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Editorial Note  
Fifty Years of International Studies in Educational Administration 
I formally began as editor of International Studies in Educational Administration (ISEA) when, in 
2016, with my then co-editor, Lawrie Drysdale, we published volume 44, issue 1. This current 
issue is the first of the 50th volume of a journal that began in 1971. The journal is one of the 
founding journals in the educational leadership field. Of the three top journals in the field, our 
longest running journal, Journal of Educational Administration, preceded ISEA by 10 years, the 
journal of the University Council for Educational Administration, Educational Administration 
Quarterly, preceded it by eight years, and the academic journal of the British Educational 
Leadership, Management and Administration Society (BELMAS), Educational Management 
Administration and Leadership, was formed at the same time as ISEA and is also publishing volume 
50 in 2022.  

In our first editorial, we wrote about some of the history of the journal, and here I repeat some of 
this. Much of the history draws from Advancing Education: School Leadership in Action, edited by 
the first three presidents of the council, William Walker, Robin Farquhar, and Meredydd Hughes 
(Walker, Farquhar & Hughes 1991) as a celebration of the first 20 years of the journal. The 
CCEAM began in 1970 as the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration (Walker 
1991; also refer to Ken Rae’s history of the CCEAM on the council’s website: www.cceam.org). 
With funding from the Commonwealth Foundation, the CCEA was soon able to establish its two 
main publications, with the Newsletter beginning in 1971 (now Managing Educational Matters), and 
the academic journal, CCEA Studies in Educational Administration (SEA), in 1973 (Weeks 1991), and 
with William Walker writing the first article in the first issue (Walker 1973). Initially published 
twice a year, in 1994 under the editorship of Macpherson, the sequential numbering of SEA ended 
with number 59, and the volume and issue format adopted for the first issue of 1995 – volume 23, 
number 1 – along with a new name, International Studies in Educational Administration 
(Macpherson 1996). Over this period the size was increased from 64 pages in 1994, to 90-100 pages 
from 1996 (Macpherson 1996).The journal went to a consistent three issue per year schedule in 
2001 when the editors, Evers and Wong, introduced a special issue in addition to the two regular 
issues (Wong & Evers 2001); this pattern continues today. When Lumby and Foskett (2007) took 
over the editorship, they reflected on the role of the ISEA within the CCEAM and what it meant 
to have an international journal. They noted the role of the journal in connecting educational 
communities from diverse countries as these communities explored how to improve education. 
They also emphasised the value of inclusion, permitting papers from diverse ontologies and 
epistemologies. Above all there was an emphasis on quality so that the journal can stand tall 
amongst the other journals in our field. 
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When Lawrie and I were appointed as editors in 2015, the journal had an interim editorial group 
comprised of Christopher Bezzina, Jeremy Kedian and Paul Miller, who took over from the 
previous editors, Bisschoff and Rhodes. Lawrie and I embarked on a programme to ensure 
continuity of the publication of high quality papers. Part of that commitment meant ensuring that 
at least one of the three issues published each year would be a special issue. Since our first issue, 
10 of the 19 issues have been special on topics like the changing nature of school principals’ work 
(two issues, Katina Pollock guest editor), teacher leadership (Pam Angelle guest editor), leading 
high need schools (part of the International School Leadership Development Network [ISLDN], 
David Gurr and Lawrie Drysdale guest editors), leadership training in initial teacher education 
(Daniela Acquaro guest editor), educational responses to the pandemic (four issues, David Gurr 
guest editor), and a view of the next decade of the ISLDN through a lens honed by 10 years of 
the network (part of  the ISLDN, Ian Potter and Jami Berry guest editors). Along with the 101 
special issue papers, the journal has published 56 general issue papers across nine issues since 
2016. Something I have great pride in is the fact that, for the general papers, only 31 papers have 
been rejected through the formal peer review process. This represents an acceptance rate of 64 
per cent. Desk audit rejections are not recorded and so the figures are not immediately 
comparable with other journals. The high acceptance rate represents considerable editorial effort 
to make sure that papers are suitable for review before they are sent to review, and to then ensure 
they meet publication standards once revisions are made in response to reviewer comments.  

Editors are custodians of journals and this is sharply noted when editing the first issue of the 50th 
volume of a journal. The new editors, still to be selected, will no doubt take the journal in a new 
direction. I have been pleased that the journal was able to explore issues through the many special 
issues, and, in particular, move quickly to respond to the impact of the pandemic on education 
and educational leadership through the production of four issues with shorter and more rapidly 
produced articles. I have enjoyed helping first-time authors and early career academics develop 
their skills in writing academic papers. I have enjoyed being part of small innovations, such as 
the publication in both English and French of a paper from Canadian academics (Bouchamma & 
April 2021). I have valued the support from well published academics, and, I value the collegiality 
and sense of doing worthwhile work, from all the authors that I have published and those that 
have submitted papers to the journal.  

This first issue of the 50th volume has six papers, written by 17 authors, and covering five 
countries: Ethiopia, the United Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates, Canada, and Israel. Melka, 
Warkineh and Sperandio explored the factors contributing to under-representation of women in 
primary school leadership in Ethiopia; Ritchie explored the experiences of an English 
headteacher who became the executive headteacher of a multi-academy trust; Blaik, Litz, Azaza 
and Smith described how Abu Dhabi public school leaders and managers exhibited and 
demonstrated emotional intelligence in times of educational change and school transformation; 
Rönnström and Robertson described a capability approach to leadership for change in terms of 
leadership as learning; Bouchamma and Tchimou explored two school management training 
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programmes in two universities in Quebec, Canada, and described how participants believed 
that the competencies to be further acquired were more important than those acquired during 
the training; and, in the final paper, Nir, Ben-David, Inbar, Bogler and Zohar described how in 
four successful schools in Israel, principal leadership authority and pedagogical autonomy of 
teachers was maintained in a balance through five dual-balancing mechanisms embedded in 
various school routines. 

I end this brief editorial with a tinge of sadness at ending my editorial work, but with a sense of 
anticipation about how the journal will develop. In the next few years it is likely that new 
technologies, developments in the ideas, knowledge and research methods in the educational 
leadership field, and progress in the field of academic journals, will lead to substantial changes 
in the journal. The new editor or editors will need to be people who have the time, vision and 
capabilities to take the journal forward into this exciting landscape. I will look on from afar, but 
always willing to lend a hand as needed. Thank you to Lawrie Drysdale as my co-editor for 
several issues, and the team of associate editors - Lawrie Drysdale, Daniela Acquaro, Christopher 
Bezzina and Paul Miller – who were always willing to help review an article if needed. Thank 
you for your readership and contributions to the journal, to the CCEAM and to education – your 
work has never been more important as the world faces many significant challenges.  
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Promoting Female Primary School 
Leadership in Ethiopia: Countering 
Culture 
Tizita Lemma Melka, Turuwark Zalalam Warkineh and Jill 
Sperandio 

Abstract: This study sought to identify the factors contributing to the ongoing under-representation 
of women in primary school leadership in Ethiopia with the larger aim of developing recommendations 
for interventions to rectify this situation. A qualitative research plan was adopted that sought to 
identify factors through an examination of the lived experiences of women principals in primary schools 
in Bahir Dar, Ethiopia’s third largest city. Data were collected from interviews with 20 women serving 
as principals, vice-principals and teachers, analysis of documents at the national, regional and district 
level and observations at seven primary schools in Bahir Dar. Findings suggest that cultural factors 
including gender bias regarding leadership, and socialisation of girls for domestic roles and 
responsibilities that limit aspirations, combine with structural and institutional factors that make 
leadership positions difficult to access for women. These include gender bias in appointment and 
transfer procedures, lack of support and training at district education office level, the lack of a 
transparent career path, and appointments to schools that present greater challenges specifically to 
women.  

Keywords: Ethiopian education, primary school principals, educational leadership, under-
representation, affirmative action, grounded theory 

Introduction 
Women continue to be under-represented in school leadership worldwide, including 
countries associated with well-developed school systems, high levels of gender sensitivity 
and long histories of female education and activism. Social justice demands that men and 
women be equally represented as teachers, decision makers, and leaders at each level of an 
education system. But few counties have achieved this goal and most face an over-
representation of women in teaching positions, and disproportionately low numbers of 
women progressing to a career in school leadership.  
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In many developed countries, the trend of the feminisation of early years and 
primary/elementary school teaching has resulted in the over-representation of women in 
school leadership at this level, but under-representation continues at secondary and tertiary 
levels. For example, in the USA, slow gains were made by women from 1991-2008 when 
female principals in U.S. public schools increased from 52 per cent to 59 per cent at the 
elementary level, from 22 per cent to 29 per cent at the secondary level and women in the 
district school superintendent position moved from 12 per cent to 25 per cent (Kowalski, 
McCord, Peterson, Young & Ellerson 2011). The most recent statistics show women occupying 
66 per cent of the elementary school leadership positions in an area of schooling where male 
teachers are becoming a rarity, but little gain in leadership positions at the higher levels of 
schooling (Taie & Godring 2020). In the United Kingdom with a similar dearth of male 
primary school teachers, women hold 71 per cent of primary school leadership positions but 
only 38 per cent of secondary principal positions (Fuller 2017; UK DfE 2021). These trends 
suggest that women may only be gaining greater representation in leadership as a result of 
the absence of competition from male candidates.  

In developing countries, among them Ethiopia, under-representation of women in school 
leadership is frequently more extreme (Lopez & Rugano 2018; Oplatka 2006; Zikhal & Smit 
2019). In these countries with high unemployment and competition for jobs, or a history of 
excluding women from education and the formal workplace, men may not only dominate 
leadership positions but also teaching positions. When this is the case, developing a pool of 
women with the education, teaching experience and aspirations and motivation to take on 
school leadership is a priority for countries committed to gender equality. This process can 
be helped or hindered by government policies, the organisational structures of the education 
system and the socio-cultural environment of the country.  

The Study 
In Ethiopia, the focus of this study, women compose 40 per cent of primary school teachers, 
18 per cent of secondary school teachers, 9 per cent of teacher education instructors, 16 per 
cent of training and vocational education trainers, and 9 per cent of faculty members in 
Higher Education institutions (Ethiopia MOE Statistics 2016). Yet women comprised only 9.4 
per cent of primary school principals and less than 1 per cent of secondary school principals 
at that time. More recently, The Ethiopian Education Sector Development Program V1(2021-
24) (Ethiopia MOE 2019) noted, ‘The proportion of female school leaders (principals and vice-
principals) decreased from a baseline of 16% (2014/15) to 11% (2018/19) at the primary level 
and from 14% to 18% at the secondary level’ (p. 15), listing the increase in the participation of 
women in school management as one of the goals of the program.  

In Amhara Region, where this research study was undertaken, only 70 women primary school 
principals and vice-principals out of a total of 1875 were reported in the 2019-2020 school 
year, with 59 female secondary school principals and vice principals in the 939 positions 
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available (Ethiopia MOE 2020). Given the governmental goal to place women in 30 per cent 
of all government-financed positions including school leaders in line with Global Millennium 
Goals, and to adopt affirmative action procedures to help further this goal (Ethiopia MOE 
2013a, 2013b, 2018), the continuing dearth of women in school leadership requires 
explanation. 

The purpose of this study was to identify the factors contributing to the ongoing under-
representation of female primary school leaders in Ethiopia through an examination of the 
lived experiences of women who had taken on this position. Focusing on the school district 
of Bahir Dar, Ethiopia’s third largest city, the study sought an answer to the following 
question: How do the experiences and career plans of female primary school principals in the 
Bahir Dar school district explain the under-representation of women in these positions? The 
researchers undertook the study with the basic assumption that women are as capable of 
leading societal organisations as men, and that having equal numbers of men and women 
involved in educational policy making and implementation through schooling is a social 
good and a social justice issue. The larger aim of the study was to develop recommendations 
for interventions that could hasten the movement of women into primary school principal 
positions to contribute to future gender equity in school leadership in Ethiopia in line with 
government policy and goals.  

Relevant Literature and Conceptual Framework 
Interest in the under-representation of women in educational leadership developed in the 
1980s and 90s in the USA and the UK when a number of feminist researchers documented the 
barriers that existed to women moving into leadership positions, using primarily qualitative 
research techniques (Brunner 1998; Coleman 1996; Grogan 1996; Shakeshaft 1989a, 1989b). 
Given the small number of women holding leadership positions and the lack of gender-
differentiated educational statistics in most countries, researchers, guided by critical feminist 
theory, feminist empiricism, standpoint epistemology, postmodernism, and post-
structuralism, sought to record the lived experiences and give voice to women who had 
accessed and were practicing leadership or who aspired to do so (Adams & Handbright 2004; 
Hess-Biber & Leavy 2007). The studies from the USA were primarily focused on the position 
of school district superintendent but expanded to include principals at the elementary 
(primary) and high school level. The research studies revealed a situation where women were 
confronted by discrimination and bias at the organisational level and were hindered in their 
aspirations by personal confidence issues and domestic expectations stemming from societal 
conditioning and stereotypes regarding women, their capabilities and responsibilities 
(Sperandio & LaPier 2009). 

The research from the U.S. prompted similar studies, at first in other developed countries, 
among them New Zealand (Brooking 2004) and Canada (Reynolds, White, Brayman & Moore 
2008), and then more globally including studies from Turkey (Celiktan 2005), Malawi 
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(Kadzamira 2006), Greece (Kaparou & Bush 2007), South Africa (Moorosi 2010) and Uganda 
(Sperandio & Merab Kagoda 2010). All illustrated a similar pattern of under-representation. 
However, the factors responsible for it appeared to differ in importance dependent on the 
organisation of the education system, political leadership and local culture.  

Examining the existing studies, Sperandio (2010) took a grounded theory approach to the 
development of a model of the factors identified and their interaction as they affected the path 
of educational leadership for women. She argued that past studies in the field had focused on 
identifying barriers and opportunities that were gender sensitive, but with increasing interest 
in the need to be proactive in drawing women into the field of educational leadership, a 
research framework that allowed for meaningful comparisons between contexts to identity 
commonalities and differences was needed. Such a model would help identify those areas 
where interventions could most usefully be undertaken to the benefit of women aspiring to a 
career in educational leadership, and to predict the potential outcomes of such interventions. 
Understanding the culturally determined interaction of social and institutional factors that 
create unique contexts for career building is a prerequisite of developing leadership 
preparation for women designed to increase their successful entry into, and practice of, school 
leadership and to rectify their under-representation in this field worldwide. The model has 
framed the data collection and analysis for this study.  

Ongoing studies of women’s experiences in their journey to the principalship and educational 
leadership in general have drawn on career development models such as Social Cognitive 
Career Theory (Lent, Brown & Hackett 1994) that have been used for assessing outcome 
expectations, personal goals, and self-efficacy in cases where women are able to make 
decisions with regards to career choices unhindered by issues of limited access or constrained 
aspirations. The effect of career stage or school level of a principal/prospective principal on 
aspirations and access has also attracted attention (Duncan 2013; Oplatka & Tamir 2009). 
Research by Leathers (2011), Sperandio and Devdas (2015), and Walker (2013) have charted 
the changes in women’s choices and approaches to education leadership in the USA. The 
ongoing challenges that women face while developing careers as school principals and the 
leadership styles and coping mechanisms they have developed have been examined by Arar 
(2019) and Arar and Abramovitz (2013) in the Arab world, Airin (2010) and Gaus (2011) in 
Indonesia, Lumby (2015a, 2015b) and Davids (2018) in South Africa. In Ethiopia, Narrowe 
(2008), Mitchell (2015), Lodesso (2017), Gobena (2014) and Tesfaye (2007, 2019) have examined 
issues around primary school leadership and women’s lack of participation in this, noting 
patriarchal attitudes within society that discourage women from envisioning themselves as 
leaders, and practical issues around time-consuming expectations of women in the home, 
larger family and community. 
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The Ethiopian Context: National, Regional and Local 

Female Education in Ethiopia 
Traditional Ethiopian education has a rich history of literature and philosophy dating back to 
before the 13th century. Charting the educational history of the country Milkias and Kebede 
(2010) note both Christian and Islamic cultures provided traditional education in churches 
and mosques. However, women were not allowed to attend religious schools, or progress 
beyond basic reading and writing. Modern education was introduced at the end of the 19th  
century and girls were allowed to attend schools but followed separate and different curricula 
from boys. When comprehensive high schools were introduced in the country following the 
American school model in the early 1960s, admission to the academic and industrial streams 
was closed to girls who were channelled into secretarial or home economics. By 1974 there 
were 1,300 primary and secondary schools in the country, but only 10 per cent of the primary 
student population and only 2 per cent of secondary students were girls (Milkias & Kebede 
2010). 

A World Bank (2005) study of education in Ethiopia noted post-1974 changes in the education 
system and girls’ education within it. From 1974-1991 military and Marxist governments 
expanded access to education but at the cost of quality. The planned development of the 
education system faltered due to famine and civil war. By 1991 only 30 per cent of children 
were enrolled in primary school, with participation rates for girls far lower than boys. A new 
government came to power in 1991 committed to social justice, and in 1994 published an 
Education and Training Policy, which included a special focus on girls’ and women’s 
education. At the same time the 6-2-4 system of schooling was replaced by the current 8-2-2 
system (World Bank 2005). 

The government initiated efforts to enhance awareness of the importance of girls’ education 
in local communities, and to make schools more girl friendly by constructing separate latrines 
and assigning female teachers and head teachers to provide girls support. Girls’ clubs were 
established in schools and tutorial, guidance and counselling services provided to female 
students. These measures paid off as girls’ and boys’ enrolment and participation through the 
primary cycle reached parity in 2015 (Ethiopia MOE 2017), although regional disparities 
continue to exist. However, dropout rates for girls at the secondary levels of schooling are 
high, as are failure rates in comparison with boys at the national grade 10 and 12 examinations 
that determine entrance into higher education (Joshi & Verspoor 2013). 

The Constitution of 1995 enshrined, after much debate, an affirmative action policy to correct 
the age-old marginalisation of women in Ethiopian society. This included a quota reserving 
30 per cent of places in teacher training courses and university courses for girls, resulting in 
an increase in female teachers – most noticeably at the primary school level (Tesfaye 2007). 
However, teacher and school leadership recruitment to meet the 30 per cent goal advocated 
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by the Millennium Development Goals and endorsed by the Ethiopian government as 
encouraging the aspirations of female students still has a long way to go (Tesfaye 2018, 2019). 

Women’s Status in Ethiopia 
Women’s rights to property as well as equality in the family, as stipulated in Article 35 of the 
Constitution together with the affirmative action policy has been lauded as the biggest victory 
of the Ethiopian women’s movement (Zewide 2014). But while Ethiopia now has a woman 
president, appoints female government ministers, chief engineers, and construction workers 
in small numbers, household surveys still indicate that domestic chores are still the 
responsibility of women and domestic violence against women is commonplace and still 
widely regarded as acceptable (UNODC 2020). In rural areas, women gather firewood, walk 
many kilometres to fetch water, sell goods in the market, work on the farm and prepare food 
and take care of children. Early marriage for girls, and genital mutilation that puts women at 
risk in childbearing are still issues in many regions. In the cities, widespread poverty forces 
even primary school girls to be involved in sidewalk enterprises to raise money after their 
half-day school sessions are complete. 

Schools and Schooling in Bahir Dar 
Bahir Dar, the third largest city in Ethiopia, is situated at the southern end of Lake Tana and 
has a population of 750,000 in its urban and surrounding rural area. The city has a small 
tourist industry centred on the UNESCO-recognised biosphere of the lake, the ancient 
monasteries situated on islands in it, and the source of the Blue Nile and the Blue Nile Falls. 
It is the centre of the administrative and cultural region of Amhara and has federal and 
regional administrative offices together with an airport that provides five one-hour flights a 
day linking it to the national capital of Addis Ababa. Bahir Dar houses a large federal 
university that serves 55,000 students housed on numerous campuses around the city. It is 
surrounded by a fertile agricultural area producing a variety of crops and animal products, 
with many rural primary schools serving the agricultural population. 

The regulatory framework for governance and management of the school system has 
emerged from a number of government documents issued since the current government came 
to power, including the Education and Training Policy (Ethiopia MOE 1994); Strengthening 
of the Management and Administration of Schools (Amendment) Proclamation 217/2000 
(Ethiopia MOE 2000); Directive for Educational Management, Organization, Public 
Participation, and  Finance (Ethiopia MOE 2002); Continuous Professional Development 
Directive (Ethiopia MOE 2009), and various letters (directives) issued by Regional Education 
Bureaus. The 1994 Education and Training Policy noted, ‘Educational management will be 
democratic, professional, coordinated, efficient, effective, and encourage the participation of 
women’ (Ethiopia MOE 1994: 30: 3.8.3) 
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Ethiopia is a federal state with elected governments at the regional levels. The regions are 
divided into administrative areas called zones. Zones comprise a number of woredas, and 
kebeles are a subdivision of a woreda. The 2002 Directive for Educational Management 
(popularly known as the Blue Book) sets out the duties and responsibilities of those leading 
the educational system: The Ministry of Education (MOE); the Regional Education Bureaus; 
The Zonal Education Office; The Woreda Education Office; schools (at each level); education 
and training management boards at the woreda, kebele and urban area levels, and parent-
teacher associations (PTAs). It also defines the major functions and responsibilities of the 
following positions: school supervisor, principal, vice-principal, teachers, and students. The 
federal government has been actively pursuing a policy of decentralisation to the regional 
and woreda levels, and woredas now have full authority to allocate funds, to create teacher 
and school leadership positions, fill those positions, and take disciplinary action relating to 
staff. 

The Education Sector Development Program (ESDP IV) (Ethiopia MOE 2010) lists the 
development of teachers and school leaders first among its priorities for improving the 
quality of primary and secondary education. Primary teachers attend Colleges of Teacher 
Education (CTEs) which train teacher for the first (grade 1-4) and second (grades 5-8) cycles 
of primary education. As of 2010, all primary teachers are required to complete a three-year 
diploma which they begin upon completion of grade 10 in school. 

In Bahir Dar the Woreda Educational Office advertises vacant school principal and vice 
principal positions, conducts a pre-screening of applicants’ professional careers to date 
including visits to their schools, administers an examination to qualified applicants (those 
who have the academic qualifications and teaching experience) and selects a candidate. At 
the primary school level, leadership positions are the principal (director), vice principal, 
subject head teachers (department heads) and student activity leaders.  

The Primary Schools 
There are currently 41 primary schools in the city. The schools visited in the study typically 
served populations of a thousand students, in two shifts comprising grades 1-4 and 5-8 (5 to 
12 years of age). Despite their urban or sub-urban location, schools frequently had large areas 
of land around them, used for playing areas, or for grazing cattle. Typical classrooms were of 
mud and straw construction with corrugated metal roofs and limited natural light, with 
seating on benches and tables for 50-60 students. There was a chalk board at the front of the 
class, government-issued textbooks, and classes conducted in a mix of Amharic (the regional 
language) and English. 

Most schools also housed groups of special needs students – typically hearing or visually 
impaired with a specialist teacher, but also physically or mentally challenged students. A 
number had more modern buildings that they had acquired through donation or partnership 
with international organisations or Bahir Dar university community service projects – these 
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ranged from a three-storey classroom block built to modern standards, to non-functional eco-
latrines, laboratories, a library, and vocational studies workrooms. One school had a cow barn 
with 12 donated milk cows to provide milk for the breakfast program for socially 
disadvantaged students who receive milk and bread each morning at all of these schools. 
Similarly, all schools offered a girls’ club that provided a space for menstruating girls to go 
for privacy, and weekly meetings for all girls which provided encouragement and 
empowerment activities, often with donated materials. 

The Female Principals 
In 2019 the schools served 66,037 students and employed 1,138 teachers of whom 731 were 
female. There were seven female principals and two female vice principals serving in the city 
primary schools. Formal job descriptions provided by the district education office together 
with school observations confirmed that the school principals are expected to attend both 
morning and afternoon sessions of the school. Among other responsibilities, their role 
involved preparing the annual work plan and budget for the school, facilitating the teaching 
and learning process through monitoring the teacher lesson plans, teacher evaluation, and 
reporting student outcomes on the standardised tests. They must arrange and oversee extra-
curricular activities and student support services. An important aspect of the role of principal 
is the need to work with the PTA and other stakeholders to ensure the school environment is 
safe and enhance the learning environment. 

Methodology, Data Collection and Analysis 
This was a qualitative research study, employing the gathering of information and statistics 
from government documents, interviewing of key informants in schools and district offices, 
and observation of the environment of primary schools. The researchers, two female 
Ethiopian professors from Bahir Dar University, and a visiting U.S. professor with extensive 
experience as a school principal and in international education, brought to the study both 
insider and outsider perspectives. Currently serving female primary school principal and 
vice-principals were identified using the district education office records. Snowball sampling 
led us to ex-principals and female teachers qualified to be principals. The researchers 
undertook semi-structured interviews with the women currently holding leadership 
positions that not only provided data for the research questions, but provided further key 
informants – women aspiring to leadership, qualified to take on leadership positions but not 
aspiring, and women who had experienced leadership but no longer held leadership 
positions  

The interviews with female participants took place at the primary schools, and while the two 
Ethiopian researchers conducted interviews in Amharic, the third member of the research 
team toured the school, observed lessons and engaged in informal conversations with 
teachers. Recorded interviews were transcribed in Amharic by graduate students at Bahir Dar 
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University, and translated to English. In all, 11 interviews were undertaken, comprising seven 
serving principals, two serving vice-principals, two ex-principals still working in the schools 
and one ex-vice-principal. Details of participants interviewed are given in Table 1. Transcripts 
were read and reread, coded, and coded elements grouped into categories and themes, with 
constant comparisons with the variables of the grounded model, in line with the goal of 
distinguishing the factors that interacted together to promote or limit access and aspirations 
of women to primary school leadership in Ethiopia. 

Table 1: Demographics and Qualifications of Serving Principal Participants 

Principal Age Marital Status Children Qualifications 

   1 43 Married 2 
Diploma in Math, BA Math(ongoing); 
BA-EDPM (2018)    

   2 32 Single 0 
Diploma in Amharic language; BA 
Pedagogy, 

   3 31 Married 1 BA science, MA Psychology 

   4 36 Married 4 Diploma in civics; BA-EDPM  

   5 30 Married 2 
Diploma in math; BA Management 
(ongoing) 

   6 31 Married 1 
Diploma in social science; BA 
Geography (ongoing) 

   7 43 Married 2 BA Amharic language 

Results and Interpretations 

Key Themes 
Analysis of the individual stories of our participants revealed common themes that linked in 
turn to the major categories of our grounded theory model (Figure 1) and the variables 
contained within them. The five major themes listed below capture the essence of the working 
lives of the principals, vice-principals and ex-principals and vice principals we interviewed. 
They speak to the tensions between a national commitment to gender equity and ongoing 
societal beliefs about the inferior abilities and status of women and their need to fulfil 
domestic roles. They also show how personal characteristics of determination, commitment 
to social justice leadership, creativity and imagination, ongoing self-education, and a 
willingness to empathise with and support those around them made them outstanding 
principals by modern standards despite the lack of official training and district education 
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office support and the challenges presented to them by their own families and friends, 
students, teachers and the wider school community. 

1) Low self-esteem: Social beliefs 

Most of the participants explained that they had not considered becoming principals in part 
because they did not believe they were capable of doing it. Typical comments included: 

I had no experience, no training so I was afraid that I would mess things up. (1EP) 

… everyone (all female teachers) are afraid of the principal’s job. No one wants it as 
they assume it will lead to failure ... they don’t do things just by daring like many men 
do. (P5) 

When you think about taking this job, society, including your friends ... all question 
your capability saying it’s better not to get into this if you can’t accomplish it. When I 
continuously heard such ideas, I started to doubt my decision, I questioned if I was 
not really capable of doing well in this position. (3P) 

A serving principal pointed out those feelings of inferiority to men continued even after 
successfully serving as principal. She complained: 

During the meeting there is no female principal who raises her hand to speak or ask 
questions. This is because we have low self-esteem. When we are meeting at the 
educational office similarly most of the time the men principals and the supervisors 
talk. Not the women. They don’t unless called upon. We will speak when we are called 
to speak about our own school. ... we need others to respect our rights in terms of 
benefits too. But instead of fighting we prefer leaving or quitting. Because we are 
weak. (P5) 

Other women referred to the cultural conditioning that led to their reluctance to take 
leadership positions, which they did only with the support of a respected male relative or 
colleague: ‘I knew that I would be successful if I got the position. But I didn’t dare to apply. I 
only got the confidence when he [her male principal] encouraged me’ (3P). Explaining why 
she was one of only three female applicants for a large number of advertised vacancies, 
another principal noted, ‘Women holding leadership positions is not that much supported in 
our culture’ (P4), a comment echoed by others: ‘I believe the reason why women don’t apply 
is that there is a belief that women are not able to do it’ (3P). 

2) Need to prove themselves: Determination to succeed 

Our participants stated their determination to confront and disprove societal beliefs that they, 
as women, would fail in leadership positions. Comments included, ‘People say that “women 
cannot do this” and I just wanted to get this idea out of their minds. I wanted to show that 
woman can do this’ (3P). Another participant stated, ‘The education office insisted that I 
should continue in the position because they believe in me ... and I thought, if they believe in 
me, I have to work hard and prove them right’. She continued, ‘I was always at the school, 
including the weekends. I wanted to show the people who said that I am not capable, that I 
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am capable, and I can work’ (1EXVP). A principal explained that, after bringing about massive 
improvements to her school, the district attempted to transfer her to another. She resisted.  

I told them that I will not go anywhere, and as a principal I had the right to stay. When 
we argued I was so angry with this unfairness I couldn’t help but cry. But it also made 
me strong. I was determined to get what I wanted. I wanted so badly to show them 
that I can work. (P6) 

Another principal found herself appointed to a school in a community with very traditional 
views about the roles of women:  

The community did not want a woman principal. They believe women principals 
cannot work at all. They ignored me ... When I observed this, I dropped everything I 
had planned to do at home and gave priority to the school. I arrived there early in the 
morning and worked tirelessly the whole day. As they saw things change, they slowly 
started to change their attitude. (P2) 

But it was not just school communities and district officers that the principals had to convince 
and impress. Many expressed the hurt of having those closest to them – parents and husbands 
– endorse traditional values rather than supporting them in their opportunities to be 
contributing members of society.  

My husband didn’t take me seriously at the beginning. I asked him for some tips on 
leadership as he was in a leadership position. He said, ‘it is not possible for you to lead 
others’. I was so angry, and I told him that I am no less a person than him. If he can do 
it, I can do it too. (P6) 

Most of the principals were able to win over the sceptics in their families, often with the help 
of other family members – uncles, cousins, and brothers. Many used their new-found 
independence, and the status the principal’s position afforded them, to support family 
members including younger brothers and sisters to get educated and to avoid the early 
arranged marriages many of the principals themselves had been forced to accept. Their ability 
to prove to themselves and others that they were as capable as men was a source of pride and 
satisfaction to all the principals, perfectly expressed in this quote from the interview with 
Principal 3: 

At the top of everything that I have done, I showed to everyone, as a woman, that I 
can work equally or even better than men ... There are schools run by men and there 
are schools run by women, and anyone can compare and see that we do equally as 
well as men. And I am very happy with that.  

