mncube & Mafora 2013; Ravitch 2010; Robertson & Dale 2002) has 
prompted the reconsideration of the experiences of the primary school board chairs.
Analysis from a socioeconomic perspective exposes a fundamental tension inherent in much 
educational research. On the one hand, it is important to describe the unique contexts that give rise 
to individual and collective meaning and decision-making, whilst on the other, the need to protect 
participant confidentiality leads researchers to hide important contextual factors. The endeavour 
to contextualise invariably compromises the endeavour to anonymise. In this research, the 
tension is eased, although not fully resolved, through assigning participating chairpersons unisex 
pseudonyms, limiting demographic and geographic identifiers, and withholding the reference 
information for Education Review Office reports on the participating schools. To enable the use of 
personal pronouns, participant gender has been randomly assigned.

The Research Participants
The research participants are chairpersons of four primary school BOTs (see Table 2). The four 
schools are located in two large urban areas. Roll composition data shows that the two high decile 
schools have a predominantly Pākeha (NZ European) student population, whereas the two lower 
decile schools have a predominantly Māori roll. Evaluative comments from external Education 
Review Office reports reflect variance in the quality of governance exercised by BOTs in these 
schools.
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Table 2: Research participants

School A School B School C School D
Chairperson Ashley Brett Chris Darryl
Location Urban area 1 Urban area 2 Urban area 2 Urban area 1
Decile 2 4 9 10
Size 200-250 200-250 150-200 600-650
Ethnic composition 72% Maori 

15% European 

8% Pacific 

5% Asian

50% Maori 

38% European 

2% Pacific

8% Asian

2% Other

72% European 

27% Maori 

1% Pacific

80% European 

13% Asian

7% Maori 

BOT 

Governance 

(ERO external 
review comments)

Trustees undergoing 
training to increase 
understanding of 
governance roles.

Committed to 
making decisions 
in best interests 
of students and 
teachers.

Responsive to 
whānau aspirations 
for children and 
mokopuna.

Recent changes in 
BOT membership. 

New chairperson. 

Trustees have good 
understanding of 
governance matters.

Bring range of skills 
and experiences.

Enthusiastic about 
governance role. 

Experienced BOT 
provides effective 
governance.

Chairperson 
supported in role by 
previous chairperson.

Trustees bring range 
of skills and expertise 
that contribute to 
effective governance.

BOT internal training 
and support systems 
ensure continuity of 
governance.

Experienced 
chairperson.

Trustees possess 
range of skills and 
relevant expertise.

Student centred 
approach to 
governance.

Sound strategic 
thinking and 
planning.

Research Findings
Research findings reveal that, while participants operate within a similar managerial paradigm, 
the depth of their understanding and application of appointment processes varies considerably. 
Trustees in higher decile schools are arguably better positioned to fulfil this critical employer 
responsibility. 

Enormity of the Task
Universally motivated by altruism and the desire to serve their schools well, participants echoed 
the view expressed in official documents (ERO 2001; NZSTA 2009) that the appointment of a 
principal was the most important task that any BOT would be expected to undertake.  While they 
were mindful of the burden of responsibility placed upon them, they also considered it a privilege. 
For Ashley, it meant an opportunity to shape the primary school environment that her five year 
old was entering: ‘He’s just starting at school, and here I was having a say in who was going to be 
the principal, who was going to be the role model for my son and I felt really good.’ Chris reflected 
that whilst devolution to self-managing schools increased pressure on BOTs, it allowed those most 
closely affected by the outcome the opportunity to select the applicant that ‘best fit[s] our school 
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and what we’re wanting to change and develop’. On balance, she reflected that Tomorrow’s Schools 
reforms were a positive step towards ensuring a cultural match between principal and community: 

Isn’t it nice though, that we can actually choose our own principals? Yeah, what a privilege, 
so I’ll give them a big tick for that. It’s a huge responsibility but, at the end of the day, if your 
Board’s up to it, could [make] a real difference.’

Board Composition
Being ‘up to it’ requires confidence and competence. Participants generally expressed confidence in 
their ability to appoint a principal, either individually or collectively as a board. Levels of confidence 
were generated by personal experience and by the composition of BOTs. Brett and Darryl had 
experience in business recruitment and selection, and Chris had appointed a principal previously. 
For Ashley, the appointment process was entirely new and she felt the weight of responsibility 
vested in the board chairperson:

In appointing the principal, you don’t realise ’til you’re doing it how much of a big ask it is 
… and how the decision rests on you, more or less. You’re doing it and you think, ‘Oh gosh 
… if I’ve okayed the wrong person, then it’s all on me.’

In her opinion, confidence levels would vary according to experience: ‘If the board chair is an 
academic person, a lawyer or something, maybe they’ve got the confidence to just know what 
they’re doing and go ahead and do it.’ 
Chris’s experience in recruiting, interviewing and appointing a number of staff in her own 
workplace provided a solid foundation in employment processes. However, she was quick to 
acknowledge a lack of expertise in determining professional leadership requirements:

I thought, well, I’m not new to interviewing. It’s the education side of it and it’s the 
academic side that’s hardest for the board to get its head around, and to know what to ask. 
And I guess that’s where the composition of your board’s important. 

Like Chris, Darryl was acutely aware of the strengths and shortfalls in the board’s expertise: ‘School 
boards are unique in the fact that they almost always have no-one who has any educational skill.’ 
Reflecting on his own board, Darryl commented,

They’re all very skilled people in their area and, as a team, it’s a great board. It’s unique. 
You wouldn’t believe how well the skill base on the board matches up with the areas, the 
requirements of the school. But we don’t know the first thing about being an educator…. 
We’re scientists and engineers and nurses and accountants and IT people. So, it’s a different 
language in some cases.

Differentiating between the appointment of chief executives in a business environment and 
principals in an education environment, Darryl recognised that BOTs often lacked the competence 
to discern highly effective leadership potential and discriminate between applicants: 

In this case, I know what the job needs to do in terms of the outcome, but I don’t know 
about the skill level or the capability, or that sort of thing. So I’m not employing someone in 
an area that I’m, myself, competent in. So I think that’s the key difference.

Aware that this lack of competence exposed BOTs to candidates who presented well but lacked the 
necessary credentials, Darryl’s board concluded that they were ‘qualified enough, given the right 
guidance, to pick the right person’.  
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Seeking External Advice
Three of the four board chairs recognised the importance of ‘the right guidance’ and sought 
external advice in the appointment process. The exception was Brett, for whom the financial outlay 
necessary to secure external advice, in relation to the perceived benefits, was prohibitive: ‘We 
couldn’t see the reasoning for spending the amount of money it was going to cost.’ 
While money was also an issue for Ashley, she acted on recommendations from the outgoing 
principal and used informal networks to approach an ex-principal of a school ‘very much like ours’.

I’d spoken to the principal that was leaving and she gave me a couple of names and I rang 
those people and they had wives that would apply for this position. And they gave me 
names, so it was like down the line. And then the guy that I chose, we’d done a bit of board 
training with, so it wasn’t like he was a stranger and we all got on well with him. So, we 
were quite lucky that he was at the end of our list and he was available….And then he’d 
come and talk about the community from that school, and it was so much like us that we 
had the feeling that he kind of knew what we were looking for. 

Chris and Darryl were more discriminating in their choice of advisor, and both elected to work 
with present or past principals. After holding preliminary discussions with the board and staff, and 
canvassing the school community, Chris phoned NZSTA and sought guidance. The rationale for this 
was that the board ‘didn’t want to get this wrong’. Despite possessing considerable management, 
HR and recruitment skills, they recognised an important shortfall in expertise: ‘We didn’t feel, 
apart from our staff rep, that we were as well informed on the academic side or the educational 
experience.’ Chris received from NZSTA ‘two or three choices of local existing principals, their 
backgrounds, where they were working, what their experience was and the sorts of skills they 
could bring to our party’ and ‘went from there’. 
In addition to educational reasons, Darryl articulated a strategic dimension to the selection of 
an external advisor. Because the board anticipated that many applicants for this highly sought-
after principal position would come from within the region, they considered a local specialist 
advantageous in assisting them to identify potential risk:

We had no knowledge of people in the space, so we wouldn’t be able to look down the list 
and say, ‘Oh, he’s applied for every principalship in the country and he’s been kicked out 
of three’. And they wouldn’t feature on your CV.  You can do due diligence and you can 
ring up and take references but, at the end of the day, if someone wants to get past your 
defences, they can. 

The selection of an educational advisor requires a discriminating approach and remains problematic. 
Unaware of research literature, participants were in the catch-22 situation of not knowing enough 
to be able to select and give appropriate direction to an advisor (ERO 2001). It was clear that, in 
selecting an advisor, participants relied more on rapport, trust and gut instinct than a rigorous 
assessment of potential advisors’ specialist knowledge. Darryl felt that their advisor was 

knowledgeable, spoke in terms that we could understand, didn’t try and flannel us, didn’t 
try and sell himself…. I’m sure this person had been a principal. I’m sure this person had 
been a school inspector and had managed a number of appointment processes, so was 
experienced in what we wanted, but was also an experienced educator. 

He conceded that ‘we could have been snowed [but] we felt we could trust him ….we felt 
comfortable, so we did appoint that person’.
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Person Specification: Continuity versus Change
There is no doubt that parent representatives possess an intimate understanding of their particular 
school context and a vested interest in securing its future. ‘Local logics’ (Brooking 2004) not 
only shape perceived current reality but also future leadership priorities. For Ashley, this meant 
overlooking beginning principals:

Our school is not a standard school. I know all principals have to start off, but I would find 
it really hard to employ one that came and this was the first school they came to. We’ve got 
so many social factors that I think it would be really hard. 

Ashley felt that their collective decision-making on the capabilities that the successful applicant 
would require came from the heart: ‘We have an aroha3 here and it’s important to us’. The resulting 
Person Specification amalgamated the diverse opinions of an ICT expert and two lead teachers 
who provided the academic ‘mental know-how’, and the full BOT whom Alex described as 
‘mums’ rather than ‘intellectuals’. They soon reached consensus over content but took longer 
to determine weightings. Alex believed relationships and communication skills to be key, while 
others ‘thought that professional leadership was more important. And we had someone else 
that thought the management was more important. Then we had another one that said it was 
curriculum knowledge’. 
Conversely, Brett’s reading of context led him to favour the appointment of a beginning principal, 
based on the assumption that experienced principal applicants would ‘come in with a broom and 
clean sweep everything, change everything to what they wanted and we didn’t want that. We 
voted for the aspect of us educating or training the principal to suit us.’  
Darryl was also mindful of the change versus continuity dilemma, but approached this from a 
less entrenched perspective. Having experienced two years of ‘huge change: staffing, structure, 
teaching methodology, analysis, performance measuring’, the board were particularly mindful of 
the need to pause and review progress:

The board really did need to look at the school as a whole and say, ‘What sort of principal 
do we want? We’ve just made a whole lot of changes. Do we want a principal who is going 
to come in and change it all again, or do we want a principal who will come in and pick up 
what they’ve got, run with it for a while, analyse how it’s working, reflect on that, change 
anything that needs to be changed and then implement that?’

In considering the human impact of change on staff and students, Darryl’s board recognised 
that ‘there were people bedding into new processes’ and that the evidence supporting improved 
learning outcomes would take time to accumulate. They consequently concluded that a period 
of consolidation was desirable and, rather than appoint another ‘change agent’, they looked for 
someone ‘who was able to bring stability to what was the end of a period of turmoil. And turmoil’s 
a strong word, but you know what I mean.’

Internal Prejudices?
In an effort to establish internal research consistency and identify unofficial discourses, participants 
were asked to comment on the critical success factors that would enable them to distinguish 
between two hypothetically equal applicants. Ashley’s and Chris’s responses were coloured by 
actual experience. For Ashley, the deciding factor was ‘the social side of things’. Her board arranged 
a conference call with each candidate, presented them with two scenarios based on real incidents 

3  Aroha is used in this context to mean special love and caring.
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that had happened at school (one involving parent conflict, the other ‘child-based’) and ‘went by 
those answers’. 
The reputation of the school meant that Chris’s board was ‘inundated with really exceptional 
people applying for the position’. Confronted with the dilemma of having to choose between two 
exemplary candidates, and wanting to appoint the person who would best fit the culture of the 
school, the board arranged psychometric testing. To Chris’s amusement, but not total surprise, the 
results were inconclusive and ‘it came back to best fit for our school’. As she hoped to avoid ‘the 
risk of a younger person using our school as a very quick stepping stone’, potential tenure became 
an important determinant. 
Brett’s board similarly hoped to avoid ‘a two-year flick around’ and to appoint someone who was 
likely to remain in the position for five years. In direct contravention of employment legislation, 
Brett admitted that the final decision would come down to age and gender. He perceived male 
principals to be more effective disciplinarians who would provide a ‘father figure or authority 
amongst the children’. 
Darryl adopted the contrary view that lack of day-to-day interaction between students and the 
principal minimised ‘the strong male leadership thing’ and was emphatic that gender would not 
form part of the unofficial selection criteria. While acknowledging the populist discourse that 
emphasises society’s need for strong male role models, he believed it was ‘unfair on schools to be 
expected to provide that’ and was conscious of staff as well as student need: 

I certainly don’t perceive that as being an important thing for staff. I think staff would 
much prefer to have someone who is a good leader, someone they could turn to, someone 
they could confide in, someone they could go to for support, go to for help, guidance, 
all those things. So it’s more important that they’re approachable, actually, than it is that 
they’re tall, dark and handsome … and male.

In the event that two applicants were ‘as close as you say and you can’t separate them on any of 
the selection criteria which you’ve chosen’, Darryl considered it important to assess staff feelings 
because staff would have daily contact with the principal: ‘Boards of trustees are there for three 
years. They meet them [the principal] once a month …. In their term of reference, how much can 
go wrong? Don’t ask the board of trustees at [name of school] that, but you know what I mean!’ 
Should staff indicate that they would happily work with either applicant, Darryl believed that it 
would come down to gut feel: ‘At the end of the day, if we really can’t decide, it’s intrinsically how 
do we feel about it? It’s our PPK of what this person brings.’ Darryl’s personal practical knowledge 
inclined him towards the ‘person who has the most potential to rock’ rather than the one whom 
he most wanted to work with. In his experience, this was often the least experienced candidate 
because ‘they’re probably the person who is easiest to motivate and to get really pumping … it 
often pans out as the youngest. They’re probably the person who is going to get in and do the best 
job for you.’ 

Recommendations
While they were arguably no better informed on how to select the right person for the job, 
participants made a number of recommendations which they believed would benefit future boards. 
These included streamlined access to principal appointment advice and guidance documents, and 
the provision of physical support in the form of training, advisors and funding. 
Ashley commented that she received a letter in the mail advising the board of the support available 
should they decide to appoint a first-time principal, but was unaware of advice and guidance 
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documents until a handbook arrived after the process was concluded. Unaware of the enormity of 
the task when she began, Ashley felt that the government should provide more support for board 
chairs and favoured the involvement of consultants. 
Discovering that the section on principal appointment was missing from the Trustee Handbook, Chris 
searched the Ministry of Education and NZSTA websites. While she was successful in accessing 
online support, she found the exercise both time-consuming and less than straightforward.  This 
led her to recommend summary guidance which would alert BOTs to the location of detailed 
information, eliminate the time required for them to solicit it themselves, and minimise the 
likelihood of them overlooking it altogether. 
Darryl suggested that more could be achieved through ‘training boards of trustees more on principal 
appointment’. Despite the appointment of a principal being ‘probably the single most important 
thing a board of trustees gets to do’, he had yet to see any comprehensive training offered. Whilst 
‘quite good guidelines’ existed on the NZSTA and Ministry of Education websites, and the topic 
of principal appointment had been touched upon during NZSTA training courses for BOTs, ‘it 
certainly wasn’t in-depth analysis’ and the superficial nature of this coverage led him to conclude 
that ‘there’s no training, really’. Rather than requiring schools to use a consultant, Darryl favoured 
training which would develop the analytical capacity of the Board and assist it in ‘defining the state 
of the school’. 

Discussion
Motivated by a magnanimous desire to serve their children and those in their community, trustees 
are aware of the enormity of the task and the burden of responsibility that appointing a principal 
brings. Trustees are essentially ‘good people behaving well … taking care to appoint honourable 
and competent personnel, and then trusting them to get on with the job’ (Hazeldine 1998: 205). 
However, this care is exercised within parameters determined by the varying expertise that trustees 
bring with them when elected or seconded to BOTs and the variform advice of those they consult 
to fill perceived shortfalls in knowledge and experience. 
Consequently, not only are some schools better able to attract highly effective principals, but 
some BOTs are better positioned to identify and appoint them. While it is impossible to generalise 
across the field, this study shows that the board chairs of the two high decile schools had more 
comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the requirements of the principal role, and realised 
more fully the limitations of their expertise. They possessed greater knowledge of existing support 
mechanisms, both physical and human, and were better positioned to seek out what they didn’t 
know. Importantly, they were less likely to subvert the appointment process from a procedural and 
legal standpoint. This made the appointment of the applicant with the greatest potential to be a 
highly effective principal in these high decile school contexts more measured than serendipitous. 
Whether policy-makers in the 1980s foresaw that BOTs in low decile schools would struggle 
to exercise their employer responsibility, in ways that did not further exacerbate the relative 
disadvantage caused by smaller and less qualified principal applicant pools, is a moot point. The 
challenge today lies in addressing inequity without disenfranchising committed, well-meaning 
and hardworking parent trustees. 
Potential strategies include the demarcation of government funding for the employment of 
appropriately qualified advisors, the mandatory appointment of advisors to board recruitment and 
selection panels, greater involvement of Ministry of Education officials in the appointment process, 
and mandatory reporting requirements. Of the four strategies outlined, three reduce the autonomy 
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currently enjoyed by boards, a move likely to be resisted by many trustees and their representative 
body. The New Zealand School Trustees’ Association is of the view that ‘current arrangements for 
determining board composition do not need strengthening to ensure schools have sustainable and 
competent boards’ (NZSTA 2008: 6) and that ‘access to a broad range of quality proactive support 
(especially for principal appointment and performance management) at least to the level currently 
provided for personnel and industrial relations’ (NZSTA 2008: 7) should suffice. 
In Grieves & Hanafin’s view, access to support is insufficient. Writing in the UK context, they 
describe human resource management (HRM) as the Achilles heel of school governance and argue 
that ‘the variability of volunteers across different areas (with inner cities and deprived areas coming 
off worst) … allows for the possibility of doubtful decision making’ (Grieves & Hanafin 2005: 42). 
This leads them to advocate the presence of trained HRM professionals on all appointment panels. 
While such a move would undoubtedly ensure due process, it would not necessarily guarantee 
the inclusion of essential educational leadership discourses. On the contrary, this could further 
reinforce the prevailing managerial paradigm with which board trustees are most familiar. 
New Zealand authors Springford (2006) and Wylie (2012) suggest that if policy-makers are serious 
about reducing disparities between the highest and lowest achieving students, it is time to re-
examine governance. Springford expresses concern that ‘publications to advise trustees require 
high literacy levels; and much of the training and support provided relies on boards’ ability to self-
review and recognise need’ (Springfield 2006: 37).  She posits an alternative governance structure 
in which a principal appointed by the Ministry of Education is charged with the responsibility for 
appointing each school principal within a cluster of schools.
Wylie similarly supports a form of ‘recentralisation’ but questions the ability of clusters to 
fundamentally recast school-government relations. Drawing on the McKinsey analysis of 20 
improving schooling systems, she highlights the critical role of ‘“mediating layers” between 
individual schools and the policy centre’ (2012: 243)  and advocates the construction of 

a network of education authorities that support and challenge the schools that comprise 
them, in ways that nurture the capacity of schools to self-manage, while at the same time 
ensuring they contribute to the capacity of their fellow schools and to the authority as a 
whole (2012: 243).