3) Family commitments: Demands of the job 

Without exception, the school leaders in our study recognised the tension between the 
demands of their positions and the demands of their personal life. Principals work a full day 
and often attend meetings, or cover evening events at the school and in the community, unlike 
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the teachers who work a half day and have half a day to conduct their personal affairs. 
Descriptions of this tension followed a similar pattern. P3 noted:  

The work is demanding, it needs time, huge effort and going through the ups and 
downs. It distorts your social life, and it’s very important that others understand that. 
My family lives in the city and is supportive. But at the beginning, it was difficult. I 
spent my whole time working and my social life was non-existent. 

While many of the principals were able to employ household help, this still did not free them 
from the expectation that they will be there to manage the running of the family home. While 
noting that she had maids, one principal complained: 

I leave my home early morning and come back late in the evening and there are many 
things that remain undone because I don’t spend time at home ... I have a maid in the 
house but there are many things that need my presence. My husband complains about 
my absence from home, he always asks why I am staying there the whole day till the 
evening ... My social life is almost non-existent ... I am unable to go to funerals, or other 
social events if these happen in the week. (P1) 

An unmarried principal who confided that she found her domestic chores manageable, 
nevertheless noted the long hours required for the principal position and that this left her no 
time to be ill or look after her health. To illustrate this, she related how ‘one time I was sick 
and went to hospital, they told me it was typhoid and right after that I went to a meeting 
carrying all the medicine in my bag’. She went on to describe how despite having no husband 
or children to spend time with, she still had little time to see her other family members who 
live within easy reach of her school: ‘My family live in Bahir Dar, there are many times I come 
here to the education office but go back without meeting my parents’ (P2). 

A mother of two explained:  

The work is not that difficult, but it just doesn’t fit with the roles and duties I have at 
home ... Being a principal demands too much of your time, it makes you sacrifice too 
many things and that doesn’t go down well with the family. ... When you work as a 
principal you may be requested to be in some place urgently when you had other 
personal engagements to perform. (P4) 

This principal and others who were married with children expressed appreciation for the 
support offered by their husbands. The principal described how ‘we both share the work we 
have in the house; he takes responsibility when I have to leave for meetings. It is difficult but 
he understands ... He supports me very well’ (P4). 

4) Personal gains, successful school initiatives: Lack of support or encouragement from 
district officials 

All the interviewees, regardless of whether they wished to continue in educational 
administration, could point to personal gains, growth and empowerment from their ventures 
into leadership. Principal 2, for example, notes that she gained the skill of understanding – 
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learning from the people around her and also the skill of being patience: ‘You need it to 
manage these diverse behaviours’. She draws tremendous job satisfaction from the work she 
does:  

I love to work for the sake of the children, for the community ... and what I have gained 
is the love from my students and the society. I earned their respect through time, and 
I am happy with that. I am really satisfied when I see the students change, learn and 
benefit from school, when I see the teachers are doing their jobs without being driven, 
working at everything as if it is for their own benefit because I solved their problems. 
(P2) 

She is also rightly proud of the more concrete gains she has achieved for the schools in which 
she has worked. She expanded her first school from four to eight grades to reduce the distance 
local children had to travel to school especially benefitting girls; obtained materials for and 
upgraded the second school suffering from neglect; took on a new school lacking resources 
and undertook improvements to the physical plant including concrete floors, electricity, solar 
panels, and building toilets. Principal 2 claims the principal position has made her happy and 
satisfied and she thrives on the positive feedback she receives: ‘It is just a huge thing when 
others talk about the time I was principal in their schools, praising that time’. She has short 
term aspirations of making her school a ‘model’ school and ‘right now I feel very optimistic’ 
(P2). 

Principal 3 has a similar self-awareness of what she has learnt from the challenging position. 
She believes, ‘I have a large heart and I am able to see things from three or four angles’.  She 
also points out that ‘having worked as a principal I will never be afraid or scared of anything 
... I believe I can handle and survive any challenge’ (P3). She is confident in her ability to run 
the school well, hold her own with her male peers, and handle difficult or disrespectful 
members of the community and teachers. She notes:  

I worked hard once I got in, so I was doing my job effectively. There was not a year 
when I didn’t get an award. This year my school is recognised as a centre of excellence. 

 In common with all the principals, she can point to an impressive list of school 
improvements.  

I developed a project and submitted to the mayor’s office. It was approved and the 
children got to sit on chairs. I feel happy when I think about this ... I mobilised the 
community and started to feed the children coming to school without breakfast.  

She was able to get a water supply laid on to the school, and a herd of cows donated to it 
housed, fed and producing milk for the breakfast programme. She notes proudly:  

This school was No. 1 for being the most ignored and the most uncomfortable from all 
the schools in the city. Now it is No. 1 for the opposite reason. (P3) 

Principal 6 worked for many years in a rural school. She related how she worked with health 
and agriculture extension workers there to educate the farmers about HIV/AIDS and getting 
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the children to stay in school. She tells with pride how many of the children made it through 
school to university and to this day thank her for making them stay in school. When it was 
time for her to leave the community and move to the city:  

The whole society including the religious leaders gathered to honour me and gave me 
a Maria Theresa silver dollar, a ton of corn and Teff (the grain used to make local 
bread) and their blessings. The parents still refer to their children as my children 
because I forced them to stay in school. (P6) 

When asked about personal growth, she cites her understanding of the need to develop your 
own capacity, in her case through reading every night, and of asking questions to expand her 
knowledge. She concludes: ‘I know now leading means enabling oneself. I have gained a lot. 
And I am really happy’ (P6). 

But while the principals recognise the personal empowerment they have gained from 
undertaking the job and the enormous satisfaction they have derived from empowering 
communities, students and improving schools, they note less positive relationships with the 
district education office. The principals universally complained that although many of them 
had been head-hunted to take on difficult schools, they received no training and little support: 
‘There is no planned program intended to build our capacity’ (P1). Some gave examples of 
implicit bias in the district office. Principal 1 related her conversation with a district officer 
who told her they didn’t encourage women to apply for the principal position because it was 
difficult work and women might not know how to handle the problems. She concluded: ‘They 
have a preconception that women cannot do this’ (P1). 

Other principals had more serious charges. These include blocking opportunities for the 
principals to transfer to more attractive schools despite their success and hard work with their 
initial difficult assignments, failure to recognise qualifications that would lead to pay 
increases and improve opportunities to compete with men for more highly prized school 
positions, and insensitivity in making it difficult to resign and return to teaching when health 
or family issues required the female principals to do this. At best the selection procedures 
operated by the office and the distribution of opportunities to attend meetings and 
conferences were seen by the women as gender neutral, at worst as biased in favour of male 
principals and friends of the district office officials. None of the principals saw the office as 
actively encouraging women in general or taking measures to ensure equal numbers of male 
and female principals or going out of their way to retain high performing women. Many 
complained of lack of encouragement or recognition of the office, requiring them to do tasks 
such as settling community disputes which were part of the office’s responsibility, and in 
some cases being publicly critical of their performance as principals. 

5) Mentors: Negative role models  

All the female participants in the study took seriously what they believed to be their 
responsibility to support the careers of other women and draw more women into leadership.  
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P3 stressed: 

I am a woman and I need the younger women to follow my steps. So, I tell women 
principals that being a principal is not a difficult task ... I encourage not only women 
teachers but also the female students – support them to become team leaders in 1-5 
peer-led groups. 

P 4 had been pro-active in bringing women into leadership positions in her school. She noted: 

When I first came here the vice principal was a man. When he transferred to another 
place I made a huge effort to make my vice principal a woman. Here priority is given 
to females to become department heads, unit leaders. Last year of the 9 department 
heads 6 were women, as were the two unit leaders. When people visit the school, they 
are amused that the school is being led by women.  

Regardless of their encouragement and support, most of the principals realised that there was 
little to attract women to the position, and they themselves could be reinforcing the teachers’ 
perceptions of the position as too demanding and poorly rewarded. An ex-principal currently 
working as a teacher described covering for her female principal during the principal’s 
maternity leave and trying to convince the principal not to resign. She noted that few 
experienced teachers would consider becoming principal – the very small difference in salary 
is not equivalent to the work you are required to do. She concluded: ‘I think that I have 
sacrificed a lot in the past, and I would not advise other women to become principals’.  

P6 encourages her female teachers to consider becoming principals.  

I would like for them to become principals. I tell them that the work is not that difficult 
but the teachers respond that they see no benefit and they like their half-day schedule 
that allows them time to take care of domestic responsibilities or engage in other 
income-generating activities. They look at how I am doing and they decide they don’t 
want that. (P6) 

Principal 1 stated that none of the women teachers at her school with the qualifications to 
become principals would consider applying, despite her encouragement of them to do so. She 
explained, ‘they feel sorry for me and are very concerned about me. They know how much I 
get paid, and they see how much time I spend at work’. Principal 2 echoed these comments.  

My female teachers don’t want the position. They even advise me to resign, as they 
know the stress and other negative feelings I go through. They say that ‘to be a 
principal is like burning in hell’. 

Only one principal in the group of 10 serving and ex-primary school leaders envisaged an 
upward moving career path for herself. When asked about her future aspirations, P6 told us 
she hoped to become a secondary school principal, and then a supervisor in the school system 
(where there were no serving female supervisors), and eventually take a position in the 
education office. An ex-principal who had been called by the district office with a request to 
take a principal’s position again rejected the offer. She explained: 
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I will be happy to give a hand and support principals in different ways, but I will never 
be interested in being a principal again. I neglected my son when I was a principal. 
Now all I want is to take care of my second child, love him and support him in his 
studies. (1EP) 

While several of the principals in successful schools were happy to remain in their positions 
but saw no benefits in becoming supervisors, others were actively seeking to return to 
teaching. A principal of a highly successful school confided that her health was declining 
because of the stress and long work hours of the position, and that she was receiving death 
threats from squatters she was attempting to move off the school property (despite the fact 
she had found them alternative land to settle). P2, who had worked hard to improve a failing 
rural school, said she would only consider remaining as a principal if the district office 
recognised her achievements and transferred her to an urban school with fewer problems. All 
the principals admitted they had considered retiring from the principal’s position at one time 
or another, but the personal satisfaction they gained from the successes they achieved in the 
schools kept many of them working, despite the lack of external benefits and the sacrifices 
made in their personal life and relationships. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Bahir Dar school district may or may not be representative of other school districts in 
Ethiopia, and further research studies are needed to establish whether the same themes and 
patterns in female representation at the principal level, and women’s experiences in the 
position, are similar across Ethiopia. Assuming that they are, the perceptions of the 
participants in our study suggest that there is clearly a problem to be addressed at the national 
level concerning remuneration for the work done. Principals are currently paid little more 
than teachers but expected to work a full day, attend meetings and community events in their 
own time, and field the problems at the school from stakeholder groups – students, teachers, 
parents, and the community at large. There would seem little incentive for anyone – male or 
female – to take this position on when they could teach, which raises a second question 
demanding research: Why is the position of primary school principal attractive to men? Our 
female participants suggested that men are more adept at tailoring the position to their own 
lifestyles, spending fewer hours at the school, and delegating work to others. In addition, men 
are not bearing the responsibility of organising a home, maintaining family social circles and 
raising children, the second unpaid job that most of our participants were expected to 
continue to do. 

A second demotivator for women to take on the principal position is the national and district 
failure to delineate a clear career path that involves movement from teacher to vice-principal 
to principal to supervisor and then to district office positions. Clear expectations of length of 
service in each position, training and qualifications for the next step up should be well-
publicised. In line with national goals for gender equity, district offices should be informed 
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of the need to meet gender quotas within a given time frame for principal, supervisor and 
district office positions.  

A third problem appears to be the introduction of an Educational Policy and Management 
B.A. degree, which while good preparation for principals, does not allow holders to take time 
out from administrative positions and return to teaching, where they need a subject or grade 
level qualification. For women, who may need to take advantage of a shorter day during 
childrearing, or care of infirmed family members, the option to stay in the schools as teachers, 
and ultimately to return to the principalship when domestic responsibilities are lighter, is an 
important motivator. For districts, having teachers who have experienced the principalship 
is also an advantage. Our participants suggest that such women frequently mentor and assist 
new principals and continue to undertake activities that benefit the school beyond their 
teaching responsibilities. 

District offices must recognise that the few women who do put themselves forward to 
undertake leadership in district primary schools are highly motivated to lead for social justice, 
creative problem-solvers, community-builders and resilient on a personal level. They should 
be nurtured, rewarded and honoured to encourage more women to consider taking on the 
position. District officials may see their policies and procedures as gender neutral and 
conforming to government requirements. However, from the perspective of women in the 
schools and who have battled to retain their positions despite lack of training, requirements 
to work in sometimes dangerous rural positions, and who face public humiliation at the 
hands of district officials with open or implicit bias in favour of male candidates, district 
officials are perceived as non-supportive and in denial about the challenges and sacrifices any 
woman in a public position in Ethiopia must anticipate. With the increasing devolution of 
power from national to regional and district education authorities comes the responsibility to 
come up with solutions to ongoing problems. The lack of women in local education systems, 
at the principal, supervisor and district office level is clearly a problem that has negative 
implications for the empowerment of girls and women throughout the country and requires 
immediate attention. 

While the under-representation of women in educational leadership is common to many 
education systems throughout the world, the causal factors for it in any given country reflect 
local culture and conditions. Ethiopia has made an impressive start to addressing the problem 
of under-representation by establishing clearly defined expectations regarding women 
gaining access to leadership, and promoting and funding programmes to help them. 
However, the devolution of management to local authorities requires that these be held 
accountable for ensuring that women are empowered and enabled to access leadership 
positions and educated as to how to do this.  

Countries such as Ethiopia, newly addressing the challenge of equality of opportunity for 
women, can learn much from the experience of others in both the developed and developing 
world as reported in the research literature and recommendations of global organisations 
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devoted to women’s empowerment. A commonality in this global experience is the 
importance of listening to the voices of women experiencing, or attempting to access, 
leadership roles. This study in Bahir Dar suggests that local authorities would do well to listen 
to the voices of women employed in the education system to understand how local culture 
and conditions can be mediated to promote able women to leadership. 
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Building the Plane While You Are Flying 
It: The Transition of a Leader Amidst a 
Change in Governance 
Margaret M. Ritchie 

Abstract: In a national effort to transform education by granting schools the autonomy to govern and 
operate as independent organisations, a UK headteacher, upon whom this study was based, saw an 
opportunity to create a multi-academy trust through the collaboration of schools within a local 
community. This qualitative case study examined a headteacher’s challenge in implementing 
organisational change while continuing ongoing school operations. Findings revealed the feelings of 
scepticism and uncertainly within the community as members faced a change in how they experienced 
education. Similarly, the headteacher expressed his own feelings of risk, vulnerability, and 
precariousness through his personal transition as he moved into the newly created role of CEO. The 
challenging process of a personal transition, while simultaneously leading a transformation within the 
community, ultimately yielded the desired benefits for school improvement. Findings from this study 
provides insight for school leaders as they prepare for personal transition and for governing bodies and 
constituencies in their efforts to better support the transition amidst a change for the greater good.  

Keywords: Transition, leadership transition, educational leadership, organisational change, 
internal change, liminality 

Introduction  
Education in England has experienced a series of changes and educational reform measures, 
which has focused on the restructuring of school systems by moving control from the Local 
Education Authorities (LEA), giving individual schools greater autonomy. In 2000, David 
Blunkett, Secretary of State of Education and Employment, announced the creation of 
independent schools called City Academies that were to be maintained by the Department of 
Education and subsidised by sponsors. Initially, City Academies were established to ‘tackle 
social injustice by targeting children in the inner-cities where many schools were perceived 
to be failing’ (Walford 2014: 263). With the Education Act of 2002, the schools were renamed 
academies and were expanded to include schools outside the urban districts. With increased 
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funding and oversight by the state, additional academies were created with the expectation 
that they would replace what the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills (Ofsted), the English school inspectorate body, termed ‘failing schools’ (Gorard 2005). 
The Academies Act of 2010 went one step further and allowed successful schools to become 
academies, thus, gaining independence from the LEA and the autonomy to choose 
curriculum and set salary scales for staff. As the academy system continued to develop, 
organising bodies began to consolidate academies into collaborative partnerships or a single 
system known as a chain or multi-academy trust, that is, ‘a group of schools working together 
under a common brand and governance framework’ (Chapman & Salokangas 2012: 479). A 
central structure for said trusts provides a coordinated effort to support struggling schools, 
an economy of administrative functions, shared resources, and a form of succession planning 
and career development within the chain. Without any geographical restrictions, trusts 
incorporated schools with varying interests, values, and needs (Chapman & Salokangas 2012) 
and in 2016, the Department of Education (2016b) called for a more regional approach to 
multi-academy trusts creating clusters of schools ‘with a shared sense of community, ethos 
and values’ (p. 12).  

As the multi-academy structure continued to evolve, improvement and collaboration across 
school boundaries became essential elements for success and required different forms of 
leadership (Chapman & Salokangas 2012). One headteacher of a high performing English 
school envisioned building a community of schools in a local area that would support one 
another rather than compete with each other. He believed that by building a community-
based system, he could nurture a developed interest and joint responsibility by the 
community for providing a safe place for students to go to school, an environment that 
fostered growth and a restored sense of pride among students for learning and for their 
school. Such reform would require significant changes in the structure of the existing system 
and in the culture of the students, parents, and community, all while providing and 
maintaining the current system of education throughout the transition.  

Educational policy is often followed by new initiatives and mandated changes that require 
implementation by the local leadership. School leaders may be placed in a position to make 
changes during the regular routines of the school year without the ability to pause or place 
on hold the day-to-day operations of the school. The leader and the school’s staff experience 
a period of liminality while trying to maintain order and continuity for the shareholders. The 
imposed changes can invoke feelings of uncertainly and vulnerability while piloting a new 
idea or system in real time using teachers and students as the experimental participants. 
School leaders long for the opportunity to plan or structure new programmes in isolation of 
the continuous cycle of education and school operations before implementing and testing the 
initiative or mandate but often must implement change while continuing to operate. This 
study examines one such headteacher through a narrative lens, to gain his perspective of 
change when, given the opportunity to create a positive change in the community, he 
continued with his responsibilities as the headteacher of a secondary school, while 
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orchestrating the development of a multi-academy trust through the consolidation of five 
schools into one system with a unified purpose. This study is guided by the following 
research questions: 

1. How does a headteacher transition a collection of schools into a community based 
multi-academy trust while maintaining stability, continuity, and a system of 
governance, within each school? 

2. What are the experiences of a headteacher as he transitions from the role of 
headteacher into the new role of executive headteacher created by a change in the 
organisational structure to a multi-academy trust? 

Literature Review 
The turmoil and change in the political, social, and economic arenas worldwide in the 1980s 
created what Drucker (1989) referred to as the ‘new realities’ (p. 3) and governments 
experienced the steady decline of large, centralised bureaucracies and the emergence of self-
managing organisations. Drucker (1989) predicted that these organisational changes and the 
advances in technology would impact education with a need for a more educated and 
knowledgeable workforce in information-based organisations and since then, educational 
reform has taken centre stage in many countries. Over the last 20 years, there has been a 
movement in England to restructure the public educational system into a more devolved 
educational system, giving more authority to the state or local authorities (McInerney 2010). 
As noted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2004: 34):  

An important factor in educational policy is the division of responsibilities among 
national, regional and local authorities, as well as schools. Placing more decision-
making authority at lower levels of the educational system has been a key aim in 
educational restructuring and systemic reform in many countries since the early 1980s. 

The decentralisation of public education created opportunities for the creation of self-
managing schools that focused on student ‘needs, interests, aptitudes and aspirations’ 
(Caldwell 2008: 250) and those in the leadership roles at the local school level were regarded 
as the experts in determining how to allocate federal resources to best serve their student 
population (Caldwell 2008).  

A Community-Based Multi-Academy Trust 
The ‘corporatisation’ of education has moved toward restructuring a government entity into 
an organisation that manages public assets using a corporate model based on ‘goals, practices, 
motivation, and instincts of the private sector’ (Courtney 2015: 214-215). With this movement 
came the emergence of independent state funded schools (ISFSs) that allowed schools the 
freedom from local authority and the autonomy to be self-governed by members of the 
private sector to make decisions over curriculum and personnel (Chapman & Salokangas 
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2012). England used the ISFS model to create academies as an effort to provide a better 
education for students in urban or lower socio-economic areas (Gorard 2005). By becoming 
an academy, schools were no longer governed by the local authority and could manage their 
own finances and make decisions regarding teacher compensation, curriculum, and 
admissions.  

Collaborations of schools were formed as a means for school improvement, some managed 
by a non-profit or charitable organisation but with shared leadership and administrative 
structure (Woods & Simkins 2014) and most are not geographically based (West & Wolfe 
2018). Other schools have been encouraged to join together in a local collaboration to share 
resources and strengthen teacher recruitment to the area, some under the leadership of a 
single executive headteacher, but these schools were not necessarily academies (Woods & 
Simkins 2014). With the development of multi-academy trusts, academies joined together 
under a shared mission or pedagogical approach with the benefits of a centralised 
administration and human resources. The Department of Education (2016a) stated that 
through the model of multi-academy trusts ‘the best leaders can extend their influence by 
running multiple schools’ (p. 16). Chapman and Salokangas (2012) found a higher level of 
impact when the executive leadership was over two or more schools. Providing schools with 
more autonomy and ‘promoting collaborations across school boundaries are key features of 
the next phase of educational reform and will require new forms of leadership’ (Chapman & 
Salokangas 2012: 477).  

Critics of the multi-academy trust structure, however, voiced concern over the likelihood of 
greater inequality in the ‘provision of educational services between rich and poor schools as 
a consequence of competition between schools’ (McInerney 2010: 68). Historically, urban 
schools have been located in a community and not of the community and underlying distrust 
and fears have played a role in creating barriers between the schools and members of the local 
neighbourhood (Schutz 2006). As the needs of students and families continued to extend 
beyond the school day, schools and communities have discovered the value of working 
together. Moreover, increased communication between the school leadership and community 
has had a positive impact in the success of students as well as in the services provided through 
school-community relationships (Hausman, Crow & Sperry 2000). Epstein (2010) pointed out 
that ‘while the activities of families, schools, and communities are distinct and different, when 
they are shared and supportive in their goals, the boundaries among these arenas of children’s 
lives become more fluid and permeable’ (p. 69). Furthermore, Epstein (2010: 4-5) wrote: 

All students and their families live in communities, whether close to or distant from 
schools, that are diverse in geography and history and in economic and social 
characteristics. Wherever they are located, all communities include individuals, 
groups, and organisations that care about children; share responsibility for children’s 
futures; and are potentially valuable resources for children, families, and schools.  
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Through partnerships, ‘educators, families, and community members work together to share 
information, guide students, solve problems, and celebrate successes’ recognising the shared 
responsibility for the education and development of their children (Epstein 2010: 4). 

A Transition to Community-Based Leadership 
At a time when the economy is unstable and the travel industry has faced unprecedented loss 
with the decrease in air travel as a result of Covid-19, United Airlines followed through with 
the succession plan that was put in place three years ago when Scott Kirby was hired as 
president to replace Oscar Munoz as CEO. The announcement was made in December of 
2019, and with the country under lockdown, reducing the flight schedule by 90 per cent and 
United’s shares down more than 72 per cent, Kirby was named CEO in May of 2020. His 
appointment reflected the commitment by the board to preserve leadership continuity and 
demonstrated confidence in the airline’s strategy and recent efforts in a cultural 
transformation. Together Kirby and Munoz, as the Chairmen of the Board, faced the difficult 
decisions ahead and worked to restore the overall health of the airline. One journalist, Bill 
Murphy Jr. (2019: n.p.) wrote of the succession:  

Who knows how things will turn out? But if your goal is to ensure a smooth leadership 
transition, it seems to me that United is offering a textbook case on how to make it 
work. Plan as far ahead as you can, and recruit good people who work well together. 
Everything else is external. 

United Airlines offers a lesson in transition to industries across the spectrum, including 
education. For most organisations, the transition process presents challenges as new leaders 
adjust to a new culture, new employees, and a new work environment (Von Villas 1994; 
Wheeler 2010). Extensive research about succession planning and change in the leadership of 
corporate and non-profit sectors can be found throughout the literature (Buller 2014; Calareso 
2013; Carucci & Hansen 2014; Fink & Brayman 2006; Hinden & Tebbe 2003; Rothwell 2010; 
Tichy 2014; Watkins 2013). Furthermore, numerous studies posit the practicalities of 
assuming new duties, the introductions that often accompany a high-level hire, and strategies 
for building new relationships (Bradt, Check & Pedraza 2011; Carucci & Hansen 2014; Keller 
& Meaney 2017; Sarros & Sarros 2007; Watkins 2013). Little attention, however, is given to the 
internal process of transition as experienced by the individual leader as they approach their 
transition (Allison 2002; Martin & Samels 2004; Nortier 1995). As Manderscheid and 
Harrower (2016) note: ‘At no time are leaders more vulnerable to failure as when they are in 
transition’ (p. 390). Moreover, ‘one’s ability to successfully navigate a career transition 
depends more on one's ability to manage “being new” than on being technically competent’ 
(Manderscheid & Davidson 2016: 95). Manderscheid and Harrower (2016) cite a need for 
investigating this phenomenon by stating that ‘despite the importance of understanding and 
correctly managing leadership transitions, research into dynamics of such transitions and the 



30 | ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022  
 

developmental and training activities aimed at facilitating such transitions and managing 
polarities is still scarce’ (p. 405). 

With the move toward a corporate model of education, headteachers ‘are under increasing 
pressure to redefine their roles in terms of corporate responsibilities and business values’ 
(McInerney 2010: 66). The role of headteacher calls for a balance of management and 
leadership (Kane & Mason 1992) and academies and academy chains have worked ‘to attract 
and enable the most talented and inspirational individuals to lead schools and take on 
broader responsibilities’ (Hill, Dunford, Parish, Rea & Sandals 2012: 59). As with any new 
structure, the leadership must be a champion of the vision of the academy and able to forge 
a common purpose working through the challenges that accompany change (Hill et al. 2012). 

As executive headteachers of the newly formed multi-academy trusts, school leaders have 
become experts ‘at playing according to the codified rules of audit, management and markets, 
which individualise, through the use of data, the performance of each teacher, each head and 
each school’ (Thomson 2010: 15). With some interest in providing stakeholders the 
opportunity of school choice, school leaders now have a responsibility to market their 
educational platform and become more focused on out-performing other area schools. 

Principals of the traditional schools have been critical of the multi-academy trusts stating that 
there exists an ‘overemphasis on business management’ (McInerney 2010: 68) and claims that 
those in leadership positions are faced with the difficult balance of the corporate objectives of 
educational policy and mandates with their ‘own principles of what constitutes good teaching 
and learning’ (McInerney 2010: 68). Courtney (2015) goes one step further and stated that 
those in educational leadership through a corporate lens can focus on the evaluation of the 
brand and the financial position overlooking the ethic of care and trust long associated with 
professionalism in education. 

The vision to empower the community to take ownership of their schools through 
local governance, independent of the local authority, became a reality at a time in 
England when privatization and moves to academization were rapidly increasing in 
school systems throughout the country. The sense of care that refers to belonging 
allowed the community to take ownership of the schools and reinvigorated the feeling 
that these were ‘our’ schools and ‘we’ belong to them and they to ‘us’. (Angelle, Ritchie 
& Potter 2019: 14) 

Khalifa (2012) argues that school leaders play a significant role in developing the relationship 
between school personnel and members of the community and that these relationships have 
a positive impact both academically and behaviourally with the local students. Khalifa (2012) 
added that the ‘the community-based leadership performed by principals must be coupled 
with a deep understanding of the surrounding neighbourhood community being served’ (p. 
427) and must work continuously to build trust if they hope to establish relationships with 
parents within the community. 
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Multi-Academy Trust Governance  
Academies are controlled and financed by the government through a contractual agreement 
between a legal entity known as a trust and the Secretary of State for Education (West & Wolfe 
2018). A multi-academy trust is one that consists of more than one academy, led by a 
governing board with one of the primary responsibilities of the board being to uphold the 
mission of the school (West & Wolfe 2018; Wilkins 2012). Multi-academy trusts, like other 
organisations, have a board comprised of individuals who have the abilities to counsel, 
advise, and deliberate with the executive (Drucker 1974). The board of governors develops 
policies that support the mission, the vision and the strategic plan, is responsible for 
overseeing the school’s resources and may or may not live in the surrounding area (Wilkins 
2012). With an interest in operating an educational system like a business, corporate actors 
with an expertise in non-education fields are often sought after for their experience with 
business or corporate entities (Courtney 2015) and have ‘considerable power to recruit like-
minded leaders, manage and shape their performance, influence the curriculum, transform 
pedagogies and recommend teachers’ dismissal’ (Courtney 2015: 227). The boards must work 
in tandem with the chief executive officer always being careful to focus the primary work on 
long-range and strategic issues and not on the daily operations of the school (Chojnacki 2007; 
Orem & Wilson 2015).  

Theoretical Framework 
Bridges (1980) introduced a conceptual model describing the three phases of transition as the 
ending of something familiar, the neutral zone of disorientation, and the beginning of 
something new. Working through the transition as a process is essential to the success of the 
change and an integral part of all that is involved in the change (Bridges 1980, 2016). Bridges 
(2016) emphasised that the phases do not have clear or distinct boundaries but often overlap 
with greater emphasis on one phase while still experiencing elements of another. An 
individual moves through the process of transition by acknowledging, experiencing, and 
addressing the elements associated with each phase as reorientation, relearning, and renewal.  

Ethnographer, Van Gennep (1960), referred to the neutral zone as a sacred space and wrote 
that this ‘symbolic and spatial area of transition may be found in more or less pronounced 
form in all the ceremonies which accompany the passage from one social and magico-
religious position to another’ (p. 18). In the analysis of ceremonies and the religious rituals, 
Van Gennep (1960) examined the ‘life crises’ which accompanied cultural ceremonies or rites 
of passage and established three distinct phases or stages: separation, transition or liminality, 
and incorporation. Based on Van Gennep’s concept of liminality, Turner (1977) applied 
liminality to his anthropological data from the ritual processes he observed in the tribal 
societies of Central Africa. Turner (1977) described liminality as the stage of ‘betwixt-and-
between’ within the transition and the long or extended threshold passing from ‘dynamics to 
statics ... that can become a set way of life’ (p. 37). During the cultural rites of passage or the 
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process of initiation, Turner (1987) used the term ‘structural invisibility’ to explain that while 
members of the society only see what they expect to see, the individuals experiencing the 
transition exhibit an ‘outward and visible form to an inward and conceptual process’ (p. 6). 
Feeling invisible during this transitional process is a commonly expressed experience and is 
associated with experiences of seclusion from the ‘culturally defined and ordered states’ as 
well as a loss of identity, status, property, and position (Turner 1987: 8).  

Turner (1974) describes the ‘in-between’ stage as a process for the passenger as he passes 
‘through a symbolic domain that has few or none of the attributes of his past or coming state’ 
(p. 232). Cook-Sather (2006) suggested that a ‘revised theory of liminality’ can support and 
analyse transitions within an educational context when the contemporary lifestyle is 
composed of multiple liminal phases as individuals move between cultures, contexts, and 
roles (p. 122). This state or period of time is a transformative process from one state to another 
that offers opportunities to explore ‘new identities and new ways of being’ (Mills & Bettis 
2015: 106). The process can be a time of growth, contemplation, and examination of the 
mysteries and difficulties associated with the change (Bridges 2016; Turner 1974). Turner’s 
liminality framework was used to examine the various perspectives and reflections by 
principals, presidents, and headteachers with regard to the ‘in-between’ stage or period of 
time identified as the ‘betwixt and between’ to give structure and provide an understanding 
of the transition process. A leader may not be able to successfully take the achievements and 
positive experiences from one context and simply replicate those experiences in a new context 
or environment. Instead, leadership transition, like any transition in life, is a process and 
requires individuals to unlearn, recalibrate, and relearn according to their new context as they 
transition through the stage or place Bridges (1980) calls the neutral zone and Turner (1977) 
refers to as ‘betwixt-and-between’.  

Research Methods 
Much can be gained through a narrative inquiry of the transition of a headteacher to the role 
of the Chief Executive and what was learned through the experience. The vision of this 
headteacher was framed in the idea that all schools in the community work together so that 
every school leader and every teacher realised that they have a shared responsibility for every 
learner and every family in the community. The narrative approach allowed the researcher 
to listen to the stories and experiences of an individual woven together in the world as they 
see it, both in the social and cultural context. The researcher was then required ‘to adopt an 
analytical mindset and [develop] categories from the raw data [and apply] such categories 
back to narratives to find explanation or illumination’ (Bleakley 2005: 535). This process 
described an individual’s challenge in ‘building a plane while flying it’ by creating a better 
system of education for a community while maintaining the ongoing administration of 
education within the existing structure of the schools. 
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Data were collected through on-site observations, documents, and a series of four interviews. 
Analysis began with an examination of the interview data source (Creswell 2014), first to 
obtain a general sense of the information and then a coding process was implemented to 
organise the responses. A code map was constructed where initial codes were collapsed into 
pattern variables, which were then categorised into themes (Anfara, Brown & Mangione 
2002).  

Participant and Setting  
According to Chapman and Salokangas (2012), research found that leaders of multi-academy 
trusts, with responsibility over two or more schools, have had a greater impact on student 
outcomes than individual headteachers in the traditional sense. The particular trust studied 
as part of this research is comprised of five academies within a local community in England. 
The goal of the trust is to strengthen a group of local schools by providing a cooperative 
programme and a community-based system of education, headed by a Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO), but the greater local authority was not receptive to the introduction of the 
multi-academy trust. In this study, an in-depth micro-level set of interviews of the CEO 
provided detailed insights and perspectives of his experiences within the community and 
school district as he worked to build the trust.  

Findings 
Findings from this study focused on two themes; the first was the transition of five individual 
schools to a community based multi-academy trust and the second was the transition of a 
leader from a position of headteacher to a chief executive officer of a distinctly different and 
unprecedented type of multi-academy trust. The collaboration of academies was a vision of a 
leader that aimed to create an improved system of education for the community.  

Transition to a Community Based Multi-Academy Trust 
The effort to use the academy structure to address the needs of lower performing schools was 
an admirable goal, but the creation of academies has also created a competitive environment 
among schools in a system that allowed parents to ‘see themselves as consumers of a public 
service’. The CEO explained that ‘[y]ou can end up having a situation where the system is 
populated by people who have a perverse pleasure or perverse motivation to one of the local 
schools to be underperforming because it makes your school look better’. The system 
‘encouraged sort of an onset of leadership in which leaders, their egos, were attached to the 
reputation of the schools – they became fierce guardians of the reputation of their schools’. 
To counter the ‘marketisation of education’, the CEO began as a headteacher exchanging 
ideas and collaborating with other schools and when multi-academy trusts were created, he 
took the opportunity to use the government-endorsed structure to form a partnership. The 
CEO, who at the time was the headteacher of the high-performing school in the trust, aware 
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of the potentially negative reaction of the high-performing school community, began the 
‘massive moral endeavour by partnering a high performing school with the lower performing 
school next door’. In doing so, he set the stage for collaboration between schools within the 
local community rather than the existing competition that historically had set the high-
performing school apart from other schools in the area.  

The CEO said his message to the school leaders and teachers was that ‘returning to a situation 
where schools are no longer competing ... but working together to have joint responsibility 
for all youngsters in the area’ and that rather than ‘getting rid of a child from my school so 
they can go somewhere else’, the situation ‘becomes a collective problem’. He went on to 
explain:  

We’re all in this together ... and if your pride or your ego is wrapped up with what 
your particular school is achieving, well, this isn’t for you, or you’ve got to learn to 
think differently. You’ve got to have a pride in what we’re all doing; all for one, one 
for all, type of thing. 

The CEO wanted to get the multi-academy trust to a place where no child or family worries 
about which school their child attends. As part of providing a good education, the CEO wants 
each school to be a place where families ‘do not have concerns about their [student’s] safety, 
their opportunity for progress, and their sense of equity in their esteem in the town’. 
Recognising that there is not one way of achieving measured success in each school, the CEO 
emphasised that foundational to the improvement of a low-performing school is that the 
community feels ‘better about itself ... with less social inequity and people not feeling that 
they have lost out because their child goes to this school rather than to that school’. The CEO 
said that he hoped to develop a stronger school environment by creating a ‘commitment to 
localism’ as a community project rather than have the dialog focus on the school improvement 
of one school. 

If given the opportunity to make changes to the educational system of England as a whole, 
the CEO responded that he would require all schools to serve their community and ‘see that 
everyone within the community has a responsibility to support their local school and then 
the choice would become not which school your child went to, but a choice to support your 
community school’. 

Transition of a Leader 
The CEO explained that he, like other teachers, moved from the role of a teacher into one of 
administration so that they can influence a single group of students beyond a single classroom 
and ‘make a difference across the system’. As a headteacher of a small school: 

I was just running everything and it was not fair on my family, so I learned that that’s 
why I needed to become the head of a large school because then you have to work 
through other people and you have to be strategic. 
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 As a manager, ‘professional learning is something you are doing all the time ... every meeting, 
every interaction is a professional learning opportunity or a professional development 
opportunity. You have to be encouraging a culture of continual reflection, and discourse and 
dialogue’. He described himself as a ‘believer in talent management’ and stressed the 
importance of ‘developing capacity professionally and growing people because how can you 
be a learning organisation if you’re not expecting that [from teachers] in the school’.   

With the ongoing changes in education, the CEO saw an opportunity to be a part of something 
greater. As the headteacher of a high performing school, he began to take steps to form a 
community-based multi-academy trust. ‘National policies in England have given me an 
opportunity to have some greater freedom and autonomy to do some things that I would 
have done if I was setting up my own school.’ The CEO explained that ‘throughout my career, 
my frustrations about the curriculum, etc. I have always felt I would love to go and open a 
school in which kids are taught as I would want to teach them, have a career that fits with my 
value system’ but he ‘wanted to remain in the system to try to change it from within’. The 
Department of Education offered to find him a mentor but when they explored the 
development of other trusts, they didn’t find anyone that had created a trust based on a 
community. There is ‘no one else that I know of who’s doing what I’m doing’. 

As the CEO of the newly formed trust, the CEO described the job of leadership as one of 
‘making a difference and encourage[ing] people to have a bigger idea than the one they at the 
moment focus on’. As the CEO, he oversees five academies and ‘through the title of chief 
executive because people understandably project on to me that I am a banker, that I am just 
a businessman but what I would like to think, is I am a campaigner for something different’. 

He described his role as something different and in a system that is outcome based:  

Big data just becomes the greatest enemy because we allow it to dominate and we stop 
being intelligent. If we’re only going to judge people by performance, outcomes or by 
results, then we don’t really need managers, we just need algorithms. The whole 
reason you need managers and leaders is to have a bit of wisdom and a bit of nuance 
about how to manage a situation. 

As a corporate leader, he stated that he wants ‘to give my headteachers … security, that it’s 
my head that’s on the block, not theirs and I don’t want them living a life of fear and paranoia 
of the [challenges] of our system hanging over them’. With autonomy over curriculum, the 
CEO discussed the opportunity for a community curriculum and said ‘we just got to be 
courageous and grab it because, actually, they are giving us permission to do it so long as 
we’re not just ticking the boxes’. As the CEO, it is his name that is ‘attached to certain elements 
of the plans, the strategic plans’, the curriculum, and is accountable for the success of the 
multi-academy trust.  

The CEO explained that he felt ‘a moral obligation to try and make this [system] work’ as he 
continued to build a school system dependent on developing relationships and trust within 
the community while maintaining the ongoing system of education. ‘There is no way that I 
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can leave now without being utterly irresponsible’ in describing the pressure he felt 
personally during the transition. He went on to say, ‘I'm not trying to do that in sort of hero 
type way – just sometimes you’ve got to live up to the consequences that you’ve created’. The 
CEO reflected that ‘there are moments when I’m low and my resilience is down and I’m 
knackered and that I might feel I should have or if only or I made a mistake but that’s because 
in creating the [trust] – I’ve been burn out’. 

He went on to say that: 

It’s the complexity and the challenge of building the plane while you’re flying it and 
what I find hard or interesting and deeply intellectually curious is it will be just great 
to spend several days at my desk, working out and planning and strategising about 
creating the [trust] ... if we were doing a startup, you be able to do that but we can’t 
afford and we haven’t been given the opportunity or that luxury. 

The CEO went on to say:  

Maybe the right thing to do is to say, ‘Let’s just release you from all that you’re doing 
now’, land the plane, get all the passengers off, maybe put them on another plane for 
a bit while we just plan what the new plane is going to be before we put them [the 
people] back on but we’re not able to do that. People don’t always appreciate how 
much tougher the journey is because you haven’t been able to architect time to be able 
to design the plane. You’re designing and remodeling it as you’re building it. 

The process for both the community and for the CEO has been challenging and yet the CEO 
maintains his commitment to creating a better system of educating the local community. His 
personal transition from a position of the headteacher of a high performing school to the CEO 
of a newly established trust is one of vulnerability, uncertainty, and risk, but because a 
community-based school system is something he believes in, he continues his journey. 

Discussion 
Healthcare, transportation, government, and education are continuous systems and processes 
that provide consumers with ongoing services and when changes are made to such systems, 
great efforts are made not to disrupt or delay operations. If a new school facility is built on a 
separate site, students are able to move from one school to another at the completion of the 
project without an interruption in their education; however, the creation of a new system of 
governance or organisational structure often runs concurrently within the current school 
structure until a gradual and complete changeover can occur. Consolidating five academies 
into one system was a challenging endeavour but to maintain consistency for students, the 
CEO led the teachers, students, and the community through the changes while continuing 
the normal routines of the school year. 

With the continuous and constant nature of education, rarely were there distinct breaks or set 
periods of time for individuals moving between positions of leadership and many 
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experienced a series of emotions throughout their process of change. For others, the 
underlying emotional experience was postponed, deferred, or ignored as an individual 
begins the process on an intellectual level of completing duties at the former position and 
assumes the new responsibilities and practices at the new school. The internal transitions 
often went unnoticed or unaddressed amidst the external changes.  

Turner’s Framework of Liminality  
Examining and analysing the data collected from interviews and site visits through the lens 
of Turner’s theoretical framework of liminality produced clear findings that supported the 
transition process as a transformative process. The ‘betwixt and between’ was a time where 
individuals experienced a loss or change in an identity or status and moved through a period 
of growth, contemplation, and examinations as an individual and as a part of a new or 
unfamiliar environment or culture (Bridges 2016; Turner 1974). The data analysis 
demonstrated how the various experiences could be identified with characteristics of the 
liminal phases that accompany the physical moves of individuals between cultures, contexts, 
and roles. As an educational leader transitioned from one position to another, he assumed 
new identities and new practices through a process of unlearning, recalibrating, and 
relearning to maximise their strengths and abilities as effective leaders. 

As a result of the study, a model has been constructed (Figure 1) that identifies potential 
effects experienced by an educational leader as they made a transition from one role to 
another or from one organisation structure to another.  While Bridges refers to the beginning 
of transition process as the ending and the start of the upcoming role as the beginning, this 
model identifies shared components of the participants during the period of time between 
the ending and the beginning as individuals processed their personal transition. 

Some of the experiences identified may be negative, difficult, or challenging, but the model is 
intended to also demonstrate the positive outcomes that exist as part of the process and what 
can evolve and develop through this period of in-betweenness. The broad scope of elements 
includes: a decrease in productivity, burnout, chaos, isolation or abandonment, old 
weaknesses re-emerge, reset, unlearn old ways, reorientation, regain balance, stability, 
growth, innovation, and self-renewal. When identified, the characteristics may provide 
individuals some clarity or validation as to what they are experiencing as part of a larger 
process, during this specific time of liminality. This is not a comprehensive list nor does 
everyone experience each of these components or dispositions. The model serves only as a 
tool to inform and provide guidance to others experiencing a transition with some 
explanation that what they may be experiencing is a part of a normal and temporary process. 
The personal motivation of an individual affects how they move through the process, but 
understanding the process as a whole may better equip principals to work through the 
process more effectively and take advantage of this time to prepare for their next steps. 

 



38 | ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022  
 

Figure 1:  Model of Liminality: Potential Experiences of a Personal Transition 

 
The ‘betwixt and between’ stage was a significant part of the process for teachers as they 
adjusted from the governance of the local authority to a system of five schools. Under the 
direction of the CEO, they were encouraged to move away from their prior identification with 
a particular school to a more unified approach, one that supported the collaboration of the 
trust. Educators were expected to work together and embrace the idea of a community-based 
school system where the education of all students was a joint responsibility.  

The findings of the study have implications as to how a CEO or headteacher used past 
experience to lead effectively in a new organisation and sift through what practices proved 
to be successful through those past experiences, why they were successful, and then 
determine what, if any of those strategies can be transferred and be beneficial and 
advantageous to the teachers of the new organisational structure. The members of the 
community had to make similar adjustments with the transition of individual schools into a 
multi academy trust. The local community experienced a period of uncertainty and scepticism 
before embracing the idea of a collaborative system of schools.  Some were constituents of the 
well performing school that took pride in the success of the students and reputation of their 
school and others were the families of the low performing school that had feelings of inequity 
and faced criticism from the Department of Education. The CEO worked to facilitate a sense 
of community built on newly developed relationships between the schools and community. 
This process was slow and the community faced a period of liminality until a level of trust 
was established.  
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The findings from the study have implications for practising headteachers, certainly, those 
who will experience a personal transition in the near future or perhaps are going through a 
transition currently. The CEO faced a personal transition while creating a new and 
unprecedented model of education. The vision of creating a better system of education in a 
local community was the impetus for change and required strong leadership and 
perseverance in a somewhat resistant community. He was willing to risk his reputation and 
the security of his position as headteacher of a high performing school to become the CEO of 
a developing trust. Initially, his position was largely undefined and his work required a 
public effort of building support around community-based multi-academy trust while 
working behind-the-scenes to implement the necessary changes required to establish the 
trust. The dual role of maintaining operations as a headteacher and leading the effort to build 
a new system of education was both challenging and demanding. This year-long process was 
a period of liminality and certainly a time of in-betweenness as the CEO took steps to transfer 
the responsibilities of his former position to the newly appointed headteacher while taking 
on a position of unknowns and uncertainty. It was a time of unlearning the way things had 
been done and rethinking what is best for the students. The CEO explained that ‘[we] have 
got to learn to think differently’ and take ‘pride in what we’re all doing, all for one, one for 
all type of thing’. The CEO reflected that ‘it’s reshaping the way that we deliver instruction 
and what are we are actually valuing. ... I came in with one idea of where I was going, but 
now I’m walking away with eight or nine [ideas], which is good’. 

Conclusion 
When a school-wide organisational change occurred, the CEO in this study experienced a 
personal transition that resulted from a change in both the physical environment and the 
school culture. The CEO or headteachers reflected on their personal experiences of transition 
and used those experiences to better understand their process of transition and became more 
effective in their new positions of leadership.  Findings from this study highlighted that, while 
change incited a time of learning and adjustment of new policies, structures, and procedures, 
understanding the changes cognitively, logistically, and intellectually were merely external 
layers of the change process. Headteachers have addressed their change process academically 
or as an exercise of function, but rarely do they recognise or process their personal transition 
as part of the change. Findings from this study contribute to the field of research in 
educational leadership, specifically the personal transition that individuals experience during 
the implementation of an external change and how their transition experience impacts their 
effectiveness as a school leader.    

Building something with the opportunity to plan, develop, and design each stage of the 
project is an easier path that often produces predictable results but the reconstruction and 
redevelopment of an existing model required patience, flexibility, and the ability to adapt to 
the needs of the organisation and yield uncertain outcomes. This CEO knew the needs of the 
community, understood the capacity of the current educational system, and had a vision for 
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what a collaborative school system could offer. With the desire to offer a good education for 
every student of the community, he prompted change which meant being willing to give up 
an esteemed position for a journey of vulnerability and uncertainty. While a transition with a 
clean break from one distinct role into another may offer advantages for an individual, there 
are great rewards in working through the process of a personal transition while 
simultaneously guiding an organisation as it transforms into a system that now provides a 
community with a different perspective of education, one owned by the community. 
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Emotional Intelligence and Educational 
Transformation: School Leaders’ Voices 
in the United Arab Emirates 
Rida Blaik, David Litz, Mohamed Azaza and Allison Smith 

Abstract: This exploratory case study examines how Abu Dhabi public school leaders and managers 
exhibit and demonstrate emotional intelligence (EI) in times of educational change and school 
transformation. The study revolves around school leaders’ and managers’ perceptions as 
transformational leaders, from an EI perspective. Furthermore, this study sheds light on the processes 
and tools that school leaders employ when facing challenges, in terms of EI dimensions, during periods 
of rapid change and transformation. For this research, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
27 public school leaders and managers in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates (UAE). While the study 
was limited to school leaders and managers, the findings clarify what type of professional EI 
development needs to be provided to support Abu Dhabi public school leaders and managers during 
times of school transformation. The authors also provide policy recommendations and suggest a 
pathway for further studies and research on the relationship and links between EI, effective school 
leadership and management, and educational transformation.   

Keywords: Abu Dhabi, school transformation, emotional intelligence, professional 
development, school leaders and managers  

Introduction 
School leaders are pivotal facilitators in school reform and organisational transformation 
(Bush & Middlewood 2013; Leithwood & Beatty 2009). As drivers of change, school leaders 
play pivotal roles in shaping school improvements from implementation to success 
(Hargreaves & Fullan 2012; Williams 2006). Ideally, leaders should possess knowledge 
beyond the practical domains of management and leadership. According to Arar (2017), 
Pashiardis, Pashiardis and Johansson (2016), and Wood and Kroese (2007), driving school 
transformation requires leaders to demonstrate emotional intelligence (EI) features, including 
empathy, inter- and intra-communication, problem solving, conflict and stress management, 
self-awareness, acceptance of others, self-actualisation, and impulse control. 
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To mobilise educational changes, school leaders are expected to perform within the realm of 
professional standards entailing EI attributes. In the case of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, school 
leaders’ professional performance standards encompass the following elements: leading 
strategically; leading teaching and learning; leading the organisation; leading the people; and 
leading the community. Additionally, studies on the role of EI attributes in school settings 
highlight their importance in promoting school transformation (Blaik Hourani & Stringer 
2015; Bush 2011; Hargreaves & Fullan 2012; Harris & Jones 2017; Leithwood & Beatty 2009; 
Litz & Blaik Hourani 2016).  

In Abu Dhabi, research conducted by Stringer and Blaik Hourani (2016) indicates that school 
leaders and managers have undergone substantial professional development (PD), focused 
on various leadership practices. However, despite the growing awareness of the vital role of 
EI attributes in developing leaders that are capable of galvanising educational transformation, 
there is a noticeable lack of opportunities for professional development in this area. 

Study Context 
The UAE government has become increasingly concerned with problems of insufficient 
resources, inadequate curricula, low student performance, low teaching standards, and low 
levels of professionalism in schools. Moreover, the Abu Dhabi Emirate specifically 
implemented widespread reforms, aimed at enhancing school transformation and 
educational outcomes. Two recent initiatives involve the development of Arabic–English 
bilingual education and the implementation of new curricula focused on science, technology, 
vocational learning, and innovation (Langton 2017; Litz & Blaik Hourani 2019). 

Furthermore, two ambitious large-scale policies, Vision 2020 and Vision 2030, steer all aspects 
of the local economy and society, including the education sector, towards common goals. 
These Visions are closely linked to the educational initiatives of the Abu Dhabi Education 
Knowledge Department (ADEK) and are designed to initiate substantial change in the 
educational system. To facilitate this, the UAE Ministry of Education (MoE) and ADEK have 
hired expatriate teachers, in their capacity as English medium teachers (EMTs). New 
practices, methodologies, and pedagogies have also been implemented in schools. For 
example, co-education has been introduced, with mixed-gender classes for cycle 1 (grades 1-
5) students, along with non-gender-based faculty allocations in selected schools, although a 
concerted feminisation of school leadership and management for cycle 1 and cycle 2 was also 
introduced. Additionally, more student-centred and inquiry-based pedagogies have been 
built into the new curricula. Intervention to support at-risk students, initiation of professional 
learning communities, academic streaming across multiple subject areas, initiatives to 
increase parental involvement, and measures for custom-made pedagogic materials that are 
culturally appropriate and targeted to the needs of Emirati learners have also been 
introduced. At the same time, Vision 2020 and Vision 2030 include generic professional 
development programmes in alignment with the school reforms agenda with an emphasis on 
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enhancing educational leadership and school management (Blaik Hourani & Stringer 2015; 
Litz & Blaik Hourani 2019; Litz & Scott 2017; Thorne 2011). 

In 2016, the UAE government allocated 21.2 per cent of its total federal budget to the 
education sector. According to Litz and Blaik Hourani (2019), the aim of Education 2020 was 
to build new state-of-the-art schools, as well as to: 
● develop smart learning 
● revamp curricula and expand bilingual (Arabic/English) teaching and learning  
● improve how teachers teach and students learn 
● professionalise teachers and school leaders/managers by establishing an educational 

path for credential-building 
● initiate self-evaluation programmes at schools 
● implement formal professional performance standards and evaluation procedures for 

teachers and school leaders/managers 
● enhance official professional development programmes for school employees. 

Within the realm of school leadership, the abovementioned factors created tremendous 
opportunities and challenges for school leaders and managers. Enacting these changes 
requires schools to develop an open, interactive, positive, collegial, collaborative, and 
innovative work environment. While drastic change can be stressful for all involved, this 
process can be mediated through fostering strategies to help cope with pressure, acceptance 
of others, greater empathy and impulse control, problem-solving, and self-awareness. All 
these competencies are under the EI and social skills umbrella. Hence, school managers and 
leaders need to be equipped with the relevant attributes of EI and social skills to enhance 
school transformation (Goleman 2007; Litz & Blaik Hourani 2019). 

Despite the small but growing body of literature on the sweeping transformation and reform 
currently underway in UAE education (e.g. Blaik Hourani & Litz 2019; Blaik Hourani, Litz & 
Parkman 2020; Blaik Hourani & Stringer 2015; Litz & Scott 2017), there is still a paucity of 
research on school leadership and management during this time of immense change and 
upheaval. Moreover, most of the conclusions about EI and school leadership have been based 
on research conducted in Western countries. Therefore, this study aims to provide further 
evidence of the key role of EI in fostering school transformation, by analysing various EI 
attributes that Abu Dhabi school leaders and managers exhibit and are able to utilise 
professionally during times of educational change. It also clarified the type of EI that 
professional development requires, which can create transformational leaders and managers 
that can provide further support for the government’s ambitious public schools’ change 
agenda. The research questions were: 

1) How do school leaders and managers perceive themselves as transformational 
leaders and change agents, from an EI perspective? 

2) Which EI attributes and social skills do school leaders and managers exhibit in 
times of school transformation? 
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3) To what extent do school leaders and managers face challenges within the EI 
dimension when employing and facilitating school changes? 

4) Which EI dimensions are best suited for the professional development of school 
leaders and managers in supporting the public schools’ transformation agenda? 

Literature Review 

Emotional Intelligence: Related Characteristics 
Salovey and Mayer (1990) developed the concept of emotional intelligence, which they 
divided into four distinct ‘branches’: identifying emotions on a nonverbal level; using 
emotions to guide cognition; understanding the information emotions convey and the actions 
emotions generate; and regulating one’s own emotions for personal benefit as well as the 
common good. Later theorists built on this work to define EI as competencies that determine 
how we perceive and express ourselves, comprehend others, and relate to/with them to cope 
professionally (Bar-On, Maree & Elias 2007; Goleman 2007). One of the most renowned 
models of EI was developed by Goleman (1995, 2007), who posited that EI is a system of 
interconnected behaviours that arises from emotional and social competencies and that these 
competencies play an important role in influencing performance, actions, and behaviour. 
According to Goleman (2007), EI comprises the following: (a) self-awareness – knowing what 
one is feeling at any given time and understanding the impact those moods have on others; 
(b) self-regulation – controlling or redirecting one’s emotions and anticipating consequences 
before acting on impulse; (c) motivation – utilising emotional factors to achieve goals, enjoy 
the learning process, and persevere in the face of obstacles; (d) empathy – sensing the 
emotions of others; and (e) social skills – managing relationships, inspiring others, and 
inducing desired responses from them (Goleman 1995, 2007). 

Emotional Intelligence and School Transformation 
It is increasingly acknowledged that transforming schools requires emotionally intelligent 
leaders with social and emotional competencies who can facilitate educational change and 
reform by developing capacities among teaching staff, in addition to building supportive 
learning communities that stimulate social and interpersonal learning (Benson, Fearon, 
McLaughlin & Garratt 2014; Harris & Jones 2017; Nelson & Low 2011; Stone, Parker & Wood 
2005; Wang, Wilhite & Martino 2015). 

Researchers have also found clear links between core competencies of EI and embracing 
school changes (Louis et al. 2010; Patti, Senge, Madrazo & Stern 2015). Bush (2011) and 
Leithwood and Beatty (2007, 2009) note that educational leadership requires integrating EI 
with various management and administrative models to facilitate school change and 
innovation. Within this perspective, Al-Mahdy, Emam and Hallinger (2017) highlight school 
leaders’ roles in motivating teachers to transform schools. They add that teachers’ self-
efficacy, embedded in emotional learning and significant in times of school change, results 
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from school leaders’ capacities to motivate, communicate, resolve conflicts, and demonstrate 
empathy and sympathy. 

Furthermore, social and emotional competencies that are practiced by school managers and 
leaders profoundly affect schools. As Zins, Elias and Greenberg (2007) show, a higher level of 
these competencies can positively contribute to students’ performance and well-being at 
school, improve curriculum planning and delivery, and increase inter-/intra-communication 
among stakeholders, eventually transforming schools into better teaching-learning 
institutions. 

Conclusively, initiating and overseeing educational changes necessitate that leaders 
demonstrate EI attributes. Moreover, these attributes are core components for creating 
transformational leaders that play a vital role in the successful realisation of educational 
reform directives and school change initiatives (Blaik Hourani & Stringer 2015). As Williams 
(2006) discussed, ‘[s]chool reform has and will continue to be an important cornerstone of 
government’s economic growth plans’ (p. 2). As school leadership is essential for the success 
of school reform initiatives and educational innovation, a combination of transformational 
leadership and leadership in instruction is fundamentally important, as it shapes school 
culture and enhances educational outcomes through improvements in teachers/staff, as well 
as leader/manager achievement and professional performance (Day, Gu & Sammons 2016; 
Leithwood & Jantzi 2006; Litz & Blaik Hourani 2020). 

Transformational Leadership, School Change, and Emotional Intelligence 
Dimensions 
Transformational educational leaders have been shown to focus on results, demonstrate 
commitments, press for development and control, emphasise success, and act as mediators of 
positive changes in schools (Leithwood & Jantzi 2006; Leithwood & Sun 2012; Litz & Blaik 
Hourani 2020; Litz & Scott 2017). Moreover, Leithwood and Sun (2012) and Leithwood and 
Jantzi (2006) have discussed how transformational leaders can impact students’ achievements 
and enhance organisational performance through (co)creating a shared vision, setting 
directives, creating higher standards, promoting intellectual stimulation, providing 
individualised professional support and open/transparent dialogue, modelling values, 
attitudes and approaches, strengthening school culture, engaging stakeholders, developing 
systems, structures and processes that enable collaboration and consensus, and building 
instructional capacity. Within an effective change environment, transformational leadership 
also impacts the psychology and motivations of followers. During the process, teachers’ 
attitudes change. They begin to follow regulations and reform directives, as they buy into the 
change process and feel empowered within its aegis (Leithwood & Jantzi 2000; Litz & Blaik 
Hourani 2020; Stewart 2006).  

Furthermore, the abovementioned transformational leadership practices undoubtedly 
encompass emotional intelligence attributes that are necessary mediators to revitalise school 
change and innovation. Nevertheless, leaders must also be shaped as transformational to 
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realise school changes, which is neither intuitive nor innate. Indeed, transformational 
leadership is nurtured through building transformative/change-oriented opportunities (Blaik 
Hourani & Stringer 2015). Though preparing transformational leaders is significant, it is 
insufficient if this remains on the theoretical level. To illustrate, given the Abu Dhabi context, 
transformational leaders face bureaucratic hurdles because a top-down model shapes 
educational reform in the UAE. This constrains school micro-management, in terms of 
autonomously initiating and/or activating school transformation (Thorne 2011). However, 
building educational transformational leadership capacities should not be burdened by 
bureaucratic and systemic power limitations. In fact, the preparation of transformational 
leaders in Abu Dhabi should be designed robustly to develop a road map for transformative 
educational directives and their underpinning praxis (Litz & Scott 2017; Stringer & Blaik 
Hourani 2016; Thorne 2011).  

At the same time, while building capacities for transformational educational leaders and 
managers is necessary, it is also not sufficient. According to Arar and Shapira (2012), Arar 
(2014), Miller (2017), and Torrance, Fuller, McNae, Roofe and Arshad (2017), educational 
leaders’ agency and practice are often constrained by conservative socio-cultural contexts and 
frameworks; hence, they must be proactive and progressive to fight for innovations and 
novelties that challenge the socio-cultural milieu and hegemonic representations within the 
micro and macro educational systems. Consequently, the traditional dynamics that usually 
have the upper hand in controlling educational progression, including gender-related matters 
within the educational system, are challenged. This process triggers a counter mobilisation 
for self-empowerment in employing school transformation and transmitting empowerment 
to community members fighting the same battle denoted by social justice and equity. 
Therefore, genuine educational change in contexts such as the UAE must ultimately go 
beyond building capacities to also encompass notions of empowerment of school leaders as 
well as the entire school community (Arar 2014; Arar & Shapira 2012; Torrance et al. 2017).  

Given the context of Abu Dhabi, the preparation of transformational leaders must encapsulate 
social and emotional attributes that are embedded within leaders’ roles and responsibilities. 
This will enable school leaders and managers to better execute anticipated school change 
initiatives (Litz & Scott 2017, Stringer & Blaik Hourani 2016; Thorne 2011).  

Nurturing EI and Capacity Building for Transformation 
As indicated by Benson et al. (2014), Cliffe (2011), Goleman (2001, 2006), Goleman, Boyatzis 
and McKee (2002), and Wong, Wong and Peng (2010), developing EI is a crucial attribute 
indicating improved professional performance and effective school leadership. It contributes 
to shifting schools towards successful transformation. 