Conclusion
Despite the emancipatory rhetoric of parental involvement, this small-scale study suggests that 
New Zealand’s devolved model of school governance unwittingly perpetuates a form of neoliberal 
educational Darwinism. Not only do low decile schools attract smaller and less experienced 
applicant fields, the appointing board appears less able to discern high calibre candidates from 
capable performers and more likely to subvert the appointment process from a procedural and 
legal standpoint. 
If we are serious about reducing disparities in educational achievement, and creating a more 
equitable society, boards of trustees must be supported to recognise and appoint the best principal 
possible, in every school. To this end, loss of board autonomy may prove the smaller price to 
countenance and it is one that participants in this study were hypothetically open to paying. 

References
Brooking, K. (2003), Board of Trustees’ Selection Practices of Principals in New Zealand Primary Schools: Will 
the Future be Female?, paper presented at the BERA conference, Edinburgh, 11–13 September.



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 2013 43

Brooking, K. (2004), Board of Trustees’ Selection Practices of Primary School Principals in New Zealand, New 
Zealand Journal of Teachers’ Work 1(1): 27–31.

Brooking, K. (2007), Summary of the New Zealand Literature on Recruitment and Retention of School Leaders: Issues, 
Challenges, Trends, and Strategies for Succession Planning (Wellington, NZ: New Zealand Council for Educational 
Research).

Brooking. K. (2008), Principal Appointments Data Report (Wellington, NZ: NZCER).

Bush, T. & Heystek, J. (2010), School Governance in the New South Africa, Compare: A Journal of Comparative and 
International Education 33(2): 127–138.

Collins, S. (2013), Fundraising Keeps Rich School Ahead of the Pack, The New Zealand Herald, 22 June,  
http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=10892190.

Connolly, M. & James, C. (2011), Reflections on Developments in School Governance: International Perspectives 
on Governing Under Pressure, Educational Management Administration and Leadership 39(4): 501–509. 

Education Review Office (1994), Effective Governance: School Boards of Trustees (Wellington, NZ: Author).

Education Review Office (2001), The Appointment of School Principals (Wellington, NZ: Author).

Education Review Office (2007), School Governance: An Overview (Wellington, NZ: Author).

Gordon, V. & Nocon, H. (2008), Reproducing Segregation: Parent Involvement, Diversity and School 
Governance, Journal of Latinos and Education 7(4): 320–338. 

Grieves, J. & Hanafin, P. (2005), Human Resource Management: The Achilles Heel of School Governance, 
Employee Relations 27(1): 20–46.

Hatcher, R. (2012), Democracy and Governance in the Local School System, Journal of Educational Administration 
and History 44(1): 21–42. 

Hazeldine, T. (1998), Taking New Zealand Seriously: The Economics of Decency (Auckland, NZ: Harper Collins).

Macpherson, R. & McKillop, A. (2002), Mentoring School Governance and Management: An Evaluation of 
Support to Schools’ Boards of Trustees, Journal of Educational Administration 40(4): 323–348.

Minister of Education (1988), Tomorrow’s Schools: The Reform of Education Administration in New Zealand 
(Wellington, NZ: Government Printer).

Ministry of Education (2013a), Funding, Staffing and Allowances Handbook (Wellington, NZ: Ministry of 
Education), retrieved 4 July 2013 from  http://www.minedu.govt.nz/NZEducation/EducationPolicies/
Schools/SchoolOperations/Resourcing/ResourcingHandbook/Chapter1/OperationalGrantComponents. 
aspx#tfea.

Ministry of Education (2013b), School Type (Wellington, NZ: Ministry of Education), retrieved 4 July 2013 from 
http://educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/schooling/july_school_roll_returns/scho ol-type.

Mncube, V. & Mafora, P. (2013), School Governing Bodies in Strengthening Democracy and Social Justice: 
Parents as Partners?, Anthropologist 15(1): 13–23.

Morrison, M. (2006), Confidence and Competence? The Capacity of New Zealand Boards of Trustees to Appoint 
Highly Effective Principals, Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand.

New Zealand Parliament Education and Science Committee (2003), Inquiry into Decile Funding in New Zealand 
State and Integrated Schools (Wellington, NZ: Government Print).

New Zealand Government (1989), Education Act 1989, retrieved 10 August 2013 from http://www.legislation.
govt.nz/act/public/1989/0080/latest/DLM175959.html.



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 201344

New Zealand School Trustees’ Association (2008), School Governance: Board of Trustees Stocktake (Wellington, NZ: 
Author).

New Zealand School Trustees’ Association. (2009), Appointing a Primary School Principal: Good Practice Approach 
(Wellington, NZ: Author).

Piggot-Irvine, E. (2008), Productive School Governance: Success Case Studies from New Zealand, International 
Electronic Journal for Leadership in Learning 12(28). 

Ravitch, D. (2010), Why Public Schools Need Democratic Governance, The Phi Delta Kappan 91(6): 24–27. 

Robertson, S. (2011), Principal Vacancies and Appointments 2009-10 (Wellington, NZ: NZCER).

Robertson, S. & Dale, R. (2002), Local States of Emergency: The Contradictions of Neo- liberal Governance in 
Education in New Zealand, British Journal of Sociology of Education 23(3): 463–482.

Robinson, V., Ward, L. & Timperley, H. (2003), Difficulties of Governance: A Layperson’s Job? Educational 
Management & Administration 31(3): 263–281. 

Robinson, V. & Ward, L. (2005), Lay Governance of New Zealand’s Schools: An Education, Democratic or 
Managerialist Activity?, Journal of Educational Administration 43(2): 170–186.

Springford, L. (2006), Tomorrow’s Primary Schools: Time to Evaluate Governance Alternatives?, Policy Quarterly 
2(3): 32–39.

Wylie, C. (2010), Principal Vacancies and Appointments 2008-9 (Wellington, NZ: NZCER).

Wylie, C. (2012), Vital Connections: Why We Need More than Self-managing Schools (Wellington,NZ: NZCER Press).

Author Details
Michele Morrison
Faculty of Education
University of Waikato
Private Bag 3105
Hamilton 3240
NEW ZEALAND
Email: m.morrison@waikato.ac.nz



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 2013 45

The ISLLC 2008 Standards’ ‘Footprints’: 
New Jersey School Principals’ Perceptions 
of their Application and Importance

Soundaram Ramaswami

Abstract: The purpose of this study was to explore and understand the perceptions of New Jersey school 
principals regarding the most important skills and dispositions, as delineated in ‘footprints’ and ‘functions’ 
of the ISLLC 2008 Standards, that a school leader should possess to impact student learning. The study 
design replicated previous published research via a national sample of school superintendents that ranked 
the ‘footprints’ and ‘functions’ of the Standards when applied to the process of principal evaluation (Babo 
2009; Babo & Ramaswami 2011a, 20011b). A sample of 270 New Jersey principals was asked to rank the 
ISLLC 2008 Standards’ ‘footprints’ in order of importance . A series of chi-square analyses indicated that 
‘Instruction’ was the most important followed in order by ‘Vision’, ‘Management’, ‘Ethics’, ‘Community’ and 
‘Larger Context’. A Friedman test for related samples confirmed and validated the chi-square analyses results. 

Introduction
The challenging demands and pressures of the current school environment have forced school 
leaders to not only possess managerial skills but also to be strong instructional leaders, especially in 
a standards-driven setting . Many models over time have focused on what a principal should know 
and what he/she should be able to do to create an effective school environment that translates into 
student learning. The task force from the Institute for Educational Leadership recommended three 
key roles for principals: instructional leadership, community leadership and visionary leadership 
(IEL 2000). Similarly, the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) calls for 
‘leadership that places student and adult learning at the centre of schools; expectations for and 
commitment to high standards of academic performance; safe and secure learning environments 
for students; curriculum and instruction tied to school and student learning goals; collaborative 
learning community for adults; and an engaged community’ (NAESP 2001). 
However, the ‘gold standard’ that has been widely used by a majority of US states is the Interstate 
School Leader Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) Standards. These standards provide a generally 
accepted operational model of what public school principals should be able to do, in particular 
as building leaders, as suggested and proposed by the authors and developers of the standards 
(Latham & Pearlman 1999).  As noted by many educators (Davis & Hensley 2000; Waters & 
Kingston 2005; Crow 2006), ISLLC Standards have played a pivotal role not only in influencing 
administrative certification, but also in the preparation programmes of these administrators. New 
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Jersey (NJ) is among 43 states that use the ISLLC Standards (CCSSO 1996) for licensing purposes 
and for granting principal certification (ETS.org 2009). The standards provide a clear path for 
principals to focus on teaching and learning, high expectations of success for all students, and an 
emphasis on beliefs and values (Van Meter & McMinn 2001).
This is evidenced by the recommendation to use these standards from the National Association 
of State Boards of Education (NASBE) and the fact that the National Council for the Accreditation 
of Teacher Education (NCATE) used them to develop their own standards. Further, the School 
Leaders Licensure Assessment (SLLA) used by some states is also based on the ISLLC Standards.
The ISLLC Standards have also been used to ‘assess existing school leaders, and to guide school 
leaders’ professional development’ (Van Meter & McMinn 2001). However, few studies have looked 
at whether there is a preferred hierarchy in the application of the standards at an operational level 
(Lindle, Stalion & Young 2004). Two studies by Gerard Babo (2009, 2010) looked at the preferred 
hierarchy in the application of these standards by a national sample of superintendents, including 
superintendents from NJ, in the context of summative evaluations of school principals. Results 
from these studies revealed that a hierarchy of importance does exist for the ‘footprints’ of the 
ISLLC 2008 Standards when the NJ superintendents used it to evaluate their principals. They 
ranked the footprints in the following order: 1) Standard II – Instruction and Student Achievement; 
2) Standard V – Acting in an Ethical Manner; 3) Standard I – Vision; 4) Standard III – Managing the 
Organization; 5) Standard IV – Collaborating with Community; 6) Standard VI – Understanding 
the Larger Context . A closer look at the elements of these standards, through a confirmatory factor 
analysis by Ramaswami & Babo (2012), yielded interesting results. Thirteen items that loaded on 
the first factor were elements mainly from Standards I, II and III.
Following the aforementioned study, the purpose of this research project was to determine the 
perceptions of NJ school principals of the hierarchy of importance of the ISLLC 2008 Standards’ 
footprints, especially in the context of the basic leadership functions and responsibilities associated 
with their job as building principals. The central research question posed is: To what extent does 
a hierarchy of importance exist in the ISLLC 2008 Standards’ footprints for a sample of NJ school 
principals as they apply these standards in their role as building principals?

Methodology

The Survey and Data Collection
The data for this study was collected through a survey, using an online data collection tool 
(Qualtrics). The construct model for the survey was based on The Educational Leadership Policy 
Standards: ISLLC 2008 (CCSSO 2007), and is similar in structure to that used by Babo (2009, 2010). 
Construct validity for the 66-item ‘forced response’ multiple selection survey was acquired through 
expert review. A reliability check of the 66 items yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .96.
The survey consisted of 66 questions representing the ‘elements’ of the standards, followed by a 
single multiple response matrix question which asked the principals to rank the importance of the 
six footprints (ISLLC Standards) in the context of applying them in their job as a school building 
principal. The survey also collected demographic data on each of the participants and their schools 
(gender, administrative experience, District Factor Group (DFG), Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)  
status, etc.). 
The sample consisted of all NJ school principals. The email addresses of these principals were 
downloaded from the NJ Department of Education website for a possible sample of approximately 
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2,500 principals, although some of the emails (close to 8 per cent) were missing or incorrect. The 
survey was sent by email with an explanation of the nature of the research and instructions for 
completing the survey. Of the 2,300 that were potentially delivered, only 423 individuals chose to 
participate in the study for a return rate of 18.4 per cent. Of the 423 that did participate, only 270 
responded to the matrix question, as some of them did not complete the survey. 

Findings and Discussion

Demographic Results
Of the participants who responded to the ranking of the footprints, only 206 reported their gender, 
with an equal distribution of males and females. Similarly, only 213 provided their administrative 
experience: while 25 per cent had over 16 years of experience, 63 per cent had between 6 and 15 
years of experience. Of the principals, 43 per cent claimed to have Masters +30 credits, while 27 per 
cent had earned and EdD or PhD. Principals in city schools accounted for 37 per cent, while 54 per 
cent and 9 per cent were in suburban and rural schools, respectively.  
Of the respondents, 47 per cent were from elementary schools with various K-8 configurations, 
while 20 per cent were in 7-12 schools. NJ schools are categorised into district factor groups (DFGs) 
based on socioeconomic status, according to the census. Of the principals that responded, 28 per 
cent were from DFGs A & B (the poorest districts), and 14 per cent from I & J (the richest districts). 

Findings
Table 1 presents the principals’ preferred rankings of the ISLLC 2008 Standards’ footprints, with 
frequencies and the percentages of responses for each footprint’s ranking. The participants were 
asked the following: ‘The six principles listed below are considered to be the essential characteristics 
a principal must possess and/or develop to be a successful building leader as identified and defined 
by the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium Standards. Please rate these six principles 
in rank order of importance as to what you believe is the most vital (1) to least vital (6) to being a 
successful building principal”. This question was followed by a randomly ordered list of the ISSLC 
2008 Standards’ footprints. They were also instructed to use each rating number only once. The 
online survey was designed to ensure the use of the 1-6 rankings once only for this question. 
From Table 1, one can deduce that the most important footprint of the ISLLC 2008 Standards for NJ 
principals is Standard II (Instruction and Student Achievement), which suggests that the primary 
responsibility of a NJ building principal is to advocate, nurture and sustain a school culture and 
instruction that promotes student learning and professional growth. This finding is reflective of the 
current literature, which suggests that the principal is the primary instructional leader in a school 
building (Quinn 2002). Interestingly, Standard I (Vision) was also given a hierarchical ranking 
of 1 by 25 per cent of the respondents, suggesting that facilitating the development, articulation and 
implementation of a vision is also perceived as an important duty. However, this standard was also 
ranked second by the same percentage of respondents, showing a split over where Standard I ranks 
in importance to principals’ jobs. 
The remaining order was: Standard V – Acting in an Ethical Manner (third and fourth), although 
this is also split in the order of importance; Standard III – Managing the Organization, (fourth); 
Standard IV – Collaborating with Community (fifth); and Standard VI – Understanding the Larger 
Context (sixth). 
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Table 1: NJ school principals’ hierarchical ranking of the ISLLC 2008 Standards’ footprints –
frequency and percentages of responses

1 – Most important to 6 – Least important

ISLLC 2008 Standard* 1 2 3 4 5 6 SD

I (1-2)

(n = 270)

A principal* should promote the success 
of every student by facilitating the 
development, articulation, implementation, 
and stewardship of a vision of learning that 
is shared and supported by all stakeholders. 

67

25%

68

25%

55

20%

36

13%

31

12%

13

5%

1.49

II (1)

(n = 270)

A principal should promote the success of 
every student by advocating, nurturing, 
and sustaining a school culture and 
instructional program conducive to student 
learning and staff professional growth.

90

33%

75

28%

54

20%

22

8%

19

7%

10

4%

1.39

III (4)

(n = 270)

A principal should promote the success of 
every student by ensuring management of 
the organization, operation, and resources 
for a safe, efficient, and effective learning 
environment.

39

14%

56

21%

66

24%

69

26%

25

9%

15

6%

1.38

IV (5)

(n = 270)

A principal should promote the success of 
every student by collaborating with faculty 
and community members, responding to 
diverse community interests and needs, 
and mobilizing community resources.

10

4%

20

7%

34

13%

77

28%

105

39%

24

9%

1.21

V (3-4)

(n = 270)

A principal should promote the success 
of every student by acting with integrity, 
fairness, and in an ethical manner.

42

16%

45

16%

59

22%

59

22%

54

20%

11

4%

1.45

VI (6)

(n = 270)

A principal should promote the success 
of every student by understanding, 
responding to, and influencing the political, 
social, economic, legal, and cultural context.

22

8%

6

2%

2

1%

7

3%

36

13%

197

73%

1.49

In order to determine the significance of these hierarchical rankings, a series of chi-square analyses 
were carried out for each of the footprints. It is hypothesised that an equal number of respondents 
would select each ranking for each ‘footprint’, proportionally. If there are differences between 
the observed rankings and the hypothesised proportional rankings, one can clearly say that the 
principals have a preferred hierarchy for these standards. Since a chi-square analysis does not 
specify which particular category contributed to the statistical significance, a ‘standardised residual’ 
was calculated for each category and those that exhibited a standardised residual of an absolute 
value of two or more were considered to be contributors of chi-square significance. The following 
discussion will focus on both the chi-square and the standardised residuals for the six Standards.
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The results for Standard I – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by facilitating 
the development, articulation, implementation, and stewardship of a vision of learning that is shared and 
supported by all stakeholders’ (CCSSO 2007) – are displayed in Table 2. The significant result χ2 (5, N = 
270) = 53.64, p < .0001, indicates a hierarchical ranking of second in importance for the NJ principals. 
A further look at the standardised residuals showed that ranking 6 was a major contributor to the 
significance (-4.77), the largest standardised residuals absolute value. 

Table 2: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard I by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 67 45 22 3.28*
2 68 45 23 3.43*
3 55 45 10 1.49
4 36 45 -9 -1.34
5 31 45 -14 -2.09*
6 13 45 -32 -4.77*
Total 270
Chi-Square 53.64
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.

Table 3 presents the chi-square analysis of the ranking by NJ principals for ISLLC 2008 Standard 
II – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by advocating, nurturing, and sustaining 
a school culture and instructional program conducive to student learning and staff professional growth’ 
(CCSSO 2007). The significant result, χ2 (5, N = 270) = 120.80, p < .0001, suggests a hierarchical 
ranking of first in terms of importance for the principals when they apply this standard at an 
operational level. Table 3 also shows the associated standardised residuals. 

Table 3: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard II by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 90 45 45 6.71*
2 75 45 30 4.47*
3 54 45 9 1.34
4 22 45 -23 -3.43*
5 19 45 -26 -3.88*
6 10 45 -35 -5.22*
Total 270
Chi-Square 120.80
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.