School change can be emotionally fraught and school leaders often engage teachers and staff 
in the emotional work of building collaborative, trusting relationships, to drive school 
transformation (Harris & Lambert 2003; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015). Nevertheless, 
much of this demanding emotional labour is ‘invisible, unsupported, unscripted, and 
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unacknowledged’ (Brotheridge & Lee 2008: 111). According to Hargreaves (2007), the 
emotional burden school leaders and managers take on is one of the most neglected aspects 
of educational change. They draw attention to the emotional dimensions of school 
transformation and advocate for professional development to promote emotional skills. 

Acknowledging the importance of professional development for fostering EI has led 
researchers to study school principals’ leadership development programmes (Beatty 2007; 
Hebert 2011; Singh, Manser & Mestry 2007). Mills (2009) found a relatively strong relationship 
between EI and enhancing school transformation. The study stressed incorporating EI into 
school leaders’ preparatory leadership programmes to facilitate school transformation. Ayiro 
(2009) and Singh et al. (2007) have also called for EI inclusion in school principals’ professional 
development programmes and mentoring networks. The authors reiterate that including EI 
components in professional development programmes will help produce transformational 
leaders who are capable of initiating and executing change. 

The drive to encourage professional development in EI has also been motivated by insights 
derived from educational research that confirm its positive effects in facilitating school 
transformation (Hargreaves 2007; Harris & Lambert 2003; Roffey 2006). Roffey (2006) found 
a symbiotic relationship between transformational leadership and EI, concluding that 
emotionally literate school leaders are more aware of the importance of emotions in creating 
positive environments that drive sustainable transformation. In a recent study examining the 
effectiveness of leadership development programmes that incorporated EI, Sánchez-Núñez, 
Patti and Holzer (2015) reported considerable positive change in leadership competencies. 
They recommended explicitly teaching EI competencies to school leaders. Investigating the 
relationship between EI, transformational leadership, and school principals’ effectiveness; 
further, Hebert (2011) found a significant correlation between transformational leadership 
and EI. Furthermore, school principals exhibiting high levels of EI with the ability to handle 
the daily emotional stresses of their schools were perceived by teachers as more 
transformational. Moreover, EI correlated more positively with transformational than non-
transformational leadership styles. As a result, Hebert (2011) also recommended including EI 
components in principal preparation programmes; specifically, school principals should 
receive training on precise skills to support their interactions with various stakeholders to 
embrace school transformation. 

In a UAE study, Blaik Hourani and Stringer (2015) noted that building school leaders’ 
capacities involves tailoring development to their social and emotional needs, thus enabling 
them to transmit social and emotional skills across the school community. However, the 
question remains as to how EI attributes and skills can best be integrated within a school. 

Social and Emotional Learning Intervention Strategies 
Although Zins et al. (2007) acknowledge that social and emotional competencies are nurtured 
in a supportive environment through appropriate macro- and micro-management, they note 
that assessing the extent of such competencies is necessary but insufficient. The ultimate goal 
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is to achieve tangible outcomes that help leaders and managers within school communities 
develop their emotional and social intelligence within the scope of school transformation. 
They suggest adopting social and emotional learning intervention strategies (SELIS). 

According to Zins et al. (2007), SELIS plays a vital role in school transformation and needs to 
be initiated through school leaders’ development of their own social and emotional 
competencies before embedding it. Zins et al. (2007) also argue that as SELIS is gradually 
developed and reinforced, it leads to skill-building and problem resolution, risk reduction, 
enhanced healthy behaviours, greater overall attachment and engagement, school-wide 
systems-oriented environmental change, and improvements to students’ performance over 
the long term. An implementation of the sequential flow of SELIS paves the way for school 
transformation and enhanced student attainment. The relationships between SELIS and 
school transformation are illustrated in the section below.  

Zins et al. (2007) capture three versatile paths for school transformation: 

1. Social and emotional learning intervention strategy (SELIS). This scope targets skill-
building, generic competence enhancement, ecological school restructuring, 
building capacities, and school-wide systemic change. 

2. Nurturing and developing focal areas for social and emotional learning skill development 
(FASELSD). This features promoting and developing cognitive-behavioural 
competencies, resisting pressure, empathy, impulse control, anger, and stress 
management. Moreover, FASELSD revolves around building skills in social 
decision-making and professional problem-solving. These skills revolve around 
competencies in self-control, team participation and enhancing alternative thinking 
strategies, and coach thinking. FASELSD aims to support the community through 
constructing training workshops to increase school-community bonding, collective 
learning, and collaboration.  

3. Enhancing social and emotional learning (SEL) which aligns with school improvement and 
transformation outcomes. This scope features skills relevant to interpersonal skills, 
increased pro-social behaviour, and decreased observed aggression. Furthermore, 
SEL helps increase problem-solving skills, emotional understanding, and improved 
ability to deal with stress. Consequently, SEL will lead to higher self-efficacy and 
improved conflict-resolution skills.  

In summary, Zins et al. (2007) give successful examples where SELIS has facilitated successful 
school transformation, such as life-skills training (LST) programmes, the Social Decision-
Making–Social Problem-Solving (SDM-SPS) project, the Promoting Alternative Thinking 
Strategies (PATHS) curriculum, and the Caring School Community Project. Nevertheless, 
given the potential of SELIS, how far can school leaders initiate and facilitate, focus on areas 
for skills development, and ensure related outcomes for school improvement and 
transformation if they do not possess its essential and associated features? Attempting to 
address this question renders this research significant. 
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Conceptual Framework 
This research understands the role of EI in terms of SELIS.  Based on Zins et al.’s (2007) 
concept of SELIS, the authors have constructed Figure 1 that represents the conceptual 
framework of this paper and signifying the sequential paths for enhancing school 
improvement and transformation in relation to SELIS.  

Figure 1: The Relationship Between Social and Emotional Learning Intervention Strategies 
(SELIS) and School Transformation 

  
 

Materials and Methods 
Qualitative semi-structured interviews were constructed for data collection within the 
parameters of Goleman’s (2007) elements of EI which are: 

(a) Self-awareness – refers to the extent individuals have self-knowledge. People with 
self-awareness can recognise their strengths and weaknesses and address their 
failure as a learning opportunity. 

(b) Managing emotions – addresses the consciousness where individuals reflect and 
analyse their reactions, attitudes, and behaviours to optimise the practical 
achievements of specific aims and goals under various circumstances.  
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(c) Motivation – perceived in terms of the degree that an individual is apathetic, 
unengaged, depressed, lethargic, or enthusiastic, productive, optimistic, and 
energetic. Motivation is pivotal. It tends to shape and affect an individual’s self-
knowledge and accomplishments.  

(d) Empathy – related to how individuals situate themselves in relationships with 
others. They not solely become aware of their experiences but also comprehend 
what others are going through and experiencing. Empathy also embodies 
elements of trust and sympathy.  

(e) Social Skills – underpins relationship, management, which often refers to 
interpersonal efficacy, that is, being aware of investments in relationships and 
social interactions and managing relationships intelligently and 
compassionately, even in times of stress, abandonment, neglect, seclusion, 
segregation, exclusion, social discomfort, and withdrawal.   

In addition, the semi-structured interview questions touched on concepts that are relevant to 
management and leadership practices, and the potential professional development in this 
area. Moreover, the interview questions were developed in line with Creswell’s (2003) and 
Denzin and Lincoln’s (2011) conceptual framework of case study research. These authors state 
that case study research aims to elaborate on a specific case in detail to develop a theory from 
that approach. Thus, it is specifically contextualised. Furthermore, case study research 
deconstructs a complex issue and extends experience or adds robustness to what was already 
known through previous research. In other words, case study research is relevant when 
researchers opt to build on qualitative experiences and voices of individuals to reinforce or 
construct novel knowledge, even when the sample size is small.  

As the semi-structured interview instrument was a self-developed tool, it was also examined 
for reliability and validity through a pilot study, conducted on 5 per cent of the study sample. 
The pilot study responses were not included in the findings; nevertheless, they were used to 
improve the clarity and wording of the semi-structured interview questions. 

In summation, the authors utilised Goleman’s (2007) framework of EI dimensions as well as 
the principles of Creswell (2003) and Denzin and Lincoln (2011) as they pertain to the 
contextualisation and particularisation of the nature of case study research, to develop semi-
structured interview questions for the purpose of data collection (See Appendix 1). 

Research Participants  
Abu Dhabi has 191 public schools. Due to time constraints, schools in the western region, 
common schools, kindergartens, and private schools were excluded, leaving 134 public 
schools for sampling, and 40 cycle 1, cycle 2, and cycle 3 schools were randomly selected. 
Cycle 1 includes grades 1–4; cycle 2, grades 5–8; and cycle 3, grades 9–12. Schools in Abu 
Dhabi are gender-segregated for cycles 2 and 3. Cycle 1 schools fall into three categories: 1) 
girls’ schools (with ‘mixed gender’ grade 1); 2) boys’ schools (with ‘mixed gender’ grade 1); 
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and 3) grades 1–4 mixed gender schools. For this study, mixed gender schools were referred 
to as co-ed schools.  

The 40 schools involved in this research included 124 participants whose years of experience 
ranged between 2 and 25 years in the field of education. All 124 participants took part in the 
quantitative data collection. Nevertheless, only 27 out of 124 participants agreed to be 
involved in the qualitative data collection for this paper. The research participants were 
recruited using purposive sampling and constituted various categories of school leaders. 
Schools and participants in this study were anonymous. 

As different schools in Abu Dhabi employ varying organisational structures, participating 
school leaders included: principals (PRs), vice principals (VPs), academic vice principals 
(AVPs), English and Arabic heads of faculties (HOFEs, HOFAs), lead principals (LPs), and a 
social worker (SW). Due to demographic variations and the organisational restructuring of 
Abu Dhabi schools, schools have differing administrative structures. The researchers 
considered the variations in structural organisation as a delimitation, since the types of 
participating school leaders were not uniform across the sample. This also affected the 
number of participants included from each school (Table 1). 

Table 1: Breakdown of Research Participants by Characteristics 

Characteristics Description No. Participants 
Nationality Emirati 18 

Non-Emirati Arabs 0 
Other 9 

Gender Male  5 
Female 22 

Position Administrative 13 
Academic 13 
Social Work 1 

Experience 0–5 years 7 
6–10 years 4 
11 or more 16 

The voices of the school leaders and managers were pivotal. In agreement with Kupferberg, 
Green and Gilat (2002), participants’ narratives are tumultuous in times, places, and spaces 
where voices are marginalised in top-down systems. Individuals’ professional experience is 
rendered significant for self and community empowerment to shape trajectories of/for change 
(Garcıa & Guajardo 2018; Guajardo & Guajardo 2013).  

Table 2 presents an explanation of the coding and additional information about the research 
participants and the schools involved in this study:  
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Table 2: Coding of Research Participants  

 Codes  Research 
Participant-RP 

 School-S  Category of School Leader/ 
Manager  

RP5-S1PR  
 

Research 
participant 5  

School 1 (S1) PR 

Boys school, cycle 1 Principal (female, UAE national) 

RP6-S2HOFA  
 

Research 
Participant 6 

School 2 (S2) HOFA 

Boys school, cycle 1 Head of Faculty for Arabic 
language Arts subjects (female, 
UAE national) 

RP15-S4VP  Research 
participant 15 

School 4 (S4) VP 

Girls school cycle 2 Vice principal (female, UAE 
national) 

RP18-S5VP  Research 
participant 18 

School 5 (S5)  VP 

Girls school cycle 1 Vice principal (female, UAE 
national) 

RP22-S6HOFA Research 
participant 22 

School 6 (S6) HOFA 

Boys school, cycle 1 Head of Faculty for Arabic 
language Arts subjects (female, 
UAE national) 

RP26-S8AVP Research 
participant 26 

School 8 (S8)  AVP 

 Girls school, cycle 3 Assistant vice principal (female, 
UAE national) 

RP29-S9ACVP1  Research 
participant 29 

School 9 (S9) ACVP (1)  

Boys school, cycle 3 Academic vice principal (male, 
south African) 

RP30-S9ACVP2  Research 
participant 30 

School 9 (S9) ACVP (2) 

Boys school, cycle 3 This school has 2 academic vice 
principals (male, Irish) 

RP32-S10SW  Research 
participant 32 

School 10 (S10) SW 

Boys school cycle 1 Social worker (female, UAE 
national) 
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 Codes  Research 
Participant-RP 

 School-S  Category of School Leader/ 
Manager  

RP34-S11HOFA  Research 
participant 34 

School 11 (S11) HOFA 

Girls school, cycle 2 Head of Faculty for Arabic 
language Arts subjects (female, 
UAE national) 

RP38-S12PR Research 
participant 38 

School 12 (S12) PR 

Girls school, cycle 2 Principal (female, UAE national) 

RP43-S13HOFE  Research 
participant43 

School 13 (S13) HOFE 

Boys school, cycle 1 Head of Faculty for English 
language Arts subjects (female, 
South African) 

RP46-S14HOFE Research 
participant 46 

 School 14 (S14) HOFE 

Girls school, cycle 1 English language Arts subjects 
(female, Canadian) 

RP51-S15VP  Research 
participant 51  

School 15 (S15) VP 

Girls school, cycle 1 Vice principal (female, UAE 
national) 

RP56-S16AVP  Research 
participant 56 

School 16 (S16) AVP 

Boys, cycle 1 Assistant vice principal (female, 
U.S. A national) 

RP58-S17SW Research 
participant 58 

School 17 (S17) SW 

Boys Cycle 2  Social Worker (male, Egyptian) 

RP59-S17HOFA  Research 
participant 59 

School 17 (S17) HOFA 

Boys cycle 2 Head of Faculty for Arabic 
language Arts subjects (male, 
UAE national) 

RP62-S18LP  
 

Research 
participant 62 

School 18 (S18) LP 

Boys school, cycle 2 Lead principal (female, UAE 
national) 
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 Codes  Research 
Participant-RP 

 School-S  Category of School Leader/ 
Manager  

RP66-S19HOFE Research 
participant 66 

School 19 (S19) HOFE 

Co-ed school, cycle 1 Head of Faculty for English 
language Arts subjects (female, 
Irish) 

RP73-S20AVP  Research 
participant 73 

School 20 AVP 

Co-ed, cycle 1 Academic vice principal (male, 
U.S A. national) 

RP79-S23VP Research 
participant79 

School 23 (S23) VP 

Girls school, cycle 3  Vice principal (female, UAE 
national) 

RP82-S24PR  
 

Research 
participant82 

School 24 (S24) PR 

Girls school, cycle 3 Principal (female, UAE national). 

RP88-S25HOFE 
 

Research 
participant 88 

School 25 (S25) HOFE 

 Boys school, cycle2 Head of Faculty for English 
language Arts subjects (male, 
Tunisian) 

RP89-S25AVP  Research 
participant 89 

 School 25 AVP 

Boys school, cycle 2 Assistant vice principal (male, 
Zimbabwe national) 

RP93-S26VP  Research 
participant 93  

School 26 (S26)  VP 

Boys school, cycle 2 Vice principal (male, UAE 
national) 

RP96-S27PR  Research 
participant 96 

School 27 (S27) PR 

Boys school, cycle 2 Principal (male, UAE national) 

RP106-S29AVP 
 

Research 
participant 106 

School 29 (S29) AVP 

Co-ed, cycle 1 Assistant vice principal (female, 
New Zealand national) 
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Data Collection Methods 
Data collection was conducted, face-to-face, through semi-structured interviews. After 
obtaining ethics approval, school visitations were scheduled at the participants’ convenience, 
and invitation letters and consent forms were arranged. Informed consent was obtained from 
all individuals who were willing to participate in the study. Data were collected in person 
with at least two researchers present during each interview. The principal investigator, who 
was bilingual (Arabic/English), was always present. Interviews lasted approximately 30–40 
minutes. The self-developed, semi-structured research tool was initially piloted with four 
individuals, from a research pool of 40 schools that did not participate in the actual study. 

Data Analysis 
A conventional, qualitative, content analysis approach (Hsieh & Shannon 2005) was used to 
inductively analyse the categories and themes in the data. This bottom-up, iterative approach 
builds on the data, unlike a pre-established deductive coding scheme. The transcripts were 
analysed with a line-by-line open coding technique (Glaser & Strauss 1967), using key 
concepts from the participants’ codes. Codes were added or modified as new meanings 
emerged. To assess coding consistency, codes and their assignment to the text were compared 
by the research team, using a constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss 1967). 
Representative quotes were selected to support each category, theme, and subtheme. 

Results 
The findings showed the following from an EI perspective: a) the extent to which school 
leaders perceive themselves as transformational leaders and managers; b) what attributes and 
skills school leaders need to exhibit, during times of school transformation, given the Abu 
Dhabi context of educational changes; c) the challenges that school leaders face when 
employing and facilitating changes; and d) the professional development of EI attributes 
needed for school leaders to align with the public schools’ transformation agenda. 

How School Leaders Perceive Themselves As Transformational Leaders From 
an EI Perspective 
Regarding leadership practices, some participants indicated how they perceive their status as 
transformational leaders during times of change. For instance, RP6-S2HOFA when claiming 
they were transformational leaders, spoke about the importance of collaboration, shared 
decision making, and participatory/distributed leadership approaches: ‘I am a 
transformational leader who considers others’ opinions and takes on board the inputs of 
stakeholders ... I don’t overlook or marginalise others’ opinions and suggestions.’ 

In the same vein, but also emphasising the promotion of innovations, RP59-S17HOFA stated: 
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I lead the team by allowing them to innovate in their tasks ... I help my teachers 
develop their ideas through dialogue, helping them destress and find solutions to 
issues encountered amidst school and educational changes. 

Concerning a willingness to accept new ideas for school changes, RP38-S12P explained: ‘I am 
open to new ideas ... I encourage stakeholders to practice new ideas and innovations.’ 

RP43-S13HOFE noted the importance of role modelling and consensus building: ‘I am a 
positive leader ... I act as a role model for staff. I believe all voices need to be included.’ 
Speaking practically, RP6-S2HOFA also explained: 

I demonstrate transformational skills by enacting school changes, being pro-active, 
and ensuring that a structure for introducing and implementing changes is created as 
early as possible ... I always encourage open communication with stakeholders. 

RP106-S29AVP discussed how her transformational skills were demonstrated through 
inspiration and displaying empathy towards others, noting: ‘I am motivational and 
encourage others to join me on the journey ... I listen, engage, advise, and show by means of 
my actions.’ Likewise, RP56-S16AVP added: 

I facilitate transformation by creating paths to implement the abrupt curricular 
changes that require flexibility ... I motivate through building trust ... Nevertheless, 
building trust is hard and complex, which makes changes hard to execute. 

Furthermore, school managers and leaders specifically expressed their views regarding their 
transformational leadership practices in times of change. Within this scope, RP66-S19HOFE 
said: 

I meet the challenges of the new school changes. I am transformational and welcome 
the new idea of co-ed classes in my school. I am able to contain the parents’ thoughts 
regarding resenting coeducation in cycle one. I am able to discuss the parents’ 
concerns and changes regarding coeducation and the new school restructuring. I was 
aware of the resentments and challenges that I have encountered due to the systemic 
and processes changes. I think I succeeded in enhancing changes in my school. 
Though, I still encounter challenges regarding conflict resolutions that stem from the 
educational transformation that Abu Dhabi schools are going through. 

Similarly, RP38-S12PR indicated: ‘I am open to new ideas and suggestions pertaining to 
operational and systemic school changes. I take on board new ideas that will help improve 
my school’ and RP30-S9ACVP2 added:  

 ... I believe that motivating and inspiring my staff will improve performance, 
promote change and enhance innovation that will develop my school. I encourage my 
staff to reflect on their ideas in order to improve their performance and assist in 
constructing new systems that are situated within the Abu Dhabi school reforms and 
school transformation agenda.  
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Moreover, school leaders and managers described their skills within the scope of major 
organisational dimensions that include setting strategic planning, directions related to vision 
and mission, developing professional capacities, organisational operations, community 
involvement and managing instructional programmes for school improvement. Within this 
perspective, RP89-S25-AVP noted that:  

There is no one way to manage my school ... I use several collaborative approaches 
and I focus on team cooperation to strengthen my organisation make change happen 
and move forward in the midst of changes ... I use situational management for change 
management.  I also enhance professional learning to accommodate the directives for 
school changes.  

Another school manger, RP88-S25HOFE stated:  

I like to distribute roles and responsibilities between the administrative team, chairs, 
and team leaders ... this helps facilitate our tasks as instructed by the macro-
management ... we conduct strategic planning through allocating tasks for team 
leaders.  

Alternatively, RP26-S8HOFE shed light on a different angle of transformational leadership 
practice by indicating:  

I employ a coaching style to help people to find their own answers. My democratic 
style assists in sharing problems and involving people in finding solutions.  This helps 
in enhancing a school community vibe and a culture of organisational learning and 
school-community partnerships. 

Transformational leadership praxis has been reflected through the school managers’ and 
leaders’ responses. Table 3 illustrates several examples that illustrate the voices of research 
participants that denote various perceptions and demonstrations of transformational 
leadership of Abu Dhabi public school managers and leaders. The themes that transpired 
concerning transformational leadership included: a) supporting people in times of change; b) 
promoting dialogue and collective leadership; c) creating opportunities and avenues for 
innovation; d) displaying inspiration, motivation, trust, and empathy to enhance changes on 
the people’s, organisation and community levels; and e) enacting school changes and being 
pro-active and meeting the challenges of change. 
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Table 3: Emotional Intelligence and Transformational Leadership Practices  

 Areas of 
transformational 
leadership   

Relevant emotional 
intelligence 
dimensions touching 
on transformational 
leadership practices 

Evidence of praxis and 
demonstration of 
transformational 
leadership 

Evidence voiced 
by research 
participants 

1. Supporting 
people in times of 
change and 
addressing their 
needs. 

Empathy 
 

Cognitive- behavioural 
competencies 
 

Creating professional 
learning opportunities 
and provide emotional 
support. 

RP59-S17HOFA 
RP6-S2HOFA 
RP89-S25-AVP 
RP30-S9ACVP2 

2. Promoting 
dialogue, 
collective 
leadership, and 
collaborative 
approaches 

Coaching/mentoring 
 

Collective learning 
 

Self-control 
 

Team participation 
 

Social and professional 
problem-solving 
 

Taking input and 
opinions on board 

RP6-S2HOFA 
RP88-S25HOFE  
RP89-S25-AVP 

 

3. Creating 
opportunities and 
avenues for 
innovation 

Alternative thinking 
strategies 
 

Coaching/mentoring 
 

Collective learning 
 

Supporting staff and 
parents in implementing 
new ideas   
  

Helping in facilitating 
and resourcing the 
implementation of new 
ideas 

RP59-S17HOFA 
RP38-S12P 
RP43-S13HOFE 
 

4. Displaying 
inspiration, 
motivation, trust, 
and empathy to 
enhance changes 
on the people, 
organisation, and 
community levels 

Social and professional 
decision making 
 

Social and professional 
problem-solving 
 

Impulse control 
 

Anger and stress 
management 
 

Resisting pressure 
 

Constructing a positive 
ethos/culture of work 
that stretches beyond the 
organisation and micro-
school entity  

RP106-S29AVP 
RP26-S8HOFE 
RP56-S16AVP 

 

5. Enacting school 
changes and 
being pro-active 
and meeting the 
challenges of 
change 
 

Emotional 
understanding 
 

Dealing with stress 
 

Self-efficacy 
 

Conflict-resolution 
skills 

Constructing systems, 
processes, and policies to 
introduce and 
consolidate change 

RP6-S2HOFA 
RP66-S19HOFE 
RP56-S16AVP 
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EI Challenges and How School Leaders Deal With School Transformation 
In addition to certain participants’ acknowledgments of some of their transformational 
leadership practices, they also recognised several challenges when faced with the features of 
the ongoing UAE school reform context. Expressly, many research participants referred to 
challenges that reflected their emotional intelligence shortcomings. These challenges and 
relevant emotional intelligence deficiencies were situated within various school 
transformation and innovation features, including 1) curriculum overhaul; 2) academic 
streaming; 3) cultural diversity, due to introducing English, as a medium of instruction, and 
hiring Western teachers (EMTs); 4) faculty and staff gender-related issues in cycle 1 schools; 
5) issues related to the introduction of all-gender-mixed classes in cycle 1 schools (i.e. co-
education); 6) continuous changes, chaos, and insecurity due to the upheaval of abrupt, 
organisational, operational, and structural changes; 7) faculty/staff resenting change; 8) 
intervention strategies introduced to support at-risk students; and 9) coping with angry 
parents due to educational changes. Table 4 summarises the EI challenges expressed by study 
participants in alignment with ongoing school transformation efforts in the UAE and 
particularly Abu Dhabi. 

Table 4: Summary of EI Challenges Expressed by Participants 

Areas of school transformation Relevant emotional intelligence 
challenges 

Evidence voiced by 
research participants 

1. Curriculum overhaul Anger, lack of self-control, and 
inability to communicate with 
stakeholders 

RP46-S14HOFE 
RP73-SACVP20 
 

2. Academic streaming Stress, anger, resentment of 
collaborating, and conflict with staff 
members and managers 

RP18-S5VP 
RP6-S2HOFA 

3. Cultural diversity due to the 
introduction of English as a 
medium of instruction; 
hiring Western teachers 

Ethnic and cultural 
misunderstandings, tension among 
groups, and lack of collaboration 
and communications due to ethnic 
conflicts 

RP43-S13HOFE 
RP79-S23AVP 
RP82-SPR24 

4. Faculty and staff gender-
related issues in cycle 1 
schools 

Confrontations with stakeholders 
and lack of persuasion and conflict 
resolution skills 

RP56-S16AVP 
RP66-S19HOFE 
RP5-S1PR 
RP22-S6HOFA 

5. Issues related to the 
introduction of all-gender-
mixed classes in cycle 1 
schools, due to the 
introduction of co-education 

Gender acceptance; communication 
difficulties across genders 

RP5-S1PR 
RP43-S13HOFE 
RP38-S12PR 
RP51-S15VP 
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Areas of school transformation Relevant emotional intelligence 
challenges 

Evidence voiced by 
research participants 

6. Continuous changes, chaos, 
and insecurity, due to the 
upheaval of abrupt 
organisational, operational, 
and structural changes 

Frustration and anxiety, due to a 
lack of job security and fear of 
communicating job related concerns 
to the macro management 

RP62-S18LP 
RP6-S2HOFA 
RP82-S24PR 
RP66-S19HOFE 
RP106-S29AVP 
RP15-S4AVP 

7. Resenting change Being impulsive, lack of self-control, 
and lack of problem solving and 
interpersonal communication skills 

RP96-S27PR 
RP38-S12PR 

8. Intervention strategies to 
introduce support for at-risk 
students 

Conflict management skills, lack of 
empathy and motivation, absence of 
collaboration and teamwork 

RP66-S19HOFE 
RP79-S23AVP 

9. Coping with angry parents 
due to educational changes 

Lack of self-control, absence of 
anger management 
techniques, being able to 
destress, and demonstrate 
impulse-self-control 

RP46-S14HOFE 
RP15-S4VP 

 

The Abu Dhabi educational reforms encompass a series of curricular changes that revolve 
around introducing English as a medium of instruction, implementing student-centred 
learning, integrating educational ICT, introducing new school subjects, enhancing science 
and computer teaching and outcome-based learning, improving academic streaming, and 
establishing more mixed-gender classrooms/schools (Litz & Blaik Hourani 2019). At the same 
time, school leaders and managers must facilitate and monitor these changes and prepare the 
various stakeholders to implement these changes. In a few instances, the absence of specific 
social and emotional intelligence competencies hindered the accomplishment of curricular 
reforms. As indicated by the participants, some of these challenges could have been mitigated 
if the managers and leaders were prepared and trained within the arena of emotional 
intelligence, particularly in skills relevant to conflict management, problem-solving, and 
social skills related to coping with stress and anger in times of change. The following 
subsections shed light on various curriculum-related issues that school leaders and managers 
have been confronted with; thus, they have raised concerns about emotional intelligence 
dimensions and how these relate to the challenges of implementing multi-layered curricular 
reforms.  

The following sections will focus on the claims made by research participants, which shed 
light on the areas of school transformation and the corresponding emotional intelligence 
challenges. 
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Curriculum Overhaul 
Regarding recent government-directed curriculum changes, RP46-S14HOFE stated:  

When change constantly happens, many things go out of my/our control. This is 
mostly caused by the difficulties of communicating last-minute decisions ... we need 
to be prepared in terms of how to communicate abrupt changes and how to facilitate 
these changes with full self-control and without anger. 

Additionally, with respect to communicating of the curricular changes, RP73-S20AVP noted: 

During educational changes, I need to understand the curricular changes and 
communicate them to various stakeholders ... to facilitate and plan for professional 
learning communities ... this requires flexibility and communication skills. 

Academic Streaming 
Regarding the academic streaming introduced by the MoE, RP18-S5VP acknowledged there 
were issues about teaching loads and changing responsibilities: 

Teachers resented academic streaming. In their opinion, educational change has led to 
unfair teaching loads and responsibilities. For example, some teachers were allocated 
to teach at-risk students and others were assigned to teach excelling students. Due to 
this, teachers were stressed out, angry, and in conflict with each other. 

RP6-S2HOFA also added concerns about the impact of streaming on various school 
stakeholders: 

I couldn’t deal with this issue or implement any corrective measures to improve 
collegial relationships between/among teachers, teach them teambuilding, 
collaboration, and collegiality ... Moreover, academic streaming caused complaints 
among parents ... and I didn’t know how to have a dialogue with them. I needed to be 
empathetic to help them be accepting of changes, and not be resentful ... due to the 
educational changes, I needed to manage stressed-out teachers. 

Cultural Diversity Issues 
In the UAE, school transformation has required that English as a medium of instruction be 
introduced, thus necessitating importing foreign curricula and hiring Western teachers, 
which consequently leads to cultural and ethnical conflicts and misunderstandings. 
Regarding this change, the comments of RP43-S13HOFE were indicative of this issue: 

Due to the introduction of English as an instructional language, Western teachers were 
assigned to teach at Abu Dhabi public schools. The emerging cultural diversity has 
caused misunderstandings and cultural clashes ... We have staff from different ethnic 
backgrounds: Egyptians, Canadians, Irish, Americans, South Africans, and English … 
Bringing diverse faculty coherently onto one page was challenging ... I needed to make 
them accept their differences and accept each other as colleagues ... there is resistance 
because some teachers think they are correct and superior to others. I needed to be 
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tactful in dealing with such problems ... maybe I lack problem-solving skills and 
attributes relevant to teambuilding skills and enhancing collegial spirit ... It was hard 
to make them happy and tolerant of each other. 

Another participant, RP79-S23VP, also discussed cultural issues arising from recent reforms: 

It is challenging to have diverse teachers from different ethnic backgrounds and with 
[a] diverse professional preparation and educational background ... it is hard to put 
everyone on the same track given their diversified professional backgrounds ... It is 
even harder to make them accept their cultural and ethnic differences to co-exist ... I 
need to learn how to bridge ethnic diversities among my staff.  

Within the same perspective, RP82-S24PR explained that: 

The lack of collegiality sometimes stems from the fact that there is a cultural 
unacceptance that leads to a clash between the Arabic and western staff. ... this needs 
special attention to bring the team into a melting pot state and collaboration. 

Faculty Gender-Related Issues 
While the UAE is rapidly modernising, it is still a relatively conservative Middle Eastern 
society (Litz & Scott 2017). As such, it was somewhat unsurprising that several participants 
discussed the issues of reforms legislating the introduction of mixed-gender classes in cycle 1 
schools. As RP56-S16AVP noted: ‘[It was] not only students and parents [that] resented all-
mixed-gender-classes, but some teachers also weren’t comfortable with this newly introduced 
set-up’. In this respect, RP66-S19HOFE also noted: 

Male teachers were newly introduced to our school, which used to be a girls’ school 
but is now an all-gender-faculty school ... one of our male math and science teachers 
wasn’t welcomed by some of our female Emirati teachers. It was a challenge for me to 
create a mixed-all-gender-faculty positive environment. Additionally, it was 
challenging to make parents accept that a male teacher would be teaching their girls 
and that mothers would have to meet male teachers during parent conferences ... this 
was a culture shock for some parents and required my intervention; hence, I needed 
social communication skills to deal with parents. I had a responsibility to minimise 
this issue but wasn’t sure how to address this matter ... I lacked persuasion skills. 

A different gender-related issue was raised by RP5-S1PR, who added: 

Macro-management is trying to feminise the school ... we have only one male math 
and science teacher. We moved from having male teachers teaching the boys to female 
teachers teaching the boys. Due to these newly introduced school changes, teachers 
were avoiding getting involved in confrontational discussions with the parents, in 
terms of gender issues. 

Another gender social-construct related issue was raised by RP22-S6HOFA, who explained: 

When it comes to the male trainees I have in the school, it is difficult because of our 
male dominant society. It is hard to instruct and guide men. I find it hard to run a team 
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that has male teachers. I speak to the males in a way that they don’t get offended, as 
they tend to see themselves as the dominant gender. 

All-Mixed-Gender Class Issues 
On a different gender-related issue, this time relating to the introduction of all-gender-mixed 
classes (i.e. co-education) in cycle 1 schools, RP5-S1PR noted several issues: 

Boys that were merged into our school from a single-gender boys’ school resented 
being in an all-mixed-gender class ... they refused to sit next to the girls and didn’t 
want to participate in all-mixed-gender activities. 

On the contrary, some tried to maintain a cheerful disposition despite dealing with the fallout 
from this novel educational change. For example, RP43-S13HOFE stated: 

I think I am transformational and work towards enhancing change efforts ... I welcome 
changes such as the all-gender-mixed classes inclusion in my school ... I discussed the 
issue of co-ed with parents; then parents were happy to take these ideas on board. I 
was aware of the resentments and challenges that I might face. In fact, parents were 
not convinced of the significance and educational benefits of all-gender-mixed 
classrooms ... In our capacity as school managers, we needed to find ways to reduce 
this anticipated conflict and anger. 

Similarly, RP38-S12PR emphasised the need for conflict resolution and reiterated that 
‘dealing with all-mixed-gender classrooms need special emotional and social intelligence 
skills to overcome any resistance from the students and parents who were merged into our 
school’. RP51-S15VP added: 

The concept of mixed-all-gender classes was a new notion to most of my teachers ... I 
had to be empathetic and persuasive; otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to run my 
school as an all-gender-mixed classroom institution.  

In addition to the abovementioned, school leaders and managers voiced challenges regarding 
schools’ structural and operational changes that necessitated acquiring and nurturing 
emotional intelligence skills. These challenges caused uncertainty, ambiguity, and insecurity 
for staff, students, and parents regarding communication, teaching-learning processes, and 
the school system. Furthermore, distress and stressful working environments emerged due 
to the inability to deal with these structural and operational changes. The challenges narrated 
by the school leaders and managers are elaborated on below. 

Abrupt and Continuous Changes, Chaos, and Insecurity 
School leaders face challenges due to the continuous nature of school changes, as well as 
chaos and insecurity, due to the abrupt organisational, operational, and structural 
modifications and upheavals. The comments of RP62-S18LP were reflective of this 
perspective: 



            ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022 | 67  
 

It is hard when you try to make others understand and absorb the changes and try to 
change their socio-cultural perceptions and existing educational culture. The 
challenge is to bridge the gaps and come out with solutions that please all stakeholders 
or counterparties ... sometimes clashes occur due to confrontations relevant to 
educational changes that are anticipated, as instructed by the micro and macro 
management systems. 

Within the same realm, RP6-S2HOFA added:  

We are constantly dealing with structural changes, so staff often feel insecure ... staff 
look at me to provide them with stability and security ... honestly, I don’t know how 
to support them in this matter.  

Furthermore, RP82-S24PR noted the challenges involved in overseeing the mandated change 
processes: 

When structural school changes occur, I try to help create job security and try my best 
to support my staff by being empathetic and sympathetic. Given the structural 
changes, I always reflect on how I will improve things for my staff ... I reflect on how 
I could resolve their job insecurities. 

Likewise, RP66-S19HOFE stated that, in times of structural change, leaders need social and 
emotional intelligence to be good listeners and supporters, and emphasised that: 

School leaders need to absorb the frustration of the teachers in times of continuous 
drastic change. Expatriate teachers sometimes come to me crying. There is anxiety and 
frustration because teachers are away from home, and in a different school system 
than what they are used to ... These changes create distress and job insecurities. 

RP106-S29AVP added that facilitating and communicating change initiatives to stakeholders 
was challenging: 

Change is dictated by the MoE and there is no preliminary preparation for these 
introduced changes. This creates chaos, anger, and resentment among stakeholders … 
administration try to facilitate and communicate these changes and listen to 
disgruntled stakeholders ... but sometimes it is hard to deal with angry parents, 
teachers, and HOFs that are not willing to accept these changes ... Sometimes 
communication with the stakeholders is ineffective, especially when I am unable to 
take decisions relevant to the execution and facilitation of these changes. 

Finally, RP15-S4VP noted that recent educational reform efforts often resulted in undue stress 
and anxiety among staff and stakeholders: 

Due to continuous structural reorganisation and curricular changes, staff are demoted, 
and are subject to pay and benefit cuts. This causes distress and anxiety, though they 
are expected to still perform within their new assignments that are sometimes at a 
lower professional rank; hence, they become demotivated … I am really challenged 
under such circumstances. 
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Resenting Change 
The continuous operational, organisational, and curricular changes underway in the UAE 
also caused staff resentment and sometimes led to an unwillingness in some to accommodate 
and adjust to their new roles. For example, RP96-S27PR noted: 

Sometimes staff and teachers are unwilling to accept school changes. I need to 
negotiate with my staff … I ask them about their roles and why they are here … 
Leadership isn’t about transactions and operations only; it is about change; what 
changes are needed and how they are implemented. Dealing with change requires 
outstanding interpersonal communication and problem-solving skills, self-impulse 
and control, positive behaviour, as well as empathy and sympathy. 

Moreover, certain participants spoke of challenges pertaining to the intellectual and socio-
cultural construct of change. For instance, RP38-S12PR stated: 

Teachers, administrators, and parents do not accept change easily. I must rationalise 
the change to them and persuade them and show them how school change can be 
positive. I try to convince them that introducing change is lengthy and gradual. School 
changes require conflict resolution and dealing with stress management skills. 

As indicated by participants, preparation in terms of empathy and how to deal with stress, 
self-control, impulsive behaviour, anger, and motivation were overlooked. Consequently, 
various stakeholders could not cope with problematic issues in their schools, such as 
aggression, rudeness, anger, demotivation, dealing with at-risk students, and communicating 
with parents. In times of structural, curricular, and operational changes, stressful school 
environments are often witnessed, placing a greater need for emotional intelligence skills in 
school leaders and managers. The following quotes illustrate the various challenges school 
leaders and managers have noted and the (challenges) implications within emotional 
intelligence perspectives. 

Novel Intervention Strategies Introduced To Support At-Risk Students 
Educational inclusivity initiatives for at-risk students, which form part of the ongoing UAE 
school reform and transformation process, have also created challenges for school leaders and 
managers. Participants expressly referred to the difficulties of dealing with students from 
broken families, the lack of family support, and bullying within this domain. For instance, 
RP66-S19HOFE explained: 

We have emotionally and socially at-risk students. Social and emotional intelligence 
attributes for school leaders and managers are needed to cope with students from 
broken families or families that have problems, such as kids raised by a single parent. 

Likewise, RP79-S23VP reiterated: 

When there is bullying between the girls at the school, we need to be socially and 
emotionally intelligent to deal with the students. I need to have conflict management 
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skills to build empathy, motivation, collaboration, and team-building among my 
students. 

Coping With Angry Parents Due To Educational Changes 
Emotional and social skills are crucial in dealing with stakeholders. Nevertheless, many 
participants spoke of difficulties in communicating with parents, particularly regarding 
change initiatives. For example, RP46-S14HOFE noted: 

Sometimes parents and staff can be disrespectful to me, and I am angry and hurt ... 
consequently, I become dysfunctional. Successful leadership is based on having social  
and emotional skills, such as absorbing your anger and being able to destress and 
demonstrate impulse-self-control. 

Likewise, RP15-S4VP discussed the challenges of dealing with disrespectful stakeholders and 
emotionally charged situations: 

I do understand that parents and students are angry and uncomfortable about the 
school changes, but I can’t be blamed for it … dealing with disrespect initiated by 
parents or students because of school changes requires a lot of self-control and anger 
management. 

Nurturing EI and Areas That Need Improvement Within the Context of School 
Transformation 
Participants noted that many areas within the scope of emotional intelligence and leading 
school change needed further development and improvement. Concerning this element, 
RP79-S23AVP suggested that ‘training in cultural tolerance is needed amidst school 
transformation’. In the same vein, RP6-S2HOFA noted that ‘faculty, managers, and leaders 
need to cooperate … They need to have teamwork… this is an area that requires development 
to mitigate socio-cultural and educational misconceptions and misunderstandings’. Similarly, 
RP18-S5VP pointed out that ‘some principals are very tough with staff. They think that this 
is the way … to control the organisation. They lead by control … instead they should learn 
how to lead collaboratively, empathetically, and interactively.’ 

Regarding nurturing emotional attributes, RP82-SPR24 commented: ‘At our schools, we need 
professional development on how to deal with cultural differences.’ RP15-S4VP stated: ‘At 
my school, we need to learn techniques that mitigate bullying among and between staff … 
faculty needs to learn skills related to how to accept each other.’ Likewise, RP56-S16ACVP 
added that ‘principals need to be trained on cultural tolerance and how to bridge diverse 
professional experiences that may lead to clashes in the workplace. This will help mitigate 
cultural and social differences clashes.’ 

RP22-S6HOFA noted the need for formal enhanced professional development within the 
realm of awareness, empathy, and acceptance: ‘We need to offer professional development 
pertaining to self-awareness, self-change, and accepting others.’ Therefore, professional 
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development is needed for affective domain skills, such as how to be more aware of problems, 
accepting others, understanding people’s needs, and being empathetic towards others’ 
problems. Relatedly, RP56-S16ACVP reflected on how ‘although schools are run top-down, 
we still need to be trained on decision-making skills and how cooperative behaviour is to be 
practiced among our school community members’. From a different perspective, RP32-S10SW 
acknowledged the need for professional development in areas relevant to controlling and 
managing anger and on how to destress: ‘If I don’t destress, I can’t help others within my 
team and students who come for advice.’ RP59-S17HOFA noted similarly that ‘we want 
leaders who can be sensitive to and understand others … leaders who control their emotions, 
destress, and demonstrate anger management skills’. 

From a cognitive perspective, RP59-S17HOFA elaborated by stating:  

We need to address skills relevant to logical dialogue and thinking … We need to 
teach-learn truthfulness in dialogues, absorbing ideas, listening, rational thinking, and 
persuasive skills … also being sensitive to others is necessary. 

Regarding leaders’ and managers’ learning opportunities, RP62-S18LP explained: 

We need to teach other leaders … how to employ and apply social and emotional 
skills, so they can use them properly in times of collegial conflict. For example, 
empathy, sympathy, constructive dialogue, interactive communication, and 
motivating others. 

Similarly, RP79-S23VP noted how ‘we need professional development in areas related to 
professional conduct such as how to behave and conduct yourself in meetings; how to deal 
and communicate with parents’. 

Regarding students’ behavioural management within the dimension of emotional 
intelligence, RP34-S11HOFA stressed that ‘we need professional development to learn how 
we should deal with students who have behavioural problems … We need courses in conflict 
and destressing, so we can cope with the professional burdens.’ RP58-S17SW emphasised the 
need to learn how to detach personal, emotional, and social problems from professional 
problems:  

Emotional stress impacts my professional performance … I need to learn how to be a 
positive person who detaches personal problems from professional problems … I am 
unable to do so, [and this] creates stress and anxiety at home and at school.  

RP43-S13HOFE added the importance of linking professional development to recent change 
initiatives and the resultant stresses that have ensued throughout many schools: 

Professional development at our school should focus on being inspirational … how to 
motivate, convince, and dialogue. Cycle 1 teachers face radical changes in the school 
system, such as academic streaming and the introduction of co-education. Teachers 
are challenged when it comes to convincing parents to accept mixed-all-gender 
classes. Policymakers need to introduce and support systems to facilitate the new and 
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abrupt school changes … This will help minimise the stress and anxiety teachers and 
staff experience in times of change. 

On the importance of professional development, RP51-S15VP stated: 

Professional development is significant and required in areas related to dealing with 
people, work pressure, and how to destress, especially when things are changing 
fundamentally at the school, and work is becoming more demanding. Curricular 
changes cause a lot of stress, especially for teachers. 

From a different perspective, RP62-S18LP explained that although professional development 
was provided by the MoE, it often lacked in core socio-emotive skills development: 

We need professional development on conflict resolution, interactive and 
participatory skills … Moreover, I would like to see training offered on topics related 
to professional and humanitarian aspects, such as sympathy and empathy…. 
Unfortunately, the professional development that we received wasn’t aligned with our 
needs. 

In terms of attending to students’ needs, RP66-S19HOFE said that ‘we have students who 
suffer from social problems; these problems need to be attended to, but we aren’t trained in 
these areas’. RP79-S23VP added: 

Professional development is needed to deal with conflict and character building for 
our teachers, so they can deal with emotionally and socially at-risk students ... Parents 
also need workshops on social and emotional skills … Furthermore, interactive 
communication skills are needed to enhance a positive school community. 

Notably, RP82-SPR24 explained the importance of being compassionate and developing 
empathetic skills when dealing with challenging students and work environments: 

We tend to forget that we are human beings and that we have limited capacities … We 
forget the emotional side that comes within the professional parameter … In times of 
change, pressure, and stress increase, being sympathetic and empathetic become 
important attributes. 

In the context of motivation, RP93-S26VP indicated: 

The professional development that we need is related to how the staff and school 
leaders see our worth in the organisation, to achieve and perform better, especially 
since the changes at our school are taking place abruptly. How to motivate others and 
make them feel valuable in/for the organisation is very significant in times of change 
and this renders professional development in areas of emotional intelligence 
important. 

Alternately, on the human relations level, RP96-S27PR emphasised the need for better 
cooperation and teamwork but emphasised that one-size-fits-all approaches to professional 
development rarely touched on these essential aspects of leadership and management: 
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We need professional development that enhances positive social communications, 
collegiality, and collaboration among staff. I believe that all stakeholders need to 
participate, but sometimes I don’t know how to bring everyone on board. The problem 
is that the content of professional development is planned by the macro-management 
and sometimes is irrelevant to our school challenges. 

Participants described some practical means that could be employed for nurturing and 
developing emotional intelligence attributes. RP29-S9ACVP1 stated: 

Professional development in social and emotional intelligence can be informally 
introduced through social-collaborative networking and building relationships across 
stakeholders. School leaders and managers need to create social networking and 
teambuilding opportunities by means of informal paths. 

RP30-S9ACVP2 also noted: 

Professional development is significant and should be provided formally through a 
designed model based on individual and professional needs through social events. For 
example, school leaders can create professional learning communities, so school 
stakeholders can share expertise and learn mutually. However, PLCs also need to 
occur in a blended manner. This includes school leaders initiating dialogues, 
discussions, and having professional informal chats. Professional learning through 
informal channels is important to enhance social and emotional intelligence among 
leaders, managers, and school stakeholders. 

Discussion and Recommendations 
The findings show that some school leaders and managers demonstrated specific 
transformational leadership skills in terms of the following: a) accepting the newly introduced 
school changes; and b) supporting teachers through facilitating school changes and their 
implementation. Moreover, the support that was provided by school leaders/managers to 
realise educational transformation also necessitated the utilisation of EI attributes.  

The participants acknowledged that changes to the curriculum, instruction medium, socio-
cultural environment, and operation and organisation of schools, have triggered stress, 
anxiety, and anger. Thus, school leaders and managers need to be equipped with social and 
emotional intelligence skills to meet these professional challenges that are within the scope of 
transformational leadership. To elaborate, though some participants noted that they were 
transformational leaders, they also acknowledged various shortcomings that hinder their 
leadership practices as transformational. This finding aligns with recent UAE research 
presented by Litz and Scott (2017), Stringer and Blaik Hourani (2016), and Thorne (2011) that 
focus on educational change introduced to Abu Dhabi government schools. The challenges 
addressed outline systemic, organisational, and cultural difficulties in implementing 
transformational leadership in this context. Moreover, this also brings authors such as 
Leithwood and Sun (2012) into perspective, as they have emphasised core ‘directives’ or 
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‘components’ (i.e. setting directions; maintaining high performance standards and 
expectations; providing individualised support and open/transparent dialogue; enhancing 
intellectual stimulation; modelling values, attitudes, and approaches; strengthening school 
culture; promoting distributed/participatory leadership; engaging stakeholders; monitoring 
performance and rewarding success; striving to improve the instructional programme, etc.), 
which are not only necessary for the realisation of successful transformational leadership, but 
also integral in mobilising successful school changes and innovations.  

The research participants also indicated that they needed to build professional trust between 
themselves, staff, and other school leaders and managers. They acknowledged the need for 
professional development in self-regard, emotional self-awareness, assertiveness, 
independence, self-actualisation, empathy, social responsibility, interpersonal relationship 
building, reality testing, flexibility, problem-solving, stress tolerance, impulse control, 
optimism, and maintaining an affirmative view of life, as elaborated by Bar-On (2007), 
Goleman (2006), and Zins et al. (2007) as vital for school transformation. 

Zins et al. (2007) indicated that school leaders and managers need cognitive and behavioural 
competencies to help adapt to job pressures, foster empathy and impulse control, and 
demonstrate effective anger and stress management practices. Moreover, Zins et al. (2007) 
emphasise that in times of school change, decision-making training that embodies social and 
professional problem-solving is required, as well as the connected competencies within the 
areas of self-control, group participation, social awareness, interactive communication, 
recognition of positive behaviour, and promoting alternative thinking strategies. These 
competencies help increase emotional understanding and improve the ability to deal with 
stressors to engage in problem-solving. Greater self-efficacy improves conflict resolution 
skills, which can be enhanced through professional development that embraces learning in 
school community bonding (Bar-On 2007; Zins et al. 2007). 

Another point worth mentioning is relevant to issues related to co-education and mixed-
gender school administration in the UAE. Such reforms were novelties for many schools’ 
socio-cultural milieu, structure, and organisation and have impacted school leaders and 
managers from an emotional intelligence perspective. School leaders and managers 
acknowledged challenges situated within the gender-related domain. Still, they did not 
specifically address how they were utilising transformational leadership practices to 
implement and oversee these pivotal changes. Instead, many participants broadly and 
explicitly focused on organisational, structural, operational, and systemic changes and the 
need for professional training and development. They overlooked what they were 
accomplishing regarding the execution and oversight of gender/equity-focused 
transformative educational policies and reforms. Thus, challenges (and solutions) pertaining 
to the notions of inclusion, inequity, social justice, and principles of critical pedagogy were 
not typically discussed. In this study, it was explicit that research participants focus on their 
transformational leadership practices rather than the connotations and implications of 
transformative education, which is a significant component in educational changes and 
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school reforms. Therefore, the study’s findings suggest that EI dimensions still need to be 
enhanced to address professional needs that simultaneously underpin transformational 
leadership and transformative educational processes. Additionally, this stipulates that 
professional development must be employed beyond systemic and organisational changes to 
encompass educational equity, social justice, and inclusion.  

In times of transformation, it is essential to prepare school managers and leaders to work 
effectively within anticipated changes. School changes can be facilitated directly by school 
leaders and managers or mediated through them using stakeholders. However, school 
leaders and managers cannot mediate changes unless they are empowered with 
transformational skills that embody the EI attributes required to enhance the likelihood of 
successful change (Blaik Hourani & Stringer 2015, Bush 2011; Leithwood & Sun 2012; Litz & 
Blaik Hourani 2019; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015). Although school leaders and 
managers in the UAE have received professional development training, the contents of such 
activity are generic and lack engagement with EI attributes (Thorne 2011). Consequently, a 
new agenda for professional development training that captures EI dimensions tailored to 
transformational school leaders and managers’ needs is required. In this way, professional 
learning, directed at improving school leaders’ socio-emotive attributes, can positively 
influence overall professional performance, which not only comes under scrutiny in times of 
school change but also influences the extent of school transformation and how readily 
educational changes are facilitated (Cliffe 2011; Van Rooy & Viswesvaran 2007; Wong et al. 
2010). 

From a different perspective, Goleman (2006) and Mathews, Zeidnar and Roberts (2002) 
proposed that EI can be acquired not only through formal professional development but 
through enriching professional experience within the teaching milieu and establishing co-
working teams. These previous studies corroborate with this study’s research findings 
regarding the need to design informal, social, and professional experiences to enhance EI 
dimensions within the framework of transformational leadership. 

Following Bar-On et al. (2007), it has been recommended that in assessing and developing EI, 
one should consider factors such as intra- and interpersonal relationships, stress 
management, adaptability, and general mood awareness. This recommendation aligns with 
the views of several research participants who reflected that the content of professional 
development had otherwise been imposed by senior educational authorities, leading to 
redundant outcomes. In contrast to that experience, Blaik Hourani and Stringer (2015) and 
Zins et al. (2007) advocate nurturing social and emotional competencies in a supportive 
environment guided by macro- and micro-management, and considering individualised 
needs, job-embedded mentoring, and a contextualised, bottom-up design. Likewise, Bush 
and Middlewood (2013) indicate that promoting change requires a new professional vision 
and perception as far as empowering others through various dimensions that are aligned with 
the notions of emotional intelligence. 
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Therefore, the top-down educational management model employed in the UAE needs to be 
reconceptualised and deconstructed to allow transformational school leaders with the 
genuine opportunity to work towards realising important change agendas. Moreover, the 
theoretical and practical preparations of UAE school leaders that embrace EI attributes are 
also necessary but not sufficient, as the praxis of EI within the context of school 
transformation is equally pivotal (Stringer & Blaik Hourani 2016; Thorne 2011). Within the 
same vein, York-Barr and Duke (2004) have suggested that building capacities in domains 
relevant to interpersonal relationships – in addition to being empathetic towards others, 
pursuing paths for effective socio-professional communications, initiating professional 
learning that encompasses empowering and motivating oneself and others, finding channels 
to deal with anger and stress, and being aware of the impact of change on people – are all 
significant vehicles for creating genuine transformational leadership practices. 

At the same time, professional and personal development, and nurturing within the realm of 
EI necessitates a growth mindset, or even metanoia (shift of mind) that stipulates being or 
becoming a reflective and open-minded leader while also emphasising the importance of self-
empowerment and spiritual connections – with oneself, ones’ contexts and others, and others’ 
contexts (Cranton 2006). Accordingly, this takes place through leadership practices that focus 
on equity, sustainability, and life-long learning on the personal and professional levels. Such 
practices embrace self-development that elucidates organisational and community 
transformation. In this way, leadership can construct cohesion between an individual’s socio-
emotional needs and the demands and requirements of the organisation on a systemic 
transformational level (Olsson, Folke & Berkes 2004).   

Conclusion 
All research participants were aware of school changes and observed the challenges 
concerning their emotional and social intelligence skills. They voiced the need for 
professional development in different areas of emotional and social intelligence, stemming 
from their transformative roles and responsibilities in response to the school change agenda. 
It is vital to recognise professional development that goes beyond school leadership and 
management knowledge and nurtures emotional and social intelligence attributes, to 
facilitate school transformation. 

The study was limited as not all UAE public schools participated. Hence, the results cannot 
be generalised to all school administrators in the UAE and broader Gulf region, so more 
research is needed on the relationship between emotional intelligence and educational 
leadership and management in these areas. Further research also needs to be conducted to 
explore the correlation between transformational leadership and educational change, on the 
one hand, and on the other hand, systemic EI intervention strategies that apply to school 
leaders and managers. Finally, at the school practice level, the following recommendations 
are provided: 
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● Contextualise EI professional development in terms of the relevant school transformation 
components to allow school leaders and managers to cope with the challenges of school 
transformation and transmit social and emotional skills across school communities. 

● Construct and mentor SELIS through job-embedded professional development, where 
focal social and emotional skills areas are developed in alignment with anticipated school 
improvement and transformational outcomes. 

Figure 2 summarises these perspectives, as it captures the links between school leaders’ 
professional development, training, mentoring, etc., the transmission of emotional 
intelligence attributes to stakeholders (SELIS), school transformation, and subsequent 
educational improvements.  

The infrastructure associated with school change transformation is an essential part of 
emotional intelligence capacity building. As such, macro- and micro-management need to 
slightly veer away from building capacities that are nested exclusively within managerial and 
leadership knowledge and systemic operational and structural organisational skills and 
content. Rather, macro- and micro-management must begin assisting school leaders and 
managers in exploring their emotional needs via a robust emotional intelligence capacity-
building programme. School leaders and managers are transmitters of empowerment, 
motivation, self-awareness, social skills, and empathy. Thus, they need to be equipped with 
the requisite skills that will enable them to utilise and transmit the abovementioned emotional 
intelligence attributes. 

Figure 2: Professional Development, Transmission of Emotional Intelligence, and Educational 
Transformation 
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Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

1. How do you describe yourself as an administrator/manager/principal? What is your 
management type? What administrative/management styles do you employ 
professionally? 

2. Describe your management style? Give examples of how you manage the 
organisation and interact with people within the school community? 

3. What are your strengths and weaknesses as a manager, leader, etc.? Provide practical 
examples. What professional expectations do you have of others (i.e. staff, 
stakeholders, etc.)? 

4. In what ways do you see yourself as a cooperative, compassionate, and 
collaborative/participatory leader? How do you communicate with stakeholders 
and members of the school community? 

5. How do you inspire others and work towards building an organisational vision? In 
what ways do you see yourself as being a motivator and persuader? 

6. In what ways do you see yourself as a conflict resolution manager/leader, etc.? 

7. In what ways do you see yourself as a reflective manager, leader, etc.? Do you 
practice self-assessment professionally? 

8. Do you self-reflect on your professional practice? Why? When? On what 
professional dimensions do you reflect? If yes, how does this help you 
professionally? 

9. In which ways do you see yourself as inspirational to yourself and others (in the 
work environment)? Give an example related to your practice? 

10. In which ways do you see yourself as a team player? Give an example from your 
practice? 

11. When and under what circumstances do you find it difficult/challenging to resolve 
issues, conflicts, and dilemmas in your school? Give examples regarding various 
stakeholders (teachers, administrators, students, parents, etc.). 

12. Do you view emotions and social skills as being important professional aspects of 
school leadership? How so? Which social and emotional skills does your role, as a 
principal, manager, or administrator require? How do you self-evaluate these skills? 
Do you face any challenges within the dimensions and scope of these skills? What 
sort of challenges? How do you address these challenges? 

13. What professional and emotional support do you provide to your teaching and non-
teaching staff, parents, students, etc.? How do you support your staff in times of 
educational changes and school reforms? Provide examples from your practice?  
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14. How do you facilitate school changes (instructional, operational, procedural, social, 
etc.? How successful have you been in facilitating a specific change/changes? What 
have you done to facilitate these changes (in relation to various stakeholders)? 

15. What makes you angry, professionally speaking, and how do you address your 
anger? When was the last time you were angry? Why? How do you usually deal 
with your anger? What do you do to overcome your anger? 

16. Do you perceive a need for professional development (PD) opportunities for school 
leaders, managers, and administrators, in terms of developing emotional and social 
skills? In what areas? How would this enrich you professionally? How would this 
nourish your professional attributes in times of change? 

17. Have you undertaken any sort of professional development (PD) regarding 
emotions and social skills? What type of training did you participate in? What is 
effective? Why/why not? What improvements or recommendations would you have 
for further training in this area? In what ways do you think professional 
development will help you implement school changes and innovations? 
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A Licence to Lead Transformative 
Change: On the Complex Capabilities of 
School Leaders and the Dynamic 
Capabilities of Schools  
Niclas Rönnström and Jan Robertson  

Abstract: Education has always been a vehicle for transformative change in societies, especially so 
when society is confronted with changing conditions and a need for a different or better future. In the 
paper, we describe three different and dominant views of education still at work today. Over the past 
three decades, in particular, we have moved from a nationalist and democratic view of education as a 
public good to an economic view of education as a private good.  This ‘user-pays’ philosophy is based 
on the flawed assumptions that competition and choice will provide quality education and equitable 
outcomes in our school systems. Moreover, we also argue that the COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as 
a moment of transformative change in education since it reveals flaws in past and present dominant 
views of education. We argue that school leaders can lead transformative change if they are gifted with 
a licence to lead. In the paper, we develop a capability approach to leadership for change in terms of 
leadership as learning. School leaders with a licence to lead can learn the way forward through the 
challenges they face, with people they work with and alliance partners. We suggest that the complex 
capabilities of school leaders and the dynamic capabilities of schools are vital aspects of school leadership 
for transformative change in uncertain times marked by profound social change. 

Keywords: Transformative change, leadership, learning, dynamic capabilities, complex 
capabilities, pandemic 

Introduction 
There has been a renewed interest in school leadership in educational policy, practice and 
research in recent years clearly reflected in a converging global policy climate geared towards 
higher performance of, and better results in, schools (Rönnström 2012). The (global) economy 
has increasingly become the dominant imaginary of human co-existence and 
interconnectivity, and this development has meant a sea change in education to the extent 
that it can no longer easily be recognised as a public good. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
revealed shortcomings and risks of education to the extent that we argue that the pandemic 
can be seen as a transformative moment and a call for change which we define as time to re-



            ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022 | 85  
 

 
 
 

examine views, values and what is important in education and leadership. As a consequence, 
it is time to pay renewed attention to schools as agents for change and we argue that capable 
school leaders are potentially powerful agents for well-needed change if they are gifted with 
a licence to lead their schools in their local contexts.  

In this paper, we firstly argue that education has always been used as a vehicle for 
transformative change, especially so when society is confronted with changing conditions 
and a need for a different and better future. We describe different views of education still at 
work today. We posit that over the past three decades, in particular, we have moved from a 
democratic view of education as a public good to an economic view of education as a private 
good and thus a ‘user-pays’ philosophy. Next, we depart from what we can learn from 
schools and school leadership under the COVID-19 pandemic and we argue that it can be 
seen as a moment of transformative change. Finally, we explicate why there is a growing need 
for change in schools and the dominant views of education still at work today. We develop a 
capability approach to leadership for change in terms of leadership as learning (Robertson 
2021) and we illuminate how the complex capabilities of school leaders and the dynamic 
capabilities of schools are well needed parts of school leadership in times of transformative 
change in society that is undergoing a metamorphosis. 