All but one of the categories are major contributors to the statistically significant chi-square value. 
However, the number of respondents in the first ranking and the high value of the standardised 
residual suggest that this ranking category is the preferred hierarchical ranking for the principals. 
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A chi-square analysis of Standard III – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by 
ensuring management of the organisation, operation, and resources for a safe, efficient, and effective learning 
environment’ (CCSSO 2007) – is displayed in Table 4. 

Table 4: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard III by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 39 45 -6.0 -0.89
2 56 45 11.0 1.64
3 66 45 21.0 3.13*
4 69 45 24.0 3.58*
5 25 45 -20.0 -2.98*
6 15 45 -30.0 -4.47*
Total 270
Chi-Square 54.98
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.

The results indicate a statistically significant difference between the expected and observed 
counts (χ2 (5, N = 270) = 54.98, p < .0001). The table shows that this standard was ranked fourth 
in order of importance by the NJ principals. Although ranking categories 3, 4, 5 and 6 are major 
contributors to the statistically significant chi-square value, the observed frequency for ranking 4 
and the associated value of the standardised residual could suggest that this ranking category is the 
preferred hierarchical ranking for the respondents. 
Table 5 illustrates the results of a chi-square analysis of the ranking by the NJ principals for ISLLC 
2008 Standard IV – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by collaborating with 
faculty and community members, responding to diverse community interests and needs, and mobilising 
community resources’ (CCSSO 2007).

Table 5: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard IV by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 10 45 -35.0 -5.22*
2 20 45 -25.0 -3.73*
3 34 45 -11.0 -1.64
4 77 45 32.0 4.77*
5 105 45 60.0 8.94*
6 24 45 -21.0 -3.13*
Total 270
Chi-Square 156.36
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.
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Once again, a statistically significant result (χ2 (5, N = 270) = 156.36, p < .0001) suggests a hierarchical 
ranking of fifth in importance for the NJ principals when they apply this standard to the process 
of principalship. Further analysis of the standardised residuals show that, with the exception of 
third category, all categories contributed to this significant result. However, the large observed 
frequency for ranking 5 and the large value of the standardised residual could suggest that this 
ranking category is the preferred hierarchical ranking of the respondents. 

Table 6: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard V by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 42 45 -3.0 -0.45
2 45 45 .0 0.00
3 59 45 14.0 2.09*
4 59 45 14.0 2.09*
5 54 45 9.0 1.34
6 11 45 -34.0 -5.07*
Total 270
Chi-Square 36.40
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.

The results of Standard V – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by acting with 
integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner’ (CCSSO 2007) – are displayed in Table 6. The statistically 
significant results attest to the significant differences in the ranking, χ2 (5, N = 270) = 36.40, p < 
.0001, that suggests a hierarchical ranking of third or fourth in order of importance by the principals 
in the state of NJ.
Ranking categories 3, 4, and 6 are major contributors to the statistically significant chi-square value 
for Standard V. However, the overall value of the observed frequencies for rankings 3 and 4, in 
addition to the significant values of the standardised residuals, suggests a confounding dichotomous 
result concerning the preferred hierarchical ranking for this standard by the respondents. 

Table 7: Chi-square analyses for hierarchical ranking of ISLLC Standard VI by NJ principals

Ranking Observed N Expected N Residual Standardised residual

1 22 45 -23.0 -3.43*
2 6 45 -39.0 -5.81*
3 2 45 -43.0 -6.41*
4 7 45 -38.0 -5.66*
5 36 45 -9.0 -1.34
6 197 45 152.0 22.66*
Total 270
Chi-Square 633.96
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Note: * = Major contributor to statistical significance.
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A chi-square analysis for Standard VI – ‘An educational leader promotes the success of every student by 
understanding, responding to, and influencing the political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context’ 
(CCSSO 2007) – and the standardised residuals are presented in Table 7. The statistically significant 
results (χ2 (5, N = 270) = 633.96, p < .0001), indicate a hierarchical ranking of sixth. Once again, 
all ranking categories, with the exception of the fifth, contribute to the statistically significant chi-
square value. With the large value of the observed frequency for ranking 6 and the large value of 
the standardised residual, suggest that this ranking category is the preferred hierarchical ranking 
by the respondents. 

Table 8: Friedman test for related samples on the ISLLC Standards footprints – preferred rank 
order by NJ principals

Median Mean Rank
ISLLC Standard I 2.50 2.76
ISLLC Standard II 2.00 2.39
ISLLC Standard III 3.00 3.11
ISLLC Standard IV 4.00 4.18
ISLLC Standard V 3.00 3.26
ISLLC Standard VI 6.00 5.30
N 270
Chi-square 438.309
df 5
Asymp. Sig .000

Even though the chi-square analyses revealed a preferred hierarchical ranking of the ISLLC 
Standards’ footprints, the analyses looked at each standard separately and not in relation to 
each other. Since the principals compared the standards against each other to assign a ranking, 
a Friedman test for related samples was used to evaluate the differences among all six of the 
footprints (Huizingh 2007). The test yielded a significant result, χ2 (5, N = 270) = 438.309, p < .0001, 
attesting to the differences in the ranking of the six standards (Table 8).   
The ranking of the footprints in terms of importance is further evidenced by the results of the 
Friedman test in Table 8. Once again, the mean rankings indicate that Standard II was first (2.39), 
followed by Standard I (2.76). Standard III was ranked third (3.11), Standard V ranked fourth 
(3.26), Standard IV ranked fifth (4.18) and Standard VI ranked sixth (5.30). This ranking almost 
replicates the results of the chi-square analyses, except for Standards III, which was ranked fourth 
in the chi-square analysis, and Standard V, which shared third and fourth rankings, showing its 
dichotomous nature. However, the Friedman test clearly delineates the order by providing a rank 
of 3 for Standard III and a rank of 4 for Standard V, and validates the preferred ranking of the 
standards by the NJ principals. 

Conclusion
The perceptions of NJ public school building principals regarding the most important skills and 
dispositions, as delineated in the footprints and functions of the ISLLC 2008 Standards, that a school 
leader should possess to impact student learning are clearly illustrated by the descriptive data 
reported in Table 1, the chi-square analyses reported in Tables 2-7, and the Friedman Test displayed 
in Table 8. All of these results attest to a preferred hierarchical ranking of what is important when it 
comes to being an effective school leader. NJ principals ranked instruction and learning (Standard 
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II), as most essential, followed by developing and implementing a vision (Standard I), managing 
the organisation (Standard III), acting in an ethical manner (Standard V), collaborating with the 
local community (Standard IV), and understanding the larger global context (Standard VI).  
These findings are almost identical to the results from the previous study by Babo (2009) with 
a national sample of superintendents evaluating their principals. In that study, the rank of the 
standards in terms of importance was II, I, V and then III. Similarly, another study by the same 
author (Babo 2009) of NJ superintendents showed ISLLC Standards I, II and V were considered 
to be important for effective leadership by their school superintendents. Although there is a 
slight disagreement with regards to Standards III and V in their ranking of importance by the 
superintendents and principals, the skills and dispositions characterised in Standards I and II are 
agreed upon by both stakeholders as being the most vital. Could this disagreement between NJ 
superintendents and principals indicate that superintendents are more concerned with ethics while 
principals are more worried about management of the building? 
Needless to say, this has significant implications for the universities and institutions that prepare 
these principals and superintendents to be leaders in promoting and impacting student learning. 
The leadership programmes need to address the significance as well as the practical application of 
these standards, particularly instruction, vision and management of the school, which could be of 
great value to the future leaders. A better understanding of how to operationalise these standards 
must be part of the repertoire of these programmes to further assist these future leaders of our nation. 
Given that similar results have emerged from three studies and from two perspectives – those of 
superintendents and principals – one can only emphasise the need for all leadership programmes 
that train and prepare the future leaders to focus on these standards and their implementation at the 
building level. Since most of the programmes have a practical component, both site mentors and 
university professors should pay attention to them and provide ample opportunities for students 
to obtain practical experience in these areas. This is especially crucial in the present environment 
of heightened accountability and shrinking resources, where management and instructional 
leadership are even more challenging. 
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South Africa Principal Role and 
Development Needs1

Eileen Piggot-Irvine, Josephine Howse and Vanita Richard

Abstract: In this study, the principal’s role, workload and leadership/management development needs in South 
Africa were considered using a replicated methodology from similar studies conducted in Australia, New 
Zealand, Tonga, Fiji and Vanuatu. These comparative studies have significance given a current international 
focus on the importance of leadership, and principal development, to school effectiveness. The South Africa 
findings align in some areas with those of the developing Pacific countries, but also differ in one important 
area. Alignment is evident in positive levels of satisfaction with the role, high workloads, perceptions that 
the workload and pressure had increased over the last two years, time allocated to the varied components of 
the role, and principal development experience. A substantially different finding associated with the South 
African principals was their perception that they spend a great deal of time attending to the instructional 
leadership role – a finding that conflicts with previous studies in South Africa. The principals also placed 
low emphasis on the need for development in this area. The high level of espoused confidence indicated by the 
results in this area is worthy of further practice observation. 

Introduction
The research reported upon in this paper had a two-fold aim. The first was to collect data on the 
role of the South African Gauteng principal for a comparative analysis with findings previously 
presented for Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, Tonga and Vanuatu (Cranston, Ehrich & Billot 2003; 
Cardno & Fitzgerald 2005; Cardno & Howse 2005; Piggot-Irvine, 2010). The second aim was to 
investigate South African principals’ perceptions of their developmental needs with the intent to 
inform the enhancement of leadership development programmes, specifically for conducted at the 
Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and Governance (MGSLG) in Johannesburg. 
The initial section of this paper reviews recent literature on the principal’s role and development 
generically, then focuses specifically on development in South Africa. The next part of the paper 
discusses the methodology and methods adopted for data collection, followed by an outline of 
the South African principal participant demographics and the findings linked to principals’ 
perceptions of their roles and development needs. The paper concludes with a discussion of the 

1 Acknowledgement is made to the leadership team of the Matthew Goniwe School of Leadership and 
Governance in Johannesburg for their collaboration and assistance with this research. A special tribute needs 
to be paid to the late Zandile Mbeje (former Executive Director of the School and the Past President of the 
Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration and Management), whose preliminary discussion 
with the researchers triggered this research.
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results alongside the relevant literature, offers recommendations for the development needs of 
South African principals, and reports on limitations. 

Literature Review
Leadership, and specifically principalship, is considered to be increasingly important in schools 
internationally (Leithwood & Jantzi 1990; Teddlie & Stringfield 1993; Leithwood & Riehl 2003) and 
this includes South Africa, where Otunga, Serem & Kindini (2008) suggest that the principal is 
the linchpin in any school. Leadership is particularly important to student learning, though this is 
often an indirect impact (Hallinger & Heck 1999) where principals influence others who have more 
direct influence (Southworth 2004). The indirect influence is important, especially in large schools 
where, as Dempster, Alen & Gatehouse (2009) indicate, it is difficult for principals to work closely 
alongside classroom teachers.  
If we look at just the role and tasks first, there is an escalated focus on the centrality of instructional 
(pedagogical or curriculum) leadership in principalship by multiple authors, including Knapp, 
Copeland, Ford, & Markholt (2003), Southworth (2004), Cardno & Howse (2005), and Robinson, 
Lloyd & Rowe (2008). In support of this claim, the ‘best evidence synthesis’ (BES) of Robinson et 
al. (2008) showed that the dimension of leadership with the greatest effect size (0.84) in improving 
student outcomes was that of ‘promoting and participating in teacher learning and development’. 
More generally, in terms of the roles and tasks, Robinson et al. (2008) have also emphasised the 
need for school leaders to deepen their own pedagogical knowledge so that it is integrated in all 
leadership activities. In keeping with such sentiment, Lambert (2002) indicates that school leadership 
is predicated by principals having both an understanding of constructivist learning as well as an 
appreciation of the myriad elements associated with relationships, change, contexts, redistribution 
of power and risk-taking. Of recent note also is a resurgence in focus on the importance of the 
management component (operational systems, people, finances) of the principal role, as well as 
leadership, as highlighted in the New Zealand Ministry of Education’s Kiwi Leadership for Principals 
national guiding document (Ministry of Education 2008), and by Bush, Bell & Middlewood (2010). 
Regardless of the tasks, the need to develop principals for an increasingly complex and expanding 
role is well described (Bush 1999; Cranston et al. 2003; Southworth 2004), as is the importance of 
ensuring that sufficient numbers of quality principals are developed (Ribbins 2008). Recognition 
of the latter is reflected in the rapid rise in the number of principal development initiatives 
internationally since the 1990s (Brundrett & Crawford 2008). 
Although the complexity of the principal role provides a challenge for such principal development, 
there is increasing awareness of approaches worthy of consideration and these align considerably 
with those of generic professional development, as summarised by Piggot-Irvine (2010):

… most importantly this literature suggests that if professional development is effective 
it should promote improved or changed practice (Fletcher, 2003), and meet both context 
specific and individual needs because, as Honold (2003) indicates, there is no ‘one-size-
fits-all solution’ to development. The context situated, work embedded, notion is a theme 
also emphasised in the work of Guskey (2002) and Woodall and Winstanley (1998). 
Honold (2003) suggests an approach that accounts for variables of developmental stage of 
participants and learning style. Effective development is influenced also by the quality of 
the programme design, implementation features, and facilitation skills… (p. 104).
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Specifically in the school context, Darling-Hammond & Richardson (2009) further stress that the 
‘workshop’ professional development model is ineffective and urge a focus on student learning in 
a context where development is integrated with school improvement and reform, and an approach 
which is active as well as intensive and linked to sustained learning. The features of effective 
generic professional development also align with the broader leadership and management arena, 
summarised well by McMahon & Bolam (1990) and which, in turn, also overlap with those for 
principal development. For example, principal development conforms with Margerison’s (1991) 
definition that fundamentally, leadership development is ‘The process by which you and others 
gain the skills and abilities to manage yourself and others’ (p. 3). 
Despite the fact that a curriculum for school leadership development is not standardised 
internationally (Beatty 2008), there are common threads in many suggestions for programmes. These 
include that the curriculum should consider schools as changeable and learning organisations; focus 
on teams to enhance horizontal and vertical collaboration and distributed leadership; overcome 
the ‘… classic divide between management and leadership’ (Huber 2008: 166); and emphasise 
developing the ‘soft’, interpersonal skills (Elmuti 2004) which should subsequently address capacity 
for the principal to enhance their self-knowledge, openness, non-defensiveness, responsiveness 
and ability to reflect (Begley 2008). A focus on learning for personal transformation (Argyris 2003; 
Brill 2000) is implied by the latter. Also of critical importance is the growing recognition of the need 
to contextualise the type of development to the local situation (Begley 2008) so that development 
matches, and is adaptable to, an appropriate leadership model and type of school, as well as 
preparing principals for the impact of globalisation with ‘less homogenous communities’ (Lumby, 
Crow & Pashiardis 2008: 7). 

Leadership Development in South Africa
As similarly noted with the Pacific developing countries studied in previous comparative papers 
(Cardno & Howse 2005; Cardno & Fitzgerald 2005; Piggot-Irvine 2010), it is only very recently that 
there has been recognition of the importance of leadership development in South Africa. Here, 
like many of the Pacific countries, there have been broader political and cultural barriers that 
have historically limited pathways to principal appointment as well as development capacity. For 
example, Shonhiwa (2006, as cited in Bush & Moloi 2008) reminds us of South Africa’s ‘… unique 
history of brutal political, economic and ideological oppression …’ (p.105) during the apartheid era, 
when teachers and educational leaders were restricted to living and working only in schools within 
their local community area. Though the impact of this era is diminishing, Bush & Moloi (2007) note 
there is still reluctance on the part of black teachers to apply for leadership positions that could 
be attributed to their lack of confidence and self-belief resultant from apartheid. The authors also 
acknowledge that while in South Africa ‘… the local and provincial officials are usually committed 
to ending racist recruitment and selection practices …’, there is still much to be done in terms of 
educating the school governing bodies in order ‘to overcome deeply ingrained racial prejudice’ 
(Bush & Moloi 2007: 116). Just one area of prejudice is that of gender discrimination, which Moorosi 
(2010) claims is ‘… not a direct result of apartheid, but the former cannot be divorced from the 
historical and traditional race and ethnicity prejudices …’ (p. 548). She cites significant barriers to 
gender equality in leadership as an example of prejudice in the community (including, in some 
cases, the district Department of Education) as displayed in ‘chauvinistic cultural and traditional 
stereotypes about women as leaders’ (p. 556). She also notes demanding traditional domestic duties 
outside school as a further barrier. 
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The poor economic conditions in many areas result in principals working in what Otunga et al. 
(2008) describe as ‘circumstances of economic stringency’ (p. 378) where resources, including pay, 
are often extremely limited and the impact of poverty and overcrowding is significant. A further 
impact worth noting is the culture of violence which not only creates trauma and stress for families 
and students, but also can be directly targeted at teachers and school leaders. An additional layer of 
complexity is associated with a lack of uniformity in schools. As Hoadley, Christie & Ward (2009) 
stress:

It is well known that schools in South Africa differ radically in terms of their levels of 
resourcing (both human and physical), the kinds of communities that they serve, and 
the student results that they produce…The inequalities in schooling have been further 
entrenched in the post-apartheid era through the establishment of a quasi-market in 
education, where schools are able to set their own fees (p.380).