Education As a Vehicle for Transformative Social Change  
Education has always played an important role in the evolution and modernisation of society. 
Many of the things most of us take for granted in life, such as basic knowledge, skills, 
professions, democratic participation, human belongingness and moral commitment are 
greatly dependent on education. Education is of vital importance as individuals need to be 
educated to link into a complex society and to acquire the complex capabilities one needs to 
live, work, flourish and co-exist among other members of society. Education is vital for the 
continuation of society and its different institutions, traditions and practices to secure the 
continuation of culture, social order and the kind of agency members of society can expect 
from one another.  

Although education has been described as a conservative force securing social continuity in 
terms of reproduction and socialisation (for example, Bourdieu & Passeron 1977), a short 
glimpse at the history of education also discloses its role as an agent for social change. In fact, 
education has been a vital part of the modernisation of society through transformative social 
change, as can be seen by reflecting on three dominant views of education which we refer to 
as nationalist, democratic and economic globalist education. 

Early education was typically aimed at nation-building, which meant efforts to shift people’s 
loyalties from the bonds they established in their local communities to the nation as the centre 
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of economic, moral, cultural, political and social gravity (Rönnström 2012). The nationalist 
view of education means that individuals and groups are supposed to link into a society 
revolving around a particular nation and to develop national identities, a sense of 
belongingness and loyalty to a nation. It is easy to take nations and nationalist views of 
education for granted as givens. However, such assumptions neglect hard-fought struggles 
and practices of exclusion behind nation-building practices and the formation of national 
education and school systems.  

Nationalism and nation building were always troubled with real life diversity (Tully 1995). 
As a consequence, the formation of nation states actually developed through a kind of 
domestic imperialism towards minority groups poorly attuned to the promoted majority 
culture. Groups poorly attuned to the majority culture and images of the normal or 
representative citizen were silenced or excluded, and they were expected to accept the 
languages, religions, cultural traditions and institutions favouring the majority of citizens 
rather than their own lifestyle and culture (Kymlicka 2003). However, in the 20th century the 
nationalist tuning process met with resistance from various groups in different nations who 
reacted against domestic imperialism, claiming their right to cultural recognition and the 
right to a life of their own choice and tradition not necessarily attuned to a majority culture, 
challenging the cultural traditions on which the schooling system was based (Robertson 
2018).  

The democratic view of education flourished after WW2 in the light of the horrible crimes 
against humanity that could be linked to untamed nationalism and imperial ambitions. The 
democratic view of education meant linking individuals into a more rational society where 
tradition- or ideology-guided actions were to be replaced with science-guided actions. It 
meant, among other things, to develop more impartial knowledge of society, citizenship 
duties and democratic mindsets (Roth 2006). From the standpoint of society, education was 
viewed as an agent for promoting a secular or worldly rationalisation of an egalitarian society 
in which education is a right for all, and for bringing about trust in (liberal) democratic 
institutions and practices (Sant 2019). 

In recent decades education has shifted its change orientation under the banner of 21st century 
education due to the speed, power, impact and effects of globalisation. This orientation can 
be best described as an economic globalist view of education. Many nations have been gearing 
education to respond to the so-called needs of global economies and the competitive edge of 
nations increasingly interconnected in global markets (Rönnström 2012, 2020). In short, the 
recent advancement of education has been part of a neoliberal movement championing a 
marketisation of society. The public sector is modelled after the private sector and education 
is mainly conceived of as a producer of flexible ‘human capital’ who can take on functional 
roles as producers, consumers or entrepreneurs in a society gradually becoming marketised 
in all its facets (Dale 2005; Lingard, Nixon & Ranson 2008). From the standpoint of the 
individual, inclusion in society depends heavily on education and the acquiring of skills and 
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identities attractive in highly competitive job markets and a working life linked to the global 
economy.  

 The nationalist, democratic and economic globalist views of education briefly discussed 
above show how education is and has been an agent for transformative social change. When 
institutions, practices and habits of the past no longer match social reality or future visions 
and risks, education is activated as an agent for social change (Habermas 2001). However, 
when we aim at next practices and future habits, we always depart from past and present 
practices. This is particularly important in education since schools and school systems are 
built up by long-standing traditions, practices and habits to the extent that some 
commentators argue that schools of today look more or less the same as they did generations 
ago (OECD 2016). The ongoing mix of past practices, present realities and future visions, but 
also local, national and global stakeholders add to complexity and tensions. Some of these 
tensions are bothering to the extent that we argue that there is need for transformative change 
in education and that school leaders can play a vital role in this change if they are gifted with 
a licence to lead. Let us give you a couple of examples. 

Homogenising nationalist views runs the risk of excluding children and young people since 
they tend to neglect real life diversity and differences among those who have a right to quality 
education. Today, respect for and recognition of difference are essential to many school 
systems while at the same time there are countless reports pointing to the difficulties 
educators experience in actually walking the pluralist talk (Ladson Billings 2004; Matthews 
1996; Rönnström 2016). Banks (2004) argued that 21st century schools worldwide were 
burdened by unresolved tensions between visions of homogenisation and unification and an 
unescapable real-life diversity, and at the same time Khalifa, Khalil, Marsh and Halloran 
(2019) report how school leaders are frequently recognised as agents for cultural recognition, 
the decolonisation of practice and securing quality education for Indigenous groups. 
However, such an inclusive agenda based on respect for real-life diversity and natural 
differences among children and young people is severely frustrated as long as homogenising 
nationalist views pervade school systems and depart from images of what is normal, age 
adequate, representative, average or must be culturally uniform in schools.  

The recent globalist economic view of education tends to reduce individuals to agents for 
economic concerns and competition, and not to life in society in the broad sense. In this view, 
diversity is often seen as something to manage rather than respecting and learning from. This 
recent 21st century development has prompted a call for de-parochialising education among 
educational researchers (Koh 2008; Lingard et al. 2008) and philosopher Martha Nussbaum 
(2010) reacted to bothering tensions and reductions in this human capital-oriented view of 
education: 
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The goal of the nation … should be economic growth. Never mind about distribution 
and social equality, never mind about the preconditions of stable democracy, never 
mind about the quality of race and gender relations, never mind about the 
improvement of other aspects of human being’s quality of life that are not well linked 
to economic growth. (p. 14) 

If public education is too closely linked to economic competitiveness and success it tends to 
crowd out other important aims and aspects of education. It also runs the risk of contributing 
to new and dangerous divides in society, between winners endowed with the right 
credentials, diplomas, grades and merits, and losers lacking competitive power in the 
technology driven global economy. This is what Sandel (2020) refers to when he claims that 
we have created a market society pervaded by a tyranny of merit in which the winners inhale 
too deep because of their own success in education and on global markets – in which we tend 
to denigrate workers and people who contribute to the common good but are not well linked 
to the global economy.  

These examples highlight why there is a need to activate education and schools as agents for 
change. Our social reality is undergoing a metamorphosis. A multi-dimensional and complex 
society marked by global interconnectivity is now a reference point we need to steer by in 
education (Beck 2016; Delanty 2009; Held 2010; Lingard et al. 2008). Moreover, in a complex 
society, education as a right and public good rests on a promise to children and young people. 
Every school will enable their unique way of participating and flourishing in society and fight 
against alienation and exclusion. Such a promise entails transformative change in schools and 
school systems since they can no longer primarily serve majority cultures or depart from 
images of normal and typical students or citizens as they have tended to do in the past. Such 
a promise cannot merely focus on economic agency and exclusively treat children and young 
people as human capital although this has been quite common in 21st century education, since 
it erodes education as a right and public good and crowds out other goals worth caring for. 

The growing mismatch between past and present views of education and a metamorphosing 
society characterised by global interconnectivity, interdependence and risks, but also of 
increasing and real-life diversity is disturbing and perilous. In a recent report (Rogers 2019) 
based on the experiences of 500 American principals, 80 per cent of the principals testify that 
they are facing problems with students and parents challenging the curriculum and the school 
as they are endowed with alternative facts or unfounded claims they are drawing from less 
reliable or tendentious media sources. This situation echoes the need for a democratic view 
of education in the mid-20th century as a response to dangerous polarisation in society and a 
need for trust in education and other public institutions. It is time to activate schools as agents 
for change again since they seem to be designed for a society and problems in the past but 
not for present and future challenges with regard to the inclusion of individuals in and the 
continuation of society. 
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The Growing Need for Change and the Coronavirus Outbreak As 
a Transformative Moment  
In 21st century education, change is already an essential and coveted dimension of schools and 
school systems, as highlighted in the following six ways (Rönnström 2021). First, in many 
countries there is legal basis for change resting on the idea that every child should be able to 
reach their potential regardless of their background and capabilities. Second, change has 
progressively become a vital part of the professional identities and professional development 
of school leaders, middle managers, teachers and other professionals in the school sector. 
Third, there are socio-political motives for change since policymakers and reforms tend to use 
schools as agents for meeting a variety of societal challenges, such as advancing digitalisation, 
upskilling the workforce, preventing exclusion, alienation and mental illness, sustainable 
development, cultural recognition, democratisation, marketisation, or boosting school 
performance in the light of international comparison and competition. Fourth, the landscape 
of change and improvement in schools and in education is constantly changing and involving 
a number of local, national and trans-national actors rooted in both public and private spheres 
of action (VanGronigen, Meyers, Scott, Fantz & Dunn 2020). Fifth, change is also actualised 
because of societal and empirical factors since any school can be challenged by a number of 
factors, such as fluctuating demographics, refugee flows, pandemic, market arrangements, 
school choice or other circumstances affecting its capacity to ensure quality education or even 
its survival. Sixth, since many Western countries have adopted a more de-centralised view 
that schools are self-governing enough to be responsible for their own change, the concepts 
of capacity building and leadership capacity for change have been growing in importance 
and relevance (Robertson 2016; Stoll 2009).  

Although change has become an essential part of schools, the school professions and a 
requirement for school leaders in nations all over the world (Wei 2017) it is important to 
distinguish between globalists’ cries for world class schools, increased performance, better 
results as well as higher quality and equity, and the call for transformative change away from 
problematic unresolved tension and towards education as a globally informed locally rooted 
agent for a public good. We can use this growing focus on change as an important resource 
but a licence to lead transformative change needs to transcend the recent developments. In 
the following, we will discuss how the coronavirus pandemic can be seen as a transformative 
moment and a call for change since it unveils some of the problematic tensions in education 
and society as we touched upon earlier. The coronavirus pandemic is, as Gurr (2021) points 
out, likely to be one of the most, if not the most, disruptive forces in education since the second 
World War. Below we will reflect on and to learn from this disruptive force since it is a call 
for change. 
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Reflecting on a series of ISEA special issues devoted to educational responses to the 
pandemic, editor David Gurr (2021) discusses some possible implications for education and 
school leadership. He predicts that there is likely to be an increased use of technology, 
blended learning and mixtures of remote and face-to face learning situations in schools 
although schools as physical entities are likely to gain in importance.  Gurr (2021) also predicts 
(with some caution) that school leadership will to a larger extent embrace moral purpose and 
value orientations as a result of the pandemic. Moreover, he also predicts the involvement of 
more people in leadership and ‘there is likely to be a more future focussed, responsive, crisis 
ready and contextually sensitive orientation to change and improvement’ (Gurr 2021: 5). 
Although there are ongoing predictive discussions among school leadership researchers (see 
also Harris & Jones 2020) we suggest that there is a need to discuss the pandemic as a call for 
change, that is, a call for re-imagining education as a globally informed and locally rooted 
public good. We agree with Gurr (2021) that moral purpose and value orientation will be an 
important aspect of this change, through leadership that is responsive to changes in society, 
local context and real-life diversity.  

As a transformative moment, the pandemic made and continues to make us grapple with 
both taken for granted and problematic features of schools and society without suggesting an 
easy way out or an open road forward. As COVID-19 gradually became the pandemic reality 
of nations around the world, some nations responded with complete lockdown strategies, 
others relied on recommendations and regulations but there were also a few nations whose 
political leaders denied the existence of a pandemic and dismissed the warnings from 
international organisations and experts (Rönnström & Roth 2020). The different responses to 
the pandemic expressed diverse value orientations in the global society. Some political 
leaders thought of the pandemic as a call to action towards solidarity, to collaboration, to 
addressing inequities, to looking at our environment, to addressing moral commitments to 
what is good for many (if not all) and not just a few (Council of the European Union 2020), 
but others used the pandemic as a strategy for doing away with international cooperation 
and protect ethnic uniformity against intruding strangers since solidarity is a scarce resource 
belonging to a uniform in-group and not to outsiders (Rönnström & Roth 2020).  

In populist and right-wing media, identarian and populist nationalist voices urged us to go 
back to earlier ways of closed off co-existence as if global interconnectivity and 
interdependence were superficial and effortlessly reversible traits of society and as if nothing 
of weight has happened because of globalisation. These recent cries for exclusivist nationalist 
or identarian views brought to the surface by the pandemic triggered unresolved tensions 
within the nationalist view discussed above, and forms of vaccine nationalism. We believe, in 
harmony with many researchers in the ISEA special issue, that the pandemic calls for moral 
purpose and value orientation in 21st century schools. However, we also believe that the 
pandemic raises questions about the scope and character of moral purpose and value 
orientation. In diversified nations and globally interconnected society the inward and 
ingroup moral commitments, the increasing polarisation between groups and the value 
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orientations of nationalist views are dangerous, as well as the moral silence of recent 
economisation of education. Neither nationalist, democratic nor economic globalist views of 
education are resources to draw from in a social reality marked by global interconnectivity, 
increasing real-life diversity and bothering distrust in public institutions. The pandemic 
reveals how past and present views of education are running dry and need to be imagined 
anew, and how they can accelerate danger in times when the safety of the few depends on 
the safety of all.  

The call for re-imagining education as a globally informed public good is not only challenged 
by exclusivist nationalist views and practices operating in schools and in society. It is also 
challenged by the economic globalist view of education discussed above. From an economic 
globalist standpoint, the COVID-19 pandemic is first and foremost seen as a disruption in the 
circulatory system of the global economy. The pressing questions it raises are mainly about 
who will gain competitive advantage when things go back to normal (Feffer 2020). However, 
COVID-19 also revealed societal inequities such as the digital divide within and between 
schools and in society between those who can work or study virtually and those who depend 
on physical encounters for their income or learning as well as those who can get vaccinated 
and those who have no access to vaccines (UNESCO 2020). This concern for going back to our 
competitive normalcy is reflected in global discussions about school leadership as an agency 
for bridging the digital divide (Zhao 2020).  

Some critics of the economic globalist view of education argue that COVID-19 is not a short 
time crisis to be solved, and that we should re-think education through the lens of the 
pandemic (Schley & Schratz 2021; Zhao 2020). Some advocates of the economic globalist view 
of education, however, argue that current changes in education due to the COVID-19 
outbreak are temporary, and that the pressing question raised by the pandemic is chiefly how 
to bridge the new digital divide between those students who can and those who cannot 
connect virtually since this digital access has turned into a requirement for schooling (Gurr 
2021). Why, then, are we arguing that the pandemic is a moment of transformative change 
and that going back to normal as if nothing of importance happened is not a viable option?  

First, the pandemic has made us aware of the parochial character of the economic globalist 
view of education crowding out other important aims of education as a right and a public 
good. In the ISEA special issues on the pandemic, several authors highlighted the many 
important roles schools have in society, and in this sense the pandemic can be seen as a call 
for de-parochialising education (Gurr 2021; Houlian 2021; Huber 2021; Ugwu 2021). Second, 
the pandemic highlighted schools as important socio-cultural nodes in their local 
communities but also the importance of schools being rooted in and recognised by the 
members of their local communities. Education as a right and a public good must be 
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experienced as such in the local community as discussed earlier. Similar views are reflected 
as Harris and Jones (2020) stress the need for a context sensitive and community-oriented 
school leadership as a response to the pandemic. If members of the local community feel that 
education for all is not education for them or they lack trust in local schools, education as a 
right and a public good is eroded. The pandemic has actualised the re-vitalisation of schools 
as agents for a public good rooted in their local communities and where the local context is 
their ally. Third, the pandemic made visible the responsibilities schools and educators have 
to the most vulnerable groups who depend on physical schools or viable solutions not only 
for their right to education, but also for their ongoing welfare. Gurr (2021) discusses the still 
largely unknown but highly predicted negative impact of the pandemic on low-GDP 
countries, low-income families, rural and remote areas and students with diverse need. The 
pandemic has to a large extent made our responsibilities to disadvantaged and vulnerable 
groups and individuals come out of the shadows and into the light and highlighted the social 
and education inequities locally and globally. 

Finally, the pandemic as a transformative moment has also shown that significant change is 
possible in terms of the strengthening of change leadership, pedagogical innovation, 
productive collaboration, digital learning environments and new blended forms of schooling 
(Gurr 2021). In many respects, the pandemic ignited schools and school leaders as agents for 
change in disruptive times. It is now, therefore, that we turn to the role of school leaders and 
school leadership as agents for transformative change to meet the specific needs in their 
unique contexts in times of social metamorphosis.  

Towards a School Leadership Licence To Lead Transformative 
Change 
There has been a renewed interest in school leadership in educational policy, practice and 
research in recent years. In a recent research overview, Wei (2017) argued for a worldwide 
increased recognition of school leaders as agents for quality teaching and learning, change 
and school improvement, teacher professional development and for local implementation of 
education reform. There are also a number of research-based frameworks or models for 
understanding school leadership in relation to the core practices of schools, such as teaching 
and learning (see for example Drysdale & Gurr 2017; Hallinger 2011; Leithwood 2021; 
Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Andersson & Wahlstrom 2004; Leithwood & Strauss 2008; 
Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2019; Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd 2009). These frameworks and 
models are generally aimed at constructing a knowledge-base for school leadership and the 
work of school leaders, and they have potential to inform researchers, policy makers and 
practitioners alike (Leithwood & Riehl 2003).  

School leaders need to build capability at individual and organisational levels for many tasks, 
duties and practices, and leading change is only one of many. However, many frameworks 
for understanding school leadership do not make a distinction between leading change and 
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leading the ordinary core practices of schools, and they tend to blur a distinction that we find 
important to make. We argue that it is important to distinguish between change leadership 
and ordinary leadership, and we will use the common distinction between leadership and 
management to prove our point.   

In a research overview on school and system improvement, Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll 
and Mackay (2014) link transformative leadership for change to the recent research aiming at 
throwing light on the connection between school leadership and enhanced student outcomes. 
A report from the Wallace Foundation is cited (Leithwood et al. 2004) highlighting three 
generic aspects of what successful school leaders do. First, they set directions for schools, 
establish high expectations and they use data to follow up on school performance. Second, 
they develop people in terms of providing support and opportunities for professional 
learning, and, third, they develop an organisation focused on the core practices of teaching 
and learning. However, this widely accepted view of successful school leadership blurs the 
distinction between leadership for change and ordinary school practice, and in this context, 
it is a distinction worth caring for.  

We stress the need for a licence to lead transformative change and not only the continuation 
or gradual improvement of schools as they stand. We make a distinction between two 
important aspects of the work of school leaders. Management is ordinary in the sense that it 
helps to maintain the everyday continuation of the school, its tasks and its day-to-day 
operations, and usually therefore, the status quo. Management is vital for school leaders but 
it should not be confused with the school leadership that is needed in times of complexity 
and transformative change.  Teaching and learning are ordinary core practices in schools and 
they can be seen as the standard operational procedures of schools whereas change can be 
seen as dynamic meta-practices of schools since they take ordinary core practices as their 
target or focus of change (see Kotter 2012; Zollo & Winter 2002 for a similar distinction 
between ordinary and dynamic practice). We think of practices aiming at change as meta-
practices since they take the character and qualities of ordinary practices as their target, that 
is, they are dynamic practices aiming at changing the ordinary practices of schools. Therefore, 
we reserve the concept of leadership specifically for the dynamic meta-practices of change 
and it is about future orientation, transformative change and pedagogical innovation. 
Management, then, is reserved for the continuation of and stability in the ordinary core 
processes or day-to-day operations of schools.  

If we do not recognise this distinction, we run the risk of promoting management when we 
actually need to empower leadership. We may stress the importance of working harder with 
management when we in fact need leadership, and we may pay the price of over-managed 
but seriously under-led schools in times of when transformative change is needed. Moreover, 
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if we don’t acknowledge this distinction, we run the risk of continuing a long-standing 
problem complex addressed in research on educational change and school improvement. 
That is, change initiatives are crowded out by the ordinary practices of schools since the 
complex dynamics of change is underestimated, blurred and deceptively simplified (Hopkins 
2005). This is particularly relevant since it is not easy to break out of the dominant views at 
work in education today although they are running dry. However, the distinction between 
leadership and management was and is brought to the fore during the pandemic when many 
school leaders needed to exercise leadership for change without blueprints, answers or 
proven experience to fall back upon.   

In the rest of the paper, we sketch briefly a capability approach to school leadership for 
transformative change and a licence to lead transformative change for school leaders. We will 
do this in three steps. We will outline a multi-layered concept of capability, then we will 
roughly sketch the complex and combined capabilities of school leaders and finally the 
dynamic capabilities of school organisations.  

A Multi-Layered Concept of Capability 
Capabilities are not in any way new to education and leadership. Nussbaum (2011) has 
argued that a capability approach is important to education as public good in complex 
societies defining what is important to learn for a good and dignified life (see also Rönnström 
2019). In recent years, a capability approach to organisations and organisational research has 
been growing in importance stressing, among other things, the need to distinguish ordinary 
from dynamic capabilities of organisations (Helfat & Peteraf 2009; Nelson & Winter 1982; 
Piening 2012). There are also capability approaches to school leadership developed in recent 
years (Caldwell 2002; Drysdale & Gurr 2017; Duignan 2004; NZCER 2018; Robertson 2016). 
Duignan (2004) argues that the concept of capabilities can replace performance indicators 
drawn from economic views of education, and generic checklists separating the actions of 
school leaders from the contexts in which they are put to work. He also argues that 
capabilities are likely to replace simplistic competence models since there is no single formula 
for school leadership. However, Duignan does not stop at the importance of introducing the 
concept of capability in school leadership since the development of capability in others can 
be seen as the primary concern for and capability of school leaders. He says: 

Leadership capability is, therefore, primarily concerned with expanding people’s 
capabilities so that they can lead valued and meaningful lives and, in doing so, making 
a significant difference in the lives of those they touch. … Capable leaders need to have 
adequate levels of knowledge, understandings and competencies to discharge their 
responsibilities effectively. Many leaders, however, who seem to have been exposed 
to development programmes in, for example, interpersonal relations, conflict 
management, even decision making, do not, necessarily perform well in these areas. 
(Duignan 2004: 8) 
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The multi-layered concept of capability for meta practice of change we develop here is drawn 
from the traditions above. It is multi-layered since it can be used to understand autonomy, 
competence and performance of all actors in school systems. In fact, in education as a public 
good one can understand the development of capability as the primary task of schools. This 
is a first step toward restoring schools as agents for the public good and learning since 
capabilities can be seen as a more productive way to understand aims and outcomes in 
education compared to the emphasis on production of goal behaviour, results, merits and 
league tables we find in many schools of today. A primary concern for school leaders is to 
develop capability in students, teachers, school organisations and themselves. However, in 
this paper we will focus on the capabilities school leaders and school organisations need to 
develop in order to lead transformative change.  

Capabilities acknowledge the holistic nature of human agency and the fact that agency 
involves cognitive, cultural, social, aesthetic and emotional capabilities leaders can put to 
work. They combine basic human functioning (perception, talk, thought, interpretation, 
prediction, etc.) into complex capabilities. This is good news for leadership for transformative 
change which requires navigating between past, present and future without stable 
knowledge, fixed solutions and earlier experience to fall back on. Leadership for change is 
not about applying evidence, standards or experience from the past in future situations. It is 
about combining capabilities in the light of new situations in new ways and thereby opening 
up for innovation. Capabilities require autonomy and judgement about what is wise to do in 
the absence of given paths or answers and they should not be conflated with performance 
standards based on evidence.   

Capabilities can be defined in the intersection between competence and performance, or 
capacity and agency (compare Drysdale & Gurr 2017: 135), and this is important for the work 
and education of school leaders. Learning may result in passive or silent dispositions for 
action, and school leaders may be able to do many things that they rarely do in leadership 
practice. The concept of capability that we highlight here involves both what one is able to do 
and actually doing what one is able to do (Nussbaum 2011). They are orientations that should 
be activated rather than being silent dispositions for action, and the licence to lead captures 
the weight we must give to experiences of and contexts for exercising leadership capabilities. 
A primary focus on management might isolate school leaders from experiences of functioning 
as school leaders exercising leadership for change, and thereby developing the leadership 
capabilities they need to lead transformative change. A focus on generic skills and 
competence disconnected from practice may result in silent dispositions hardly ever put to 
work, as Duignan reflected on exposure development programmes. Leadership development 
for capable school leaders may seek creative, experiential, boundary-breaking and arts-based 
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strategies to take participants into new learning spaces for developing capability (Robertson 
& Webber 2002). 

The capabilities we outline here, therefore, capture what school leaders are able to do, actually 
doing what they are able to do but also to have a licence to do what they are able to do in 
times of complexity and transformative change such as the pandemic required. School 
leadership for transformative change can be summarised under one core capability, that is, to 
be able to exercise (and actually exercise) leadership as learning at individual and organisational 
levels. Leadership as learning means that school leaders learn the way forward through the 
challenges they face, with the people they work with and with their alliance partners without 
easy ways out or given routes ahead (Robertson 2022). Schools are complex entities and 
transformative change away from the bothering tensions caused by our dominant views of 
education still at work today, can rarely be guided by fixed solutions, simple analysis or 
reliable experiences from the past. In what follows, we will briefly discuss the combined 
capabilities of school leaders and the dynamic capabilities of schools since we suggest that 
they are of crucial weight for school leadership for transformative change. 

Figure 1: Leadership Capability for Transformative Change 
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The Complex and Combined Capabilities of School Leaders 
The capabilities school leaders need to develop in order to lead transformative change can 
roughly and overlappingly be categorised in terms of their three basic action orientations:  the 
self or leadership identity; the other or leadership interaction and coordination; and the world 
or leadership knowledge of the school, leadership, community and society. Leadership as 
learning requires us to think of school leaders as learners (not just data users) and leadership 
as learning (not just data use) in all three action orientations.  School leaders need to be able 
to develop capabilities in all three action orientations. The leadership capabilities we suggest 
here are linked to the need to de-parochialise education in times that are calling for an 
education linked to inclusion and participation in schools and society in the broad sense. 

Self-oriented capabilities are self-awareness and self-unification, enlarging the self and public 
ethos, moral courage and commitment but also knowledge construction and integration. 
School leaders need not only to be capable of self-awareness as a fixed object tied to a stable 
subjectivity. They often work in complex and conflicting environments in schools marked by 
tensions. They seek feedback from others, they listen and learn, and they challenge at the 
same time as they are willing to be challenged. Given the complex, intense and interactive 
everyday life in schools, school leaders also need to engage in continuous self-unification and 
be capable of unifying themselves in the light of their complex environments and interactions. 
As they lead change, they will change and they are unlikely to form fixed identities isolated 
from their complex work environment and tasks (Lumby & English 2009).  

School leaders need to be capable of moving beyond the self, enlarging the self and 
developing a public ethos based on the view that education is a public good and a right equal 
to all rather than a commodity on the market (Robertson & Webber 2002). This can mean to 
move away from the competitive view that only the success of one’s own career or school 
matters towards and understanding of oneself as a system leader, a community leader and 
public leader. The enlarged self or identity is a result of a de-centring move beyond the self 
and placing oneself in wider contexts of action and influence, and to think of one’s own 
actions in wider contexts than the concrete context of one’s own school and one’s own 
students. The capability to move beyond one’s own self and immediate circumstances 
towards an enlarged mind and identity is significant for the public ethos school leaders need 
to lead educational change (Rönnström 2019).  

Linked to the enlargement and public ethos capability, there are also the capabilities of 
making inclusive moral commitments which is crucial in order to stand up for quality 
education for every child, and to mobilise moral courage to lead change in schools in which 
ordinary practices are still worryingly marked by marginalisation and exclusion. As a 
consequence, school leaders need to be able to stand up for important aims and values in 
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education even when they are challenged by different stakeholders they depend on in their 
work. Moreover, since school leaders need to be able to learn the way forward through the 
challenges that they face without easy ways out and given routes ahead they need to be 
capable of constructing and integrating knowledge locally and engage in pedagogical 
innovation rather than just applying evidence, models or experience from sources outside 
themselves and their schools (Robertson 2022).  

Other-oriented capabilities are linked to encounters, interaction, collaboration, relationships, 
partnerships and needs for coordination (Robertson 2010). We suggest being capable of 
listening, learning and recognising difference among others as one important and combined 
capability. The recognition of difference is important and it has two sides. In leadership for 
change it is important to overcome blindness to difference in relation to what one asks from 
the other but also what other asks from oneself at individual and organisational levels. 
Leadership as learning for transformative change also involves the capability to enter and 
sustain dialogical, reciprocal and collaborative relationships since such relationships are 
essential for learning the way forward together in schools. We know that school leadership is 
about setting directions, developing people and organising for the different tasks of schools, 
but the other-oriented capabilities qualify how school leaders engage in such practices when 
leading transformative change. Leadership as learning requires that school leaders build trust 
and learning relationships with different stakeholders and in doing so, they are guided by 
strong values and moral commitments linked to education as a right equal for all and a public 
ethos as they take on the tensions and wicked problems that will assuredly arise as they lead 
change (Camillus 2008). 

School leaders capable of moving beyond the self towards an enlarged self and a public ethos 
are likely to develop partnerships, alliances and networks as they have developed the 
rudiments for thinking and acting in the roles of system leaders, community leaders or public 
leaders. As they lead change, such partnership and networks may open up for new contexts 
for learning, decision making and valuable resources for realising change with extensive 
support. We can talk about boundary breaking school leaders when they unlock and de-
centre traditional ways of working and organising with an exclusive focus on the school’s 
internal environment, and enlarge their leadership with external partnerships and networks 
(Robertson & Webber 2002). Moreover, the capability of building external and internal 
partnerships and alliances is of crucial importance for the rootedness of schools in their local 
communities so that they can pay attention to and meet the needs of the members they 
depend on and the needs of the school (see Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2019). Boundary 
breaking school leaders tend to inspire and encourage others to do the same, and this reflects 
the capability of promoting agency in others as they are learning their way forward together.   

World-oriented capabilities are closer to conventional views of content knowledge although 
they must be activated as things that schools are able to do and actually do if they are to count 
as capabilities. World-oriented capabilities involve school leaders developing a practical 
understanding of education, pedagogy and capability, as well as education as a right and a 
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public good together with the laws and regulations governing schools as they as school 
leaders exercise public authority. We also suggest that school leaders need to develop 
knowledge and capability-based leadership agency, and this has several dimensions. School 
leaders need to develop, among other things, practical knowledge of the dynamics and meta-
practices of change, organisational learning, change leadership and school management. 
They also need to be capable of using digital media, information technology and engaging in 
e-learning communities. However, the conventional areas of leadership content knowledge 
need to be complemented with knowledge of their own community, school, staff, students 
and parents, and practical knowledge about how to build and bring about knowledge about 
one’s own school, its conditions, processes, outcomes and challenges. Moreover, we also think 
it is a capability to deal with one’s non-knowing in leadership due to complexity, ambiguity 
and uncertainty.  

School leaders who develop self, other and world-oriented capabilities are well prepared to 
learn the way forward with staff, students, parents and other community members and 
stakeholders. As school leaders learn the way forward, they also pay attention to and develop 
the dynamic capabilities of the school organisation and the meta practices essential to change.  

The Dynamic Capabilities of Schools 
School leaders do not work in isolation since leadership is closely linked to an organisation 
rather than to a personal trait, and school organisation is inherently linked to leadership. 
Analogue to our distinction between leadership and management discussed above, we need 
to differentiate between those aspects of a school organisation that are linked to ordinary 
practices, day-to-day operations and the reproduction of previously performed and well-
known tasks, and those aspects of an organisation that are linked to change, learning and 
innovation (Nelson & Winter 1982). In relation to the complex capabilities of school leaders, 
we suggest that the dynamic capabilities of school organisations and school leadership enable 
schools to make sense of and learn from their environments and to mobilise, integrate, create 
and re-appropriate resources, procedures and interactive patterns in order to productively 
engage in the meta practices of change as they are challenged by change (Zollo & Winter 
2002).  

School organisations that can productively deal with the dynamics of change demonstrate 
what Heifetz and Laurie (2001) call adaptive leadership aiming at organisational learning. If 
we are to choose one dynamic capability that stands out as the capability among others in this 
organisational context, we choose organisational learning or developing a learning 
organisation (Kools et al. 2020). Organisational change and learning are seen as a continual 
and necessary quality tied to the meta practices of change in schools. However, the dynamic 
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capabilities of schools as learning organisations can be broken down. Dynamic schools need 
to sense and make sense of a dynamic environment and their own organisation, and pay 
attention to felt needs, change or continuity in their environment and local community. Such 
schools need to be capable of learning from their environment and build strategies and habits 
for collecting information and share but also create locally produced knowledge. Dynamic 
schools continually review their practices and recognise that it is through their own 
transformation that innovation will be found and new knowledge will be created. 

Schools developing dynamic capabilities will not stand alone but see themselves as integrally 
connected to other places of learning in the community and act as a hub for the reaching out 
and the involving of a diverse range of opportunities for learning and collaboration. They link 
the internal organisation, resources and processes to external networks and they build shared 
visions and imagine real possibilities for change in the school and within partnerships. 
Dynamic schools will also build a culture of inquiry, exploration and innovation (Kools et al. 
2020). They will seek and value the use of counter-culture since it triggers change dynamics 
– spaces where possibilities and alternatives are deliberately at variance with the current 
practices and view of education – in order to be further challenged into new ways of thinking 
(Robertson & Webber 2002). Dynamic schools may see the value of offering their services to 
other organisations, and they may seek development and challenge from other organisations. 
Dynamic schools can enable leadership that will not only adapt to the current times and 
challenges but will be visionary enough to ameliorate many of the future challenges that we 
otherwise could be facing in our communities of fate. Dynamic capability, in short, is the 
organisational side of the leadership as learning coin. We argue that it is necessary for schools 
of today and tomorrow to develop dynamic capabilities that will enable them to engage 
productively in the meta practices of change to meet the social realities of today and not only 
the realities the schools once were designed to respond to.  

Conclusion 
In this paper, we have argued that there is a need to activate education and schools as agents 
for transformative change since the dominant views of education are running dry although 
still at work in our schools of today. Schools run the risk of turning into public risks rather 
than public goods since they are designed to meet past social challenges rather than those in 
present time and in our future lives. We have also argued that capable school leaders can play 
an important role in this well-needed change if they are gifted with a licence to lead. We have 
also maintained that the still ongoing COVID-19 pandemic can be seen as a transformative 
moment and a call for change in education since it has revealed flaws in dominant and present 
day views of education and leadership with regard to its parochial character, its need for 
rootedness in local communities and contexts and to its responsibilities to vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups and individuals.  
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In contrast to an ongoing predictive discussion about what is likely to happen in education 
and leadership as a result of the pandemic, we argue that the pandemic calls for educational 
change away from dominant and present views of education. We conceive of education as a 
right and as a public good, and therefore a common concern that should not escape our 
influence, and this is why we do not only observe and predict the future of schools and school 
leadership. As a transformative moment, COVID-19 is a call for re-examining schools and 
school leadership. We suggest that it is time to activate schools and school leaders as agents 
for change and we develop a capability approach to educational change that does not conflate 
change-oriented leadership with management of the ordinary practices of schools. 

The capabilities we outline capture what school leaders are able to do, their doing of what 
they are able to do, but also what they need licence to do in times where transformative 
change is needed. In short, our capability approach captures school leadership as a leadership 
as learning at individual and organisational levels. Leadership as learning means that school 
leaders learn the way forward through the challenges they face, with the people they work 
with and with their alliance partners without easy ways out or given routes ahead. We argue 
that the combined capabilities of school leaders and the dynamic capabilities of schools are of 
crucial weight for school leaders and leadership in times of transformative change. 
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Professional Development of School 
Leaders: What Is Acquired and What 
Needs To Be Developed 
Yamina Bouchamma and Madeleine D. Tchimou   

Abstract: We examined the perceptions of graduates of two school management training programmes 
in two universities (N = 33) with regard to the competencies acquired during the training and those 
which needed to be further developed. The participants answered a questionnaire entitled Principals’ 
Acquired Competencies and Those to be Acquired, drawn from the competencies that compose the 
current leadership standard for principals in Québec, Canada. Our results reveal that the respondents 
considered that the competencies to be acquired were of a higher order than were those acquired during 
the School Management graduate programme in terms of knowledge, know-how, and know-how-to-be. 
The study also shows that despite their satisfaction with the training they received, the participants 
voiced that the skills they acquired must be not only developed but also supported throughout their 
entire career. Results are discussed in light of the competencies which should be added to the 
professional requirements dictating current training practices and standards. 

Keywords: Competency standard, competency framework, school principals, school leader 
competencies  

Context and Review of the Literature  
Numerous societal transformations have translated to significant changes in schools, which, 
as a result, have contributed to complexifying the work of school leaders (Bush 2008; Hertting 
2008). Because principals exercise a dual role, namely, administrator and educator, they are 
expected to have expertise in many different areas, including curriculum design, data 
analysis, public relations, change management (Bouchamma 2013; Darling-Hammond, 
LaPointe, Meyerson & Orr 2007; Huber 2008), strategic decision making, problem solving, 
teacher supervision, and all school-related aspects (Butler 2008; Kanokorn, Pongtorn & Ngang 
2014; Moller 2009). 

The historical context in the last few decades has indeed led to acknowledging the inherently 
complex nature of this profession, and specifically the highly rigourous training required for 
this position, which involves the enlistment of a variety of professional skills to be developed 
(Bush 2008, 2010; Lumby, Crow & Pashiardis 2008). In the last 20 years, this redefinition of 
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roles has caught the interest of several systems as to the importance of this targeted 
professional development standard (Bush 2008; Bush, Kiggundu & Mooros 2011). Hence, the 
‘professionalisation’ of the principal’s role and the admission of their specificity, compared to 
that of teachers, calls for training that is both distinct and specialised (Bouchamma 2013; Van 
der Westhuizen & Van Vuuren 2007). 

Leadership Profile 
Over the years, this complexity has generated much debate and thought in the literature. One 
such work, Learning Standards, Teaching Standards and Standards for School Principals: A 
comparative study (Pont 2013), is a beacon in the field of school leadership profiles. Resulting 
from several meta-analyses and relevant research, this document encompasses the core 
competencies of school leaders as well as the important attitudes and values contributing to 
exercising the profession of principal. Used to analyse and review leadership standards, this 
reference guide details the required professional and behavioural standards for principals 
(Pont 2013) in terms of both initial training and continuing education (Pont, Nusche & 
Moorman 2008; UNESCO 2006). This specialised professional development serves to enhance 
both their knowledge and their skills (Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe & Meyerson 2005; 
Pont et al. 2008) in addition to having a positive impact on their behaviours, which in turn 
contributes to improving teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond et al. 2007; Davis et al. 
2005). 

Despite its benefits, initial training alone cannot prepare principals for every problem 
situation, nor can it teach every competency of a leadership standard; this can only be learned 
in the field through practice and with supportive continuing education (Bouchamma & 
Lambert 2018). Initial training must therefore be followed by further, continuous, and 
sustained professional growth activities (Bush 2013, 2020; Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2008). 
Furthermore, the beneficiaries of this professional development must also continue learning 
and honing new skills throughout their career (Ingvarson, Anderson, Gronn & Jackson 2006; 
Legendre 2007; Pont et al. 2008; Werquin 2010). Indeed, in one study with five groups of 
educators in a specialised graduate programme in school management at Université Laval 
(2013-2017), the graduates agreed that this leadership training should evolve with the times 
(Bouchamma & Lambert 2018) and enable principals to remain focused on building their 
professional knowledge base (Lambert, Bouchamma & Laroui 2021). 

In Québec, education stakeholders are called upon to not only invest in their professional 
development (professional associations, universities, Ministère de l’Éducation [MELS]) but 
also remain accountable for this continuing growth through different actions, such as 
developing and maintaining their reflection on their management practices, their 
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commitment, and their individual and collective involvement in continuing education, as 
well as identifying what needs improvement (MELS 2008). 

Relevance of Professional Development 
Professional training programmes for school leaders have many known benefits, as they 
enhance the principal’s ability to respond effectively to expectations related to student 
achievement and professional practice (Nicholson, Harris-John & Schimmel 2005) as well as 
facilitate the transition from teacher to principal, among others (Daresh & Male 2000; Hedges, 
Ruddy, Boyland, Swensson & Kennedy 2020; Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2008). In light of the 
many advantages of this specialised training, which some qualify as a strategic necessity 
(Brundrett, Fitzgerald & Sommefeldt 2006), many school systems have deemed it important 
to invest in training for their principals to give them the necessary skills for more effective 
school management and to raise their leadership level (Mathibe 2007; Salazar 2007). For 
example, in the report of the Canadian delegation of the 16th Conference of Commonwealth 
Education, the Ministers, Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) reported the 
vital role of school principals in the supervision and facilitation of teaching and learning, and 
strongly encouraged professional development for school leaders using qualification criteria 
adapted to their context (Brundrett et al. 2006; Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2009). 

Due to the complex nature of their duties, it is increasingly important that principals receive 
initial training of the highest quality (Hedges et al. 2020; Pashiardis & Brauckmann 2008); 
otherwise, issues ensue, such as resistance to change and a lack of enthusiasm for new 
training models (Knight 2007). The training must also take into account the principals’ 
individual needs (Davis et al. 2005; Pont et al. 2008) as well as support their growth within 
the profession through a series of coherent and timely activities (Pont et al. 2008). 

Training programmes for future school leaders must therefore consider several criteria. The 
content must go beyond ‘building management’ toward a more tangible improvement of 
teaching and the effective implementation of changes within the school (Mitgang 2012), an 
alignment of theory and practice that allows for time to support both reflection and action 
(Dinham, Anderson, Caldwell & Weldon 2011; Tchimou 2015), and finally, a better 
understanding of what principals need before entering the profession and what they can 
expect and learn from the professional standard (Davis et al. 2005). 

Québec 
Québec has joined the ranks of other initiatives deployed to equip principals with necessary 
school management skills (Pont et al. 2008). In this province, the massive retirement of school 
principals in the early 2000s not only raised concerns regarding precipitous replacement, but 
also forced researchers to take a hard look at the difficulties this meant for the profession. 
Hence, since 2001, in-coming as well as acting principals are required to complete a graduate 
programme to master the core competencies associated with the position of school principal 
(Ministère de l’Éducation, du Loisir et du Sport (MELS) 2008). 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1942775118765499
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A few years after adopting this new hiring standard, the Québec Ministry of Education 
introduced its leadership competency profile for school principals (MELS 2008). The 
document is composed of 10 professional competencies governing school management 
training as well as six transversal skills. This reference standard, which oversees and guides 
the school management training programmes in the province, demonstrates the need for 
highly professional training for school principals (Bouchamma 2013).  

Research abounds on such themes as the evaluation of professional development (Howley, 
Pendarvis & Gibbs 2002; Leithwood & Levin 2008; Nicholson et al. 2005), the type of 
professional growth activities that most interest principals (Nicholson et al. 2005), and the 
effect of professional training on student outcomes (Howley et al. 2002; Leithwood & Levin 
2008; Nicholson et al. 2005; Salazar 2007), among others. However, despite the fact that 
training needs analysis is crucial to developing and improving training programmes for 
school leaders (Collins & Holton 2004), empirical studies on aspects such as training 
requirements and concrete applications remain rare. Recent studies highlight the importance 
of collaboration between professional training programmes, community partners, and 
practitioners, yet underline a lack of information as to how these collaborative competencies 
are developed in initial and continuing education programmes (Geesa et al. 2020). 

Generally speaking, pre-service training is updated and revised to meet the evolving needs 
of the system it serves (Huang 2020). That said, research has reported the low impact of 
training programmes on improving principals’ competencies, which can be attributed to the 
‘downward’ nature of training and that it fails to address the actual needs of these school 
leaders. Hence, a preliminary needs analysis must ideally be performed to determine which 
competencies are to be targeted by the proposed training activities (Febrizon, Rusdinal & 
Hadiyanto 2020). In this regard, principals are generally conscious of the demands of their 
chosen profession and have significant professional development needs related to school 
improvement (Spanneut, Tobin & Ayers 2012). 

In China, participants in a national training programme who evaluated their experience 
revealed that despite it offering a considerable amount of learning content (including the 
construction of a complete set of professional skills and a variety of training approaches), the 
training activity was viewed as being too limited to practical knowledge and skills, thus 
resulting in a modest level of engagement and motivation during the programme and a low 
impact on their practice. To better develop and improve initial training and preparation for 
school principals, the authors propose that political powers-that-be and researchers join 
forces to devise a more comprehensive and longitudinal system of programme assessment 
that considers the perspectives of its participants (Xue & Bush 2021). 

Following the implementation of mandatory training for these specialised educators, there is 
interest regarding the perceptions of those who have participated in these training 



110 | ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022  
 

programmes in terms of what they learned and what they feel they need to develop further. 
Specifically, in light of the competencies laid forth in the principals’ leadership profile (MELS 
2008), we examined how graduate students perceived their training activities, which skills 
did they in fact acquire, and which skills remained to be developed following this initial 
training. 

Conceptual Framework 
This study was therefore based on the Québec competency profile for school principals: 
Training in the Administration of an Educational Institution: Orientations and professional 
competencies (MELS 2008). The competencies of this professional standard were 
interdependent and were divided into 1) four management-centred modules: educational 
services, teaching environment, human resources, and school administration and 2) six 
transversal skills (Table 1). 

Table 1: Required Competencies for School Principals  

Educational Services 
1. Focus on the students’ educational needs 
2. Support and develop teaching practices adapted to the students’ needs 

Teaching Environment 
3. Assist the School Council in its mandate 
4. Head the School Success Project and implement the Student Success Plan 
5. Support and develop collaborations and partnerships for student success 

Human Resources 
6. Ensure competent actions in my practice and in that of my staff 
7. Ensure competent actions in each work group 
8. Invest in my professional development and in that of my staff 

Administration 
9. Manage human resources efficiently and effectively 
10. Manage material resources efficiently and effectively 

Transversal Skills 
Method/Approach 
Communication 
Leadership/Policy Savvy 
Interaction/Cooperation 
Evaluation/Regulation 
Ethics 
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Methodology 

Participants 
At the time the study took place, the participants (N = 33), all graduate students enrolled in 
two Québec Canada universities (Université Laval and Université du Québec at Montréal), 
were attending (part-time) the final course of their school management graduate programme 
while being employed full-time as either principal or vice-principal. The group consisted of 
six men and 27 women aged between 27 and 58 years. Almost two-thirds of the participants 
obtained a principal’s position during the training programme (2 as principal and 18 as vice-
principal). They hailed from four education sectors: preschool, primary, secondary, and adult 
education.  

Questionnaire 
The Questionnaire entitled Principals’ Acquired Competencies and Those to be Acquired was 
adapted from the questionnaire developed by co-author Bouchamma for the longitudinal 
evaluation of the School Management Programme she led for more than eight years at 
Université Laval in Québec, Qc. The first version of the questionnaire was inspired by 134 key 
actions identified in the province’s competency standard for school principals (MELS 2008) 
as well as through research conducted both individually and with collaborators in the field 
(Bouchamma 2013; Bouchamma & Lambert 2018; Lambert & Bouchamma 2019a, 2019b).  

In addition to the section on the participants’ sociodemographic and socioprofessional 
characteristics and one question on their level of satisfaction regarding the training being 
offered, the questionnaire contained two other sections, namely, Acquired competencies and 
Competencies to be developed, each one housing three series of items, as follows: 
• 10 items on knowledge (I know and understand…),  
• 35 items on know-how (I am able to…), and 
• 28 items on know-how-to-be (I believe in…). 

The participants were asked to respond to each of the 73 statements in each of these two 
sections on a five-point Likert scale ranging from Totally disagree to Totally agree (see 
Appendix).   

Analyses  
A simple paired t-test was used to compare the participants in terms of the competencies 
acquired during the training and those remaining to be acquired and developed (knowledge, 
know-how, and know-how-to-be). For each variable, we determined the sample size and 
average, and the mean and standard deviation of the average. For each pair of variables, we 
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calculated the average difference among the averages, the t-test values, and the confidence 
intervals for the difference between averages, as well as the mean and standard deviation. 

Results 
The participating graduates were first asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the training 
content. As shown in Table 2, 88 per cent of the participants (29 of the 33 respondents) were 
Satisfied or Totally satisfied with the training they received, indicating that they acknowledged 
that the training had provided them with the necessary content.  

Table 2: Degree of Satisfaction with the Training Content 

Responses Frequency % Valid % Cumulative % 

Totally dissatisfied 1 3.0 3.0 3.0 

Dissatisfied 1 3.0 3.0 6.1 

Neither satisfied nor 
dissatisfied 

2 6.1 6.1 12.1 

Satisfied 12 36.4 36.4 48.5 

Totally satisfied 17 51.5 51.5 100.0 

Total 33 100 100  

Table 3 shows that the averages pertaining to the competencies to be acquired (knowledge, 
know-how, and how-to-be) were greater than those of the acquired competencies. 

Table 3: Competencies Acquired and To Be Acquired 

 Competencies 
Acquired Competencies Competencies to be Acquired 

M SD M SD 

Knowledge 4.2088 .72741 4.6485 .72419 

Know-how 3.5746 .81860 4.5085 .79823 

Know-how-to-be 4.3261 .59940 4.6450 .75101 
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The paired t-test results (see Table 4) showed that these differences were: 
● acquired knowledge and knowledge to be acquired (M = -1.07390, SD = .79989); t(t = -7.71, p < 

0.00);  
● acquired know-how and know-how to be acquired (M = -.93391, SD = .80489); t(t =-6.665, p < 

0.000; and 
● acquired know-how-to-be and know-how-to-be to be acquired (M = -.31890, SD = .44464); t(t = -

4.12, p < 0.000.  

In the three cases, the knowledge/know-how/know-how-to-be to be acquired were superior 
to the three types of acquired knowledge.  

Table 4: Paired T-Test Comparison of the Acquired Competencies and Those To Be Acquired  

Pairs Average SD 
S Error 
Mean 

Inferior Superior  T ddl 
Bilateral 
Sig. 

1 Acquired K / 
K to acquire 

-1.07390 .79989 .13924 -1.35753 -.79027 -7.712 32 .000 

2 Acquired KH / 
KH to acquire 

-.93391 .80489 .14011 -1.21932 -.64851 -6.665 32 .000 

3 Acquired KHTB / 
KHTB to acquire 

-.31890 .44464 .07740 -.47656 -.16124 -4.120 32 .000 

K = Knowledge; KH = Know-how; KHTB = Know-how-to-be 

Discussion 
Our results show that the participants were satisfied with their training programme. 
However, in their view, the competencies to be further acquired were more important than 
were those acquired during the training; indeed, aware of the increasing complexity of their 
profession in a rapidly evolving society, they felt it was important that they continue 
developing their personal and professional competencies to execute their responsibilities 
more effectively. In other words, the participants believed that despite having received 
graduate-level school management training, acquiring additional skills was vital in their role 
as principal.  

According to Ho, Shaari and Kang (2021), the contribution of vice-principals is 
underrepresented in the literature, as only a few studies have acknowledged this important 
role. In Singapore, assistant principals were shown to exercise significant leadership in a 
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variety of key functions in collaboration with the principal, in a perspective of collective 
collaboration. Their professional duties included, among others, staff development, student 
learning and management, defining the school’s orientations, staff motivation, teaching 
supervision, and promoting the school’s culture (Ho et al. 2021). 

Constantly changing contexts imposed by society have also rendered the school leadership 
role much more complex. For Hamm (2017), multi-ethnicity alone in today’s schools should 
suffice to warrant that their principals obtain training, support, and mentoring in this area for 
more effective practices and interventions.  

In a Canadian study, vice-principals voiced not only their lack of preparation for this 
increasingly challenging profession but also their confusion regarding the roles and notable 
complexity of their administrative duties (Mitchell, Armstrong & Hands 2017), while in 
Québec, vice-principals admitted to suffering from this lack of clarity relative to their position 
and being less inclined to participate in such things as conflict resolution between staff 
members and budget preparation (Poirel, Yvon, LaPointe & Denecker 2017). Other research 
has confirmed the importance of the principal’s role in alleviating ambiguity with regard to 
their assistant’s responsibilities by ensuring a clear delegation of tasks, providing adapted 
supervision and support, and encouraging participation and commitment (Royal & Brassard 
2010).  

In our study, more than two-thirds of our respondents had secured a school leadership 
position during the training programme (2 as principal and 18 as vice-principal) and were 
thus in the process of entering into service. This suggests that the fact of having tested the 
limits of their competencies while participating in the training programme helped the 
graduates interpret the limits of this initial training, which they had to consolidate, adapt, and 
adjust for their new posting and school. In other words, to be effective in their different roles 
(whether pedagogical, administrative, or relational), continuous professional development 
for principals is vital (Barber, Whelan & Clark 2010; Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe 
& Orr 2010; Pont  et al. 2008). Due to the limited sampling represented in our study, we were 
unable to statistically compare pre-service and in-service vice-principals; we may hypothesise 
that those in active duty were more aware of the required competencies of their profession 
and the limits of their initial training. Larger-scale studies will no doubt help researchers to 
decipher these nuances while considering such socioprofessional characteristics as work 
status and programme specifics (with or without internships), to name a few. 

When Québec launched its school management training programme, it was understandably 
met with significant expectations and concerns on the part of the different stakeholder levels 
involved, namely, the Ministry of Education (MELS), the individuals responsible for 
dispensing this training, schools, and the beneficiaries of this continuing education reform. 
The mission of the programme’s designers (MELS), in collaboration with universities and 
school boards (now called Service centres), was to professionalise school principals by 
providing them with the necessary leadership standards to exercise the profession. For the 
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beneficiaries, this training programme represents an opportunity to work with peers to co-
create a leadership profile that can be transferred to or reinvested in their schools and 
exploited to increase their own knowledge base and qualifications, thus contributing to self-
professionalisation and providing professional and social advancement possibilities. 

Although each training programme usually undergoes an evaluation every five years by the 
university where it is given, truth be told that after more than 15 years since its 
implementation, this programme had never been systematically reviewed by the province. 
Since the introduction of its competency standard in 2008, education in Québec has 
considerably evolved, as have other systems. Its various aspects and its principals’ profile –
designed for use in training initiatives – must not remain static, in light of many new 
competencies that have become vital tools to effectively managing today’s schools.  

We therefore examined which capabilities should be added to update this competency 
standard to better orient future training for principals and adjust to the reality in today’s 
schools.  

This leadership profile is known for its comprehensiveness, compared to other competency 
profiles across Canada and abroad. Indeed, when compared with other such standards, there 
are similarities in the order of 85 per cent with other, more recent works (Alberta, Australia, 
and the United States). Notably absent from these standards are aspects of cultural diversity 
(inclusion), technology (ICT) (Lambert & Bouchamma 2019a, 2019b). and knowledge of 
pedagogy-based programmes (Bouchamma & Lambert 2018), hence the importance of 
adding them in the revised edition of this leadership standard (Tchimou 2015).  

Our findings show that the training programme under study provided aspiring school 
leaders with the required professional skills, as laid forth in the Ministry of Education 
standard (MELS 2008). That said, although the participants acknowledged the importance of 
the competencies they learned during the programme, they were adamant in their belief that 
to grow professionally, principals must pursue continuing education activities. In other 
words, training, although vital, does not suffice, as many skills acquired and developed 
throughout the career evolve and are adapted to suit the characteristics of the schools (e.g. 
multi-ethnic, First Nations, immigrants, economically depraved areas, etc.). 

Therefore, similar to the teachers’ competency standard in Québec (Gouvernement du 
Québec 2020), the next leadership profile for school leaders in this province should ideally 
identify the best skills to learn during professional training as well as those to be further 
developed over time: a reminder that professional competence cannot be acquired solely 
through training but must change and develop during the entire career. 

Studies show that the competency profile is effective in helping principals use their developed 
skills to address their daily work-related challenges. These professional and transversal skills 
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are detailed in the Québec competency standard for school leaders. Also guiding their actions 
are competencies that do not figure in this standard, such as emotional intelligence, past 
teaching experience, and stress management (Lambert & Bouchamma 2019a, 2019b). 

Similar to other education-related contexts, professional development in Québec (whether 
initial or continuing education) remains a responsibility that is shared by the different 
instances involved, including professional associations that do not hesitate to express their 
views and expectations regarding their members’ training needs, employers and other 
hierarchical decision makers who decide and authorise these training ventures, and the 
agencies that oversee school and programme certification (Bourdoncle & Lessard 2003; 
Tchimou 2015). 

Training activities prepare future principals to become leaders by giving them a taste of their 
future area of practice and what their role will actually entail. That said, hands-on 
experimentation is truly the only authentic way to actualise these competencies (MELS 2006; 
Mulford 2003; Perrenoud 2002). 
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APPENDIX 

The Items of the Questionnaire 

KNOWLEDGE (I know and understand…) 

1) The regulations stipulated in the Education Act (EA) 
2) The applications of the Education Act (EA) 
3) The Québec Education Program (QEP) 
4) The role of each stakeholder (MELS, Service centres, School Council, etc.) 
5) My roles and responsibilities, as principal 
6) My school’s organisational culture  
7) The difference between the Education Project and the Student Success Plan  
8) My pedagogical role, specifically  
9) My political role, as principal  
10) Accounting information, financial statements, and related management tools  

KNOW-HOW (I am able to…) 

1) Apply the decisions of the School Council  
2) Apply the principle of accountability (RBM) 
3) Know how to follow up with the different instances  
4) Recognise the importance of applying the Education Project every day  
5) Elaborate the Education Project and the Student Success Plan  
6) Implement and revise the Education Project and the Student Success Plan  
7) Recognise the importance of offering quality pedagogical services  
8) Analyse the school’s needs  
9) Organise these needs  
10) Ensure that teaching practices comply with the programs (Service centres, MELS) 
11) Apply assessment standards and modalities  
12) Use a variety of pedagogical methods  
13) Provide services to students with difficulties 
14) Establish intervention plans that are adapted to the students’ needs  
15) Understand the realities of other schools (disadvantaged, ethnic and cultural 

diversity, etc.)  
16) Respect the timeline of the school calendar 
17) Plan educational activities  
18) Develop educational or complementary activities  
19) Establish integration protocols for new staff members 
20) Supervise and support the team  
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21) Ensure teacher supervision  
22) Welcome and supervise trainees  
23) Recognise the importance of pedagogical innovation 
24) Plan and manage change  
25) Manage human resources  
26) Identify the professional development needs for each employee category  
27) Coordinate the school’s human resources  
28) Assign duties to the staff  
29) Apply effective work conditions  
30) Manage contexts involving the union  
31) Manage financial resources  
32) Prepare the school’s annual budget  
33) Administrate the budget and apply accountability  
34) Manage material resources  
35) Manage/plan requests for material resources  

 

KNOW HOW TO BE (I believe in…) 

1) My relationships with the members of the School Council  
2) My relationships with colleagues (other school principals) 
3) My relationships with the staff (teaching and non-teaching)  
4) My relationships with the parents 
5) My relationships with the students  
6) My relationships with the community 
7) My relationships with the service providers 
8) The importance that the vision I share with my staff aligns with the school’s Education 

Project  
9) Mediating work-related conflicts  
10) Finding balance between personal and professional life  
11) Mobilising my staff  
12) Encouraging the collaboration of my staff in various projects 
13) Understanding and transferring skills associated with the role of principal  
14) The qualities associated with being an effective principal  
15) The importance of interpersonal relationships  
16) My political role, as principal 
17) The ethical dimension of my role  
18) Effective communication strategies  
19) The importance of adapting my leadership to each situation  
20) Using emotional intelligence in my relationships  
21) Using relational skills (such as empathy)  
22) The importance of a climate of collaboration  



            ISEA • Volume 50, Number 1, 2022 | 123  
 

 
 
 

23) Cooperation among principals in terms of professional practices  
24) Stress management  
25) Problem solving  
26) The decision-making process 
27) Effectively managing emergencies, the unexpected  
28) Time management  
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Balancing Leaders’ Control and 
Teachers’ Professional Autonomy: The 
Case of Successful Schools 
Adam Nir, Adi Ben-David, Dan Inbar, Ronit Bogler and Anat Zohar  

Abstract: One of the most controversial issues in the literature discussing school management and 
leadership relates to the proper balance between leaders' control and teachers' professional autonomy. 
Research offers a variety of findings indicating the benefits and shortcomings of each strategy. The 
literature is less clear about the exact balance that should exist between the two perspectives for school 
success. Focusing on successful schools recognised for their good reputation and students’ academic 
performance, the current study attempts to identify schools' mechanisms and routines and explore how 
these opposing patterns of leadership coexist. The study is based on case studies conducted in four Israeli 
elementary schools recognised for their success. Data collection included semi-structured interviews, 
observations and the analysis of school documents. Our data analysis revealed that the powerful 
authority of school leaders and the pedagogical autonomy of the teachers coexist in harmony in these 
schools based on five dual-balancing mechanisms embedded in various school routines. It appears that 
schools' success is not merely a result of the instructional leadership of the school principal, but rather 
follows leaders' ability to create school routines that translate their managerial perspectives to 
mechanisms allowing teachers' pedagogical freedom to evolve. Implications are further discussed. 

Keywords: Successful schools, principals, teachers, leaders’ control, professional autonomy 

Introduction 
As research evidence regarding leadership is accumulating, school leaders serve a critical role 
in promoting the quality of education (Bellibaş, Kılınç & Polatcan 2021; Wallace 2002). They 
play a major role in setting a direction and goals for schools and in exercising influence and 
control over their teachers while attempting to ensure that teaching and learning processes 
meet schools’ objectives and vision (Leithwood & Riehl 2003).    