Muthukrishna & Schlϋter (2011) confirm this lack of uniformity, concluding that ‘huge disparities 
still exist’ (p. 22). Such difficulty continues despite the fact that, as Hoadley et al. (2009) indicate, 
there is a form of school-based management with school governing bodies (SGBs) for all schools. In 
fact, the local governance model brings its own complications. One is linked to the new outcomes-
based curriculum developed which requires considerable content development in each school; 
development which most principals are ill equipped to lead. 
As a consequence of the context complexity, Otunga et al. (2008) state that the role of the principal is 
enormous because ‘South African schools have become sites for radical change and principals are 
working under the most difficult conditions’ (p. 371).  They also believe that many of the principals 
in South Africa are not coping and do not have the knowledge, skills and attitudes to manage their 
schools in such a stressed environment. Most of the elements of the role of the principal outlined 
by Otunga et al. (2008) overlap with those described previously for other countries. However, there 
are distinctive context-linked elements that include: expectations of public relations extending to 
church organisations; a leader who can improve material and professional prospects for staff; acute 
resource management for the often extremely poor economic conditions; and awareness of varied 
tribes as well as the usual community and individual diversities. 
In keeping with the current emphasis on the instructional leadership role referred to internationally 
earlier in this paper, Bush, Bisschoff, Glover, Heystek, Joubert & Moloi (2005) and Hoadley (2007) 
note the importance in South Africa of leadership focusing on improved student achievement 
outcomes. Despite this grand intent, however, the evidence suggests that the role is more focused 
on the administrative financial and human resource management, and policy issues (Bush & 
Heystek 2006), with the instructional leadership role ranked as low as seven out of ten with Gauteng 
principals (Chisholm, Hoadley & Kivilu 2005). Furthermore, recent research from Bush, Joubert, 
Kiggundu & van Rooyen (2010) shows that most principals have a weak grasp of teaching and 
learning, and consequently their instructional leadership is predominantly checking as opposed 
to making informed judgements about quality. A study conducted by Hoadley et al. (2009) in 142 
schools also shows that principals reported spending most of their time on administrative functions 
and disciplining learners. They report that ‘instructional leadership, as read through “overseeing 
teaching and learning” and “supervising teachers”, was not a function that took up the majority of 
many principals’ time …  only 17% of principals identifying overseeing curriculum and instruction 
as their main task’ (p. 381). 
Despite the social, economic and historical constraints on principalship and the complexity of 
the role, South Africa is striving to catch up with recent trends in developing principals, even 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059309000637#bib12
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059309000637#bib3
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059309000637#bib3
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059309000637#bib7
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though, as Mentz & Barrett (2011) suggest, there are many challenges regarding such development, 
including the lack of skills of many aspiring principals to deal with the multiple context issues 
discussed earlier in this paper. Development programmes are currently provided by the National 
Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), the UK-based International Confederation 
of Principals (ICP) and South Africa’s national Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE) School 
Leadership programme, offered at the MGSLG. Establishment has been slow because, as Bush et al. 
(2005), Hoadley (2007) and Moloi (2007) point out, limited research and literature on managing and 
leading teaching and learning in South Africa exists. From the studies that have been conducted on 
development, Hoadley et al. (2009) conclude: ‘What these studies show is that most principals have 
not received adequate specialist training, especially in financial management and instructional 
leadership. Much research on the foregoing issues focuses on policy rather than actual practice’ (p. 
375). They also conclude that in development, little emphasis has been placed on school-community 
relations – a facet of leadership their own research indicates is linked to improved student learning 
outcomes in South Africa.
Given the limited sources available for principal development in South Africa, it was timely to 
explore principal roles and development needs. The study reported upon in subsequent sections of 
this paper outlines the findings of this investigation.  

Research Methodology
A simple survey method was employed to gather feedback from South African principals on roles 
and development needs. The survey tool was adapted from the original designed by Cranston et 
al. (2003) for the comparative analysis conducted across a range of countries (see Introduction). The 
senior leaders at MGSLG were intimately involved in contextualising the tool for South Africa. The 
following description of the survey tool used in Vanuatu (Piggot-Irvine 2010) equally applies to 
that in South Africa: 

The survey … collected information on demographics, time for aspects of the role 
(actual, ideal and perceptions of expected time utilisation), role satisfaction, role changes, 
role pressure, and the importance of specific skills for the role of principal. The roles 
investigated were simplified to strategic leadership, curriculum leadership, management/
administration, student leadership, community leadership, staff leadership, teaching, and 
dealing with problems. Both closed and open responses were sought in the survey, with 
an emphasis on open responses for the section on development experiences and needs 
(p.107).

 Similar to the selection of respondents in the previous studies, the South African principals were a 
‘convenience’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2003) sample. All principals attending a development 
programme at MGSLG were invited to participate. This may not be a fully representative group of 
the total principal population in South Africa, so limited generalisation is possible. 
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Respondent Demographics
The survey was coompleted by 55 South African principals (22 female, 40 per cent: 33 male, 60 per 
cent). Table 1 shows the additional demographic data for the respondents.  

Table 1: Respondent demographics

Years as a principle 3 or fewer 61%
4 to 9 21.5%
More than 9 12.5%

Years as a principal at current school 2 or fewer 64.5%

4 to 9 23%
More than 9 12.5%

Number of different schools as a principal 2 or fewer 92.5%
3 or more 7.5%

School age range Primary 15%
Secondary 85%

School location Johannesburg 50%
Other 50%

School type Government 95.5%
Grant- assisted 4.5%

School size <100 0%
100-250 4%
251-500 4%
501-750 11%
>750 81%

The highest percentage of respondents had been principals for three years or less, mostly at their 
current school, and were mainly from government sector, large secondary schools.  

Findings
The results are reported for level of satisfaction with the role of principal, workload, perspectives 
on the time allocated for the role of principal (actual, ideal, and expected), clarity about roles, rating 
of importance of skills, strengths in the role, areas for development, previous development, and 
general comments. 

Level of Satisfaction with Role
The majority of principals were satisfied overall with their role as a principal (12 per cent very 
satisfied; 65.5 per cent satisfied), while 18.5 per cent stated that they were neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied and none was dissatisfied. 

Workload and Pressure
The principals were asked about their workload and pressure in the role, and changes in these over 
the last two years, as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2: Workload and pressure

Hours in typical week Fewer than 40 hours 26%
40 to 49 hours 41%
50 to 59 hours 14%
60 hours+ 18%

Change in hours in last two years Has increased 65%

Is about the same 27%
Has decreased 8%

Pressure in role High 78.5%
Average/medium 21.5%
Low 0%

Pressure compared to two years ago Has increased 69%
Is about the same 18%
Has decreased 13&

Change in variety and diversity of work compared to two 
years ago

Has increased 82%
Is about the same 16%
Has decreased 2%

The majority of the principals (41 per cent) reported that they worked 40-49 hours in the role, but 
32 per cent worked over 50 hours. The perception of most of the principals (65 per cent) was that 
the workload had increased over the last two years. Only a small percentage of principals (8 per 
cent) suggested that the time had decreased. The pressure in the role of principal was seen as high 
by a significant 78.5 per cent of principals, and it is of concern that this was seen to have increased 
further (69 per cent). Whether this increase in pressure is linked to a perception that there has been 
an increase (as reported by 82 per cent) in variety and diversity in the role during the two years is 
unknown, but worthy of further investigation. 

Perspectives on the Role of Principalship
Respondents were asked to consider the actual time allocated to various activities associated with 
the role of the principal in a typical week (shown in brackets), the ideal/preferred time they would 
like to spend on activities (not bracketed, not bold), and the time they believe the ‘system’ (expected 
utilisation) would like them to allocate to the varied activities (in bold). The results are shown in 
Table 3.
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Table 3: Percentage of time allocated to principal roles

Collated Activity 
Great deal of 

time (1)
Some time (2)

A little time 
(3)

No time (4)

Strategic leadership of your school (eg. 
visioning, planning)

(52) 77 68 (30) 18 23 (17) 5 8 (0) 0 0

Educational/curriculum  leadership (eg. close 
involvement in curriculum change processes, 
leading professional development)

 (66) 58 73 (8) 40 22 (5) 2 3 (0) 0  1

Management/administration (eg. responding 
to system demands, accountability, budgeting, 
resourcing)

(77) 66 77  (19) 23 14   (4) 11 9 (0) 0 0

Student issues (eg. behaviour management 
(discipline), enrolments)

(54) 34 45 (40) 41 40 (5) 23 13 (0) 2 1

Parent/community/ Church issues (eg. 
interviews, School Governor/Parent meetings, 
marketing)

 (26) 31 40 (53) 45 46 (21) 20 14 (0) 4 0

Staffing issues (eg. meetings, performance 
issues, complaints)

(64) 55 63 (42) 1 30 (4) 14 7 (0) 0 0

Teaching (36) 30 40  (18) 26 22 (2) 30 31  (0) 14 7

Problem Solving (61) 35 44  (35) 38 33   (3) 5 21   (0) 1 2

When looking at the ‘great deal of time’ column in the table, there was reasonable alignment 
between responses for the amount of actual time, the ideal time, and the expected utilisation time for 
almost all areas of activity for the South African principals. Exceptions were evident for problem-
solving, where the actual time is almost double the ideal time, and for student issues, where a 
considerable difference also occurred between the actual and ideal. In the area of staffing issues, if 
the ‘great deal of time’ and ‘some time’ categories are combined, the discrepancy was the greatest. 
These results might suggest that the principals would prefer to be spending less time on these 
problematic activities. 
Of particular interest is where the actual time and expected time results differ markedly, because a 
higher score for expectations compared with actual could be associated with tension and stress for 
the principal, who may feel that they are not meeting expectations. The greatest gaps were in the 
activities of strategic management and of parent/community/Church issues when considering the 
‘great deal of time’ category, and educational/curriculum leadership when considering the ‘some 
time’ category.
The percentages in column 1 of Table 3 (‘great deal of time’) for South African principals can be 
compared with findings for other countries to show, in a typical week, the principals’ perceptions 
of actual and ideal time allocation to activities and the system’s expectations for devotion of ideal time 
for principals. These are represented in Table 4.
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Table 4: Comparison of time allocated to principal roles in various countries (SA = South Africa)

Activity (actual)
Typical week

(actual) %

Ideal week  
(principal 

perspective) %

Ideal week
(system perspective) 

%

A.  Strategic leadership of your school SA             52
Vanuatu    60
Tonga       63
Fiji             57
NZ            21 

SA            77
Vanuatu    72
Tonga       84
Fiji             70
NZ            73 

SA            68
Vanuatu    68
Tonga       68
Fiji             63
NZ            76

B. Educational/curriculum leadership SA            66
Vanuatu    28
Tonga       58
Fiji             54
NZ            14

SA           58
Vanuatu   76
Tonga      53
Fiji            59
NZ           70

SA            73
Vanuatu    76
Tonga       58
Fiji             66
NZ            77

C. Management/administration SA            77
Vanuatu    72
Tonga       69
Fiji            71
NZ            78

SA            66
Vanuatu    56
Tonga       53
Fiji             52
NZ            3

SA            77
Vanuatu    72
Tonga       79
Fiji             68
NZ            56

D. Student issues SA            54
Vanuatu    52
Tonga       37
Fiji             34
NZ            34

SA            34
Vanuatu    44
Tonga       21
Fiji             25
NZ             8

SA            45
Vanuatu    52
Tonga       42
Fiji             68
NZ            24

E. Parent/ community/ Church issues SA            26
Vanuatu    16
Tonga       16
Fiji             29
NZ            44

SA            31
Vanuatu    20
Tonga       21
Fiji             36
NZ            13

SA            40
Vanuatu    28
Tonga       37
Fiji             32
NZ             45

F.  Staffing issues SA            64
Vanuatu    36
Tonga       56
Fiji             52
NZ            46

SA            55
Vanuatu    28
Tonga       37
Fiji             45
NZ            10

SA            63
Vanuatu    64
Tonga       74
Fiji             43
NZ             34

G.  Teaching SA            36
Vanuatu    40
Tonga       11
Fiji             16
NZ             - 

SA            30
Vanuatu    24
Tonga       11
Fiji             13
NZ             -

SA            40
Vanuatu    36
Tonga       32
Fiji             23
NZ             -
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In comparing the results between South African principals and those in other countries, the findings 
were examined to determine if there was a difference in perceptions in any of the categories. An 
approximate +/-30 percentage point difference between the South African results and others was 
considered to be important. The South African principals rated the actual time spent on strategic 
leadership and educational and curriculum leadership greater than New Zealand principals (by 
31 per cent and 52 per cent, respectively), but approximately the same as principals from most 
of the Pacific countries. The South African principals also indicated that they spent more time on 
staffing issues than all other countries, but the difference was not at a level that could be considered 
important. They rated the actual time spent on management and administration, and community 
issues, as approximately the same as Pacific principals. 
For ideal time, the South African principals believed that more time should be spent on management 
and administration (63 per cent greater than New Zealand principals), staffing issues (45 per 
cent greater), and student issues (26 per cent greater) – considerably higher than New Zealand 
principals, but this trend was in keeping with the higher results from all other Pacific countries. The 
South African principals indicated that they would ideally like to spend more time in the areas of 
staffing issues and teaching than principals from any other country.
In terms of expected time, in the area of staffing issues the South African principals rated expectations 
of time allocation considerably higher (29 per cent) than their New Zealand counterparts, but their 
response was in keeping with the Vanuatu and Tongan principals. In most other areas, there was 
remarkable consistency in responses about expectations from principals in all countries.

Role Clarity
Role clarity, perceptions of role conflict and overload were the next areas investigated for South 
African principals, and the responses are summarised in Table 5.

Table 5: Clarity about roles

Role issue
Exists to a 

great extent
Exists to 

some extent
Exists to a 

minor extent
Does not 
exist at all

Role clarity
(How clear are you about what is entailed in your role 
as principal?)

46% 47% 5% 2%

Role conflict
(i.e. lack of alignment between what you believe you 
need to do as principal and what the government 
expects)

23% 62% 14%   1%

Role overload
(i.e. there are simply too many things to do)

  62% 31% 7% 0

The results suggest that the majority of South African principals (93 per cent) believed that, to a 
great or some extent, there was role clarity. The principals were a little less definite (23 per cent 
stated ‘to a great extent’) about there being a lack of alignment between their expectations of the 
role in terms of clarity and what their government expects, but still the majority considered this to 
be the case to some extent. The assumption is that this would create role conflict. The belief that 
role overload exists was also apparent, with 93 per cent of principals suggesting that this existed to 
a great or some extent.
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Competency to Carry Out the Role of Principal
The principals were also asked to rate the importance of key skills/competencies for their role and 
these responses are recorded in Table 6.

Table 6: Principal rating of importance of skills/competencies

Skill/Competency Very important Important
Not 

important
Not sure

Inspiring, visioning change for the school in  
others (eg teachers, parents)

SA 91%

Vanuatu     83%
Tonga        84%
Fiji              91%

9% 0 0

Demonstrating strong interpersonal, people 
skills such as negotiation, communication and 
collaboration with staff & other stakeholders

SA 72%

Vanuatu 83%
Tonga        74%
Fiji              88%

28% 0 0

Capacity to delegate, empower others in 
decision-making and responsibilities 

SA              67%

Vanuatu     63%
Tonga        68%
Fiji              63%

33% 0 0

 Managing uncertainty for self and others SA              50%

Vanuatu     29%
Tonga        47%
Fiji              41%

46% 4% 0

Capacity to develop supportive networks among 
colleagues

SA              73%     
Vanuatu     71%
Tonga        68%
Fiji              20%

27% 0 0

Being an effective and efficient manager and 
administrator with a focus on best practice & 
improvement

SA              88%

Vanuatu     87%
Tonga        84%
Fiji              86%

12% 0 0

The results show that the South African principals considered the most important skills for the 
role to be those of inspiring and visioning change (91 per cent), followed by being an efficient and 
effective manager (88 per cent), the capacity to develop supportive networks (73 per cent) and 
interpersonal skills (72 per cent). These results are very similar to those of Pacific principals. The 
lowest rating overall for South African principals was in the area of managing uncertainty, and this 
was also rated as the lowest area for almost all the Pacific principals. However, if the first two ‘very 
important’ and ‘important’ categories are combined, it could be said that the principals responding 
considered all skills and competencies to be important.   
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Knowledge and Skills for the Role
The final numeric response from principals was linked to the knowledge and skills they believed 
that they brought to the role. The findings are reported in Table 7.

Table 7: Principal response to knowledge and skills brought to the role

Knowledge/skills
Know a great  

deal
Know  
some

Know very 
little

Managing teaching and learning and leading learning 64.5%   34%   1.5%
Leading people, conflict management, and collaboration 39.5%   59%   1.5%
Financial knowledge, budgeting, accounting principles, 
monitoring and financial controls

23% 62.5%   14.5%

Policies, legislation   34% 52%   14%
Governance   36%   58%    6%
Leading in a SA context  23%   61%    16%
Mentoring and Coaching 48%   38%   14%
Project Management 32.5%   35%  32.5%
Managing uncertainty for self and others 19%   62%   19%
Capacity to develop supportive networks among colleagues 22%    57%   21%
Being an effective and efficient leader/manager and 
administrator with a focus on best practice & improvement

  34.5%    60%    5.5%

By far the greatest knowledge and skill that South African principals considered they brought to 
the role was in the area of managing teaching and learning, and leading learning (64.5 per cent). 
The weakest knowledge and skills were in the areas of project management (32.5 per cent) and the 
capacity to develop supportive networks amongst colleagues (21 per cent).

Strengths in Role
The principals were asked to record qualitative comments (per cent indicating total number of 
times a comment was made) for the strengths they brought to the role. Note that one principal 
may have reported in three or more categories and not all principals responded to these open-
ended questions. Among the respondents, 26 per cent saw their strengths as strategic leadership, 
management/administration, leadership and organising, governance, and policy interpretation 
and implementation; 21 per cent indicated effective communication, passing on information to 
staff, patience and listening, fair leadership, and the ability to resolve conflicts as strengths that they 
could bring to the role; and 18% per cent acknowledged their strengths in coaching, managing and 
supporting colleagues, sharing and guiding staff, and human relationships. A variety of further 
strengths were listed, in smaller numbers, as dedication, financial management, assertiveness, 
creativity and innovation, planning, and computer literacy.

Areas for Development
When asked for areas for development, the highest needs (26 per cent) identified were people 
management skills including problem-solving, conflict management, managing human resources, 
mentoring, listening skills, and teambuilding. Additionally, 21 per cent noted that they needed 
development in the areas of policy and planning, and strategic planning; 19 per cent requested 
on-the-job support; and 19 per cent identified a need for training in financial knowledge and 
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budgeting. Further needs identified were computer training, management and leadership, change 
management, and networking with stakeholders. 

Previous and Desired Approach to Development for Principalship
The previous development approaches that the principals had engaged in were small in number 
and were mainly academic qualifications in leadership/management courses (13 per cent) or 
MGSLG programmes (11 per cent), with one principal in this group noting:

It is a privilege to participate in this kind of course and it can only assist a lot of principals 
who are struggling to manage institutions because they lack the capacity to do that and the 
necessary support. 

Other development included on–the-job support (20 per cent), non-academic leadership/
management workshops/training (20 per cent), coaching and mentoring (16 per cent) and 
induction (7 per cent). 
There was a very low response to the question of what professional/leadership development these 
principals would value. The need to work on personal growth and skills for team building and the 
empowerment of staff including leadership for collective decision making was identified by 23 per 
cent. In the latter case, one principal saw that ‘the position mandates collective decision making and 
leadership, teamwork and exceptionality’. A further 5 per cent suggested that there was a need for 
content on development of ‘self’.
A small number of principals suggested financial management (9 per cent) for development and an 
even smaller number (4 per cent in total) nominated a range of other elements, including project and 
programme management, time management, computer training, motivational skills, disciplinary 
procedures, delegation, communication and governance. 
A specific question for the South African principals inquired about interest in participating 
in regional leadership/management development events, and 19 per cent noted that sharing 
experiences with other principals and networking was important. 

General Comments
Respondents were asked to make any further general comments about the role and development of 
principals in South Africa. The responses to this section were so divergent that it is only possible to 
identify tentative themes. First, only 2 of the 27 comments were positive. Themes were associated 
with difficulties in acquiring and retaining staff, securing resources, managing both teaching and 
principalship, low levels of empowerment, inadequate involvement in curriculum, overload and 
stress, insecurity linked to threats of removal, and union issues. One principal expressed that the 
ideal might be: 

To be a vanguard of the system with elements of innovation, advice, inputs in proposals. To 
be able to role model and mentor as well as coach young and newly appointed personnel. 
To be dynamic, management up to date, and move with new systems and time. 