At the same time, however, it is clear that leaders’ influence on teaching and learning is mostly 
indirect (Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins 2008, 2020) and mediated through their teachers. This 
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understanding produced a new perspective, advocating for the need to shift school 
leadership from central patterns of command and control to more distributed modes of 
operation that foster greater teacher professional autonomy. This perspective is based on 
research evidence indicating that leaders’ inclination to empower their teachers is beneficial 
for schools’ organisational behaviour (Bogler 2005; Spillane, Halverson & Diamond 2001). 
Studies further show that school leadership is likely to have greater influence on schools and 
on the academic performance of students when it is widely distributed (Leithwood & Riehl 
2003; Louis & Marks 1996; Malloy & Leithwood 2017) and when teachers are empowered in 
areas of importance to them (Silins & Mulford 2003). These studies testify to the potential 
embedded in distributed patterns of leadership to promote school improvement and 
development. They set the ground for a different view of the school as a learning community 
mainly concerned with maximising the achievement capacities of all those within the 
organisation (Gronn 2000). Nevertheless, the literature is less clear about the exact form that 
distributed leadership should take (Harris 2004) and about the balance between central 
control and teachers’ professional autonomy, which is required for school success. Focusing 
on successful schools recognised for their good reputation and student academic 
performance, the current study explores how these opposing patterns of leadership coexist.     

Literature Review 
As the demand for school level educators’ accountability and school effectiveness increases, 
the body of research focusing on successful schools is mounting (Gurr & Drysdale in press; 
Notman & Henry 2011; Pashiardis & Johansson 2021). These studies attempt to explore the 
driving forces and mechanisms that guide successful schools’ organisational behaviour and, 
in doing so, to offer better understanding of the organisational routines that promote school 
effectiveness.  

The point of departure for these studies lies in the guiding assumptions of the Organisational 
Routines Theory. According to this theory, every organisation is composed of a variety of 
activities, processes and interactions organised in patterns which tend to replicate themselves 
while organisations strive to achieve their goals (Feldman & Pentland 2003; Feldman & 
Rafaeli 2002). The repetitive nature of organisational routines allows organisational stability 
to develop while at the same time it promotes effectiveness by enabling organisational 
members to introduce changes that increase the correspondence of their actions with the 
changing circumstances (Feldman & Rafaeli 2002). Organisational routines are organised in 
clusters, each serving a different aspect of the organisational goals (Kremser & Schreyögg 
2016). Every cluster contains a number of routines set to meet the complexity of a particular 
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organisational goal, while at the same time they promote the organisational ability to cope 
with internal and external pressures (Becker & Zirpoli 2008). 

As in all organisations, routines also characterise and shape public schools. They are evident 
in the school timetable and curriculum, in the division to classes, in the examination and 
evaluation system and in learning tracks that schools offer to students (Elmore 2004). 
Routines enable to advance students’ achievements by allowing educators to better identify 
problems and change teaching processes accordingly (Darling-Hammond, Ruth, Alethea, 
Nikole & Stelios 2009).  

A review of ‘process-based’ studies that focused on effective schools (Teddlie & Reynolds 
2000) identified a variety of routines, mechanisms and best practices related to school success 
often associated with student achievements. According to these studies, successful schools 
support students’ needs and prioritise their achievements and learning (Reynolds, Teddlie, 
Chapman & Stringfield 2015). They conduct ongoing screening of student progress, maintain 
high expectations of students and establish a positive and academically focused school 
climate (Hoy & Hannum 1997). They are characterised by a professional community of 
teachers who share a common vision and goals (Darling-Hammond 1996). They allow 
parental involvement (Fullan & Stiegelbaur 1991; Pashiardis & Kafa 2021) and create a secure 
and safe environment (Oberman, Arbeit, Praglin & Goldstein 2005). 

The school leader, however, is the single factor found in most school effectiveness studies to 
be strongly related with school effectiveness and success. Although research evidence 
testifying to the impact of school leaders on student outcomes is mounting (Leithwood et al. 
2008, 2020), it is difficult to establish simple causal relationships between these two features 
(Tubin 2011). Rather, it appears that school leaders affect student outcomes indirectly (Bryk, 
Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu & Easton 2010; Day, Gu & Sammons 2016; Sammons, Gu, 
Day & Ko 2011) through their influence on teachers which may take various shapes and 
forms. For example, they may influence teachers through capacity building processes (Gurr, 
Drysdale & Mulford 2005), through promoting collaboration among team members (Møller 
et al. 2005), or through the enhancement of teachers’ teamwork (Höög, Johansson & Olofsson 
2005). 

Although a recent review of the history of leadership in successful schools argues that 
instructional leadership, transformational leadership and distributed leadership are all 
needed for school success (Gurr & Drysdale in press), instructional leadership is often 
considered a core factor in successful schools (Purkey & Smith 1983; Sanchez & Watson 2021, 
Terry 1996). While instructional leadership research has been criticised as lacking a consistent 
definition across investigations (Boyce & Bowers 2018), it appears that instructional leaders 
focus on direction (Jacobson, Johnson, Giles & Ylimaki 2005), vision, mission and goal setting 
(Leithwood et al. 2008), on establishing shared purpose and demonstrating high performance 
expectations (Hallinger & Heck 2002), on leading a learning community that encourages 
effective teacher learning (Shaked, Gross & Glanz 2019), on monitoring school and teachers’ 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Jared%20Boyce
https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Alex%20J.%20Bowers
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activity and on buffering staff against distractions from their work (Dukem 2004). It appears 
that principals who emphasise instructional leadership behaviours and are involved in 
promoting teacher learning and development have a stronger positive impact on student 
achievement and learning (Hallinger 2011) than principals emphasising other styles of 
leadership behaviours (Louis, Dretzke & Wahlstrom 2010). At the same time, however, 
instructional leadership has been criticised for the pressure for conformity it exerts on 
teachers (Hopkins 2003).  

Parallel to the literature and research evidence advocating for the benefits embedded in 
instructional leadership for school effectiveness, another body of knowledge provides a solid 
empirical foundation supporting shared leadership and teachers’ professional autonomy as 
catalysts for school success. Day and Sammons (2013: 35) report on a ‘strong relationship 
between distributed patterns of leadership and organisational performance’. Research by 
Silins and Mulford (2003) has shown that student outcomes are more likely to improve where 
teachers are empowered in areas they consider significant for their professional conduct. 
Louis and Marks (1996) found a positive relation between teachers’ sharing leadership roles 
and students’ academic performance. Furthermore, distributive leadership was found to 
result in positive effects on pedagogy and on educational quality (Harris 2004). It appears that 
the enhancement of self-directedness generates higher levels of subordinate performance 
(Ahearne, Mathieu & Rapp 2005; Srivastava, Bartol & Locke 2006). These research findings 
show that teachers’ professional autonomy is crucial in affecting school effectiveness. 
Teachers seem to be willing to perform their best at work when they feel empowered and 
experience professional autonomy. 

The instructional leadership perspective, the teachers’ professional autonomy perspective, 
and the two bodies of research supporting each perspective imply different patterns of 
conduct for school leaders wishing to promote school success. On the one hand, it appears 
that strong instructional leadership has a stronger positive impact on student achievement 
compared to other leadership behaviours, although in many cases it comes at the expense of 
teachers’ professional autonomy. On the other hand, a substantial number of studies suggest 
that teachers’ professional autonomy implying less strict leadership control is assumed to 
promote the academic performance of students and, therefore, school effectiveness and 
success. 

Since routines have the power to turn exceptions into rules and shape organisational and 
professional behaviours (Feldman & Pentland 2003), the current study attempts to shed light 
on the routines and mechanisms that balance leadership control and teachers’ professional 
autonomy. Focusing on successful schools and illustrating the dialectical interplay between 
control and professional autonomy, this study attempts to answer the following question: 
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What are the balancing mechanisms between leadership control and teachers’ professional 
autonomy that characterise successful schools? 

Method 

School Selection Procedure   
This study is based on case studies conducted in four Israeli elementary schools. Since the 
purpose of this study is to identify mechanisms and routines characterising successful 
schools, we had to rely on the recommendations of educational officials at the Ministry of 
Education and at the local educational authorities’ (LEAs) level who are well acquainted with 
the schooling system. The decision to conduct four case studies in successful schools and 
search for common routines in these schools followed our understanding that this will better 
enable to establish interpretations and broaden their applicability (Eisenhardt & Graebner 
2007).    

Officials at the Ministry of Education were asked to consult with educational department 
heads at the LEAs and with school superintendents and create a list of successful schools. Of 
the schools that were given the most mentions and recommendations, four were eventually 
chosen in a meeting held at the Ministry of Education between senior officials and the 
researchers. The selection of schools was done based on three main criteria: (1) high test scores 
in the national tests conducted by the National Authority for Measurement and Evaluation 
in Education relative to the national average and to other schools characterised by similar 
socioeconomic status backgrounds; (2) the well established reputation of the school and the 
principal as verified by the school superintendent; and (3) the well established reputation of 
the school based on the school’s outstanding performance evident in educational prizes 
received.  

The selected schools differed in size (from 392 students to 699). Two were located in a large 
city, another in a small town and the fourth in a kibbutz located in a rural area. They differed 
in student population as evident in schools’ Socio-Economic Index and in principals’ 
experience and seniority. These differences were assumed to allow better representation of 
the routines characterising successful schools.  

Data Collection 
Since the study was set to explore school routines, which are not manifested, it was important 
to study schools’ deep dimension expressed by team members’ attitudes and thoughts 
regarding their school. Hence, a naturalistic approach enabling the attribution of deep 
meaning to typical behaviours was employed (Erickson 1986).  This approach emphasises the 
proximity of the research procedure to the context where the issues under investigation take 
place, therefore allowing understanding based on solid interpretations of the data 
(Hammersley 1992). Since the researchers are actively involved in data collection, the 
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outcomes of a naturalistic investigation strongly depend on the researchers’ sensitivity, 
decisions and considerations (Taylor, Bogdan & DeVault 2015).     

In each school, our research team, consisting of five researchers, worked in teams so that at 
least two researchers were involved in data collection and reporting in each school. The teams 
visited each school 4 to 6 times over the school year, spending about 36 person-hours per 
school. 

Data were collected during a single school year using a variety of research tools to enable 
understanding patterns of control, professional autonomy and instructional routines that 
characterise the schools from diverse perspectives (Eisenhardt & Graebner 2007). Specifically, 
the data collection process was based on three sources: semi-structured interviews lasting 
between 30 and 60 minutes with the school principal, vice-principal and teachers. Interviews 
were chosen as one of the major data collection methods to enable large amounts of data about 
interviewees’ perspectives to be collected relatively quickly and the immediate follow-up and 
clarification of equivocal issues (Taylor et al. 2015). The interviews were semi-structured to 
‘allow the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the 
respondent, and to new ideas on the topic’ (Merriam 2009: 90). They focused on a set of key 
issues that the literature identified as related to schools’ and teachers’ professional autonomy, 
to the leadership of the school principal and to school teaching and learning processes and 
outcomes. Each teacher interview began with a few general questions about the teacher’s 
position and responsibilities in school, years of experience, and their instructional methods. 
Then, teachers were asked to describe their school’s typical routines and refer to their 
autonomy in planning their lessons and teaching programme. This was followed by questions 
focusing on the interaction with the school principal, and other aspects related to school 
leadership. We used open-ended questions to enable better exposure of interviewees’ 
personal perspectives, their deeper thoughts, emotions and ambitions (Marshall & Rossman 
2011; Rossman & Rallis 2012). This less structured approach allowed the interviews to be 
more like conversations than formal events with predetermined response categories, 
permitting the respondents’ views to unfold, rather than the predisposition of the researchers 
(Marshall & Rossman 2011).  

Data were also collected through observations conducted in team meetings, during classroom 
lessons and school breaks. Observations allowed us to gain a first-hand impression of the 
actions taken in order to establish schools’ routines and processes. In addition, we collected 
documents that described various initiatives and activities that took place in schools during 
the school year in which we conducted our study. All documents, interviews and observation 
data were transcribed and translated onto computerised text files that eventually formed the 
data set. Table 1 summarises data collection activities performed in each school. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13632434.2016.1209182?casa_token=KpQ4BQR0eocAAAAA%3A9QYomdwfugXZ22lp4QEFDQinRslu6AmXaqBNiuxDEAyaQ4qeVT2LglG75cSrY-qxvvQ-EXQanwyG
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Table 1: Summary of Data Collection Activities  

    Principal 
interview 

Vice-principal 
interview 

Teacher 
interview 

Meeting 
observation  

Lesson 
observation  

School 1 2 1 17 4 13 

School 2 2 - 8 - 11 

School 3 2 1 18 - 10 

School 4 2 1 16 11 17 

Data Analysis  
The analysis of data was based on the classification of various issues to central themes. This 
stage was data-driven and not theory-driven to allow direct examination of the perspectives 
that emerged from the collected data (Rossman & Rallis 2012). Using the perspective of 
Marshall and Rossman (2011), who refer to qualitative data analysis as ‘a search for general 
statements among categories of data’ (p. 111) and the procedures outlined by Marton (1988), 
pieces of evidence were brought together on the basis of their similarities into categories. The 
categories differed from each other in terms of the subject matter and meaning that each 
category represented. This process allowed the generation of common themes and elucidation 
of the differences between the voices (Merriam 2009). Following Eisenhardt (1989), a within-
case analysis was initially conducted for each school. All five researchers read the information 
collected in all schools, and identified themes testifying to school routines associated with 
control, professional autonomy and instruction. This was followed by several discussions 
where the research team members presented potential themes, and similarities and 
differences were discussed. Eventually, themes that reflected the highest consensus among 
research team members were selected. Next, a cross-case analysis was performed to look for 
within-group similarities coupled with intergroup differences (Eisenhardt 1989).  

Findings 
The current study attempted to identify school routines allowing the co-existence of 
leadership control and teachers’ autonomy. In general, it was evident that in all four schools, 
teachers referred to the existence of mechanisms creating a delicate balance between a 
powerful and admirable school leader who sets clear and strict guidelines, and their 
professional autonomy, allowing them to act according to their individual discretion.   

A common denominator among the four schools studied may be evident in the dual harmony 
existing between the instructional and powerful authority of school leaders and the 
pedagogical autonomy of the teachers. This notion was shared by both – school principals 
and the teachers. School principals seem to be aware of their instructional leadership evident 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13632434.2016.1209182?casa_token=KpQ4BQR0eocAAAAA%3A9QYomdwfugXZ22lp4QEFDQinRslu6AmXaqBNiuxDEAyaQ4qeVT2LglG75cSrY-qxvvQ-EXQanwyG
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JEA-07-2013-0081/full/html#b36
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in their powerful dominance and influence over pedagogical and administrative processes 
taking place in their school:  

My main challenge is to lead pedagogically and to be the one who sets the tone for 
everyone in school. (principal, school 1)  

The principal of school 2 emphasises:  

As a person, it is difficult for me to bear the thought that others will come to me and 
say what needs to be done. Therefore, when it comes to decision-making, I don't 
believe in democracy, but I listen to what others have to say. 

The dominance and powerful influence of the school principals is also reflected in what 
teachers say:  

We share with R [the principal of school 2] everything. As principal she must know 
about everything that is going on. (A, teacher and vice-principal, school 2)  

I always update our principal regarding what is happening. (R, 5th grade teacher 
school 3) 

Nevertheless, in spite of the principals’ dominance, teachers in all four schools seem to admire 
their principals’ personality as well as their leadership and professional guidance.  

Our principal sets an extraordinary personal example. (T, 1st grade teacher, school 3)  

She is exceptional as far as professional knowledge is concerned. We can learn a lot 
from her. (Y, science teacher, school 4)  

Our principal is admired by all teachers. (S, English teacher and vice-principal, school 
3)   

Although all principals are viewed by their teachers as highly powerful and dominant, they 
still encourage teachers’ professional freedom and genuine ideas:  

While I stress the importance of unity, I constantly stress that each teacher should be 
able to express what is important to her. (H, principal, school 3) 

As principal I told my teachers: you decide what needs to be done. You have your own 
judgment. (A, principal, school 4) 

Teachers in our study share this notion. They report that their principal intentionally strives 
to promote their pedagogical autonomy so that they will be able to shape teaching and 
learning according to their judgement and professional considerations:  

My principal allows me to be who I wish to be. (English teacher)  

I am glad that my principal enables us to act freely. I serve as my own master in my 
classroom. (R, 2nd grade teacher, school 3)  
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In a teachers’ meeting, a special education teacher from school 4 says:  

I feel that I can follow my intuitions and professional vision and do things my way 
because our school contains it.  

The powerful authority of school leaders and the pedagogical autonomy of the teachers seem 
like two contradictory perspectives. How can school principals maintain control over 
teaching and learning while allowing teachers to act according to their idiosyncratic 
judgement and professional considerations?  

Our initial analysis revealed various routines that bridge among control, professional 
autonomy and teaching in all the schools we visited. However, a secondary analysis that 
looked at the connections between these routines revealed that they may be coupled into five 
Dual-Balancing Mechanisms: functionality, affectivity, transparency, competency and 
collegiality. Each mechanism is composed of complementary routines that trigger each other 
while allowing principals’ control and teachers’ autonomy to coexist.   

The functional mechanism: This mechanism delineates a delicate balance among routines 
setting clear guidelines, expectations and borders defined by the school leader and teachers’ 
pedagogical freedom allowing them to act according to their professional discretion. It 
follows a rationale stating that teachers’ pedagogical freedom may be possible based on their 
understanding and compliance with borders and expectations set by the principal:  

You cannot kill the teachers’ soul. Therefore, you must accept a certain degree of 
variance ... my major challenge is to lead pedagogically and be the one who sets the 
tone, while at the same time relinquishing my control and trusting the teachers to do 
their work at their classrooms. (R, principal, school 2) 

The principal of school 3 (principal H) describes the process through which her expectations 
became the guidelines for teachers’ professional conduct:  

Improving the quality of teaching starts with the teachers who are willing to cooperate 
and gradually turns to a structured expectation for all the others  ... I want my teachers 
to initiate and act as thinking individuals. Where people think, you end up with high-
quality involvement and teaching. 

The clear expectations and borders set the grounds for teachers’ pedagogical freedom, 
allowing them to act in accordance with their personal discretion:  

The principal allows me to be who I wish to be. (H, English teacher, school 1) 

All I do is something that meets my professional beliefs. (A, science teacher, school 2) 

The key word in our school is enabling: when working with a principal who enables 
you to do what you believe is right, everything looks differently. (A, technology 
teacher, school 3)  

It appears that all teachers seem to enjoy professional freedom as long as their professional 
conduct meets their principal’s expectations.  
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The affective mechanism: This mechanism refers to school routines creating an interplay 
between the appreciation, trust and gratitude that teachers receive from their principal and 
their commitment to school and the profession. Teachers mention that their principal 
compliments them whenever their performance meets or exceeds their expectations:  

You are appreciated for your initiatives … teachers that contribute are thanked. (T, 1st 
grade teacher, school 3) 

Our principal compliments teachers who come up with new ideas. She shares them 
with rest of the staff. (S, 6th grade teacher, school 2)  

In one of the meetings discussing the workload that teachers are experiencing, the school 
counsellor says:  

This is what makes us feel good, that our work is appreciated. The joy that we are 
doing something knowing that it is important: that’s what makes our school so unique.  

Trust is another attribute employed by the principals to express their appreciation. Principals 
say that trust is a dominant factor in establishing their relationships with their teachers:  

I trust my teachers and give them a lot of credit. (H, principal)  

Principals’ trust seems to permeate the teachers:  

We all share the feeling that we are trusted. This is important because, if you trust a 
teacher, she will take responsibility over her actions. (T, 1st grade teacher, school 3) 

I feel that our principal fully trusts me. (R, 2nd grade teacher, school 3)  

This attitude seems to be related to teachers’ commitment to their school and the profession: 

Here, everyone is committed to the school not because somebody is forcing us to do 
so: it is because of our culture. (S, vice principal, school 2) 

Another teacher emphasises:  

We are committed all the way because our principal compliments us and says she 
trusts us to do our best. (T, 1st grade teacher, school 3)  

Teachers further provide examples for their commitment:  

I thank God for working in this school and in this profession. If someone would ask 
me today what I want to do with my life, I would reply that I like to do exactly what I 
am doing here today. (S, special education teacher, school 4)  

The transparency mechanism: This mechanism reflects a balance between exposure and 
involvement. It characterises an organisational culture requiring all teachers to report to the 
principal and be accountable for their actions, while allowing principals to exert their control. 
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Nevertheless, such exposure encourages teachers’' collaboration and involvement in the 
school’s decision-making processes. The demand for transparency is stressed by all four 
school principals:  

Teachers know that everything should be transparent. If you want my support and 
backup, I have to know what is going on. (A, principal, school 4) 

The teachers also share this understanding:  

In our schools, things are not swept under the carpet and I don’t feel threatened if I 
make a mistake. I am not afraid of criticism to an extent that will encourage me to hide 
things from her: we learn from our mistakes. (T, 1st grade teacher, school 3)  

Since everything is done in the open, collaboration among teachers becomes natural and 
frequent:  

Everything in our school is based on collaboration. (S, mathematics teacher, school 2) 

Every time I had an idea, I shared it with the principal and she immediately asked me 
if I also shared it with the other teachers. (B, 2nd grade teacher, school 1)  

A transparent culture also increases teachers’ involvement in school’s decision-making 
processes that are not directly related to their teaching and classes. In all four schools, the 
principals established a leading forum involved in decision-making and planning processes:  

I and other teachers participate in school’s leading forum responsible for decision-
making. We discuss the issues, collect some ideas from teachers who are not part of 
the forum and then make a decision. This way decisions are based on collaboration 
and serious consideration. (B, 2nd grade teacher, school 1)   

Nevertheless, teachers’ influence on the final decisions is rather limited. When it comes to 
major issues, the principal listens to what they have to say but it is she who makes the final 
decision:  

Each one of us speaks her mind but at the end of the discussion, our principal makes 
the final decision. (Y, science coordinator, school 4)  

Some of the decisions follow a collaborative discussion. However, when the discussion 
comes to an end, it is the principal who makes the decision. (R, Civics teacher, school 
2)  

Still, teachers share the notion that ‘although not all our suggestions are accepted, in many 
cases we actually influence the final decision’ (S, 6th grade teacher, school 2). This notion may 
be related to the fact that ‘in some cases, H [the principal] brings up an issue she wants us to 
discuss and the final decision is made based on the vote of the majority’ (S, 6th grade teacher, 
school 2).  

The professional identity mechanism: This mechanism refers to the balance between 
teachers’ proficiency and principal’s support. In all the schools we visited, much emphasis 
was placed on the development of teachers’ professional identity. Since professional identity 
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is directly linked with skills and proficiency, teachers were required to participate in capacity 
building and professional development programmes. At the same time, however, this 
requirement was balanced with principals’ support employed to strengthen and establish 
teachers’ professional identity and proficiency.  

The duality between clear guidelines and expectations and teachers’ pedagogical freedom 
reported earlier seems evident when the selection of professional development programmes 
is concerned. Some teachers report that ‘I chose a course based on what seemed to me most 
interesting’ (R, special education teacher, school 2). Nevertheless, others say that they 
participate in professional development programmes that meet the school’s needs and 
principal’s demands:  

The principal expects me to study. In most cases, these professional development 
programs meet school needs. (B, 2nd grade teacher, school 1)  

We are allowed to choose among programs that the school selects and considers 
relevant. (S, 6th grade teacher, school 2)  

R, the principal of school 2 admits that promoting teachers’ proficiency is among her main 
goals:  

The understanding that professional development eventually serves the teacher 
already exists in our school.  

While all teachers are expected to develop professionally, school principals create various 
support mechanisms allowing teachers’ professional identity to establish:  

Since we are a learning community, any teacher can raise any issue and get assistance 
from others. This community is used as a support and professional development 
mechanism. (R, principal, school 2) 

R (2nd grade teacher, school 2) emphasises:  

Today, when I see the new teachers, I try to support them in the same way that I was 
supported when I came to our school. 

The collegial mechanism: This mechanism is based on routines creating a balance between a 
warm and family-like work environment on the one hand, and teachers’ perceived 
belongingness and willingness to invest boundary-free efforts in their teaching and school, 
on the other hand. In all the schools we visited, teachers used the family-like metaphor to 
express their identification with their school:  

I have worked in this school for over ten years and the school community is like my 
family … we all want to be part of this family. (S, vice-principal, school 3) 
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I said both to the kids and to their parents: first of all I am a mother, not only of my 
personal children but of all the kids in my classroom. (S, 2nd grade teacher, school 1) 

In a teachers’ meeting the school counsellor says: ‘I am surrounded by teachers who are my 
friends’. H, a vice-principal (school 4) summarises:  

I have worked here for 25 years. I feel we are like one big family. We all feel that our 
school is like our second home and that we are fortunate to be able to work together. 

When teachers view their school like their second home, the students as their own children 
and the principal and other staff members as their friends, their belongingness to the school 
and willingness to invest boundary-free efforts increase not because someone forces them to 
do so but rather because they want to:  

We all do our best for the children … this is rooted in our school for many years and 
new teachers who join become part of this atmosphere very quickly. (S, 1st grade 
teacher, school 2)    

The collegiality and family-like atmosphere encourage teachers to invest all their efforts to 
advance school and children even if this investment goes beyond their formal role duties:  

It is contagious; these are our standards which pass from one teacher to another. (Y, 
1st grade teacher, school 4) 

Teachers offer a variety of examples for their boundary-free investment in their school. S (6th 
grade teacher, school 2) describes:  

It is not obvious that a colleague volunteers to stay with me at the end of the school 
day and assist me … this is part of the general atmosphere. 

If a mother sends me a message at 22:00 and I see it, I always reply immediately. (A, 
technology teacher, school 3) 

Many times I bought things for the class using my own money. (R, 2nd grade teacher, 
school 3)  

Discussion 
One of the most controversial issues in the literature discussing school management and 
leadership relates to the proper balance between leaders’ control and teachers’ professional 
autonomy. Research offers a variety of findings indicating the benefits and shortcomings of 
each perspective. This controversy is discussed at length in the distributed leadership 
literature although there is no clarity regarding the exact form that distributed leadership 
should take (Amels, Krüger, Suhre & van Veen 2021; Harris 2004) and the proper balance that 
should exist between leader control and teachers’ autonomy for school success.  

The current study was designed to offer better understanding regarding this dilemma while 
focusing on successful schools. In addition to being successful, a common denominator 
among the four schools studied is that they all exhibited coexistence and perfect harmony 
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between the powerful leadership of the principals and teachers’ professional autonomy. This 
balance between the two opposing perspectives became possible thanks to the existence of 
dual-balance mechanisms and school routines. These routines seem to complement each 
other creating a school culture characterised by clear borders and expectations, on the one 
hand, and an organisational atmosphere that promotes collegiality, competency, 
transparency and commitment, on the other hand. Our findings show that school principals 
have a highly significant role in determining the organisational behaviour of these schools. 
Principals were found to be talented and dominant individuals who devote a major part of 
their time to activities aimed towards developing learning and instruction. In line with the 
research literature, these included teachers’ capacity building, creating a learning community, 
and being personally involved in curriculum setting and instruction. Their typical activities 
seem to follow what Sergiovanni (1998) and others (Aas & Paulsen 2019; Elmore 2004; 
Robinson 2010) define as pedagogical or instructional leadership. They see much merit in the 
development of the school’s human capital and strive to turn their school into a learning 
community (Gronn 2000) in which much attention is dedicated to the wellbeing of 
individuals. In all four schools we found teachers who feel that they belong to a community 
consisting of individuals who are not only their colleagues, but also their friends. Teachers’ 
commitment to their profession and the school went beyond their formal role duties. It was 
based on friendships and on a deep belief that they are all involved in highly significant 
activities that serve their students, their school, the school’s community and themselves. They 
all considered themselves fortunate to work in their school and expressed much gratitude 
and appreciation to their principal. 

In all the schools, principals directed their efforts towards local capacity building. Being 
instructional leaders, they all valued professional knowledge that evolves following the on-
going pedagogical processes taking place in the school and teachers’ collaboration and 
involvement in the school’s professional learning community. These qualities seemed to 
promote teachers’ internal motivation (Bryk et al. 2010), their commitment to school and to 
teaching and, as a result, encouraged them to continually strive for self-improvement.  

School principals’ pedagogical-oriented leadership enabled them to set a clear direction for 
their school, while at the same time to act as facilitators allowing teachers to act according to 
their idiosyncratic discretion and professional considerations. This conduct is in line with 
Fullan’s (2007) perspective on change, arguing that a successful change depends on a proper 
balance between a tight and a loose mode of operation. It is also supported by the claim that 
most educational reforms fail because their planning is not flexible enough to meet the unique 
and changing local circumstances that they attempt to change (Hargreaves & Fink 2012).  
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Hence, our findings coming from successful schools enable us to conclude that their success 
is not merely a result of the instructional leadership style of the school principals, but rather 
it is the consequence of the principals’ ability to create school routines that translate their 
managerial perspective into mechanisms allowing teachers’ pedagogical freedom to develop. 
Based on the Organisational Routines Theory arguing that every organisation is composed of 
routines that tend to replicate (Feldman 2021; Feldman & Pentland 2003; Feldman & Rafaeli 
2002; Salvato & Rerup 2011), it is suggested that school principals should strive to establish 
routines based on the understanding that they cannot achieve full control over teaching and 
learning in their schools. Rather, control will depend on their ability to establish school 
routines that meet their pedagogical vision and on their internalisation by the teachers. Our 
study adds to the existing literature by decoding the relevant routines that create proper 
balance between the leader’s control and teachers’ professional autonomy.  

Conclusion 
According to the Organisational Routines Theory, organisational routines are organised in 
clusters where they are interdependent, supporting and complementing each other (Kremser 
& Schreyögg 2016). This way, routine clusters promote organisational stability and influence 
the quality of performance. The current study focused on the delicate balance among routine 
clusters characterising successful schools. Specifically, it assessed the relationship between 
routines related to school leaders’ tendency to control teachers and teaching and routines 
related to teachers’ professional autonomy and ability to perform their work according to 
their discretion and judgement.  

While studies provide a rich list of factors associated with school success, such as professional 
development, teacher collaboration, school leadership, midlevel management, student 
support systems, and resource allocation (Bruggencate, Luyten, Scheerens & Sleegers 2012; 
Hallinger & Heck 2011; Klar & Brewer 2013; Sammons et al. 2011), our study revealed that 
successful schools are characterised by routine clusters creating a delicate balance between 
qualities related to the leader’s control and teachers’ autonomy.  

Our findings show that school leaders’ control does not necessarily undermine teachers’ 
ability to act according to their professional discretion. Rather, much depends on the way 
school leaders exert their control. Specifically, successful schools are characterised by an 
organisational culture in which routines allowing leaders’ control and those promoting 
teachers’ proficiency and autonomy co-exist. In the four schools we studied, school leaders 
set strict guidelines which determined the 'what' and 'how' in their school. At the same time, 
however, they made sure that teachers would have sufficient freedom and support that will 
increase teachers’ trust in their principal, their commitment to school and to students and 
their motivation to promote their proficiency. Hence, creating a school culture characterised 
by this delicate balance among routine clusters seems to positively influence the dynamics 
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between school leaders and teachers, and should be considered a significant component in 
promoting school success. 

As with any piece of research, this study in not free of limitations offering opportunities for 
future studies. The main limitation may be found in the fact that this research is based on four 
case studies conducted in a single national context. To allow generalisations, it is suggested 
that further studies will employ a quantitative methodology and that comparative research 
designs will be employed comparing schools located in different contexts and characterised 
by different levels of success and effectiveness. 
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