Discussion and Conclusions
The results for South African principals demonstrate some areas of consistency with those from 
previous comparative studies reported for New Zealand, Australia, Tonga and Fiji, and Vanuatu 
(Cranston et al. 2003; Cardno & Howse 2005; Piggot-Irvine 2010). As with the Vanuatu principals, 
the majority of South African principals (75.5 per cent) were either satisfied or very satisfied with 
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their role, 73 per cent worked over 40 hours and they perceived that the workload had increased 
over the last two years (65 per cent) along with the pressure in the role (69 per cent). Of the South 
African principals, 93 per cent stated that role overload exists to a great or some extent – a response 
substantiating the claim by Otanga et al. (2008) that the role of the principal is enormous. These 
findings also resonate with comments that principalship internationally is an increasingly complex 
and expanding role (Bush 1999; Cranston et al. 2003; Southworth 2004).
Of interest is the finding that many of the South African principals (66 per cent) indicated that they 
spend a great deal of actual time attending to the educational/curriculum leadership role (greater 
than any other country) and also scored this area as the highest rated knowledge and skills they 
bring to the role (64.5 per cent). This result echoes that previously found by MGSLG in an internal 
participant 2010 ‘exit’ evaluation in which 80 per cent of principals rated their knowledge on 
managing teaching and learning as high – a result reported by the MGSLG staff to be at odds with 
findings that literacy and numeracy scores in primary schools are well below 50 per cent. Although 
the South African principals’ self-reporting of a high level of attention to the curriculum leadership 
role may seemingly differ from their practice, this an espoused emphasis is in keeping with an 
international focus on this aspect of leadership noted by the likes of Lambert (2002), Knapp et al. 
(2003), Southworth (2004), Cardno & Howse (2005) and Robinson et al. (2008). The South African 
findings, however, conflict strongly with the research of Hoadley et al. (2009) showing that only 
17 per cent of the 142 principals in their South African study identified curriculum leadership as 
their main task. The high result is also inconsistent with the findings of Bush et al. (2010) that most 
principals have a weak grasp of instructional leadership. Further research of a direct observational 
nature is needed to identify the reality given in these conflicting findings.
The South African principals suggested that they would ideally like to spend more time in the areas 
of staffing issues and actually teaching than principals from any other country, and the results 
indicate that this is also a system expectation. This response for staffing issues may reflect Otunga 
et al.’s (2008) point that the role of principal is expected to improve material and professional 
prospects for staff.
The results for the skills that the South African principals considered to be very important for the role 
(visioning, an efficient and effective manager, developing supportive networks, and interpersonal 
skills) are again very similar to those of Pacific principals, and align with the international emphasis 
on visioning noted by Robinson et al. (2008) and the ‘Chief Executive’ role suggested by Cardno 
and Howse (2005). However, the South African (and Pacific) principal’s placement of importance 
on administration and efficiency (a recurring theme in qualitative comments) is rarely mentioned 
in current international literature for developed countries. This finding supports the contention 
of Bush and Heystek (2006) of a strong focus in South Africa on the administrative financial and 
human resource management role, and policy issues. 
The South African principals in this study reported that their areas of greatest development 
need were people management skills, including problem-solving, personnel management, 
teamwork, and so on. This result is supported by the 2010 exit evaluation at MGSLG, where 
the greatest need for principals was noted as managing people. Richard, one of the authors of 
this paper and a staff member at MGSLG, indicates that this is not unexpected given that very 
contentious labour and union issues exist, as evidenced by long strikes by teacher unions in 2010. 
Richard notes ‘the distinction between managing people to ensure good quality education and 
managing conflict because of labour dynamics is often not clear in the South African context and 
principals are becoming increasingly frustrated at not being able to manage their staff to deliver 
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the curriculum’ . These problem solving and personnel components fall under the umbrella of the 
‘soft’, interpersonal skills that Elmuti (2004) considers to be important for principal development, 
and are linked to the broader ‘organisational learning’ arena which aims to address issues of 
principal self-knowledge, openness, non-defensiveness and reflectivity (Argyris 2003; Sun & Scott 
2003; Piggot-Irvine & Cardno 2005). Note that the educational/curriculum leadership barely rated 
a mention as a development need, possibly suggesting that this group of principals consider they 
have knowledge and skills and have seemingly received sufficient development in this area.
The majority of the South African principals had previously received informal development for 
their leadership role (on-the-job support, etc.), a result consistent with the previously reported 
development for principals in Pacific countries and in keeping with the Hoadley et al. (2009) 
conclusion that most South African principals have not received adequate specialist training. There 
is, however, increasing evidence that the rapidly expanding provision of principal development 
programmes is an attempt to address this inadequacy. For example, the Gauteng province has 
enhanced the ACE programme at MGSLG and research will be conducted to ascertain whether the 
programme has any relevance to school improvement. 

Implications for Further Research
There are several areas of further research that are highlighted in this study, but two of these are 
chosen as important. First, a significant number of South African principals perceived that the 
pressure in the role was both high and had increased further. Further investigation is needed to 
determine any link with increased variety and diversity in the role and increased pressure. Second, 
the inconsistency of the study’s results on the instructional leadership role compared with other 
research indicates the need for further research (possibly direct observation) to identify whether 
there is an espousal-practice gap.

Limitations
As with the previous comparative studies mentioned in this paper, a significant limitation 
associated with the study in South Africa is that of the ‘convenience’ sampling approach adopted. 
The sample was a group of principals attending the MGSLG development programmes. The 
range of principals attending may have been unrepresentative of the total principal population 
and, therefore, the findings may not be generalisable beyond this group. As stated in the previous 
comparative papers, this limitation ‘does not detract from making the findings informative given 
the paucity of information or research available’ (Piggot-Irvine 2010: p.114).
A further limitation also noted in the previous comparative studies is the short-term and relatively 
restrictive nature of the study. As researchers and authors, we long for the day when sufficient 
funding might be available for both in-depth observational case studies (especially to check the 
espousal-practice gap that is implied in the results for instructional leadership) and longitudinal 
studies within each country. 
Despite these limitations, short-term gains have been associated with the data collection in South 
Africa. The MGSLG leadership team, as the key principal developers in South Africa, have been 
intimately involved in the data collection for this comparative study and it is their intention to use 
the findings to inform their programme design. This project is therefore an example of evidence-
based decision-making in professional development.
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A Transformational School Leadership 
Model in Chinese Urban Upper Secondary 
Schools

Peng liu

Abstract: This multi-methods research project studies the main leadership practices from the perspectives of 
teachers in the recent process of curriculum reform in a Chinese city. Key words relevant to transformational 
school leadership practices were identified from teachers’ survey answers using content analysis for formulating 
the Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire, based on the answers from 273 teachers in 4 
urban upper secondary schools. Additionally, the Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire 
was formulated using principal component analysis according to the answers of 215 teachers in 6 urban 
upper secondary schools. This research identified 29 effective leadership practices in the Chinese urban upper 
secondary school change context, among which 12 leadership practices can work effectively across eastern 
and western culture and 17 are unique to the Chinese context. This study represents an original attempt to 
understand how Chinese teachers perceive transformational school leadership. The research seeks to contribute 
to leadership development and school change practices in the Chinese school context.

Introduction
The focus of school reform has shifted from elementary to high schools in the west (Leithwood, 
Jantzi & Steinbach 1999), and it is the same in the Chinese context. Upper secondary school was 
chosen as the research context for this study because of the significance of high school in helping 
students form part of mainstream society (Carony, Elmore, & Siskin 2003), in particular in the 
Chinese context. Another reason is that there is a serious dilemma for Chinese upper secondary 
schools, namely, whether they should focus on realising quality education or solely on preparing 
students for the national college entrance exam. 
There have been seven curriculum reforms since the People’s Republic of China was founded in 
1949, with the most recent starting in 1999 (Feng 2006; Wang 2012). Aiming to promote the smooth 
implementation of curriculum reform, the National Ministry of Education has issued a series of 
decrees regarding a shift from exam-oriented education to quality education. The latest curriculum 
reform in China started in 1999 at the national level, and was prompted by many internal and 
external factors in the Chinese education system. The main task for teachers in the curriculum 
reform is to adopt new ways of teaching which focus on fostering the comprehensive learning 
ability of students instead of narrowly centring on student achievement in the National College 
Entrance Exam (NCEE). Teachers are required to use different curriculum materials, subject 
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contents, and teaching methods (Lee & Yin 2011). Regarding teaching methodology, teachers have 
to change from ‘spoon-feeding’ teaching to heuristic teaching that aims to foster the comprehensive 
ability of students. This requires teachers to adopt more diverse teaching methods than before.

Rationale for the Study
Leadership is an important force in the school change process (Fullan 1982, 2007). Burns (1978) 
regarded transformational leadership as a process by which ‘leaders and followers raise one 
another to higher levels of morality and motivation’ (p. 20). The emergence of transformational 
school leadership addresses the recent trend of interest in school change theory (Leithwood 1994; 
Hallinger 2003). However, Robinson (2007) has stated that the effects of transformational leadership 
are mixed, suggesting that in some contexts transformational school leadership is not that effective. 
The literature in this area reveals that most research on transformational school leadership has been 
carried out in an individualistic cultural context. Hallinger & Leithwood (1996)and Leithwood 
& Duke (1998) have called for more cross-cultural leadership research in this regard, and more 
research on transformational leadership is certainly required to explore this phenomenon in depth, 
particularly in the change context of Chinese urban upper secondary schools. This study therefore 
aims to meet this need.

Literature Review
Transformational leadership is important in the change context. The main criterion that differentiates 
leadership models is the concept of influence, including the source of influence, who exerts it, its 
purpose and its outcomes (Leithwood et al. 1999). 
Transformational leadership is important in the school change context since it requires people 
to have a new vision and to be encouraged to explore new issues in their organisation (Mascall 
2003, 2007). One of the purposes of this study is to investigate this statement. Another reason for 
adopting the transformational leadership model is that it has the potential to raise the levels of 
people’s commitment and performance (Sergiovani 1990).
In the Chinese context, the curriculum reform that started in 2001 requires teachers to adopt new 
ways of teaching and to develop new views on student learning. This is an underlying reason 
why the present research assumes that transformational school leadership will emerge in this 
curriculum change process.
In the process of realising transformation, both leaders and subordinates raise their morality and 
motivation to higher levels through helping each other (Burns 1978).. Building on Burns’ theory, 
Bass (1998) stated that transformational leadership is significant when an organisation faces 
challenges and difficult situations, in particular crisis situations, and at a time when changes are 
most needed, which is the underlying reason for leaders to be transformational. In the school 
context, Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom (2004) and Sun (2010) have stated that these 
leadership practices have small but significant effects of teacher actions on student learning across 
the spectrum of schools. Transformational leadership, when effectively enacted, has considerable 
influence on followers. Burns (1978) stated that transformational leaders have the following 
characteristics: they can increase followers’ level of awareness about the value of the work in 
which they are engaged, they can transfer followers’ self-interest to the goals of the team and the 
organization, and they can increase followers’ need for higher levels of accomplishment and self-
actualisation. Bass (2008) contended that transformational leaders point out common interests with 
followers. Transformational leaders transform and engage individuals, groups, organisations and 
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societies by using moral leadership. Under the support and guidance of a transformational leader, 
followers’ values, attitudes and motivation shift to a higher level of arousal and maturity (Bass 
1985). Transformational leadership also leads to the extra effort required for significant change 
(Yukl 1989).
Bass (2008) stated that the transformational leader asks followers to go beyond their own self-
development and focus on the long-term goal of the organisation, and to pay more attention to what 
is really important. Hence, followers are converted into leaders. In addition, Bennis & Nanus (1985) 
claimed that transformational leaders give rise to changes in direction, efficiency and perceptions 
through engaging with others. 
Transformational leadership has been introduced to the educational field by researchers who have 
endeavored to bring about school change and improvement. On the basis of the work of Burns 
(1978) and Bass (1985, 1998), Kenneth Leithwood and his colleagues first initiated the research on 
transformational leadership in education (Geijsel, Sleegers, Leithwood & Jantzi 2003). Leithwood, 
Begley & Cousins (1994) defined transformational leadership as leadership that enhances the 
individual and collective problem-solving capacities of organisational members.
In the field of education, the establishment of the capacity of an organisation and its members 
is the focal point of transformational leadership research. Leithwood (1994) and Leithwood et al. 
(1999) believe that transformational leadership should be the focus of the second wave of school 
reform, in which the building of individual and school capacity is crucial. In the first wave of 
reform, installation of technology into schools is the primary goal. In this process, not only those 
who are in formal leadership positions but also others in the organisation can lead by promoting 
the commitment of organisational members, which is the source of leadership (Leithwood et al. 
1999). In the opinion of Leithwood, motivating people and building up the capacity of people are 
what make transformational leadership effective, as it is not only top-down but also bottom-up 
(Hallinger 2003).
The power of transformational leaders lies in their relationship with their followers. Leithwood 
(1992) believes power is consensual and facilitative in transformational leadership and is embodied 
through people instead of over people; people are integrated in a common purpose that is best for 
everyone. In contrast , the collective purpose of the organisation is not stressed by the transactional 
leader (Goens & Clover 1991). 
Based on the empirical studies and theories of Bass and Burns, Leithwood et al. (1999) identified three 
dimensions of transformational school leadership practice: setting directions, developing people, 
and redesigning the organisation. These three dimensions of practice, and the subsequently added 
dimension of managing the instructional programme, are also referred to as ‘successful leadership’ 
by the authors based on their meta-analysis and synthesis of existing literature (Leithwood, Day, 
Sammons, Harris & Hopkins 2006). 
Leithwood et al. (1999) and Mascall (2003) noted that ‘setting directions’ includes building a 
school vision, establishing school goals, and creating high performance expectations. These are of 
critical importance, because it is through the practice of these tasks that the leader is most clearly 
transformational. Leithwood et al. (1999) contended that ‘developing people’, the second dimension 
of transformational school leadership, mainly concerns building capacity among teachers, which 
can be conceptualised as three core leadership practices: providing individualised support, creating 
intellectual stimulation, and modelling best practices and organisational values. ‘Redesigning the 
organisation’, the third dimension of the transformational school leadership model, encompasses 
the following three core leadership practices: developing a collaborative school culture, creating 
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structures to foster participation in school decisions, and creating productive community 
relationships (Leithwood et al. 1999).
Leithwood & Jantzi (2005) added a fourth dimension, ‘managing the instructional programme’, 
to the transformational school leadership model. This includes leadership practices such as 
establishing effective staffing practices, providing instructional support, monitoring school 
activities, and buffering staff from excessive and distracting external demands. The authors stated 
that ‘managing the instructional programme’ combines the assumptions of instructional leadership 
and transformational leadership. In a study of the relationship between school leadership and 
student outcomes, Robinson et al. (2009)  stated that instructional leadership includes the following 
practices: establishing goals and expectations; resourcing (thinking) strategically; planning, 
coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum; promoting and participating in teacher 
learning and development; and ensuring an orderly and supportive environment. Robinson 
(2007) and Robinson et al. (2009 ) believes that instructional leadership is more effective than 
transformational leadership, based on the empirical evidence of student achievement. Sun (2010) 
also has stated that transformational school leadership has small but significant positive effects 
on student achievement. Robinson (2009) has further explained that it is reasonable to integrate 
transformational and instructional leadership, since there is a tendency for the two leadership 
models to incorporate elements from each other. In this paper, Leithwood, et al.’s (1994) definition 
of transformational leadership was adopted: 

transformational leadership is the leadership that enhances the individual and collective 
problem-solving capacities of organisational members; such capacities are exercised in the 
identification of goals to be achieved and practices to be used in their achievement (p. 8).

Methodology
This section provides a detailed description of the research questions and methods. It focuses on the 
formulation of the Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire, and the detailed data 
collection procedures will be elaborated upon. 

Research Objectives
It is recognised that transformational school leadership is effective in promoting teachers’ 
commitment to change. However, it was unknown how teachers in Chinese urban upper secondary 
schools perceived school leadership during the curriculum reform. Therefore, the main research 
question for this study is: What are the main school leadership practices enacted by principals in 
the urban upper secondary schools of China in the curriculum reform? 

Research Design
This study was divided into two phases (Table 1). Using a content analysis method, the first 
phase extracted a set of high-frequency words relevant to transformational school leadership 
practices based on the perceptions of teachers in urban upper secondary schools. In the second 
stage, a principal component analysis was conducted on a newly created transformational school 
leadership scale. This scale included 18 items from Leithwood’s (2012) research and 28 items based 
on the high-frequency words derived from the first phase of content analysis. 
For clarity, the whole process used to formulate the Chinese version of the transformational school 
leadership questionnaire (Phase 1 and Phase 2) is displayed, which includes detailed sampling, 
response rate, open questionnaire design, content analysis, and principal component analysis. 
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Table 1: The overall research process

Procedure Samples
Transformational School Leadership 
Questionnaire 

Phase 1

 

Teachers from 4 urban upper secondary schools 
(N=273)

Content analysis for generating survey items

Phase 2

 

Teachers from 6 urban upper secondary schools 
(N=215)

Principal component analysis 

Sampling
In this city, there are a total of 45 urban upper secondary schools and approximately 5,023 teachers. 
To maintain coherence in the research design and to maximise the efficiency of sample usage, the 
sampling for content analysis to identify high-frequency words relevant to transformational school 
leadership practices in urban upper secondary schools and the sampling to conduct principal 
component analysis on the transformational school leadership were combined. 
The purpose of sampling is to maximise the diversity of the samples’ characteristics and strengthen 
the probability that research results can be applied to other contexts, since the establishment of the 
broadest generation is one of the important tasks of social research (Singleton & Straits 1998). Ten 
urban upper secondary schools were randomly chosen as samples because a certain number of 
samples were needed for field test and pilot studies.
Factors such as taking 10 per cent of the teacher population in the city and a sample error of 3 per 
cent of the teacher population were considered when the sample size was decided. The reason for 
the sample error was that 3 per cent of the teacher population in this city has no professional title, 
and this is one of the most important profile indicators in the Chinese context since information 
such as age and number of years of teaching experience can be easily identified from it.
In order to ensure the generalisability of the research results and the diversity of the samples, 60 
per cent of the teachers from each sample school in the first research stage, and 40 per cent of the 
teachers from each selected urban upper secondary school in the second stages, were invited to 
join the study. 488 urban upper secondary school teachers participated in the two research stages, 
which is beyond the minimum requirement for conducting quantitative research. This ensured the 
external validity of the study. 
Sampling in the First Research Stage 
The main purpose of the first research stage was to generate items for the Chinese transformational 
school leadership questionnaire. Samples of teachers from 4 of the 10 urban upper secondary 
schools were randomly selected. Teachers in 3 of the 4 sample schools completed an open-ended 
questionnaire regarding transformational school leadership practices, while teachers in the other 
sample school participated in a pilot study to ensure validity and reliability, and also to ensure that 
the samples represented the main characteristics of the city’s teacher population in urban upper 
secondary schools. There were a total of 454 teachers in these three schools, and 60 per cent of 
the teachers in each school (273 in total) were randomly chosen as respondents. According to the 
official record of the municipal Education Bureau, all the current teachers in urban upper secondary 
schools were experiencing curriculum reform. 
This stage identified the structure and main elements of transformational school leadership through 
content analysis of the teachers’ responses, which laid the foundation for ensuring the construct 
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validity of the newly formulated Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire by 
using principal component analysis.
The Characteristics of the Samples in the First Stage 
Females and males made up 71 per cent and 29 per cent of the sample teacher population, 
respectively, which was close to their distribution in the total teacher population of the city. In 
the Chinese context, professional title (current position), which normally represents the teacher’s 
number of years of service and age, is an important indicator. Senior, first, second and third grade 
teachers (professional titles) made up 32.4 per cent, 35.6 per cent, 28 per cent and 1.1 per cent of the 
total sample teacher population, respectively.
Sampling in the Second Research Stage
The remaining 6 schools were chosen as sample schools for data collection in this stage, and 40 per 
cent of teachers in each sample school (215 in total) were invited to take part in the study. 
The Sample Characteristics in the Second Stage  
Being representative means providing a close approximation of certain characteristics of the target 
group (Singleton & Straits 1998). Female and male teachers made up 71.4 per cent and 28.6 per cent 
of the total teacher population in this city, respectively. In sample schools, the percentages of male 
and female teachers are 28.6% and 71.4% respectively. Among the teachers in the sample schools, 33 
per cent percent were senior teachers and 36.2 per cent first grade teachers. Second grade teachers 
and third grade teachers made up 27 per cent and 1 per cent of the teacher population, respectively.  
These distributions are closed to the ones in pupulations, which are 32%(senior teacher), 35%(first 
grade teacher), 29.1%(second grade), and 0.9%(third grade teacher).

Formulating a transformational school leadership questionnaire
This section gives detailed information regarding the process used to formulate a transformational 
school leadership questionnaire in a Chinese urban upper secondary school context. Specifically, 
this includes : identifing key words for formulating the transformational school leadership 
questionnaire, which mainly consists of designing an open questionnaire and conducting content 
analysis; designing survey questions for the transformational school leadership questionnaire, 
which mostly embraces the methods used to write survey questions with attention to validity 
and reliability issues; and extracting the survey items with high loading coefficients by principal 
component analysis. 

Identifying Key Words for Formulating the Transformational School Leadership 
Questionnaire by Content Analysis
Open Questionnaire Design 
The open questionnaire was designed on the basis of the transformational school leadership 
theory of Leithwood (1994).  In this stage, an open questionnaire incorporating five major research 
questions was created to understand the perceptions of teachers in urban upper secondary schools 
of transformational school leadership practices. Teachers were asked what their leaders did in four 
areas:

1. ‘Building vision and setting directions’, which refers to the practices of principals 
establishing shared goals to motivate teachers; for instance, the principal explaining 
the school’s vision to teachers. 

2. ‘Developing people’, which refers to principals helping teachers build up knowledge 
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and skills to accomplish the goals of the organisation and promoting teachers’ 
dedication, aptitude and flexibility to help them persist with using their knowledge 
and skills; for instance, the principal challenging teachers’ assumptions about 
teaching methods..

3. ‘Redesigning the organisation’, which refers to principals creating good working 
conditions for teachers to maximise their motivation, commitment and capacity; for 
example, the principal building up the collaborative culture in a school. 

4. ‘Managing the teaching and learning programme’, which referes to principals 
improving the working conditions for teachers through maintaining the normal 
operation of the school and increasing the school’s facilities; for example, the principal 
buffering teaching activities from miscellaneous outside distractions. 

Teachers were also asked to list any other good leadership practices they had experienced, in 
particular practices that motivated them to be part of the school change process.
Pilot Study on the Open Questionnaire 
The open questionnaire was circulated among four urban upper secondary school teachers that 
were randomly chosen from the sample schools.
Response Rate in the Stage of Identifying Key Words 
The purpose of this stage was to identify the key words representing transformational school 
leadership practices in this city. In total, 273 questionnaires were distributed to teachers with the 
permission of their school principals. The average respondent rate was 84.2 per cent and a total of 
230 teachers filled out and returned the surveys, of which 228 qualified for further data analysis 
after evaluation. The criterion for retaining the questionnaires was that teachers must describe 
transformational leadership practices in their answers; questionnaires without answers were 
deleted.

Table 2: The characteristics of sample schools and the number of returned questionnaires in the 
first stage

Total teachers 60% teachers Returned Valid Validity rate

Sample School One 155 93 80 79 98.75%

Sample School Two 104 62 51 50 98.04%

Sample School Three 195 118 99 99 100%

Total 454 273 230 228

Content Analysis 
The purpose of content analysis in this project was to identify the key words in the responses of 
teachers in upper secondary schools in the city in order to formulate a Chinese transformational 
school leadership questionnaire.
Coding Scheme
The coding book of this content analysis was based on the theory of transformational school 
leadership (Leithwood 1994), which incorporates leadership practices into the dimensions of 
setting direction, developing people, redesigning the organisation and managing the instructional 



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 201380

programme. Transactional leadership practices, such as giving bonuses, were not incorporated into 
the Chinese model of transformational school leadership. 
The criteria for valid leadership practices were: (a) the practice is a transformational school 
leadership practice; (b) the practice should be sufficiently described; and (c) the practice should not 
be a transactional leadership practice.
Coding Responses and Generating Questionnaire Items  
Each respondent (selected teacher) was asked to identify a certain number of behaviours of school 
principals that motivated them to be engaged in the curriculum reform process, on the basis of their 
experience and observation during the school change process. 
Response sets from the open-ended questionnaire were content analysed to create the items. The 
content analysis was conducted on the basis of pre-set analysis criteria in the coding book. All 
items were screened based on three criteria: (a) the item must have a clear meaning in the Chinese 
language; (b) the item must refer to school leadership behaviour; and (c) the behaviour must not 
clearly be a characteristic of a transactional leader. Items that were in line with these three criteria 
were retained. The survey answers were grouped on the basis of similarities.
The Unit of Analysis
The unit of analysis for this study was the words in the responses of teachers about a behaviour 
of their school principal during the school reform process, the identified key words from which 
formed the foundation to create a Chinese transformational school leadership model. 

Figure 1: Frequency of the words in ‘setting direction’ 

0 50 100 150 200 

good marks 
professional level 

high-level teachers 
reflect 

consistent 
evaluate 

understand 
explain 

necessity 
school development plan 

personal career goals 
overall direction 

Frequency of 
Words 



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 2013 81

Figure 2: Frequency of the words in ‘developing people’ 
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Figure 3: Frequency of the words in ‘redesigning organisation’ 
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Figure 4: Frequency of the words in ‘managing instructional programme’ 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 

competitive appointment system 
material support  

logistics 
working environment 

teaching equitment 
auditing class 

evaluation system  
teaching plans 

suggestions 
discuss  

school security 
human resource 

Frequency of Words 



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 201382

Figure 5: Frequency of the words relevant to transactional leadership
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Creating Survey Items in the Transformational School Leadership Questionnaire 
The survey items were created based on the high-frequency key words identified from the responses 
detailed in the previous section, which were the foundation for designing the transformational 
school leadership questionnaire. 
Designing Survey Questions
When designing survey questions, the researcher chose mainly closed-ended questions. In order 
to build a good relationship with participants, the researcher used ‘me’ or ‘us’ to prompt answers 
from respondents. In addition, attention was paid to other aspects of designing the questions, such 
as focus, brevity and time frame.
Field Testing 
The instrument was administered to 10 master’s students who were practicing teachers and school 
administrators. 
Pilot Studies 
The Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire was piloted among 80 teachers from 
a sample school before it was used in the project. The following factors were considered when 
the newly designed questionnaire was piloted: 1.the time required for teachers to complete the 
questionnaire; 2. the clarity of instructions and questions; 3.the inclusion of all relevant research 
topics; 4.whether the survey was appropriate and easy to follow;5.whether the expected survey 
results could be achieved. 
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Figure 6: The development of the Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire 
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Instruments for the Second Research Stage
The second research stage was intended to create a transformational school leadership 
questionnaire. A total of 46 items were in the newly formulated Chinese transformational school 
leadership survey, of which 18 items were borrowed from Leithwood’s (2012) leadership survey. 
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Table 3: The distribution of items in the transformational school leadership survey

Item from Leithwood’s survey Newly generated item
Identified word that 
was the basis for 
newly generated item

Setting 
direction

7. Provides useful assistance to 
us in setting short-term goals for 
teaching and learning. 

 

2. Expects us to improve our 
professional level constantly. 

Professional level

25. Gives us a sense of overall 
purpose.

6. Helps us to understand the school 
development strategy.

Understand

26. Helps clarify the reasons 
for our school’s improvement 
initiatives.

16. Evaluates our work progress 
based on school goals.

Evaluate

28. Demonstrates high 
expectations for our work with 
students. 

21. Encourages us to reflect on our 
teaching.

Reflect

32. Engages us in the process of the 
formulation of school development 
plan.

School development 
plan

33. Expects students to achieve good 
marks. 

Good marks

34. Explains the school development 
goals through school staff 
conference.

Explain

35. Strives to achieve consistent 
understanding of the school goals 
among teachers.

Consistent

Developing 
people

13. Models a high level of 
professional practice.

9. Organises teaching contest to 
encourage us to improve teaching 
abilities. 

Teaching contest

15. Promotes leadership 
development among teachers.

12. Provides good conditions for the 
development of young teachers. 

Development of 
young teachers.

40. Gives us individual support 
to help us improve our teaching 
practices.

22. Broadens our horizon by inviting 
education experts to give lectures in 
school.

Education expert

41. Encourages us to consider new 
ideas for our teaching.

37. Encourages us to participate in 
academic activities to improve our 
standards of teaching. 

Academic activities

44. Develops an atmosphere of 
caring and trust.

38. Provides us with a variety of 
training opportunities to improve 
the teaching quality.

Training

39. Provides us with a variety of 
opportunities to visit successful 
schools.

Visit successful schools
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Item from Leithwood’s survey Newly generated item
Identified word that 
was the basis for 
newly generated item

43. Helps us to be unique teachers 
according to our different 
characteristics. 

Unique teachers

Redesigning 
organisation

1. Encourages collaborative work 
among us.

3. Promotes communication among 
teachers.

Communication

18. Is effective in building 
community support for the 
school’s improvement efforts.

4. Respects teachers’ professional 
skills and expertise.

Respect

20. Ensures wide participation 
in decisions about school 
improvement.

10. Gives us more autonomy in 
school management.

Autonomy

31. Engages parents in the school’s 
improvement efforts.

11. Committed to establishing a good 
campus culture.

Campus culture

14. Concerned about our existence, 
such as work stress, living 
conditions, etc.

Existence

23. Provides us with the opportunity 
to participate in school management 
decisions through a variety of forms, 
such as Representative Assembly, 
etc.

Representative 
Assembly

27. Encourages us to attend the 
activities of the teaching and 
research group.

Teaching and research 
group

36. Promotes collective preparation 
of teaching.

Collective preparation

Managing 
instructional 
programme

8. Buffers us from distractions to 
our instruction.

5. Provides good living conditions 
through improving logistics.

Logistics

19. Frequently discusses 
educational issues with us.

17. Establishes a competitive 
appointment system to encourage us 
to improve teaching. 

Competitive 
appointment system

24. After observing classroom 
activities, works with teachers to 
improve their teaching.

42. Reasonably arranges human 
resources in the school.

Human resource

29. Provides or locates resources to 
help staff improve their teaching.

45. Strengthens school security, 
ensuring the smooth progress of 
teaching.

School security

30. Regularly observes classroom 
activities.

46. Establishes an evaluation system 
to ensure the smooth progress of 
teaching.

Evaluation system

Table 3: The distribution of items in the transformational school leadership survey (contd.)
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This newly formulated 46-item questionnaire was ready for principal component analysis in 
developing a formal Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire.

Formulating the Transformational School Leadership Questionnaire Using 
Principal Component Analysis
Principal component analysis was used to explore the factors explaining the leadership dimensions 
in the Chinese context. ‘Principal components analysis’ is the most widely used method for 
‘analysing the total variance and attempts to explain the maximum variance by the minimum 
number of underlying factors’ (Hinton, Brownlow, McMurray & Cozens 2004: 340). Its purpose is 
to identify a new theoretical framework. SPSS 17 was employed in this stage.
Scale Construction
Principal component analysis was used to determine the structure of the transformational 
leadership questionnaire. There were 46 items in each questionnaire, with 29 retained after principal 
component analysis. The main analysis method was principal component analysis with varimax 
rotation, because this can reduce the complexity of the components by making the large loadings 
larger and the small loadings smaller within each component.
The Process of Principal Component Analysis
Bartlett’s test was conducted to check the feasibility of conducting principal component analysis. 
The result of Bartlett’s test was significant (P < .0005) and the KMO result was 0.962, which meant 
the analysis was viable. 
Among 46 items in the original transformational school leadership questionnaire, four factors 
explained 69.32 per cent of the total variance and only four eigen-values were above one, so four 
factors remained for later analysis. In total, 29 items were extracted for the composition of the 
formal transformational school leadership questionnaire, of which 8 items each were related to the 
first, second, and third factors, with the remaining 5 items related to the fourth factor. The reason for 
choosing 8 items from the first three dimensions was to make the new questionnaire manageable. 
The loadings of these items on the four factors are shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Factor loading on transformational leadership items

 1 2 3 4

Q25 0.715
Q26 0.697
Q7 0.655
Q28 0.651
Q6 0.641
Q16 0.64
Q33 0.626
Q2 0.624
Q9 0.618
Q24 0.615
Q19 0.598
Q8 0.59
Q17 0.584
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 1 2 3 4

Q12 0.569
Q4 0.562
Q5 0.545
Q13 0.526
Q15 0.503
Q10 0.459
Q40 0.751
Q41 0.743
Q44 0.718
Q39 0.717
Q38 0.707
Q43 0.662
Q37 0.628
Q22 0.619
Q32 0.609
Q20 0.591
Q34 0.578
Q35 0.553
Q21 0.489
Q23 0.42
Q1 0.711
Q31 0.682
Q18 0.674
Q11 0.671
Q27 0.654
Q36 0.651
Q3 0.56
Q14 0.548
Q45 0.663

Q46 0.619

Q30 0.604

Q42 0.603

Q29    0.583

Table 4: Factor loading on transformational leadership items (contd.)
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The formal Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire is as follows: 
1 Gives us a sense of overall purpose. 
2 Helps clarify the reasons for our school’s improvement initiatives. 
3 Gives us individual support to help us improve our teaching practices. 
4 Encourages us to consider new ideas for our teaching.  
5 Encourages collaborative work among us.  
6 Engages parents in the school improvement efforts. 
7 Provides or locates resources to help us improve our teaching. 
8 Reasonably arranges human resources in the school. 
9 Provides useful assistance to us in setting short term goals for teaching and learning. 
10 Demonstrates high expectations for our work with students.  
11 Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust. 
12 Provides us with a variety of opportunities to visit successful schools. 
13 Is effective in building community support for the school’s improvement efforts. 
14 Committed to establishing a good campus culture. 
15 Helps us to understand the school development strategy. 
16 Evaluates our work progress based on school goals. 
17 Provides us with a variety of training opportunities to improve the teaching quality. 
18 Helps us to be unique teachers according to our different characteristics.  
19 Encourages us to attend the activities of the teaching and research group.  
20 Promotes collective preparation of class. 
21 Regularly observes classroom activities. 
22 Establishes an evaluation system to ensure the smooth progress of teaching. 
23 Expects student to achieve good marks. 
24 Expects us to improve our professional level constantly.  
25 Encourages us to participate in the academic activities to improve our standards of teaching. 
26 Broadens our horizon by inviting education expert to give lectures in school. 
27 Promotes the communication among teachers 
28 Concerned about our existence, such as work stress, living conditions, etc. 
29 Strengthens school security, ensuring the smooth progress of teaching. 

Table 5 presents the detailed information regarding the shared leadership practices across cultures. 

Table 5: Shared leadership practices in the Leithwood (2012) questionnaire and newly formulated 
Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire

Setting direction 1, 2, 9, 10
Developing people 3, 4, 11
Redesigning organisation 5, 6, 13
Managing instructional programme 7, 21

Shared transformational school leadership practices between Leithwood (2012) questionnaire and 
newly formulated transformational school leadership questionnaire
The Chinese transformational school leadership questionnaire formulated for this study has the 
following items in common with Leithwood’s (2012) leadership questionnaire that was formulated 
in the Canadian context: 
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1 Gives us a sense of overall purpose.      
2 Helps clarify the reasons for our school’s improvement initiatives.    
3 Gives us individual support to our teaching activities.     
4 Encourages us to consider new ideas for our teaching.      
5 Encourages collaborative works among teachers.      
6 Engages parents in the school’s improvement efforts.     
7 Provides or locates resources to help us improve our teaching.    
9 Provides useful assistance to us in setting short term goals for teaching and learning.   
10 Demonstrates high expectations for our work with students.     
11 Develops an atmosphere of caring and trust.     
13 Is effective in building community support for the school’s improvement efforts.  
21 Regularly observes classroom activities.      
In addition to the survey items shared by the Canadian and Chinese transformational school 
leadership questionnaires, there are also items on the Chinese questionnaire that are unique to the 
Chinese cultural context:
8 Reasonably arranges human resources in the school.      
12 Provides us with a variety of opportunities to visit successful schools.    
14 Committed to establishing a good campus culture.     
15 Helps us to understand the school development strategy.    
16 Evaluates our work progress based on school goals.     
17 Provides us with a variety of training opportunities to improve the teaching quality.  
18 Helps us to be unique teachers according to our different characteristics.    
19 Encourages us to attend the activities of the teaching and research group.    
20 Promotes collective preparation of class.      
22 Establishes an evaluation system to ensure the smooth progress of teaching.  
23 Expects students to achieve good marks.      
24 Expects us to improve our professional level constantly.      
25 Encourages us to participate in the academic activities to improve our standards of teaching.  
26 Broadens our horizons by inviting education expert to give lectures in school.   
27 Promotes the communication among teachers.    
28 Concerned about our existence, such as work stress, living conditions, etc.   
29 Strengthens school security, ensuring the smooth progress of teaching.   

Discussion
Transformational leadership is characterised by a focus on teacher commitment and by building up 
the capacity of organisational members. Higher levels of personal commitment to organisational 
goals and greater capacity for accomplishing those goals are assumed to result in extra effort and 
greater productivity (Leithwood et al. 1999). As Fullan (2007) and Mascall (2007) have stated, 
capacity building is the core of large-scale reform and can decide its success or failure. Positive 
pressure from internal and external accountability in schools, along with resource support, will 
improve capacity building and, in turn, enhance the motivation of teachers to be part of the change 
process. Mascall (2007) further clarified the functions of transformational leadership in terms of 
building up the collective capacity of teachers, indicating that collective capability is mainly fostered 
through the practices of setting direction, developing people and redesigning the organisation. 
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Table 6: A comparison of the dimensions of collective capacity with the dimensions of 
transformational leadership

Collective capacity Transformational leadership
Teachers’ knowledge, skills and dispositions Developing people
Professional learning community Redesigning the organisation (creating a culture)
Resources  Redesigning the organisation (providing support)
Leadership  (All dimensions)
Coherence  Setting directions

Source: Mascall (2007: 54). 

In this study, among the four dimensions of transformational school leadership, the mean of 
managing the instructional programme ranked first (M=4.0223), followed by the means for setting 
direction (M=3.8391), developing people (M=3.7758) and redesigning the organisation (M=3.3834). 
The results indicated that principals in the city’s urban upper secondary schools made efforts 
towards instructional management, while giving teachers a sense of direction, developing people 
and redesigning the school organisation, which are important components of transformational 
leadership practices.
Setting direction serves to make the change coherent, which is part of the collective capacity of 
school organisations. The evidence in this study indicated that school principals in the city’s urban 
upper secondary schools conducted direction-setting activities. Two of the items in this dimension 
that encompassed vision-building activities were ‘Gives us a sense of overall purpose’ and ‘Helps 
us to understand the school development strategy’. Another three items illustrated principals’ 
activities that set school goals, namely, ‘Helps clarify the reasons for our school’s improvement 
initiatives’, ‘Provides useful assistance to us in setting short term goals for teaching and learning’, 
and ‘Evaluates our work progress based on school goals’. School principals in urban upper 
secondary schools of this Northern Chinese city also had high expectations of teachers, which 
were embodied in the following three items: ‘Expects students to achieve good marks’, ‘Expects us 
to improve our professional level constantly’, and ‘Demonstrates high expectations for our work 
with students’. These are effective leadership practices for helping teachers understand the future 
direction of the school, making the change coherent and building up the school capacity. 
Leadership practices identified with the dimension of developing people contributed to ‘fostering 
teachers’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions’. School principals tended to ‘help us to be unique 
teachers according to our different characteristics’ in order to realise individual support. Then, 
intellectual stimulation was carried out to foster the skills and capabilities of teachers by ‘Broadening 
our horizon by inviting education experts to give lectures in school’, ‘Encouraging us to participate 
in academic activities to improve our standards of teaching’, and ‘Encouraging us to consider new 
ideas for our teaching’. 
Furthermore, school principals also made efforts to ‘model best practices and organisational values’, 
such as, ‘Providing us with a variety of training opportunities to improve the teaching quality’, 
‘Developing an atmosphere of caring and trust’, and ‘Providing us with a variety of opportunities 
to visit successful schools’. These efforts contributed to teachers’ knowledge and skills. 
In this northern Chinese city’s urban upper secondary schools at the time of this study, principals 
were required by the Municipal Education Bureau to establish a collaborative culture. The survey 
results showed that teachers reported that school principals were ‘Committed to establishing a good 
campus culture’, one of the important characteristics of which is collaboration among teachers. 
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The establishment of a collaborative culture was also realised by ‘Encouraging collaborative 
work among us’, ‘Encouraging us to attend the activities of the teaching and research group’, and 
‘Promoting collective preparation of class’. These survey items also indicated that school principals 
were trying to build up professional learning communities and strengthen collective capacity. In 
addition, “Promotes the communication among teachers” is an important precondition to realising 
a collaborative culture in schools. As Bush (2003) stated, transformational school leadership is a 
type of leadership style that stresses collaboration and the establishment of relationships among 
people within an organisation. 
In terms of creating productive community relationships, principals made efforts to ‘provide 
parents with the opportunity to participate in school management through parent committees’, 
and were ‘effective in building community support for the school’s improvement efforts’. These 
activities helped to create productive community relationships, and contributed to the capacity of 
the school organisation. 
Principals were also ‘concerned about our existence, such as work stress, living conditions, etc.’, 
which showed they were trying to provide many forms of resource for teachers in order to build 
up the school capacity. 
The findings of this study suggested that principals the city’s urban upper secondary schools were 
exercising transformational leadership practices, although the overall mean of teachers’ perception 
of transformational school leadership was moderate (M=3.7552).
The magnitude of transformational leadership reported in this study might be affected by the 
perceptions of teachers who were working in a relatively hierarchical system. In this context of 
a relatively centralised education system, most educational change strategies were centrally 
formulated and implemented, although teachers were informed of the meaning and significance of 
curriculum reform before the policy was implemented. 
Elements of different leadership models, such as instructional leadership and managerial leadership, 
exist in the transformational leadership model. However, transformational leadership goes beyond 
teaching behaviour and daily management, which are the focuses of instructional leadership 
and managerial leadership. Transformational school leadership centres on promoting teachers’ 
commitment and building up the organisation capacity for continuous improvement. Although 
the magnitude of transformational school leadership practices in this study was moderate, this 
type of leadership existed in the school change process and affected teachers’ motivation to change. 

Conclusion
In the first stage of research, 1,958 words relevant to transformational school leadership practices 
were identified through content analysis of the answers of 230 teachers. These formed the basis for 
formulating 28 new items for the transformational school leadership survey in the Chinese context.
Based on the effective answers from 204 teachers in the second stage, the formal Chinese version 
of the transformational school leadership questionnaire contained 29 items. The research identified 
12 items (i.e. transformational school leadership practices) in the Chinese transformational school 
leadership questionnaire that could be applied across cultures, and 17 items that were unique to 
the Chinese school context. 
The findings are meaningful for urban Chinese upper secondary school administrators with regard 
to the methods they can use to motivate teachers to be part of the school change process. The 
identified effective leadership practices can be used to train school administrators to improve the 
change effectiveness. Also, a certain number of ineffective leadership practices identified through 
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this study can be seen as examples requiring the attention of school administrators in future school 
management. 
There are 12 items from Leithwood’s (2012) transformational school leadership questionnaire 
which are valid across cultural contexts, while another 17 newly created items are unique to the 
Chinese context. while than 6 are less so. These 6 ineffective items in Leithwood’s (2012) survey 
questionnaire are as follows:
7.  Models a high level of professional practice. 
9.  Promotes leadership development among teachers. 
11.  Ensures wide participation in decisions about school improvement. 
16.  After classroom observations, works with teachers to improve their teaching. 
17.  Frequently discusses educational issues with you. 
18.  Buffers teachers from distractions to their instruction.
The inadaptability of these items to the Chinese school context reflects certain management issues 
Chinese education administrators might neglect in daily management, such as teacher leadership 
development, professionalisation of school principals, and teachers’ participation in the decision-
making process. Based on the empirical data, Lee, Yin, Zhang, & Jin (2011) state that it is wise for 
administrators to involve teachers in professional decision-making processes in order to empower 
them in the policy implementation process. In addition, more leadership training is required for 
school administrators, since the data indicate that school principals cannot effectively provide 
good academic suggestions to teachers. The improvement of the principal training and certification 
system would be helpful in future management. It could improve the professional knowledge of 
school principals in the Chinese school context, particularly with respect to their instructional 
knowledge.

References
Bass, B.M. (1985), Leadership and Performance Beyond Expectations (New York: Free Press).

Bass, B.M. (1998), Transformational Leadership: Industrial, Military and Educational Impact (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates).

Bass, B.M. (2008), The Bass Handbook of Leadership Theory, Research, and Managerial Applications (New York: Free 
Press). 

Bennis, W. & Nanus, B.(1985). Leaders: The Strategies for Taking Charge (New York: Harper & Row).

Burns, J.M. (1978), Leadership (New York: Harper & Row).

Bush, T. (2003), Theories of Educational Leadership and Management (London: Sage Publications). 

Carnoy, M., Elmore, R., & Siskin, L.S. (eds) (2003), The New Accountability: High Schools and High-Stakes Testing 
(New York: RoutledgeFalmer).

Feng, D. (2006), China’s Recent Curriculum Reform: Progress and Problems, Planning and Changing 37(1): 131–
144 .

Fullan, M. (1982), The Meaning of Educational Change (Toronto: OISE Press/Ontario Institute For Studies In 
Education). 

Fullan, M. (2007), The New Meaning of Educational Change (New York: Teachers College Press).

Geijsel, F., Sleegers, P., Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2003), Transformational Leadership Effects on Teacher 
Commitment and Effort Toward School Reform, Journal of Educational Administration 41(3): 228–256.



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 2013 93

Goens, G.A. & Clover, S.I.R. (1991), Mastering School Reform (Boston: Allyn and Bacon).

Hallinger, P. (2003), Leading Educational Change: Reflections on the Practice of Instructional and 
Transformational Leadership, Cambridge Journal of Education 33(3): 329–351.

Hallinger, P. & Leithwood, K. (1996), Culture and Educational Administration: A Case of Finding Out What You 
Don’t Know What You Don’t Know, Journal of Educational Administration 34(5): 98–116.

Hinton, P.R., Brownlow, C., Mcmurray, I. & Cozens, B. (2004), SPSS Explained (New York: Routledge).

Lee, J., & Yin, H. (2011), Teachers’ Emotions and Professional Identity in Curriculum Reform: A Chinese 
Perspective, Journal of Educational Change 12(1): 25–46. 

Lee, J. C., Yin, H.B., Zhang, Z.H. & Jin, Y.L. (2011), Teacher Empowerment and Receptivity in Curriculum 
Reform In China, Chinese Education & Society 44(4): 64–81. 

Leithwood, K. (1992), The Move Toward Transformational Leadership, Educational Leadership 49: 8–12.

Leithwood, K. (1994), Leadership for School Restructuring, Educational Administration Quarterly 30(4): 498–518. 

Leithwood, K.A. (2012), Core Practices: The Four Essential Components of the Leadership Repertoire, in K.S. 
Louis & S.E. Anderson (eds), Linking Leadership to Student Learning, 1st edition (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass). 

Leithwood, K., Begley, P.T. & Cousins, J.B. (1994), Developing Expert Leadership for Future Schools (London: Falmer).

Leithwood, K., Day, C., Sammons, P., Harris, A. & Hopkins, D. (2006), Successful School Leadership: What It Is 
and How It Influences Pupil Learning, Research Report No. 800 (London: Department For Education And Skills) 
18–43. 

Leithwood, K. & Duke, D. (1998), Mapping the Conceptual Terrain of Leadership: A Critical Point of Departure 
for Cross-Cultural Studies, Peabody Journal Of Education 73(2): 31–50.

Leithwood, K. & Jantzi, D. (2005), A Review of Transformational School Leadership Research 1996-2005, 
Leadership And Policy In Schools 4(3): 177–199.

Leithwood, K. & Jantzi, D. (2006), Transformational School Leadership for Large-Scale Reform: Effects on 
Students, Teachers, and their Classroom Practices, School Effectiveness And School Improvement 17(2): 201–227. 

Leithwood, K., Jantzi, D. & Steinbach, R. (1999), Changing Leadership for Changing Times (Maidenhead, UK: Open 
University Press).

Leithwood, K., Louis, K.S., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K. (2004), Review of Research: How Leadership Influences 
Student Learning, Learning from Leadership Project, Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement, 
University of Minnesota and Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, commissioned 
by the Wallace Foundation.

Mascall, M.B. (2003), Leaders Helping Teachers Helping Students: The Role of Transformational Leaders in 
Building Teacher Efficacy, Unpublished Doctoral dissertation, OISE/University Of Toronto.

Mascall, M.B. (2007), Shifting Sands of Leadership in Theory and Practice, Journal of Educational Administration 
and History 39(1): 49-62. 

Robinson, V.M.J. (2007), School Leadership and Student Outcomes: Identifying What Works and Why, Monograph No. 
41, Australian Council For Educational Leaders, Winmalee, NSW.

Robinson, V., Hohepa, M. & Lloyd, C. (2009), School Leadership and Student Outcomes: Identifying What Works and 
Why. Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration (Wellington: Ministry of Education). 

Sergiovanni, T.J. (1990), Adding Value to Leadership Gets Extraordinary Results, Educational Leadership 47(8): 
23–27.

Singleton, R. & Straits, B. (1998), Approaches to Social Research (New York: Oxford University Press).



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 201394

Sun, J.P. (2010), A Review of Transformational Leadership Research: A Meta-Analytic Approach, Unpublished 
Doctoral thesis, University Of Toronto.

Wang, J.J. (2012), Curriculum Reform in Mainland China, 1978-2008, Chinese Education & Society 45(1): 59–68. 

Yukl, G.A. (1989), Leadership in Organizations (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall). 

Author Details
Peng Liu
The Hong Kong Institute of Education
10 Lo Ping Road
Tai Po 
New Territories 
Hong Kong 
Email: pliu@ied.edu.hk 



ISEA • Volume 41, Number 3, 2013 95

In Search of a Liberating Practice: 
Leadership, Teacher Commitment and 
the Struggle for Effective Schools

Vuyisile Msila

Abstract: Conscientious school leaders and managers today constantly try to steer their schools to success. 
The national departments of education in every country wish to see learners in schools succeeding. However, 
we have many deteriorating schools in our midst and various reasons are furnished for their failure to attain 
learner achievement. Ongoing research has illustrated that many schools in South Africa are dysfunctional 
and not able to perform as expected by stakeholders. Various critics point out that school leadership and 
management inefficiency leads to underperformance and paralysis of the school as an organisation. Arguably, 
however, even with an able visionary team at the helm, schools will not perform effectively without the 
meaningful commitment of the teaching staff. This paper utilises literature to explore the role of teacher 
commitment in school success. Various debates demonstrate that commitment should be the basis of any 
successful school. The paper also delves into pertinent themes in teacher commitment, namely the political 
ethic, school culture, power dynamics and servant leadership. 

Introduction and Background
In a press statement in October 2012, the South African Democratic Teachers’ Union (Sadtu) 
condemned teachers who were behaving unprofessionally. The union emphasised that it was 
committed to the quality learning and teaching campaign; that teachers should adhere to the code 
of conduct at all times (Mail and Guardian 2012). Additionally, the Minister of Public Service, 
Lindiwe Sisulu, unveiled ambitious plans to fix the civil service. Among her pronouncements were 
plans to reintroduce inspectors in schools, to enforce a dress code for teachers, and for a biometric 
fingerprint system to monitor teachers’ working hours (Mail and Guardian 2013). These are all 
attempts to improve teaching and learning in schools. Another South African teachers’ union, the 
National Professional Teachers’ Organisation of South Africa (Naptosa), has always proclaimed to 
hold the view that teachers are the most important factor in achieving quality teaching in schools 
(Naptosa 2013). Of course, these proclamations are not new to society which expects much from 
teachers. Many stakeholders maintain that when parents drop their children off in schools, the 
teachers should do the rest. Furthermore, all parents, irrespective of their socioeconomic status, 
want effective education for their children. All education role-players in society expect functioning 
schools, i.e. schools where teachers teach and children learn. 
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The reality in many schools is different, however, especially in those schools that serve indigent 
families. In 2011, one of South Africa’s Sunday newspapers searched for the country’s top 100 
schools. The list was devoid of township, rural and farm schools. Quality learning and teaching 
appears to be absent in these. The government has been trying, but it seems to be failing. On 3 
June 2009, President Zuma stated that ‘[e]ducation will be a key priority for the next five years. We 
want our teachers, learners and parents to work together with government to turn our schools into 
thriving centres of excellence’. Five years after this declaration, however, there are still thousands 
of underperforming schools in South Africa. There are several role-players that can make a change 
in education, including administrators, politicians, learners and the community. This paper focuses 
on teachers and the commitment to teaching. Teachers and schools require commitment if they are 
to deliver meaningful pedagogy that prepares our youth well for the future. Many school leaders 
struggle to lead schools even when effective organisational values are adhered to; the best of 
leadership styles will still be futile without teacher commitment. School leaders who try collective 
efficacy will also fail when teachers are directionless and display no commitment to school goals. In 
this paper, I argue that that there are pertinent aspects to creating efficacious teachers. I also show 
the broader goal of having educators who are committed to their practice. It is possible; effective 
principals can develop committed teachers and devoted teachers can mould punctilious school 
leaders. Below, light is shed on what people are referring to when they talk about teachers and 
commitment.

Teachers and Commitment
Croswell & Elliott (2004) point out that teacher commitment is identified as one of the most critical 
factors for the future success of education and schools. Arguably, many failing schools have low 
pass rates because, among other things, there is no commitment among teachers. Change initiatives 
will fail if teachers are not dedicated to what they are doing in schools. Day (2000) also argues that 
teaching is a demanding profession in which teachers need to maintain their personal commitment 
to the job if they are to sustain their enthusiasm. Graham (1996) contends that teacher commitment 
is a key factor that influences the teaching-learning process. Various authors have also argued 
that there are factors that affect teacher commitment. Firestone & Pennell (1993) list six key factors 
that affect teacher commitment: teacher autonomy, efficacy, participation, feedback, collaboration, 
learning opportunities and resources. Some of these factors, such as collaboration, form part of the 
discussion below. 
Many dysfunctional schools might be failing because teachers have lost the commitment to their 
profession. Milner & Khoza (2008) contend that aspects such as teacher stress and school climate 
are pertinent when one looks at teacher commitment. Erawan (2010) depicts a close relationship 
between teacher efficacy and teacher commitment, and argues that self-efficacious teachers will 
be more likely to plan appropriate activities, persist with learners who are experiencing difficulties 
and try to find appropriate teaching material. When the post-apartheid system was introduced 
in South Africa, some critics argued that it would fail without teacher commitment and teacher 
involvement. This is arguably true, as one sees many schools failing to achieve a certain level of 
learner success. Moreover, when the learners’ performance wanes, teachers are likely to highlight 
various reasons for this low performance in their failing schools. Parents who do not cooperate, 
children who are not goal-focused, under-resourced schools, and principals who have no vision are 
among the reasons cited for underperformance in schools. Conscientious and committed teachers 
will strive for better performance in these areas. Yet when people talk about reasons why schools 
fail, they overlook aspects such as commitment. It would be naive to look at minimal resources as 
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the main problem, though it would be equally irresponsible to perceive teachers as the only cause 
of underperformance. However, Huberman (1993) points out that teacher commitment is among 
the critical factors in the success and future of education. Throughout a teacher’s life, commitment 
is influenced by a number of factors. 
Commitment needs to come from a team. As organisations become more dynamic, they require 
committed teams to function well. Hulpia, Devos, Rosseel & Vlerick (2012) point out that leadership 
has become more than a role; it is a social process that requires leadership from team members 
as well as from the team leader. Committed teams will remove the role of the principal as sole 
leader. Many authors have since argued that distributed leadership can enhance commitment of 
the organisation. Harris (2008) writes about the benefits of distributed leadership by highlighting 
that it has positive effects on teachers’ self-efficacy and morale, which can have an impact on 
teacher commitment. One of the schools I visited for the Advanced Certificate in Education 
School Leadership and Management research in the province of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa 
had a very effective principal who was always hands-on. However, he had a tendency to destroy 
teacher morale and commitment by refusing to give other teachers a chance to lead; there was less 
delegation in his school. In that study, one teacher raised his concerns when he contended that the 
principal had built the poorly performing under-resourced school through a number of creative 
projects. However, the teacher maintained that the principal needed to trust teachers and that he 
should delegate more responsibilities to fellow staff members. Bush & Glover (2003) also cite Harris 
(2002) and Leithwood (2001), who both advocate distributed leadership as an alternative to top-
down leadership models. Bush & Glover also argue that participative leadership may sometimes 
be conceptualised as distributed, as organisations ensure that collaborative decision-making is 
preferred to single person decision-making.
Mart (2012) maintains that there is a need for teachers to be passionate about teaching if they are 
to be committed to the school and to student learning. Furthermore, Mart cites Fried (2001) who 
explains the following as strong connections between passionate teaching and quality student 
learning:

a. If students know that teachers get immersed in their subjects and sets high standards 
for students, they take their studies more seriously. At this point, teaching ceases to 
be a job done by force, and turns into an inspiration for students.

b. There is little chance of building a relationship based on respect and trust between 
teacher and student unless a collaborative learning environment and willingness to 
take risks are created.

c. Students will not have the motivation to learn as long as they do not have a clear idea 
of how to apply things they have learnt to their own lives.

Teachers who believe in their jobs and are committed to instilling change will engender these values. 
The importance of commitment was also identified in a study by Bush, Duku, Glover, Kiggundu, 
Kola, Msila & Moorosi (2009). Linked to this was the aspect of school culture.

School Culture
Bush et al. (2009) write about the importance of culture in schools in determining leadership. 
While studying the impact of the Advanced Certificate in Education – School Management and 
Leadership (ACE-SML), they found out that culture is among the determinants of effective and 
ineffective schools. Culture is one of the two important words in organisational behaviour, the other 
being climate. The school culture and climate determine the morale of teachers and the interest 
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of parents and community. Most importantly, they impact on learner achievement. They can be 
misunderstood terms, however. Gruenert (2008) points out that school leaders who want to address 
morale in their organisations must be aware of the distinction between culture and climate, and 
emphasises in particular that teachers need to know the difference if they want to be more precise 
in their diagnoses and treatment of the two. This implies that it would be difficult to improve 
schools without understanding the differences and similarities between the terms. Gruenert also 
points out that climate is the main leverage point for any culture, which means that if school leaders 
want to shape a new culture; they should start with an assessment of the climate. 
One of the most crucial aspects in today’s organisations is shared leadership. Effective innovation 
in schools needs a shared vision and shared perceptions. It is impossible to cherish the ideals of 
commitment without identifying with the goals and values that others share. All of these will not be 
possible without the relevant school culture. Whenever an individual matures into an established 
culture without questioning its morality or common sense, this person has betrayed his or her 
human freedom by behaving like an object and cultivating what Satre refers to as ‘bad faith’. 
Sometimes, consciously or unconsciously, people can excuse their actions by raising upbringing, 
for example; again, this is an escape from responsibility. Our schools need teachers who reflect and 
imbue this responsibility and equanimity. Very few schools will have a strong culture if teachers do 
not show any responsibility and freedom. 
Culture influences people’s social behaviours and interests and the way they interact with others 
(Zhu, Devos & Li 2011). The majority of all schools in South Africa do not perform well because of 
the absence of an effective school culture Taylor, 2008; Ramdass, 2009; Van den Berg et al., 2011). 
Scholars cite a number of aspects, such as ineffective school leadership, the community in which 
the school is built or the non-involvement of other role-players. All of these can be referred to as 
subsets of culture. Zhu et al. (2011: 320) contend:

School culture is closely related to the healthy and sustainable development of a school, 
the development and well-being of the school members, and objectives of the school and 
education. An important dimension of school culture is the multiple interactions among 
groups and individuals.

To achieve the above, schools need to break the teacher isolation that we normally find in schools. 
In a healthy school culture, teachers share knowledge, their fears, their wants, their growth and 
their innovations. There can be no progress and no commitment when teachers work as islands. 
Towards the end of 2012, the Annual National Assessment (ANA) results were published. Literacy 
and numeracy results were very disconcerting, with numeracy at 42 per cent and literacy at 51 per 
cent. Many reasons are used to explain these dismal results, but we cannot exclude the absence of 
teacher commitment. Year after year, we see the year-end matric results and here again we need 
more learners to pass. The nation will not have committed learners without committed teachers. 
We can never have committed parents without committed teachers. Even if parents or learners start 
their year committed, this will soon dissipate when they perceive that teachers are not committed. 
The New Teachers Project’s (2012) Greenhouse Schools highlights the need to prioritise great teaching 
above everything else. They argue that there are certain parts of school culture that teachers value 
most, including a common vision, effective instructional practice and clearly defined goals. They 
also found that effective teachers leave teaching because of weak instructional cultures. Effective 
schools have teachers who are satisfied with the effective level of teaching at their schools. This 
filters down and influences the learners. South Africa has hundreds of schools where principals are 
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struggling to create and sustain a culture of commitment; instructional values are weak. Within the 
culture of the ‘greenhouse schools’ are:

1. a high bar for hiring – rigorous interview process
2. a focus on student learning – setting measurable student goals
3. real instructional leadership – leaders conduct more classroom observations and 

provide more feedback to teachers
4. better professional development – time set for teachers to observe colleagues 
5. the right responses to good (and bad) performance – effective teachers have 

opportunities to advance.
Without good leadership, many schools will not attain any of these factors. An effective school 
culture is largely dependent upon the goals set by management. A lack of strong leadership, lack 
of vision and commitment and an absence of clear rules are some of the aspects that lead to weak 
schools with weak culture. Msila (2013) illustrates how a principal with strong instructional values 
can create and sustain commitment in a failing school. In another study, he demonstrates how a 
principal can be crucial to changing a school by changing the school culture (Msila 2008). School 
culture is more important than resources; motivated and committed teachers will teach effectively 
with minimum resources. Culture is attitude and good teacher attitude leads to commitment. 
Effective school culture destroys toxic cultures based on pessimism.

Exodus from Schools: A Question of Teacher Commitment?
In a recent speech the President of the Republic of South Africa, Jacob Zuma, spoke of the possibility 
of bringing back inspectors to the South African education system. This is the idea echoed by 
Minister Sisulu in the introduction above. One can say this is a postulation necessitated by the 
need to have committed teaching corps and working schools. There are simply huge differences 
between poor schools and rich schools, rural schools and urban schools, and historically black 
African schools and historically white schools. The two systems of education that some critics refer 
to continue to loom large in our education system. While schools are affected by other aspects, such 
as role-players, socioeconomic status of parents and various other features, teacher commitment is 
arguably at the centre of working and dysfunctional schools. 
The paradox of the deracialisation of schools in the 1990s was that while black African parents 
were now able to choose schools outside the townships, they left behind ineffective schools in the 
townships. Poor families who cannot afford to send their children to schools outside the township 
are trapped in usually ineffective schools with few resources, a breakdown in leadership, apathetic 
learners and uncommitted teachers. The challenge for poor families is that they are trapped in these 
schools with no option to exercise school choice and have to live with what is below expectations. 
Society continues to be determined by class, and poor parents are still trapped in townships where 
development is not always ideal. District offices that serve disadvantaged areas continue to struggle 
to find ways to educate poor children who come to school without the advantages of their more 
affluent counterparts (Corwin & Schneider 2005). It is amazing to find the striking resemblance 
between America’s and South Africa’s disadvantaged when these authors assert:

The educational failures associated with poverty schools all too often are dismissed as the 
inevitable outcome of crushing challenges associated with high percentages of low-income, 
single-parent families, where English is not the primary language spoken at home… The 
schools serving these students also tend to be the oldest and generally the most rundown. 
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In addition, the students have to use out-of-date textbooks, which are often in short supply.
(p. 167).

The powerful in the educational and political setup are able to opt for school choice, among 
other things, while the disadvantaged cannot. When teachers come to work uncommitted, it is 
a disservice to the many families trapped in poor schools. Dedicated and more caring teachers 
are needed in these schools. In some instances, though, the power dynamics within schools and 
leadership hamper teacher commitment. 

School Leadership and Power Dynamics 
Today many schools experience power wrangles that usually shake the position of the school 
leadership. The unions in various provinces and various schools bring another dimension. 
Unions should not be seen as posing threats to school leadership; their goals should be the same. 
Ethical leaders should also be able to ensure that confrontational relationships between unions 
and school management teams are avoided. No schools will have committed teachers when no 
common vision is shared. Adversarial relationships between school managers and union members 
do not build schools. Powerful teachers’ unions are necessary, for they can affect the quality in 
their schools positively. Therefore, a new militancy for effective education needs to surface 
and the struggle should be to better each child’s future. Unions that are propelled by teacher 
professionalism and principals who are ethical in their approach will build effective schools with 
other role-players. Effective teacher unions can help ‘shock’ schools into becoming more effective 
organisations and offer teachers a greater sense of professionalism and dignity (Carini 2002). School 
managers should begin formalising the alliance and collaboration between themselves and their 
union site committees. Schools that have clear policies will minimise confrontational relationships. 
Effective school management and strong unions can boost school achievement as they entrench 
professionalism. All schools must be based on this collaboration, for teachers’ interests and the 
educational needs of the learners should not be viewed as incompatible, but intertwined (Carini 
2002: 104). 
Teachers’ unions are formations that are usually ignored in the management of education or 
motivation of teachers to teach. They are usually perceived as being opposed to productive work of 
teachers (Msila forthcoming). Observers have long highlighted the dichotomy between militancy 
and professionalism among teachers’ unions. The first black teachers’ union in South Africa, for 
example, goes back to 1879. Over the years, unions in various countries have stood for worker 
rights and continually seek to protect these rights. However, some critics maintain that unions 
disrupt education and do not help to curb failing schools. Teachers and administrators are usually 
ignorant of the political value of unions (Bascia & Osmond 2012). These two authors also raise 
the paradox of teachers’ unions in reform initiatives. When unions seek to lead in educational 
transformation, they are perceived as overstepping. However, when they raise concerns about the 
‘adequacy of support for teaching they’re viewed as out of touch’ (Bascia & Osmond 2012:5). Yet 
teacher commitment needs effective union involvement in schools. Effective unions will support 
transformation in education; they will support learner achievement as well as teacher discipline. A 
strong system of education needs strong unions. Heystek & Lethoko (2006) point out that teacher 
unions can play a crucial role in the enhancement of effective learning and teaching in schools. 
Furthermore, unions can also motivate teachers to be better professionals. Whilst we all know the 
basic role of unions is to protect teachers as workers, they should instil the ethics of the teaching 
profession in members. 
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Political Ethic – Sacrificing for Society 
A liberating practice and a school with committed teachers can be achieved when, among other 
things, we have teachers who are politically conscious. A liberating practice is a phrase coined 
by Paulo Freire when he refers to education that is not distant from the oppressed. Even in poor, 
underresourced schools, empowered role-players such as parents, teachers and their children 
would know when to break a culture of silence and demand working schools. Teachers are usually 
cautioned to stay out of politics, but education is always a political act purported by governments. 
Governments introduce education that would redeem society from a number of ills. In fact, many 
critics have defined the goals of education in this way . DeLany (1998: 134) argued that schools 
are continually scrambling for order in a rather disorderly world. DeLany also aptly referred to 
schools as ‘organised anarchies’ because (among other reasons) while providing opportunities 
for different choices of schools, educational changes open up the possibility of institutionalising 
collective turbulence. Societal expectations further enhance the turbulence in schools. Whenever 
there are problems, be they drug abuse, a lack of morality, the decline of the economy or joblessness, 
it is frequently schools that are blamed for these societal ills. Teachers cannot avoid these pressures. 
Labaree (1997) raised the argument that schools occupy an awkward position at the intersection 
of what people hope society will become and what they think it really is, of political ideals and 
economic realities. Teachers can hardly avoid the ambience of politics in their schools. Conscientious 
teachers will adhere to the country’s goals and objectives, the Department of Education’s mandate 
and the government’s vision of attaining better schools. 
Teachers need to follow a critical political consciousness; to consciously support district officials and 
their principals. Teaching is a continuous community project and teachers can only be committed 
when they know that they are not isolated professionals in their schools. 
Conscientious and critical educators will work with many other role-players, because the work 
of educators includes a political role. Our politics inform our theoretical orientation. Moen (2010: 
18) contends that ‘[w]e must ethically state our own theoretical orientation and ideological biases, 
and explain that the readings we choose to expose the students to reflect our own personal and 
professional interests and concerns’. Commitment needs the acceptance of the political nature of 
education as well as an understanding of our own political ideals. Moen (2010: 16) sketches the role 
of teachers as critically engaged educators. She states:

Teachers need to see themselves as, in Gramsci’s phrase, ‘organic intellectuals’ working 
with others for social justice. Teachers, as organic intellectuals, can exercise forms of 
intellectual and pedagogical practice that attempt to insert teaching and learning directly 
into the political sphere by arguing that schooling represent both a struggle for meaning 
and a struggle over power relations.

We need more teachers who are critical political thinkers. School leaders would have fewer 
challenges if more of their teachers began to see their role in social transformation by utilising the 
critical political eye. Today’s teachers tend to have a narrow view of society, but need to see the 
bigger task of their potential role in bringing about social transformation. Politics is an aspect that 
can enhance teachers’ adoption of a vision for a better society. It is a pity that teachers and politics 
are understood within the notion of unions disrupting classes or teachers openly serving their 
political interests in the execution of their duties. However, society wants teachers with a political 
conscience and critical acumen; teachers who will strive to serve poor families as well. We need a 
teaching corps that will have the commitment and political consciousness and conscience to lessen 
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the ills of society in the various ways possible. School principals need teachers who will all be 
teacher leaders that serve their communities as social transformers, who will be servant leaders. 

Teacher Commitment and Servant Leadership: The Ultimate 
Objective for Principals?
Before I conclude this paper, I would like to combine the idea of political consciousness with the 
idea of service to all learners, irrespective of socioeconomic background. Teachers are leaders, and 
true leaders are servants of society. Moreover, to be a true African leader one has to be a true servant 
of the society one lives in. The University of South Africa’s principal, Mandla Makhanya, refers to 
servant leadership as an increased service to others, ‘a holistic approach to work, promoting a sense 
of community and the sharing of power in decision making’ (Makhanya 2012). According to this 
principal, this is an ideal, a path that the University of South Africa wants to follow. 
The person who coined the term ‘servant leadership’, Robert Greenleaf (2002), describes it as a 
management philosophy which sees the leader as servant first before she or he can contribute to 
the well-being of the people and community. The important aspect of servant leadership is that it 
underscores the importance of serving first before leading. Servant leadership defeats the notion of 
individualism, hence my earlier portrayal of how isolationism can defeat the aims of collaboration. 
Committed teachers lead with a sense of moral purpose necessary for achieving schools. Schools 
where there is collaboration and participative or shared leadership might get teachers who practise 
the common and accepted form of leadership. Effective leaders will try to attain a level of this 
leadership which is shared by employees.
Masango (2002) describes how in Africa, leadership became a function to be shared by all villagers 
or community members rather than being vested in one person. African villagers were usually 
dependent upon the encouragement and support of the leader, who was the voice of the village 
and was represented by the villagers. The role of the leader was crucial in sustaining the life of the 
village. Masango (2002) aptly writes:

The whole aim of an effective or life-giving leader is to uplift the villagers/community 
in such a way that they progress. This will help people to express their own gifts within 
the village/community. As leaders share their gift of leadership in return the people will 
honour them. As they continue to share in African religious ceremonies, which are an 
essential part of the way of each person, the villagers/community will join celebration. 

As servant leaders, we need to ask ourselves persistent questions. An idle man will never ask the 
pertinent questions, however, while a wise human being will constantly ask himself or herself: 
‘What am I doing for others?’ or ‘How can I help my neighbour?’ Servant leaders are selfless; they 
focus on others’ needs and are happy when others succeed because they are aware that the success 
of one of the group is a success for everyone. This is the basis of ubuntu. Mthembu (1996) describes 
ubuntu as the key to all African values and that it involves humanness, a good disposition towards 
others, and a moral nature. Furthermore, he avers that ubuntu describes the significance of group 
solidarity and the interdependence in African culture. Mbigi (2005) supports this by pointing out 
that ubuntu is a metaphor that describes the significance of group solidarity on survival issues that 
is so vital to the survival of communities. In my research on ubuntu I have described what I refer 
to as the ‘five Ps’ of ubuntu, which I feel are also relevant today as I pronounce servant leadership 
(Msila, in press):

People-centredness – ubuntu emphasises the role of the people within the village, the 
organisation. Without an interest in people, ubuntu cannot be realised.
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Permeable walls – communication in the village is not restricted and the walls are not 
opaque. All members are able to communicate with one another without fear.
Partisanship – one of the most positive factors of the ubuntu philosophy is loyalty. People 
communicate freely and they are made to feel closer to the village.
Progeny – ubuntu leadership promotes collective decision-making. Under this, however, 
effective leadership is respected and the leader is respected.
Production – when the above characterise the village, production is guaranteed. The 
village prospers when its members enjoy respect, loyalty and good leadership.

Effective schools and successful principals would find the above useful for their committed staff. 
They are all linked to success, and success leads to excellence and mastery. Any servant leader 
wants to achieve the best primarily for the group, the organisation, and for himself or herself as an 
individual. Servant leaders model this success; they model the innate goodness that we require. Our 
schools need this service. Poor parents with no social and cultural capital need committed teachers. 
Committed teachers will close the achievement gap between indigent and affluent children. This 
is even more crucial in the formative years. In his study, Msila (2012) concludes by stating that 
there is a necessity to raise working-class children’s confidence and close the achievement gap that 
will widen when compared to middle-class children in later years. Furthermore, Msila cites Hurn, 
who states that inferior schooling compounds the initial handicaps of the learners and leads them 
directly to the perpetuation of poverty and inequality. Teachers can make the difference. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, I have tried to look at the various important roles that committed staff can play in 
their schools. Even the best school principals and other school leaders cannot function well with 
teachers who are reticent and indolent. Moreover, on the agenda of the government is to close the 
gap between the poor and the affluent. Our schools still show we have two systems for these groups. 
If the majority of township, rural and farm school teachers (all serving a majority of poor families) 
do not deliver, poor children will soon realise that education cannot rescue them from destitution 
and indigence. Wise school leaders will engender a sense of purpose among staff members, as 
they promote the adoption of a working vision. Teachers or staff propelled by a moral purpose 
and political will wish to build hope for thousands of poor families in our country. Textbooks 
or other related resources are very good for our schools, but they cannot replace the crucial role 
played by educators. However, as described here, our schools are impotent and worthless for our 
children who rummage for a better future. All good reforms are toothless when teachers at the 
implementation end are apathetic. The country needs passionate and committed teachers who 
know their objective. Their passion should always prompt them to realise the dreams of many 
families. Their presence should warm hopeful learners. The endeavours of hard working school 
leaders are also hollow without the stanchion of goal-oriented teachers. As teachers, we need to see 
the bigger picture and we owe it to the generations to come.
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